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For the Children
Gary Snyder

The rising hills, the slopes,
of statistics
lie before us.
the steep climb
of everything, going up,
up, as we all
go down.

In the next century
or the one beyond that,
they say,
are valleys, pastures,
we can meet there in peace
if we make it.

To climb these coming crests
one word to you, to
you and your children:
stay together
learn the flowers
go light

(Wheatley, 2002, p. 13)
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ABSTRACT
This study investigated the ways in which rural principal perceptions of online
teacher education programs and participants impacted hiring practices in rural schools.
The qualitative study focused on the hiring practices of rural school principals in relation
to applicants who had been trained online, and placed those hiring practices within a
transformational leadership framework. A survey of school principals in a sparsely
populated area of the western United States was followed by semi-structured interviews
of purposefully selected participants to provide insight into survey results. The
researcher’s own autoethnographic journal of experiences as a distance learner and
developer of online teacher education courses was then integrated into the case study
findings to provide texture and vertical alignment for the study. Rural principals clearly
understood the importance of access and opportunity online, and were found to have
more positive perceptions of online teacher education programs and participants than had
been previously found. Positive teacher attributes identified by principals in other studies
were categorized and confirmed in this study, with an additional distinct category of rural
teacher traits revealed. These distinct teacher traits of interest to rural principals were a
match for the autoethnographic indicators of online learner success; providing a backdrop
for the more positive perceptions found. The transformational leadership lenses of moral
purpose, authenticity, an ethic of care, and imaging and intuition, were of importance to
principals as they made the decision to hire, creating a theoretical framework within
which the findings could be understood.
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION
Contextual Collage: The Dream
I was a child of the 50’s; born into a world made safe for democracy by boys who
became men in places like Normandy and Tarawa. While their sweethearts waited
stateside for them to return, they lived on hope and occasional v-mails sent across
oceans over months that became years. When they came home, they quietly took
up residence in conservative ranch houses in subdivisions across the America they
saved. The American dream was alive and played out in the schools of my childhood.
Each morning the safety patrols wearing orange belts and badges manned busy cross
streets on our way to school. The color guard proudly raised the flag with a flurry of
ceremony and the sharp sound of the snare drum to start each day. Our studies
were interrupted with government documentaries about the dangers of communism
and the occasional duck and cover drill. Recesses were long, slides were dangerous,
and the competition was stiff. We all knew that a good education made everything
possible. We could be anything we wanted to be if we would just try hard enough.
Even President of the United States.
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Introduction
The American dream is poised precariously on the apex of initiative and
opportunity; largely determined by individual drive and the quality of our public schools.
For many the balance has tipped. Our schools are in crisis. New teachers enter a
profession on the precipice of failure, and school leaders scramble to meet the demands
of a system retooling for a new century. Educational bureaucracies burdened by the
baggage of federal mandates continue to frame school improvement with the mechanistic
underpinnings of the industrial age, constraining and controlling in the name of change.
New teachers are needed who are ready for the challenge of this high stakes environment
paradoxically imbedded in the very relational work of schools (U.S. Department of
Education, 2002). Principals poised on the sharp edge of accountability are charged with
the task of hiring those new teachers and look for far more than mere technical expertise
(Mason & Schroeder, 2010). School leaders choose new staff carefully and attempt to
hire passionate practitioners who will have a positive impact on the culture of their school
(Hynes, Sullivan, & Yeager, 2011; Supon & Ryland, 2010).
Teacher training programs abound and continue to expand into the world of
distance education. As colleges widen the expanse of their distance course offerings and
online teacher training programs, students eagerly answer the call and access these new
training opportunities (Allen & Seaman, 2011). For new teacher applicants, however,
principal perceptions of the quality of their training programs are key (Mason &
Schroeder, 2010). Unfortunately, studies have shown that principals are hesitant to select
new teachers who have been trained online, expressing concern about their interpersonal
skills and their ability to function as part of a community of learners (Huss, 2007; Faulk,
2
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2010; Faulk, 2011). In rural settings, where record numbers of students are turning to the
internet to access opportunity, these negative perceptions appear to be magnified
(Simonson, Smaldino, Albright, & Zvacek, 2012, Richardson, McCleod, & Dikkers,
2011). This qualitative study built on studies previously done in the area to further
examine principal perceptions and response to teacher applicants who received their
training online and analyzed those perceptions utilizing a leadership framework and the
researcher’s first-hand experience in the field.
Background of the Study
Our schools are heavily influenced by our culture. The history of public schools
in America reveals a system molded during the industrial age with a machine-like
structure and need for efficiency. Metaphorically, this idea the schools behave and can
be controlled like machines is partnered with the pervasive belief that science and
scientific principles can provide answers to most of the dilemmas of our modern world.
These beliefs spill over in a flood of practices applied to the children in our schools. We
disaggregate student data and develop scientific solutions for problems that defy
certainty. Research based practices and statistical calculations dominate the discussions
in teacher lounges where the narrative of student lives should be told. Students sit
through scripted lessons delivered by teachers with automaticity and fidelity, hoping that
the scores that we use to define student success will improve if we apply just the right
programmatic fix.
Foucault (1965) illustrated the nature of this illusion by expounding upon the idea
that science has not only confined human life, but our discourse and thinking as well.
The Age of Reason was imprinted clearly on our schoolhouse walls, and met its ally in
3

Texas Tech University, Muriel de Ganahl, May 2013
the bureaucracies of our time. English (2003) believed, however, that postmodernism
began to enter the discourse of education, and our need for a single answer to perplexing
problems of complexity may have led us to a kind of border crossing between modernism
and postmodernism in education. This new interiority may be the narrative of the
emergence of ancient themes that defy certainty.
Interestingly, the literature of educational leadership as it relates to science was
exploring just such perplexing ideas (Morgan, 2006). Savvy public school administrators
who intuitively understood the complex dynamics of school leadership put these
principles to work as they carefully screened, interviewed, and hired new teacher
candidates. If these living institutions are the heart of our work, making sure that new
teachers are ready for the challenge is central to our purpose. The stakes are high, and
working in a system mired in the past with a clear vision of the future takes courage and
expertise.
Hiring Practices
The hiring process varies between school districts, but overall, it is the principal
who has primary responsibility for hiring new teachers (Mason & Schroeder, 2010; Papa
& Baxter, 2008). A high level of principal autonomy is at the heart of a decentralized
process in which school leaders recommend new teachers who are a fit for the culture and
needs of their school (Harris, Rutledge, Ingle, & Thompson, 2010; Liu & Johnson, 2006).
While hiring committees often participate in the process, in most districts, the principal
has the final say (Bolton, 2010; Mason & Schroeder, 2010; Papa & Baxter, 2008).
There are four distinct steps in the hiring process; recruitment, screening, the
interview, and the offer (Mason & Schroeder, 2010; Rutledge, Harris, Thompson, &
4
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Ingle, 2008). Utilizing the screening process to limit the candidate pool, principals rely
heavily on the interview to identify new teachers who have a specific set of positive
attributes that will lead them to success in the classroom (Papa & Baxter, 2008; Rutledge,
et al., 2008). In multiple studies, positive professional attributes for teacher applicants
were identified that included communication skills, work ethic, knowledge of pedagogy,
and subject matter knowledge. Personal attributes such as passion, enthusiasm, caring,
confidence, honesty, and the ability to work with others were also identified as important
to principals during the hiring process (Harris, et al., 2010; Hynes, Sullivan & Yeager,
2011; Kersten, 2008; Rutledge, et al., 2008). Those applicants who exhibited these
positive personal and professional characteristics were the ones to whom an offer for
employment was made.
Perceptions of Candidates Trained Online
Technological advances and access to online teacher training programs have
created a new group of applicants who receive their training primarily online. Principal
perception and response to these applicants was studied and the results were clear. The
majority of administrators were apprehensive about hiring these candidates based on the
isolated nature of their training in comparison with the highly relational world of school
(Bolton, 2010; Huss, 2007; Faulk, 2010; Faulk, 2011). Educators working to improve
teacher training programs can respond to these perceptions in a way that reveals an
understanding of the systemic constraints facing public educators and the potential and
promise of teacher training opportunities in settings outside the confinement of the four
walls of school.

5
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The first in a series of studies by DeFleur and Adams (2004) revealed that
admission to graduate school was problematic for students who had studied online. The
researchers continued this strand of inquiry with a mixed methods study of hiring
committee chairpersons at universities and discovered that when presented with a
hypothetical series of candidates, 98% of participants surveyed chose a traditionally
trained candidate over one trained online (Adams & DeFleur, 2005). Again in 2006, 96%
of prospective employers who were surveyed preferred the candidate with a traditional
degree to the one with a degree earned online (Adams & DeFleur, 2006). In 2007, their
research revealed that employers in the health care industry expressed concern with the
quality of online programs, the honesty of online learners, and the ability for an online
student to experience the necessary interactions for success. (Adams, DeFleur, & Heald,
2007). Since that time, doctoral studies have supported and built on these findings in the
service industry, and the field of accounting (Siebold, 2007; Jeancola, 2011).
Huss (2007) expanded this work into the field of education by embarking on a
descriptive study of middle school principals and their perceptions of preservice teacher
preparation programs. The results were similar to those in other fields. Over half of the
respondents had concerns about teachers trained online, and 95% were concerned about
the credibility of an online degree. When asked if they would hire the candidate trained
online, all but one of the respondents said that they would not (Huss, 2007). In related
studies, Faulk (2010; 2011) utilized a survey of administrator perceptions that was
specific to categories of expertise in courses offered at 20 teacher training universities.
Administrators surveyed had reservations about hiring those trained online with specific
concerns in the areas of classroom management, student diversity, and the social aspects
6
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of teaching. In other studies, perceptions were revealed that indicate online coursework
to be of inferior quality overall (Richardson, et al., 2011). Specific negative perceptions
of online learning included the lack of personal communication online, the lack of overall
rigor, and the opportunity for students to be dishonest (Bolton, 2010).
Problem Statement
There have been only a handful of studies done in the field of education related to
principal perceptions of teacher candidates trained online (Bolton, 2010; Huss, 2007;
Faulk, 2010; Faulk, 2011). The results of those studies were clear: principals
overwhelmingly agreed that they preferred a teacher trained traditionally to one trained
online. The positive personal and professional attributes sought by principals when
hiring new teachers were antithetical to the perceived negative qualities of a teacher
candidate trained online (Bolton, 2010; Huss, 2007; Faulk, 2010, Faulk, 2011). Further
study was needed to ascertain the basis of those perceptions, specific categories of
concern, and the ways in which those perceptions may differ in rural settings.
Additionally, there was a need to place this research within a leadership framework that
provided insight and structure for the analysis of data gathered.
Framework
For the purposes of this study, principal perceptions were examined through
conceptual frameworks available in the literature of educational leadership and decision
making. Transformational leadership theory was utilized as the backdrop against which
principals make decisions in ethical and naturalistic ways. As principals hire new
teachers for their schools, they select new teacher candidates by looking through a series
of leadership lenses. They utilize their understanding of systems thinking and
7
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organizational change to make their hiring decisions based on the transformational
precepts of moral purpose and authenticity (Sergiovanni, 2007; George, 2003; Northouse,
2010). Then, utilizing an ethic of care (Gilligan, 1982, Noddings, 2005), intuition and
imaging make it possible for the principal to select the candidate who is a fit for the needs
of the school community (Davis & Davis, 2003).
Authentic leaders in covenantal communities blanketed in an ethic of care utilize
intuition and imaging to make hiring decisions. Somewhere along this trajectory, the
online teacher candidate is eliminated from consideration. This study attempted to
identify principal perceptions of teacher candidates trained online with specificity as to
how those perceptions shape the hiring decisions of the principals in the study. With that
information, it may be possible to address those concerns so that those developing and
delivering online courses and teacher training programs can respond.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was to describe the perceptions and response of school
principals in a sparsely populated rural area in the western United States to teacher
applicants who receive their preservice training in distance settings. Students in rural
America are turning to online education in order to access opportunities previously
unavailable to them due to geographical constraints. Bricks and mortar colleges and
universities are reaching out to these rural students though new online course and
program offerings. For those students who pursue a career in education, principal
perceptions of the quality of their training and issues surrounding online education in
general will dictate their professional success. It was important to examine what research
has shown to be the overall negative principal perceptions of online learning and learners.
8
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This study built on previous studies in the field to further illuminate findings in this
regard.
Significance
This qualitative study contributed to the field of educational leadership as it
relates to teacher hiring practices in a postmodern world. Technological advances have
added both fuel and frustration to the fire of relational multiplicity in our schools. The
potential of a newly flattened world creates opportunity in a system ripe for change.
Educators scramble to develop distance opportunities for students anxious for access;
mimicking the delivery of instruction in traditional institutions on the verge of collapse.
This approach does not appear to resonate with the leaders whose job it is to reenergize
our public schools. School leaders are perceptive consumers capable of recognizing
strengths and weaknesses in our teacher training programs. If colleges utilize those
perceptions to improve and guide practice, our online teacher training programs can
transcend the constraints of our system to become the fertile soil from which the public
schools of the future can emerge.
Overview of Methodology
This study was a composite qualitative collective case study with integrated
autoethnography. Rural principals in a sparsely populated area of the west were the
participants in the study. These participants were a bounded set of clearly identifiable
cases for the purposes of this study (Creswell, 2007; Orcher, 2005; Patten, 2010). They
were chosen as study participants because of their geographical location and gatekeeping
status for their rural districts. Shared meanings and values of rural school principals and
the way in which culture and human agency interact with each other were revealed
9
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through the use of a case study approach (Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2007). Vertical alignment
for the study was provided in the form of the researcher’s autoethnography; revealing
multiple layers of consciousness in order to connect the personal to the cultural (Gall, et
al., 2007). The researcher’s professional journal describing her experience as a rural
principal, online learner, and developer of online teacher education courses provided
texture and context for the study (Klinker & Todd, 2007; Gall, et al., 2007).
Principal participants were surveyed through the use of a questionnaire, and the
results analyzed and reported in narrative form. Follow up semi-structured interviews
were then conducted to clarify findings and themes that emerged (Glesne, 2011; Gall, et
al., 2007). Data was hand coded and categorized by the researcher and then recoded
utilizing the software program NVivo. Categories were developed utilizing the
leadership framework proposed and thick descriptions provided insight into issues raised
(Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2007; Glesne, 2007). An emic perspective on issues
inherent in the study was facilitated through the use of this qualitative design (Gall, et al.,
2007).
Research Questions
This study explored the following research questions:
1. In what ways do rural principal perceptions about online teacher education programs
and participants impact hiring practices in rural schools?
2. In what ways can the experiences of an instructor who developed and delivered
online teacher preparation courses be illustrative of issues in the field?

10
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Rationale
Students in rural America are turning to online learning in record numbers (Allen
& Seaman, 2011; Simonson, et al., 2000). Improvements in technology and delivery
systems have created access and an opportunity where there previously was none.
Prospective teachers, anxious for employment in their local schools, begin their college
coursework with hope and enthusiasm. This optimistic beginning, however, may lead
them nowhere. Studies have shown that principals hesitate to hire new teachers who
have been trained in distance settings (Bolton, 2010; Huss, 2007; Faulk, 2010; Faulk,
2011), and that rural administrators may have the more negative perceptions of online
learning than their urban and suburban counterparts (Richardson, et al., 2011). It was
important not only to better understand the perceptions of principals faced with
candidates trained online, but also respond to those perceptions as online programs and
courses are developed. Access and opportunity are void of meaning if they do not meet
with success.
Delimitations
The purpose of this study was to describe the perceptions and response of rural
school principals to preservice teachers trained at a distance. Issues of leadership as they
related to principal hiring practices were examined, but issues specifically related to
distance education, other than the effectiveness of online teacher training programs and
principal perceptions of online learning and learners, were not. This is a study in the area
of educational leadership; not distance learning. The focus of the study was on distance
education conceptually as it relates to public school leadership and hiring practices rather
than a study of distance education itself. Findings from this study provide conceptual
11
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guidance for educational leaders and distance educators rather than specific technical
guidelines for issues in the field of distance education.
Assumptions
It was assumed for the purposes of this study that principals utilize leadership
skills, including an understanding of systems thinking, to create cohesive communities of
learners in their schools (Jossey-Bass, 2007). It was also assumed that principals have
the best interests of their school communities in mind when hiring new teachers. Finally,
it was assumed that participants were forthcoming in their responses during the data
collection process and were able and willing to share their perceptions of online learning
and learners in a way that sheds new light on issues raised in previous research.
Definitions of Key Terms
Asynchronous learning. Asynchronous learning is learning that takes place at
different times.
Blended learning. A combination of traditional and online coursework results in
blended learning.
Distance education. Distance education is institutionally based education
utilizing interactive technology to deliver instruction to an established learning group that
is geographically and temporally separated from one another. (Simonson, Smaldino,
Albright, & Zvacek, 2012).
Hybrid course. A hybrid course contains a blend of face-to-face and online
instruction.
Face to face instruction. Face to face (F2F) instruction occurs in a traditional
classroom setting when the teacher and student are in the same location.
12
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Learning community. A learning community is a group of people in a school
situated in the context of a community fully engaged in learning from one another.
Online learning. Online learning is learning that takes place primarily or wholly
online.
Preservice teacher preparation. The teacher training that takes place prior to
receipt of credentials is preservice teacher preparation.
Synchronous learning. Learning that takes place at the same point in time is
synchronous learning.
Traditional learning. Traditional learning takes place in a bricks and mortar
setting with teacher and student both present.

Organization of Dissertation
This study is divided into five chapters. Chapter 1 introduces the background of
the study, purpose of the study, proposed theoretical framework, significance of the
study, overview of methodology, and research questions. Additionally, delimitations,
assumptions, and definitions of key terms are provided in Chapter 1.
Chapter 2 is a review of pertinent literature that provides a conceptual framework
for the study as well as a theoretical foundation for the research. A synthesis and critical
analysis of the body of literature examined will provide a backdrop against which the
study will be conducted.
Chapter 3 describes the methodology to be employed for the study. The research
design, rationale, context of the study, data sources, and data collection methods are
described as well as a data analysis and management plan. Trustworthiness,
transferability, and triangulation as they relate to this study are also examined.
13
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Chapter 4 describes the data collected in the study, utilizing graphs, charts, and
other visual organizers with analysis of the results. Chapter 5 concludes the dissertation
with an overall summary of the research and implications for further research. Finally,
the relationship of the research findings to the theoretical framework proposed will be
analyzed and conclusions drawn.

14
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CHAPTER II: LITERATURE REVIEW
Contextual Collage: Teachers
You know them. The great ones. We’ve all had a few. Mine was Mr. Matchett. He
saw into my soul. He believed in me and let me set sail. Nothing I had to say was
trivial; nothing I brought to him was dismissed. The wonders of the world opened
to my yearning. I have known so many. Mrs. Barnes. Every five year old wanted
her and every parent prayed they’d get her. Miss Melarvie. As if the students
were her own. Mrs. Photos. Engaging the wounded through play. Mr. O’Donnell.
Each of them a gift. What is the magical thing that happens in the classrooms of
our schools? How can we describe the ineffable tie between teacher and student?
It goes beyond our understanding of mere relationship. It is more than that. It’s a
tender glimpse into the power of belief and expectation. It is nested in our hearts.

15
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Introduction
School leaders know that a great teacher in every classroom is the key to student
success (Kersten, 2008; Mason & Schroeder, 2010). Researchers agree, and a wellresearched base of literature supports the contention that teacher quality impacts student
achievement (Akbari & Allvar, 2010; Ingle, Rutledge, & Bishop, 2011; Marzano,
Pickering, & Pollock, 2001). That knowledge is clearly reflected in recent legislative
efforts to improve our schools. From the publishing of A Nation at Risk in 1983 to the
reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act as No Child Left Behind
(NCLB) in 2001, schools have been struggling to meet the demands of a public
clamoring for school improvement through the lens of ever increasing accountability.
As part of No Child Left Behind, a new focus on teacher quality was initiated, mandating
that states ensure that all children be taught by effective teachers. That portion of the bill
was based on the principle that, “teacher excellence is vital to achieving improvement in
student achievement” (NCLB, 2001, p.12).
As effective teachers became the focal point for school improvement efforts
aimed at student success, the stakes for school principals rose, and the hiring of new
teachers took on new meaning. Principals continue to search for new teachers that can
meet the challenge. These teachers must not only be experts in curriculum and
instruction, but must also be adept at handling the pressures of accountability sharply
juxtaposed against the softer side of schools. The Bureau of Labor Statistics reported that
teachers, “must have the ability to communicate, inspire trust and confidence, and
motivate students, as well as understand students’ educational and emotional needs”
(Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2011, p.1). Those entering the profession realize the
16
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challenges they face, and new teachers select their training programs carefully, hoping to
be a part of the positive change in public education. Principal hiring practices and their
perceptions of the value of a new teacher’s professional and personal assets is of
paramount importance to students who have invested time and treasure into training.
This is no less true for those who have chosen to pursue their teaching credentials online.
Overview
This chapter begins with a review of the literature that includes the demonstrated
need for new teachers and efforts to create the new programs to train them. The literature
regarding the quality of online teacher training programs in comparison to traditional
programs is then reviewed. The chapter continues with an examination of the hiring
process generally and principal preferences as to the types of candidates they prefer.
That background will be followed with a discussion of the literature regarding the
perceptions of hiring officials to candidates trained online, and more specifically, the
perceptions and response of school principals to teacher applicants who receive their
preservice training in a distance setting. Throughout the discussion, differences in urban
and rural settings will be noted when mentioned in the literature. A theoretical
framework is then proposed within which these perceptions can be understood, and
which provided structure for this study. Moral leadership, authenticity, the ethic of care,
and intuition will be examined as the series of lenses through which principal perceptions
of online learners can be examined and hiring practices understood.
The Need for Teachers
There are 3.2 million public school teachers according to the U.S. Department’s
National Center for Education Statistics (Feistritzer, 2011). In 2007, about 146,500 of
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those teachers were new hires, and the Bureau of Labor Statistics reported that there will
be a need for more than 460,000 new teachers in the decade spanning 2010 – 2020. At
least 40% of the nation’s teachers were 50 years or older in 2005; a percentage that is
dwindling quickly as large numbers of these teachers retire (Feistritzer, 2011). Teachers
with five or fewer years of experience made up 18 percent of the teaching population in
2005; rising to 26 percent in 2011. Correspondingly, the number of teachers with 25 or
more years of experience dropped from 27 percent to 17 percent during that same period
of time (Feistritzer, 2011). One third of the first time public school teachers hired since
2005 entered the profession from a training program other than one at a traditional
campus based college (Feistritzer, 2011). These numerical realities, partnered with the
demands of No Child Left Behind in relation to student achievement and highly qualified
teaching staff magnify the importance of teacher training programs that can produce the
teachers we need for the future of public education in America.
Access and Opportunity
The U.S. Department of Education (USDE) continues to stress the importance of
expanding methods of teacher credentialing in order to meet the demand (2002). Their
2002 report encouraged alternative methods of credentialing, arguing that, “too often
teacher education programs cling to an outdated, historically flawed vision of teacher
education that is at odds with a society remade by economic, demographic, technological,
and global change” (USDE, 2002, p. 1). In his address to students at the University of
Virginia in 2009, Secretary of Education Arne Duncan reiterated these sentiments
highlighting the estimated need for 1.7 million new teachers by the year 2017. What he
labeled as an army of new teachers will need flexible training programs geared toward
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the needs of our schools. "Unfortunately, good teacher training is lacking today,"
Duncan said. "It's theory-heavy and curriculum-light. Many education schools don't
prepare teachers for what awaits them in the classroom" (in Arrington, 2009, para. 10).
Federal efforts to expand certification methods are a match for what the
Department of Education sees as this escalating need. Variation abounds. There are
traditional programs, alternative licensure programs, blended programs, and online
training for teachers. These alternatives are expanding, and vary with regard to duration,
curriculum, supervision of teaching experiences, and personnel involved (Harrell &
Harris, 2006). It is the intention of college administrators to continue increasing the
number of available online programs as access to technology expands (Gaytan, 2009).
Online learners eager for opportunity respond. The Sloan Consortium reported that over
6.1 million students took at least one online course during 2010 and that 31% of all
higher education students now take at least one course online (Allen & Seaman, 2011).
Building principals continue to build teams of dedicated professionals focused on student
success in an environment now resembling a pressure cooker. Never have the stakes
been higher. Principals face consequences previously unheard of if students fail to
achieve at levels required by the ever rising expectations of adequate yearly progress
formulas and the demands of No Child Left Behind (2001). The crisis in our schools
collides head on with the technological revolution as principals seek out new teachers
who can meet the challenge and find candidates who have found access and opportunity
online.
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Effectiveness of Online Teacher Training Programs
While we can all agree that access to educational opportunity is one of the
benefits of online training, there continues to be disagreement as to the quality of that
training. Multiple meta-analyses of studies in the field since the turn of the century
revealed attempts to quell debate about the quality of online education, with a persistent
finding that there is actually no significant difference between face to face and online
instruction (Johnson, 2008; Simonson, Smaldino, Albright & Zvacek, 2012). This
finding of no significant difference can easily be used as either compelling evidence for a
movement toward online instruction because it is at least as effective or advocacy against
online instruction because it is not significantly better than face to face instruction.
The debate continues. A recent meta-analysis of literature in the field undertaken
by the U.S. Department of Education (Means, Toyama, Murphy, Bakia, & Jones, 2009)
analyzed 51 empirical studies and found that, ”classes with online learning on average
produce stronger student learning outcomes than do classes with solely face-face
instruction” (p. 18). The authors of the 2009 study (Means, et al.) cautioned that while
there appears to be strong support for online learning in the studies reviewed, that
differences in time on task, curriculum, and pedagogy in those studies create a caveat
when blanketing online learning as superior based on the medium alone. The few studies
in the field of education included in the meta-analysis focused on the professional
development of experienced teachers (Bohenkamp & McMahon, 2001; Cole & Styron,
2006; Erickson Noonan & McCall, 2012). Teachers studied reported a preference for
online professional development based on availability, convenience, and the concomitant
improvement in their technological skills (Cole & Styron, 2006).
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Two directly related studies compared the expertise of preservice teachers trained
online to those trained in face-to-face settings (Chiero & Beare, 2010; Peterson & Bond,
2004). Graduates of a four semester online supported post-baccalaureate teacher
preparation program who completed a full year of teaching were the subject of a seven
year study by California State University (Chiero & Bond, 2010). Data from the annual
evaluations of teacher preparation programs was the basis of a110 item survey instrument
sent to participating teachers and their supervisors. Teachers and supervisors alike
indicated that the teachers trained in the online setting were better prepared for planning,
motivating learners, managing instruction, and accommodating for equity and diversity,
as well as overall teaching of reading, math and other subjects (Chiero & Beare, 2010).
These results contradict the results of an earlier study (Peterson, 2004), in which 24,000
postgraduate students completed parallel teacher preparation courses through a public
university in either a face to face or online setting. Participants were then assessed
through several quantitative and qualitative measures on their ability to conceptualize,
plan, and select material for instruction. The overall finding was of no significant
difference between online and face-to-face group means in the areas of conceptualizing
and planning instruction, or willingness to use technology in the classroom. Follow up
interviews of participants, however, revealed an overwhelming preference for the face
environment as it related to preparation for classroom teaching. Participant concern was
expressed when making the transition from online courses to a real classroom
environment. “Students who had completed courses in both environments all reported
that the FTF environment best prepared them for teaching” (Peterson & Bond, 2004, p.
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355). In particular, participant concerns clustered around instruction and interpersonal
skills.
A recent study in Pakistan examined the professional competencies of secondary
math teachers trained online versus those trained in face to face environments (Jumani,
Akhlaq, Malik Chishti, & Butt, 2010). The study compared the effectiveness of 300
teachers trained at the Allama Iqbal Open University (AIOU) in Pakistan to 300 teachers
trained traditionally in the areas of general skills, classroom management, attitudes, and
technique. Overall, those trained online were equivalent in skills and classroom
management with overall mean scores higher in the areas of attitudes and teaching
technique. While some of the indicators of teacher competency utilized in the study
seemed trite, such as decorating the teaching environment or having students work in
pairs, interesting differences between teachers trained online and those trained in face to
face settings emerged. Discussion in the introduction to the study made clear that the
purpose of teacher education in Pakistan is to foster an interest in life-long learning while
developing teacher attributes that include being “fair, attractive, responsible, steady,
poised, and confident” (Jumani, et al., p. 365). Interestingly, the authors of the study
point to the importance of online access to education in Pakistan for women and those in
rural communities, stating that the AIOU has trainees in, “the mountains, terrains,
deserts, vales, towns and villages, fields and caves, huts and palace, kitchens and shops,
all over the country” (p. 367).
This peek into the world of distance education reveals a field in flux. Findings of
no significant difference provide fuel for anyone’s fire. The effectiveness of distance
education will continue to be studied and debated by practitioners in the field. For our
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purposes the literature reveals, at best, that distance education may be perceived to be
superior for certain purposes in teacher training and professional development, and at
least, is not significantly different from face-to-face instruction. Concerns continue to
arise, however, as to the appropriateness of the medium for developing the interpersonal
skills and instructional expertise needed for success in the field of education.
Hiring Process
One of the most exciting times in a school is when the school community prepares
to hire a new teacher. There are a wide variety of practices in place, but it is clear that the
hiring process is one of the distinct responsibilities of a building principal, and in most
instances, the principal is the key ingredient in that process (Bolton, 2010, Papa &
Baxter, 2008).
Autonomy
Principals have varying levels of hiring autonomy depending on the structure of
their district, but overall, a recent trend toward decentralization has emerged, with
principals as the primary gatekeepers for new teachers in their buildings (Bolton, 2010;
Harris, Rutledge, Ingle, & Thompson, 2010; Mason & Schroeder, 2010; Papa & Baxter,
2008; Rutledge, Harris, Thompson, & Ingle, 2008). Liu & Johnson, (2006) defined
decentralization as occurring when, “individuals within schools carry out the screening
activities and decide whom to hire” (p. 333). While this decentralized approach to hiring
may often involve the input of a team or require approval of the board during the process,
it is the principal who has the final say more than 50% of the time (Kersten, 2008; Papa
& Baxter, 2006). Some studies reported that percentage to be closer to 75% (Bolton,
2010). “Control over hiring decisions is said to be essential for building and maintaining
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effective teams and for building organizational capacity” (Liu & Johnson, 2006, p. 328).
Metaphorically, this move toward decentralization can be seen as a natural response to
leadership theory that is reflective of a new understanding of systems thinking (Papa and
Baxter, 2008).
Rural Autonomy. Interestingly, research has shown that rural principals had
greater autonomy during the hiring process than their urban counterparts (Papa & Baxter
2008). In their analysis of two different previously collected data bases from the New
York schools, Frank Papa and Iris Baxter (2008) performed a descriptive and quantitative
analysis of the databases in an effort to measure principal autonomy and hiring practices.
Their analysis revealed that 55% of rural principals saw themselves as having primary
responsibility for hiring as compared to 30% of their urban counterparts. Seventy-eight
percent of rural principals were able to choose who moved on the final stages of the
hiring process, as compared to only 38% of their urban counterparts. Only 21% of rural
principals studied felt constrained in their hiring practices by forced transfers from other
locations, while 73% of urban principals reported those constraints (Papa & Baxter,
2008).
Environmental Fit
One way to categorize and understand teacher hiring practices was reflected in
recent studies that described principals as seeking the professional and personal
characteristics in an applicant that best fits the needs of their school community (Liu &
Johnson, 2006; Rutledge, et al., 2008; Harris, et al., 2010; Ingle, Rutledge, & Bishop,
2011). This idea of fit, or match, can be analyzed as the way in which a potential
applicant fits with the school environment as a whole; directly impacting teacher
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effectiveness and satisfaction (Liu & Johnson, 2006). As described in the literature, there
are 3 categories of Person-environment (P-E) fit that can be analyzed; Person-job fit (PJ), Person-organization fit (P-O), and Person-group fit (P-G) (Rutledge, et al., 2008,
Ingle, et al., 2011). Person-job fit can be thought of as the way in which the
qualifications of the applicant match the requirements of the job. For teachers this would
include training, certification, transcripts, and resumes. The Person-organization (P-O)
fit, in contrast, is the way in which the candidate is compatible with the culture and the
values of the organization. This P-O fit would include personal and professional
characteristics specific to the individual applicant. Finally, the Person-group (P-G) fit is
a subset of the P-O fit, and focuses on the fit of the applicant with the smaller group or
team with which there will be daily contact (Rutledge, et al., 2008).
Rutledge, et al. (2008), designed and carried out a case study to analyze the hiring
decisions of school principals in a Florida school district over a two year period from
2005 to 2006. They interviewed principals from 20 elementary schools, six middle
schools, and four high schools, and observed the screening and selection process of
district principals during annual hiring fairs. This data base was utilized not only in their
2008 study, but has been the basis of two other studies based on the same data, with
primary authorship of the each study alternating among the researchers involved (Harris,
et al., 2010; Ingle, et al., 2011). Each reanalysis of the data revealed a new attempt to
describe or explain the findings. Rutledge, et al. (2008) initially explained that the
complexity of teaching, the organizational structure of schools, and the cost of formal
screening tools created a wide variety of hiring practices in different districts based on
economies of scale. Harris, et al., (2010), next analyzed the data and determined that the
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goal of principals was to create an organizational mix of personal and professional
characteristics in their schools through their hiring practices. They acknowledged that
more information was needed about how principals make their hiring decisions.
In 2011, Ingle, Rutledge, and Bishop again analyzed the 2005-2006 data, this time
applying sensemaking theory to the complexity of the process and the need to understand
it in context. They defined sensemaking as the ability for school leaders to make sense
of the complexities and ambiguities inherent in their organizations, policies, and
relationships by framing and managing information in context (Ingle, et al., 2011).
Interestingly, their analysis revealed that the majority of principals consistently
prioritized the same preferred positive characteristics when hiring teachers despite
organizational priorities or context. While there were instances of specific attributes or
talents that principals sought in order to match the specific needs of their schools, the
preferred overall candidate characteristics remained the same. This theory seemed to
elaborate on the idea of fit described in the previous studies, and did so with specific
organizational features in mind. For our purposes, this application of sensemaking was
of interest only as it related to the context of rural schools.
Steps in the Process
Districts vary somewhat in their approach to hiring new teachers, but there are
overall similarities in the process that can be described and analyzed. New teacher
candidates either apply in districts of interest or respond to postings generated on district
and state websites. The application process often begins with submission of a written
application and related credentials to the district’s central office. The application is
reviewed for completeness, and after all credentials are received, the candidate enters the
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pool of prospective teachers who can be considered for openings in the district. When a
building has an opening, the principal generally selects candidates for consideration from
the pool either alone, or with the help of a selection committee made up of teachers,
parents, and other interested stakeholders (Liu & Johnson, 2006).
The hiring process in any field can be divided into at four distinct steps:
recruitment, screening, the interview, and the offer (Mason & Schroeder, 2010; Rutledge,
et al., 2008). A candidate can be eliminated from consideration at any step in the
process. Since the decision to make an offer to a candidate requires that the candidate be
kept in the applicant pool throughout each of the steps in the process, we will examine
those steps separately and in detail.
Recruitment. While recruitment is usually seen as the job of central
administrators, the principal may have some involvement in the process via the school’s
web site or during job fairs (Kersten, 2008; Rutledge, et al., 2008). Various other
recruitment tools are used by districts, which may or may not involve the principal, but
include; advertising in local newspapers, solicitation from other buildings or districts, use
of professional associations, university placement services or professors, and other types
of recruitment strategies (Kersten, 2008). For the purposes of this study, the principal’s
involvement in recruitment will be of less import than their participation during screening
and interviewing, since actual assessment of candidate dispositions is made during the
screening and interview portions of the process.
Screening.

Principals screen candidate paperwork for identifiable professional

and personal features they believe will lead the candidate to success. Principal
perceptions of an applicant’s credentials during the screening process are an important
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part of gaining employment in the field (Hynes, Sullivan & Yeager, 2011; Mason &
Schroeder, 2010, Rutledge, et al., 2008). The screening process helps to narrow the
field of qualified candidates, and studies have shown that undergraduate backgrounds
matter when it comes to hiring beginning teachers (Bolton, 2010; Mason & Schroeder,
2010). In fact, principals reported a tendency to hire those who are a match for their own
backgrounds and training (Ingle, et al., 2011).
In their 2010 study, Mason and Schroeder randomly selected sixty principals to be
interviewed telephonically out of 312 members of a BOCES in Wisconsin. Qualitative
and quantitative questions were asked of the participating principals to determine ways in
which paper screening of candidates was performed and the weight given to different
parts of the hiring process. Of the principals surveyed, 38% reported that they looked for
proper certification, and 27% looked at years of experience. Almost half of the principals
in the Mason and Schroeder (2008) study utilized a formal screening tool (the Wisconsin
Educational Career Access Network) to help them identify candidates with specific
attributes that may lead them to be a fit for the needs of their schools. Similarly, other
studies have reported the use of formal screening tools such as Teacher Perceiver or
TeacherInsight used by districts to screen teacher applicants prior to interviewing
(O’Donovan, 2012; Rutledge, et al., 2008). While multiple other formal screening tools
are available, there was hesitancy among employers to utilize mandatory formal
screening tools based on lack of familiarity and financial resources (Rutledge, et al,
2008). For our purposes these tools are of interest only because they are able to highlight
categories of import that may relate to principal perceptions during their personal
screening of candidates. Most formal tools are designed to look for teacher attributes
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that extend well beyond professional characteristics to probe for specific personal
qualities such as empathy and the ability to maintain relationships (O’Donovan, 2012).
Applicant references are also checked during screening. Quantitative analysis in
Mason and Schroder (2010) revealed that verbal references are of primary importance to
those hiring. It was concluded that teachers looking for employment needed to
understand that networking and teaching performance in the presence of others are both
important traits for future employment (Mason & Schroder, 2010).
Studies have shown that certification requirements and training are not
meaningful beyond enabling principals to see candidates as having met a minimum
threshold necessary to qualify them for the job (Harris, et al., 2010). Once a candidate
has established the professional attributes necessary for P-J fit during the screening
process, it is the interview that helps to uncover other attributes sought by principals.
“Not a single study found that the resume or coursework were among the most important
tools used by principals” (Harris, et al., 2010, p. 232). Principals reduce the number of
applicants during paper screening utilizing professional characteristics, and then utilize
the interview to analyze positive personal characteristics necessary for teacher success.
Interview. The interview is the tool of primary import in the hiring process
(Hynes, et al., 2011; Liu & Johnson, 2006; Mason & Schroeder, 2010; Rutledge, et al.,
2008; Supon & Ryland, 2010). The interview provides both candidate and employer with
the opportunity to explore organizational (P-O) and group (P-G) fit in a conversational
setting. In the mixed methods case study of principal preferences and hiring practices
described earlier (Rutledge, et al., 2008) participant interviews were recorded and
transcribed, and then analyzed and coded utilizing NVivo in order to ascertain and
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analyze common categories of response. As would be expected, quantitative analysis of
results revealed a strong focus on the interview process and minimal attention given to
university attended and grades. This focus on the interview process was explored in
other studies; revealing specific teacher attributes of interest to principals that were far
more important than licensure or professional credentials (Goodwin, 2010; Hynes, et al.,
2011; Liu & Johnson, 2006).
Interestingly, not only are academic records and credentials not of great interest
during the interview process, intelligence alone is sometimes a detriment to a candidate
success. In an exploratory mixed methods study, Harris, et al. (2010) interviewed 30
principals and three district hiring officials in a midsized Florida school district in order
to describe the characteristics most important to principals when hiring new teachers.
Only two of the principals in the study rated candidate intelligence as being of import and
one commented that an overreliance on that attribute sometimes made for dull teachers.
While intelligence and grades were important in the initial professional package, once a
teacher met the threshold for inclusion in the applicant pool, other attributes were of more
importance. One principal in the study explained, “Somebody can make great grades and
are horrible teachers. Some people made average grades and are your best
teachers…You take somebody with straight A’s and they can’t communicate. They can’t
engage” (Harris, et al., 2010, p. 237). In fact, in a qualitative study of 166
businesspeople, participants were asked to describe an occasion when a person they hired
turned out to not be a good employee. Interview responses revealed that hiring decisions
that did not work out well were perceived to be the result of an errant focus on technical
expertise at the expense of needed interpersonal skills (Nowicki, & Reese, 2002).
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Part of the Rutledge, et al. (2008) study involved the observation of principals
during annual summer hiring fairs. Frequently, researchers observed that interviews at
these hiring fairs lasted a mere twenty minutes. Questioned about the ability to judge
teacher quality and fit in twenty minutes, a principal responded, “I can tell within the first
five minutes whether that person’s going to be a good person or not…You can’t quantify
it…The ones that can teach rise to the top…And you know immediately who they are.”
(Rutledge, et al., 2008, p. 251). The report of their findings included a reference in the
study’s title to Blink (2005). Gladwell’s idea that our intuition can actually be based on
thin slices of our subconscious; enabling us to make well qualified snap judgments based
on first impressions is clearly reflected in the way that principals utilized their experience
and expertise to successfully select teacher candidates based on these very brief
exchanges.
The Offer. Because of the interactive nature of the interview, principals are able
to judge the honesty of a candidate’s response to questions as well as chemistry with
other interview participants. Personal characteristics of applicants are revealed, and the
choice is made (Harris, et al, 2010). When hiring new employees, managers surveyed
reported that their choices were hard to explain, stating: “the most common explanations
had to do with intuition, instinct, gut feelings, luck, or chance (Nowicki & Rosse, 2002).
Principals looking for great teachers utilize the steps in the process to analyze the
fit of a candidate with the needs of their schools. It is clear that while academic
background and credentials are necessary to move beyond the screening process,
principals are looking for other positive attributes that can be revealed by a candidate
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during the interview prior to making the decision to hire. It is to those attributes that we
now turn.
Desirable Teacher Attributes
Legislative intent would appear to define effective teaching as results on high
stakes tests alone, but astute principals who hire new teachers realize that student
achievement and success are dependent on a combination of hard to quantify
characteristics. Research in this area is extensive, and can provide guidance as to traits
that principals look for in new teacher candidates they hire. Numerous studies have been
done in an effort to identify characteristics of import to hiring officials. Historically, the
first studies in this area focused on attributes such as a typed application and professional
resume (Mason & Schroeder, 2010). More recently, studies have focused on a wide
variety of professional and personal characteristics sought by principals.
In the Florida studies previously described, professional and personal attributes of
successful candidates were categorized and recorded by the researchers. In the
professional category, their conclusion was that principals preferred strong teaching
skills, subject matter knowledge, and experience, in that order. Personal characteristics
preferred included caring, working well with others, enthusiasm, and communication
skills, also in that order (Harris, et al., 2010; Ingle, et al., 2011; Rutledge et al., 2008).
While there were a few studies reviewed that continued to identify teacher quality
only in terms of degrees earned and year of experience (Papa & Baxter, 2008), the
majority of recent studies revealed an wide variety of positive professional and personal
traits associated with teacher quality (Harris, et al., 2008; Hynes, Sullivan, & Yeager,
2011; Ingle, et al., 2011; Kersten, 2008; Mason & Schroeder, 2010; Supon & Ryland,
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2010; Rutledge, et al., 2008). In seven studies reviewed by Harris, et al., (2010), 49
different teacher characteristics emerged that were of import to principals, with only three
of those characteristics making a repeat appearance in more than more than two studies.
Mason and Schroeder (2010) reviewed nine studies in the field, and noted that
67% of the studies were based on fixed choice surveys with a wide variety of response
patterns. Those who hired new teachers looked for both professional and personal
attributes that would help their schools and the students they served. When respondents
were asked about characteristics of import to them when hiring teachers, they listed
excitement (25%), appearance (20%), confidence (20%), love of children (17%), and
communication skills (15%) as traits of importance (Mason & Schroeder, 2010).
Personal attributes such as work ethic, interpersonal skills and people skills were also
desired in candidates along with professional attributes identifiable in a resume,
transcript, or cover letter (Mason & Schroder, 2010). Again, the preponderance of those
attributes sought by principals in this study were largely unrelated to professional
characteristics such as subject matter expertise, but were the interpersonal skills and
personality traits that principals felt were important for success.
In a mixed methods study of a three county area in southeast Texas, 979
principals and superintendents were surveyed in an attempt to identify desirable attributes
for new hires (Hynes, Sullivan, & Yeager, 2011). In depth interviews of twelve
principals were used as a pilot study to determine areas of inquiry for the follow up
survey. Though the response rate for the survey was low (12.5%), the results of the
interviews and analysis of survey results supported previous findings and provided new
understanding in this area. Ninety-eight percent of responding principals reported that
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passion and teamwork were of importance to them when hiring new teachers. The ability
to collaborate and the capacity for reflection were also attributes of interest in the study
(Hynes, et al,. 2011). When asked about their opinion of alternative methods of
certification, half (50%) of the principals surveyed preferred four year certification
programs over alternative ones (Hynes, et al., 2011). Administrators in this study
mentioned character and ethics as desirable attributes for new teachers during the
selection process; a finding supported in other studies as well (Hynes, et al., 2011, Supon
& Ryland, 2010). Although caution should be used generalizing these results due to
issues of methodology and reporting style, the results provide a breadth of understanding
previously unreported. Passion, a willingness to work as a team, a positive attitude, and
student centered classrooms were all important to participants surveyed. Additionally,
47.6% of those surveyed for this study were from rural schools. These findings were
reflected in other literature in the field, with caring, listening, understanding, social
interaction, and reflective practice of import as well (Bolton, 2010, Kersten, 2008).
While there was wide variety in methodology and results among literature
reviewed, trends and commonalities emerge. Certification, professional background, and
experience may be of import during the screening process, but during the interview,
personal characteristics and assets surfaced that dictate candidate success. This wide
array of specific professional and personal teacher attributes perceived by principals to
dictate candidate success can be aggregated into five categories for the purposes of this
study:
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1. Passion (enthusiasm, excitement, confidence, positive attitude, and purpose);
2. Communication skills (appearance, composure, use of appropriate vocabulary,
professional demeanor);
3. Connection (caring, interpersonal relationships, love of children, heart, ability
to team, collaborative skills);
4. Character (work ethic, honesty, integrity, humility, ability to reflect);
5. Professional knowledge (knowledge of pedagogy, subject matter knowledge).
In an article written by Hopkins (2009), principals were asked to identify the
qualities they looked for in new teachers. Their responses were candid and a match for
the results of the literature in the field. One of the principals interviewed indicated that
his choices are, “based on instinct—a feeling that (one) gets from a young enthusiastic
person who has that je ne sais quoi; that intangible spark” (Hopkins, 2009, para. 19). It is
against this background of hiring practices and desirable candidate attributes that we turn
to the research regarding the perceptions of hiring officials to those candidates trained
online.
Candidates Trained Online
Overall Perceptions
Multiple studies have been done on the perceptions of various officials when
faced with applicants who have been trained online. We will first explore the studies
done with applicants other than teacher applicants. In 2004, DeFleur and Adams
followed up on anecdotal evidence that indicated problems with the acceptability of
online coursework when transferring to traditional institutions. They began to study the
issue of perceptions of online learners and focused on how those perceptions relate to
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admission to graduate schools. Deans and associate directors of institutions who made
recommendations concerning admission of applicants to graduate programs were studied.
A questionnaire was sent to 245 officials regarding three potential applicants; one who
had studied traditionally, another who had been in a blended program, and the third who
had studied completely online. In all other ways these applicants had similar
backgrounds and experience. The response rate was 65.3 percent. When faced with the
three applicants, 96% of the deans and directors surveyed chose to admit the candidate
trained in a traditional setting. This finding was shared by administrators at public and
private institutions alike. Fifty percent indicated they would recommend admission for
the candidate trained partially online, and only 7% of administrators of public institutions
would admit the candidate trained completely online. After statistical analysis of the
results, the conclusion was that those who play a major role in screening applicants for
admission to graduate programs do not see online instruction as equivalent to traditional
instruction. (DeFleur & Adams, 2004). Lack of interaction between instructors and
students was mentioned frequently in comments made by respondents in the study. Also
noted was the fact that an online degree may be acceptable in fields such as math or
science, but that online education in a field requiring interaction (such as teaching) would
not be appropriate (DeFleur & Adams, 2004). Based on this interesting beginning,
several related studies were done in the field.
Adams and DeFleur (2005) followed up with a mixed methods study of hiring
committee chairpersons at universities. Their purpose this time was to ascertain whether
candidates with online doctoral degrees had the same chance of obtaining a university
faculty position as those trained traditionally. Again, the results did not bode well for
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online learning.

The survey describing the three potential applicants for faculty

positions (trained traditionally, in a blended setting, and online) was sent to hiring
committee chairpersons at universities identified through lists of vacancy announcements
collected in four categories of academic specialty. Fifty-nine public universities and
forty-three private universities in thirty-seven states were utilized. This mixed methods
study resulted in 109 completed questionnaires spread evenly between the four academic
areas selected. When asked to choose between the candidate trained traditionally and the
candidate trained online, 98% of respondents chose the one with traditional training.
Only 11% of respondents chose the candidate in the blended program. Written comments
of respondents were analyzed utilizing CATPAC and displays of text associations and
key word frequencies were created to categorize and describe the findings. Experience
and interaction were both frequent categories of response. Ethical problems were also
highlighted in the comments as concerns about the possibility of dishonesty and cheating
arose in online settings (Adams & DeFleur, 2005).
Follow up studies done in 2006 and 2007 by Adams and DeFleur began to look at
hiring practices and the ways in which online training impacts the possibility of
employment. The now familiar three potential candidates were posed to prospective
employers in two mixed methods studies. Both studies utilized newspaper
advertisements as the basis for purposeful selection of study participants and then sent
questionnaires to those selected. In the first study, 1,285 job announcements were
reviewed, with 685 hiring officials identified for inclusion in the study. Of the 685
questionnaires sent, 283 were returned, with only 269 usable (a response rate of 39%).
The results mimicked those in previous studies, with 96% of the hiring officials
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indicating a preference for the candidate trained traditionally to the one trained online,
and 75% preferring the traditional candidate to the one in a blended program (Adams &
DeFleur, 2006). Employers made it clear that they did not believe candidates with online
training would be successful. “There are no jobs in this organization that are completed
over the internet only (Adams & DeFleur, 2006, p. 41).
Their next study focused on hiring practices in the health care industry, and again
participants had issues with the perceived quality of online programs, honesty of
participants, and ability for online programs to provide needed interactions and
experiences for students (Adams, DeFleur, & Heald, 2007). Sixty percent of respondents
expressed concern about critical health care issues and practices being taught online.
“Learning online shows a lot of discipline and perseverance. But the disadvantage is the
stories an instructor tells are missing as well as the lack of reinforcement from
classmates” (Adams, et al., 2007, p. 302). Both studies utilized keyword searches and
qualitative software to analyze written comments of the participants, with interaction and
classroom experiences again an issue.
In an effort to clarify these findings, Adams (2008) analyzed and categorized
qualitative statements made in his previous studies to develop an index which he sent to
123 university and college administrators as a paired comparison questionnaire.
Categories of concern that again emerged were face to face interaction, educational
experiences, academic quality, and rigor. One participant explained; “Degrees earned
solely online do not convince me of a person’s ability to work or interact with others”
(Adams, 2008, p. 582). Recent doctoral studies confirm the fact that online education
impacted hiring practices in the service industry (Siebold, 2007) and that certified public
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accountants overwhelmingly preferred a traditionally trained candidate when presented
with the Adams and DeFleur scenarios (Jeancola, 2011). The overall distrust of online
degrees and online learners is clearly an issue for those accessing their credentials online.
Principal Perceptions
Building on this work, Huss (2007) did a descriptive study of middle school
principal perceptions of the desirability of online preservice teacher preparation
programs. Middle schools in Indiana, Kentucky, and Ohio were the focus of his study,
and 120 principals were identified through random cluster sampling and sent a
questionnaire. Those sampled were equally representative of urban, suburban, and rural
districts. Seventy-five principals completed the questionnaire for a response rate of 63%.
The questionnaire contained four questions focusing on general awareness of online
programs, level of concern when faced with applicants trained online, credibility of
online credentials, and the now familiar hypothetical posed by Adams, et al., (2005,
2006); a choice between a teacher candidate trained traditionally and one trained online.
Responses were similar to previous studies in this area. Fifty-two percent of principals
indicated that they would be very concerned about a teacher trained wholly online.
Ninety-five percent indicated that an online degree did not carry as much credibility as a
traditional one, and all but one of the respondents chose the hypothetical candidate
trained traditionally over the one trained online. In their comments, respondents
supported their responses with statements pointing to the social aspects of teaching and
face to face interaction. “Teaching is such a social thing: taking courses online with little
or no live interaction with other students would hamper a new teacher” (p. 8). Candidate
disposition was also of concern. “I wouldn’t even put an online person on my short list to
39

Texas Tech University, Muriel de Ganahl, May 2013
interview. Hiring someone without a sound basis for judging his/her commitment,
character, and integrity is unthinkable” (p. 9). Ethical issues arose: “I have concerns
about who may have actually completed the work in an online program” (p. 10). It was
recommended that additional studies be done in other venues and states to further expand
on this research.
In 2010, Faulk embarked on just such a study. Faulk (2010) chose to study
Louisiana public school administrator perceptions of online teacher education programs
by developing a survey based on a review of course offerings common to teaching degree
programs at twenty universities. The common areas of methodology, student diversity,
learning theories, and behavior management were used as focus areas for the survey.
Participant perceptions of online teacher education/preparation programs in general as
well as in these four areas made up the first five questions in his Likert scale survey, with
additional questions probing for opinions of online programs as they related to the social
aspects of teaching, academic integrity, and reservations when hiring a candidate trained
primarily online. The survey ended with a question as to participant level of knowledge
in the field and an open ended question asking for suggestions or comments. Participants
identified for inclusion in the study included all 69 superintendents in the state of
Louisiana as well as 150 public school principals randomly selected from the 1,409
principals in the state. 48 superintendents and 88 principals responded to the
electronically mailed survey instrument (a response rate of 69% and 58% respectively).
The majority of superintendents and principals expressed concern in the areas of
classroom management and student diversity, as well as the social aspects of teaching.
Principals expressed a lower level of concern than superintendents in the areas of
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methodology and learning theories. Negative perceptions were magnified, however,
when asked if they would have reservations about hiring candidates trained online, with
87% of superintendents and 89% of principals expressing concerns (Faulk, 2010). In a
follow-up study of 150 public school superintendents in the state of Texas, Faulk (2011)
affirmed the findings of the 2010 study, indicating, “superintendents of Texas
apparently…do not believe that online prepared teachers will be able to handle and adjust
to the social and human interaction demands necessary to succeed as a classroom teacher
in our schools of today” (p. 29). One participant commented, however, that rural districts
benefitted from being able to access university settings at a distance. It was
recommended that further research in be done in other states to clarify these findings.
At the same time, another study was being done to determine the perceptions of
principals to teacher candidates trained online in for-profit institutional settings (Bolton,
2010). Bolton conducted an online survey of 101 principals utilizing a research
instrument developed to determine participant knowledge of for-profit online institutions
as well as their perceptions of online training in general. He followed up with semistructured interviews of 20 survey respondents in order to clarify responses given. While
overall principal perceptions of for-profit institutions was somewhat favorable, principal
perceptions of online teacher credentialing programs was generally negative with only
2% of participants rating the quality of online programs as high, 9.9% rating the quality
as good, with 46.5% undecided. Again, as in previous studies, only 13.9% of participants
indicated that they were very likely to hire a teacher who had received their training from
a proprietary institution online (Bolton, 2010). The results of this study need to be
viewed with an awareness of the potential bias of the findings, since the researcher was
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employed by a for-profit online institution during the study and the scope of the study did
not extend beyond for profit settings. Study results, however, included interesting
specifics as to the reasoning behind negative principal perceptions of online training and
credentials. These negative perceptions included a lack of interpersonal communication,
lack of academic rigor, lack of academic honesty on the part of participants, and less
commitment on the part of online students (Bolton, 2010).
In a related study, Richardson, McLoed, & Dikkers (2011), studied the
perceptions of human resource directors to principal candidates trained online. Again,
perceptions were that online courses and degrees required less work, were of inferior
quality, and inadequately prepared candidates for the work of schools. Interestingly,
rural directors had more negative perceptions than did their urban counterparts. Further
research was recommended to see if there is a difference in perception dependent on rural
context (Richardson, et al., 2011). Other studies agreed that leadership does not occur in
a vacuum (Shuman, 2010). Since 28 percent of schools in the United States are in rural
areas, the perceptions of rural principals and how they relate to their urban and suburban
counterparts was of interest. How the rural context impacted principal perceptions in this
area had yet to be studied.
Summary of Literature
Access and opportunity abound for students interested in online coursework, but
without the potential of employment, the credentials are not worth the paper on which
they are printed. The overall negative perception of online learning has been clearly
established in the literature, yet the trend toward online credentialing continues to climb.
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Despite methodological differences in the studies described, the results seemed startlingly
similar. The overall perception of candidates who received their credentials online was
negative. While there may be some admiration for the discipline and perseverance
necessary to complete online learning goals, it seems clear that concern as to professional
and personal qualities necessary for employment abounded. In particular, research
revealed concern in the areas of passion, communication skills, people skills, confidence,
appearance, and character. These negative perceptions were a distinct mismatch for the
positive characteristics sought by principals during the hiring process. The few studies
done in the field of education had only begun to scratch the surface of principal
perceptions of new teacher applicants who present with online credentials. Further study
was needed to ascertain the basis of those perceptions as well as ways in which those
perceptions may differ in rural settings.
The literature has yet to clearly establish a definitive framework through which
these perceptions can be viewed. The hiring process itself can be seen as searching for
fit, or making sense of school context, but these attempts to frame the hiring process were
peripheral to the research regarding principal perceptions of teacher candidates trained
online. To date, there had been no attempt to place that research within a theoretical or
conceptual framework. School leaders have made it clear that they do not consider those
teachers trained online for employment in their schools. The leadership literature and
theoretical underpinnings of these perceptions needed to be examined and better
understood.
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Theoretical Framework
Principal leaders work in a field where issues of leadership traits and theories
continually evolve. The current demand for effective leaders in our schools has created a
theoretical Tower of Babel that rises from the dust of disaggregated test scores and
annual yearly progress. Attempts to define effective leadership styles and productive
characteristics of school principals who can get immediate results has resulted in a
plethora of new practices foisted upon principals who attempt to learn the language du
jour. In this age of accountability, we label and define issues we attempt to fragment and
fix through analysis of disaggregated data; searching for answers in the minutia. The
increasing demands of accountability and top down leadership efforts aimed at student
performance on high stakes tests has districts clamoring for leaders who can do the job.
Significant, swift improvement is required or principals are hired and fired as if change
itself was the goal. Teaching staffs reel as leadership comes and goes from their
buildings, bringing one more strategy to implement; one more language to learn.
In the face of this pressure, good principals still maintain their focus on what is
best for the students in their schools. They know that there is another way, and they
utilize that knowledge in their hiring practices as they select new teachers for their
schools. They know that schools are more than static systems that respond to command
and control leadership practices. They are groups of people who learn and grow together;
nested in the context of the communities they serve. Research supports leadership
practices that make sense in light of what we has been learned about organic systems and
ways that school leaders can inspire and lead learning communities that are focused on
student success.
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Authentic leaders who continue to believe in the nobility of the profession know
that it is by reaching deep into their core that they can lead from within in this time of
crisis. Their moral compass and an ethic of care can be the true north that transforms
schools. Teachers turn to just such leaders for direction and inspiration. Leaders of
excellence build institutions in which people believe strongly, with which they identify
personally, and to which they gladly render their loyalty (Razik & Swanson, 2010).
Within this context principals make the intuitive decision to hire teachers who will be
positive partners for student growth and success. Principals build the culture of their
schools by carefully selecting those new teachers that are a fit for the learning
communities they serve.
Science Weighs In
With the publication of Gleick’s book Chaos in 1987, perceptions and theories of
organizational change began to shift. Exciting and highly provocative, his book made it
possible for old problems to be seen in a new light. The shift in scientific thinking that
took place was a match for a theoretical and practical need for a new kind of
organizational thinking in our schools. The shift was dramatic, and Gleick (1987)
described it as, “Something tak[ing] place that resembles a whole industry tooling for
reproduction” (p.39).
This new paradigm allowed us to expand traditional bureaucratic notions of
leadership to be more inclusive of natural tendencies for organizations to be relational.
(Wheatley, 2006; Morgan, 2006). Wheatley described the literal dance of life observed
in organic systems, and reflected on the metaphoric journey from Newtonian physics to a
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quantum understanding of complexity and change. The entropy of closed systems was
viewed as antithetic to the natural tendency for systems to be mutually interdependent.
Transformational Leadership
The language of leadership began to similarly evolve as Burns (1978)
conceptualized the difference between transactional and transformative leadership. He
posited that the traditional command-and-control style of management was in need of
reconsideration, and developed a more inclusive concept of leadership that focused on the
intrinsic needs of the members of the organization. Burns wrote about leadership and
collective purpose, concluding that leaders could shape and elevate the motives and
values of followers through transformative leadership practices. Where transactional
leaders may be focused on means; transformative leaders were focused on ends (Burns,
1978). Transactional leadership was described as traditional first order change based on
organizational goals with expected results (Razik & Swanson, 2010). Transformational
leadership, in contrast, was second order change through which participant attitudes,
values, and beliefs were altered and performance beyond expectations was possible
(Razik & Swanson, 2010). This transformational aggregate included setting directions
through vision and goals, helping people by offering consideration and support,
intellectual stimulation, and modeling key values and practices. While transactional
leadership skills were still seen as necessary in some circumstances, the idea of
transformational leadership was a better fit for schools that understood the importance of
shared beliefs, values, and understandings; systems thinking in action. The redesigned
organization had a more collaborative culture focused on productive relationships,
maintained through careful staffing (Leithwood & Jantzi, 2005).
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This new conception of leadership as transformation opened the door for
pondering the idea that great leaders need to inspire those who follow them. Burns
believed that transformation “occurs when one or more persons engage with others in
such a way that leaders and followers raise one another to higher levels of motivation and
morality” (1978, p. 20). In this new literature of transformational leadership, persistence
was no longer seen as motivated by bureaucratic mandate, but by moral commitment to
children.
Moral purpose. Sergiovanni (1992) built on the moral dimension of
transformational leadership to further elaborate on the differences between transactional
and transformational leadership. Transactional leadership was described by Sergiovanni
as focused on extrinsic motives and needs, while transformational leadership was
concerned first with intrinsic needs of the members of the organization, such as autonomy
and self-actualization, and then with moral issues of righteousness, goodness, and
obligation. He later described these developmental leadership stages as bartering
(transactional), building (intrinsic needs), and binding (moral purpose); with the goal of
transformational leadership to be realized in bounded covenantal communities
(Sergiovanni, 2007).
In this way, Sergiovanni defined the needs of a school through the shared
purposes of a school’s covenantal beliefs. Leadership became stewardship of those
values and beliefs (Sergiovanni, 2007). Stewardship was morality writ large; with
leaders wielding the pen. The continuous stream of actions that provided clarity,
consensus, and commitment of the individuals in the organization was seen as giving
purpose to the organization. Decisions made that empowered the community were based
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on the shared values of the organization and the people within it, and schools became
covenantal communities of learners.
Fighting off bureaucratic interference and challenging conventional wisdom were
seen as positive components of moral leadership. The concepts of purposing,
empowerment, and outrage were central to Sergiovanni’s vision of servant leadership
(2007). Moral leadership, in this context, provided a vision of what could be. “The
leadership that counts in the end is the kind that touches people differently. It taps their
emotions, appeals to their values, and responds to their connections with other people. It
is morally based leadership –a form of stewardship” (Sergiovanni, 1992, p. 120). Fullen
(2002) continued to build on the idea of organic, interdependent systems when writing
about moral purpose and relationships in schools. He defined moral purpose as, “acting
with the intention of making a positive difference” (Fullen, 2002, p. 3).
Often, educators speak of answering a higher calling; clearly understanding the
moral purpose for their work. In order to sustain the work of schools into the next
decades, leaders must tap into this sense of moral purpose and community to become the
passionate leaders we so desperately need. This holistic view of transformational
leadership requires, “an uncommon balance of diverse skills, knowledge, and experience
that relatively few people have” (Seidman & McCauley, 2011, p. 47). A transformative
leader must create and communicate an inspiring vision for the future, hire a team with
just the right combination of knowledge and skills, motivate and support that team, and
continue to exhibit transactional excellence in an environment of transformation
(Siedman & McCauley, 2011). Despite the strength and focus of their team, a leader
must point the way with integrity and confidence.
48

Texas Tech University, Muriel de Ganahl, May 2013
Authenticity. Initially identified in discussions about transformational
leadership, authentic leadership has now begun to be conceptualized independent of that
research. This is a complex approach to leadership theory that takes into consideration a
leader’s own life story and developmental history, and theorizes that which shapes a
leader grounds a leader; providing a moral and ethical base for leadership and decision
making. “Transformation begins with trust” (Evans, 1996). Evans described the
consistency between a leader’s values, goals, and actions as integrity; one of the two
ingredients necessary for authenticity. The second necessary ingredient is savvy;
described by Evans as, “that hard to quantify cluster of qualities that includes craft
knowledge, life experience, native intelligence, common sense, intuition, courage, and
the capacity to ‘handle things’.” (Evans, 1996, p. 184). In Evans’ view, it was this
combination of genuineness (integrity) and effectiveness (savvy) that made a leader
authentic.
George (2006) expanded on this idea of authenticity and identified five
dimensions of authentic leadership; purpose, values, heart, relationships, and selfdiscipline (see Figure 2.1).

Figure 2.1. Reproduced with permission from George (2003).
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He then extended the model by identifying ways that authentic leaders can develop
themselves in each of these areas through passion, behavior, compassion, connectedness,
and consistency. This theory posits that authentic leaders “know who they are, what they
believe and value, and they act upon those values and beliefs while transparently
interacting with others” (Bird, Wang, Watson, & Murray, 2009, p. 801). Authentic
leaders are able to stay the course because they operate from a deep sense of self, making
them a credible resource for the schools in times of change (Bird, et al., 2009;
Walumbwa, Avolio, Gardner, Wernsing, & Peterson, 2008).
Moral purpose and leader authenticity are at the heart of the principalship. Within
this leadership framework, there is no more important act than the selection and hiring of
new teachers to demonstrate coherence between a principal’s actions, values, and aims.
Hiring Decisions
The Ethic of Care. Decisions made by principals are made in the shadow of the
ethic of care. The act of hiring a new teacher is a hopeful act surrounded by paradox and
complexity (Shapiro & Gross, 2008). Each decision made by a principal restructures
their school and the lives within it. Originally defined and magnified by feminists such
as Gilligan (1982), the ethic of care challenged the dominant, and assumed to be
patriarchal, ethic of justice. Gilligan (1982) observed and hypothesized about the ethic of
care as she studied the moral development of college students and analyzed the
reflections of women who chose to end a pregnancy. She then tested her hypothesis and
refined it in what she termed her rights and responsibility study of participants matched
for age, intelligence, education, occupation, and social class (Gilligan, 1982). She
observed that girls turned to the voice of care, concern, and connection when resolving
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ethical dilemmas while males adopted frameworks involving rights and laws. She
challenged this traditional thinking by expanding the ethic of justice’s ideal of fair
treatment to be more inclusive of concepts like loyalty, trust, and empowerment, where
personal relationships were valued in an ethic of care. This idea of care, concern, and
connection speaks directly to leader authenticity and the idea of servant leadership.
Gilligan (1982) made it clear that what she described as an ethic of care was
characterized, “not by gender, but by theme” (p. 2). Changes in participant conceptions
of responsibility in her study were reflected through experience and a new understanding
of relationships. “Life, however valuable in itself, can only be sustained in relationships”
(Gilligan, 1982, p. 127).
Noddings moved the ethic of care into the field of education, noting the
importance for educational leaders to move away from a top down model and turn to a
leadership model that is collaborative and emphasizes connections (Shapiro & Gross,
2008). Her vision was of a school system where relationships were “central in a moral
life” (Noddings, 2005, p. 52), and where dialogue and interpersonal reasoning were
partnered with traditionally prized logical-mathematical pursuits. Modeling what it
means to care, providing meaningful feedback to each other through dialogue, making
sure that our actions are consistent with our beliefs, and confirmation of the best in others
were all an integral part of Noddings’ approach to the ethic of care in our schools
(Noddings, 2012).
It was clear from the literature regarding the hiring practices of principals that
they were often exercising an ethic of care when making hiring decisions. It was the tie
between relationship and responsibility and the awareness of the need for connection that
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seemed to be at the heart of negative principal perceptions of online learners (Huss,
2007).
Imaging and Intuition. Finally, we turn to the decision itself. Principals hiring
new teachers may exhibit moral purpose and authenticity within an ethic of care. Yet
there is still some intangible quality that makes them select one candidate over another
despite seemingly similar qualifications (Hopkins, 2012; Huss, 2007; Faulk, 2010; Faulk,
2011; Nowicki & Rosse, 2002; Rutledge, et al., 2008). A rational, sequential decision
making process would produce a more technical result, so it would appear that a
naturalistic process was being used by principals studied. In naturalistic decisions, the
primary sources of influence are utilitarian (cost/benefit), social (context), and
deontological (moral and ethical). Values, experience and temperament all play a part
(Davis & Davis, p. 51). Naturalistic decisions are a better fit in this postmodern world as
they take into consideration the “complexities, interconnections, ambiguities, and
uncertainties or organizational life” (Davis, p. 53).
Image theory integrates the knowledge and experience of the decision maker and
their conception of their vision of the future. The decision is made through the lens of the
leader’s values, morals, and ethics, after which the course of action is evaluated to match
those values with given goals and plans. This is a rapid process that Davis & Davis
(2003) describe as more intuitive than deliberative (p. 57).
The Framework
As principals hire new teachers for their schools, they do so through this series of
lenses (see Figure 2.2). They utilize their understanding of systems thinking and
organizational change to make their hiring decisions based on moral purpose,
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authenticity, the ethic of care, and intuition. Their goal is to create a cohesive learning
community able to meet the needs of their schools and communities they serve.
Somewhere along this optical trajectory, the online teacher candidate is eliminated from
consideration. This study attempted to identify rural principal perceptions of teacher
candidates trained online with specificity as to how those perceptions shape the hiring
decisions of the principals in the study within the context of transformational leadership
theory. With that information, it may be possible to further define and address issues that
arise so that those developing and delivering online courses and teacher training
programs can respond.

Figure 2.2 The proposed theoretical framework is an optical trajectory through which
principals view hiring decisions that includes moral purpose, principal authenticity, an
ethic of care, and the use of intuition and imaging.
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CHAPTER III: METHODOLOGY
Contextual Collage: Distance
When you move to the country at first you can only see to the end of your winding
driveway. Gradually, your eyesight improves. Your dog suddenly can be seen
running back from her morning romp leaping over the sagebrush down by the
pens. Next, the movement of a couple of red cows in the distance catches your
eye in the trees down by the creek. Eventually, the buck standing majestically in
the setting sun is silhouetted clearly against the horizon as he arches his neck to
sniff the air until, assured of his position, he drops his head to graze. The edges of
your reality slowly unravel to reveal an expanded world now in sharp focus. The
definition of distance has been transformed: you have bridged the gap.
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Introduction
When designing a study the researcher chooses to utilize qualitative or
quantitative methods. Somewhere along this continuum of methodology, the researcher
places her stake in the sandy soil of ontological underpinnings. Glesne (2011) defines
research as a “careful and diligent search” (p. 3). A tap on the stake in the direction of
quantitative methodology supports the idea that there is logical positivism; that reality is
fixed and can be known with a degree of certainty. Objective observations and
measurements lead the quantitative researcher to statistical conclusions separate from the
shared experiences of those studied. A tap on the stake in the direction of qualitative
methodology reflects the researcher’s belief that reality is constructed and cannot exist
independent of the world of ideas (Glesne, 2011). The researcher interacts with
participants with an exploratory mindset; asking questions, and allowing understanding to
unfold (Glesne, 2011). It is within this interpretivist paradigm that this study unfolded.
This chapter will describe the methodology and research design that was utilized
for this collective case study with integrated autoethnography. It will explore the
rationale, advantages, and disadvantages for utilization of a qualitative approach to
describe the perceptions and response of rural public school principals to new teacher
applicants trained online. This chapter will describe the context of the study, and will
elaborate on the selection of case study participants, the survey tool that was utilized, and
the way in which follow up semi-structured interviews took place based on purposeful
sampling. The chapter will also explore trustworthiness and the triangulation of data
through the use of the researcher’s own professional journal and autoethnography.
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Rationale for a Qualitative Study
The methodology for this study was a qualitative collective case study with
integrated autoethnographic components. This qualitative design was a holistic approach
that allowed the researcher to move beyond the positivistic conception of one universal
truth to the notion of multiple realities envisioned as intuitive, tentative, and complex
(Chongwon & Hey-Won, 2010; Klinker & Todd, 2007). This design was a fit for this
study because the purpose of the study was to describe the perceptions and response of
rural school principals in sparsely populated areas in the western United States to teacher
applicants who receive their pre-service training in distance settings. A qualitative design
provided an emic perspective on those perceptions (Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2007).
Qualitative, rather than quantitative methods for this study were appropriate because the
purpose of the study was to examine perceptions and the complexity of relationships,
rather than quantifying the response of participants. In qualitative research, the what,
why, where and when are of importance rather than the how many; with meaning more
significant than frequency (Pugsley, 2010). “Quantitative researchers have pressed for
explanation and control; qualitative researchers have pressed for understanding the
complex interrelationships among all that exists” (Stake, 1995, p. 37).
This approach enabled the researcher to gain an in-depth understanding of the
perspectives from the participants (Patton, 2010) while utilizing a distinctive research
tradition that has its roots in postmodernist philosophy (Gall, et al., 2007; Patton, 2010).
Qualitative research is holistic (resisting reductionism), empirical (naturalistic),
interpretive (involving intuition and interaction), and empathic (reflecting intentions,
values, and responses) (Stake, 1995). With an emphasis on complexity, interpretive
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processes, and interconnectedness, this qualitative study provided insight into issues in
the field and shaped perspectives on those issues that may move others to action.
(Denzin, 2012; Glesne, 2011).
The researcher utilized a collective case study to examine the shared meanings
and values of rural school principals and the ways in which culture and human agency
interact with each other (Gall, et al., 2007). The researcher recorded what was happening
in the field, but simultaneously examined and refined meanings in order to thoroughly
understand the research questions (Stake, 1995). These participant perceptions were then
examined through the lens of the researcher’s professional journal; revealing multiple
layers of consciousness in order to connect the personal to the cultural (Gall, et al., 2007).
This autoethnographic professional journal provided vertical alignment for the study, and
the researcher’s perspective as a principal, online course developer, and distance
education student provided insight into issues that emerged. In so doing, the professional
journal provided opportunities to integrate and interpret data based on the researcher’s
own personal, cultural, and historical experiences (Creswell, 2007). Cultural analysis
was combined with narrative descriptions and visual interpretations created while
engaged in the research (Chang, 2008) and the researcher was able to respond to themes
that emerged from the case study utilizing the autoethnographic components. The
reflective ethnographic narratives as well as the imbedded descriptive observations, gave
the study texture and a depth of understanding that would have otherwise gone unnoticed
(Ellis, 2004). This distinction between narrative analysis and analysis of narrative is
defined as the difference between thinking with a story that is already completed and
thinking about a story that we may go beyond. “In thinking about a story we reduce the
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story to content and then analyze it, hoping to find larger categories, themes, or patterns”
(Ellis, 2004, p. 197). The autoethnographic components brought balance to the study;
resulting in a “holistic cultural portrait of the group that incorporate[d] the views of the
participants (emic) as well as the views of the researcher (etic)” (Creswell, 2007. p. 72).
Case study research and ethnography are research traditions both firmly grounded
in the interpretivist tradition of qualitative inquiry (Glesne, 2007). Autoethnography is
based on ethnographic methodology with autobiographical orientations (Chang, 2008).
Case study is also based on ethnographic selection of bounded systems for study (Stake,
1995). Reflexivity is one of the hallmarks of qualitative inquiry (Gall, et al., 2007;
Chang, 2008). This study provided multiple perspectives on issues so that meanings
were mutually co-constructed in a bottom up, inductive way (Chongwon & Hey-Won,
2010). In this way, theories emerged based on data collected; revealing a shared,
discovered reality.
Advantages and Disadvantages
Choosing qualitative methods has distinct advantages and disadvantages.
Qualitative inquiry is subjective (Stake, 1995). “Subjectivity is not seen as a failing
needing to be eliminated but as an essential element of understanding” (p. 45). The
qualitative tradition allows a researcher to gain insight into a phenomenon in context
utilizing multiple data collection methods. The qualitative researcher searches for
patterns and consistencies (Stake, 1995). Because the researcher gains an emic
perspective, she is able to “weave coherent patterns from the diverse elements of the
complex cultures in today’s world” (Gall, et al., 2007, p. 508). Rigor is of concern to
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researchers, however, as qualitative methods are compared to more traditional
quantitative pursuits.
Case Study. Case study research has distinct advantages. One of these
advantages is the way in which a researcher can bring an issue to life through the thick
descriptions of perspectives. Overall, the researcher’s adept use of language and
constructs can bring the case alive so that the reader is able to reflect on issues presented
(Stake, 1995). Comparisons and perspectives that cannot be found in the sparse verbiage
of quantitative reports can be extracted from the rich descriptions of the qualitative craft
(Gall, et al., 2007). In this way, a case study can be seen as a call to action so that readers
can develop theories, design interventions, or respond in some way.

Another advantage

of the case study approach is its emergent quality. As the researcher collects data and
gains insight into the phenomenon being studied, adjustments can be made to clarify
focus and reframe research questions rather than merely plodding ahead on a
preconceived course despite emerging findings in the field (Gall, et al., 2007).
The main disadvantage of a case study is an inability to generalize findings to
other situations because of the relatively limited number of participants in the research
(Gall, et al., 2007; Stake, 1995). In quantitative research, sample sizes are large so that
generalizations can be made to the population as a whole (Gall, et al., 2007). Since case
studies, by definition, focus on small samples, the purpose is not generalization to the
larger population, but a deep understanding of the case at hand. Stake (1995) indicates
that, “the real business of case study is particularization, not generalization” (p. 8), which
flies in the face of traditional quantitative methodology. The role of a qualitative
researcher is not that of omnipotence; but rather an intersubjective interpreter of
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knowledge gleaned from the field. This powerful ability to explain rather than generalize
is the purpose of qualitative design (Chongwon & Hey-Won, 2010).
The length of time needed to accomplish the purposes of case study and the
volume of data generated also provide challenges for qualitative researchers utilizing this
methodology. Additionally, careful attention needs to be given to issues of
confidentiality, since ethical problems can surface if identities are divulged inadvertently
in the process of conducting research (Gall, et al., 2007; Stake, 2005). Careful attention
to these issues was reflected in the researcher’s IRB proposal and research design.
Autoethnography. Autoethnography has distinct advantages and disadvantages;
reflecting the strengths and weaknesses of any qualitative research tradition (Gall, et al.,
2007). The ability to utilize ethnography to “weave coherent patterns from the diverse
elements of the complex cultures in today’s world” (Gall, et al, p. 508) provides research
opportunities for in-depth study. Autoethnography is a researcher friendly methodology
that can enhance cultural understanding and has the potential to transform and motivate
others (Chang 2008). For the purposes of this study, the autoethnographic components
were reflexive or narrative ethnographies where the researcher used her “life story in that
culture to look more deeply at self-other interactions” (Ellis, 2004, p. 46).
This admittedly subjective methodology has been criticized for lacking rigor and
validity, and critics question the transferability of findings, as is the case in all qualitative
research (Chang, 2008; Gall, et al, 2007). These issues are magnified in autoethnography
since the definition of the craft limits the number of research participants to one. In so
doing, it has been described as self-centered and unscientific. The autoethnographer must
avoid complete isolation from others, overemphasis on narrative description, exclusive
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reliance on personal memory as a data source, and ethical issues regarding privacy in
narrative descriptions (Chang, 2008). In this integrated study, this isolation was
mitigated by the collective case study at its core. It must also be understood that the act
of reading a study containing autoethnographic components is a creative act, where the
readers, “provide theoretical validation by comparing their lives to ours, by thinking
about how our lives are similar and different and the reasons why” (Ellis, 2004, p. 195).
For the purposes of this study, the researcher’s autoethnographic professional
journal brought the lived experience of a principal, online learner, and distance course
developer to the study in order to refine shared meanings between the researcher and the
researched; intertwining the researcher with the research (Mitra, 2010). The
autoethnographic professional journal illuminated the reality that research cannot be
separated from the researcher’s beliefs and perspectives; supporting the researcher’s
paradigmic stance. In further illustration of that stance, the autoethnographic contextual
collages imbedded throughout this dissertation highlight the voice of the author alongside
the voice of participants in the case study (Ellis, 2004).
Research Design
The study was a composite qualitative collective case study with integrated
autoethnography. The choice to utilize a collective case study design placed this study on
the qualitative continuum within the traditions of case study in general (Stake, 2005).
The decision to integrate autoethnographic components into the case study created an
opportunity for the study to utilize the benefits of reflexive ethnography so that the
researcher could, “use [her] life story in that culture to look more deeply at self-other
interactions” (Ellis, 2005, p. 46). This design provided a solid structure for the research
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purpose, which was to describe the perceptions and response of principals in sparsely
populated areas in the western United States to teacher applicants who receive their preservice training in distance settings.
Case Study
Creswell (2007) indicated that case study research is the study of an issue through
cases in a bounded system, and Stake (1995) described a case as, “something we do not
completely understand” (p.133). Researchers who previously studied principal
perceptions of preservice teachers trained online developed generalizations about those
perceptions, but a deeper understanding of the beliefs supporting these perceptions was
needed.
An instrumental case study is utilized to provide insight into issues, and when that
instrumental study involves utilizing multiple cases in order to investigate a phenomenon,
it is referred to as a collective case study (Glesne, 2007). This collective case study of
the principals in five rural counties in the western United States provided a bounded set
of participants who collectively made up a whole, and who provided new understanding
and insight into the research questions and purpose (Creswell, 2007; Stake, 1995).
Autoethnography
The collective case study was contextualized through the integration of
autoethnographic components. The resulting composite was a qualitative mix designed
to bring reflexive texture to the collective case study at the heart of the research. The
researcher’s background and leadership experience provided voice and perspective to the
study through the autoethnographic documentation of experiences during a nine month
period that spanned the 2011-2012 school year. This professional journal detailed the
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researcher’s experience as a distance learner and course developer through the lens of
public school leadership. Additional biographical reflections and visual collages
developed while traveling to the research sites in a remote area of the American west
round out the autoethnographic shell within which this collective case study is imbedded.
Mitra (2010) describes the act of autoethnography as a “jarring jolt of disjuncture” (p. 4)
meant to provide layers of contextual interpretation to the study at hand. The
autoethnographic components provided a research framework that built on the lived
experience of the researcher; providing insight to shared meanings between the
researcher and the researched (Mitra, 2010). As the study evolved, autoethnographic
insights provided depth and vertical alignment for the study; allowing themes and
patterns to be clarified as they emerged.
Rationale for Research Design
Principals have the primary responsibility for hiring new teachers for their
buildings and look for applicants who will be team players focused on student success
(Hynes, Sullivan, & Yeager, 2011; Rutledge, Harris, Thompson, & Ingle, 2008; Supon &
Ryland, 2010). The process of screening and analyzing new applicants is done in a
manner aimed at reducing uncertainty (Mason & Schroeder, 2010). The quality of
teacher training programs has been shown to be of importance to principals during this
process. In particular, studies have shown that principals are hesitant to hire new teachers
trained primarily online (Bolton, 2010; Huss, 2007; Faulk, 2010). In a related study,
human resource directors from rural districts responded negatively when surveyed about
their perceptions of the quality of online principal preparation programs in 7 out of 10
cases (Richardson, McLeod, & Dickers, 2011). All of these studies recommended further
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examination of the issue in other states and regions, and provided fertile soil for further
exploration. This study replicated and responded to these findings by examining rural
school administrator perceptions of online pre-service teacher training programs in a
sparsely populated rural setting in the western United States.
Research Questions
This study explored the following research questions:
1. In what ways do rural principal perceptions about online teacher education
programs and participants impact hiring practices in rural schools?
2. In what ways can the experiences of an instructor who developed and delivered
online teacher preparation courses be illustrative of issues in the field?
Context of the Study
This study took place in a sparsely populated five county area of the western
United States that encompasses 12,193 square miles. In 2009, the population of this five
county area totaled 36,543; a population density of 3 people for every square mile
(retrieved from http://www.city-data.com 9/10/2012). At the time of the study there were
5 school districts within this geographical area, with a total of 28 schools organized
traditionally based on student numbers. These 28 schools had a total of 24 principals;
some of whom served multiple school sites. Findings in previous studies indicated
possible differences between perceptions of hiring officials in rural settings with those in
suburban and urban settings (Richardson, et al., 2011) and an absence of related research
done in the western United States (Huss, 2007; Faulk, 2010; Faulk, 2011). This setting
was also chosen based on the remote nature of the location, the fit for this study, and the
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constraints of the researcher, including those of geography, time, and funding for the
study.
Data Sources
All 29 principals of schools in this five county area were included as participants
in the study. These participants were appropriate for this study because of their
geographical location and their gate keeping status for new teachers entering their
districts. These participants provided a bounded set of clearly identifiable cases for the
purposes of this study which was of appropriate size for the methodology employed
(Creswell, 2007; Orcher, 2005; Patten; 2010). Previous research done in this area
focused on principals of public schools in Indiana, Kentucky, Ohio, Louisiana, and
Texas, from a mixture of urban, suburban, and rural schools (Huss, 2007; Faulk, 2010;
Faulk, 2011). Results were not disaggregated by type of setting, so information as to the
difference in perceptions between urban and rural principals had not yet been studied.
Related research indicated that the perceptions of rural administrators when faced with
other types of candidates trained online was more negative than those of their urban and
suburban counterparts (Richardson, et al, 2011), but that superintendents understood the
importance of online access to university level courses in rural settings (Faulk, 2011).
This study clarified and probed these perceptions, with a focus on the rural west.
The researcher’s autoethnographic professional journal, kept during the 20112012 school year, was utilized as data in this study. Studies previously done in this area
revealed a need for a deeper understanding of issues related to online course development
and learner attributes (Huss, 2007; Faulk, 2010, Faulk, 2011). This additional data
provided insight into these issues as the perceptions of principals were revealed.
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Documentation of experiences as an online learner and developer of online teacher
education courses provided vertical alignment for the study, and the researcher’s school
leadership experiences provided an opportunity to examine the research findings through
the lens of reflexivity (Chang, 2008; Glesne, 2007).
Data Collection Methods
A previously developed survey questionnaire (Faulk, 2011) was sent to
participating principals; providing information rich cases for studying this topic in depth
(Glesne, 2011; Patten, 2010). Based on questionnaire responses, semi-structured
interviews of purposefully selected survey respondents were conducted in order to
explore alternative explanations and add serendipitous understandings to themes that
emerged (Glesne, 2011; Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2007). These findings were examined
through the lens of the researcher’s professional journal in an attempt to, “reveal and
reorder in surprising and meaningful ways that which [was] observed, heard, and
experienced” (Glesne, p. 220.) The researcher’s experience as a rural principal, online
learner, and developer of online courses for pre-service teachers, provided texture and
context for connecting the personal to the cultural (Klinker & Todd, 2007; Gall, et al..
2007).
Questionnaire/Survey
Data collection during the case study portion of this study was in the form of a
questionnaire/survey that was sent to principal participants. This previously developed
questionnaire was utilized in the Faulk (2010; 2011) studies and was sent to the principals
of all public schools in the 5 county area being studied, which allowed comparisons to be
made between this study and previous research in the area (Patten, 2010). The Faulk
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Questionnaire was validated in three phases. During phase one, 20 university catalogs
were examined to look for common course offerings between teacher education degree
programs. Analysis of these course offerings revealed commonalities in the areas of
methodology and pedagogy, diversity and special needs, learning theories and principles,
and classroom behavior management. Based on those themes, the original survey
questions were developed. During phase two, a panel of two university professors with
experience in online instruction and one former public school administrator reviewed
those questions and agreed on their substantive content. Phase three consisted of a
review of the wording and bias of the questions by two university English professors.
The reliability of the instrument was measured using the test-retest method; resulting in a
temporal stability statistic of .94. This 10 item instrument consisted of 9 Likert scale
items with one open ended item asking for suggestions or comments (Faulk, 2010).
The questionnaire was used with permission for this study, with demographic data
including gender, years of experience, size of school, size of community, and level of
experience with online learning included. Additional questions were added to the survey
based on the four optics contained in the proposed leadership framework in order to
probe for understanding in the area of principal experience and beliefs. Finally, an
optional draw-an-online-learner feature similar to the well-known draw-a-scientist studies
was included in an effort to clarify stereotypical beliefs about online learners and
provided visual texture for the study (Mead & Metraux, 1957; Chambers, 1983, Finson,
2002, Shannon, 2009).
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Semi-structured Interviews
Based on participant responses to this survey questionnaire, semi-structured
interviews were conducted with participants who were purposefully selected to clarify or
expand on survey results and response to open ended questions (Gall, et al., 2007;
Orcher, 2005). The open ended interview process was semistructured, with questions
developed in advance and follow-ups utilized based on participant responses and the
optical leadership framework developed for this study (Patten, 2010). In this way, it was
possible to confirm or disconfirm patterns, themes, and meanings discovered in previous
case studies while extending those patterns, themes and meanings to this study. (Gall, et
al, 2007).
Autoethnography
The researcher kept a professional journal during the 2011-2012 school year that
documented experiences as an online learner and distance course developer involved in
preservice teacher training. At times when school was in session, the researcher provided
dated entries in the journal three time a week to highlight the experiences and issues
associated with this study. The researcher’s background as a public school principal and
administrator brought issues relating to leadership theory and practice to life. While
travelling to research locations, the researcher created narrative and visual descriptive
collages to illuminate the findings in this study.
Data Analysis
The survey results from the questionnaire were analyzed and reported in narrative
form with graphs, charts, and other visual elements utilized to support findings. The
researcher’s professional journal and participant responses to interview questions were
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hand coded, organized, and categorized by the researcher and then recoded and
categorized utilizing NVivo. In this way it was possible to locate text associated with a
theme, as well as common passages that relate to multiple coding labels (Creswell, 2007).
Comparisons were made, and the researcher’s analysis was expanded and corroborated.
Core ideas were analyzed for similarities across cases; leading to higher levels of
abstraction (Patten, 2010).This chunking and coding of narrative data resulted in thick
description of perceptions that provided insight to intentions, motives, and the context of
responses (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2007; Glesne, 2011).
The results of these questionnaires and follow up interviews were synthesized
with patterns and themes in the researcher’s autoethnographic journal. In this way, this
researcher looked at the familiar through the lens of the outsider in order to understand it
from the perspective of an insider, and in so doing made, “the familiar strange” (Gall, et
al., p. 504). Through interpretive inquiry, the significance and meanings of those
perceptions contributed to the plurality and depth of the findings; providing the rich
descriptions and complex perspectives that can meaningfully contribute to the field
(Glesne, 2011; Patton, 2010). These rich descriptions were further expanded by the use
of descriptive shell within which this study was imbedded.
Data Management Plan
The researcher’s autoethnography was written as weekly entries in a professional
journal form during the 2011-2012 school year. Reflections on experiences as an online
learner and developer of online courses for preservice teachers were documented from
the perspective of a former school principal and administrator. Additional contextual
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reflections were added to this autoethnographic journal as the data was coded and the
study ensued.
After receipt of IRB approval, an introductory letter and informed consent was
sent to each of the principals explaining the study and asking for their help in collecting
the survey data. When the Informed Consent was returned in the postage paid envelope
provided, the survey was sent to principals for completion. Personal contact was made
with participating principals or their staffs in order to develop positive working
relationships with the participants as well as encourage survey response. Those who did
not return the initial Informed Consent were contacted a second time to explain the nature
of the study and the purpose of their participation, and were provided with additional
copies of the informed consent or survey if necessary.
Survey responses were initially analyzed in order to identify five purposefully
selected participants for semi-structured interviews. Interview participants were selected
based on the intensity of their responses so that the interview participants would have
strong feelings about questions posed (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2007).
Geographical diversity was also a consideration, and each interview participant
represented a different town within the counties studied. Selected respondents were
invited to participate in the semi-structured interviews by letter, and appointments for
interview times were set through follow up phone calls. Interviews were recorded and
transcribed in October and November of 2012.
Trustworthiness and Transferability
In qualitative research, the parallel creation of criterion that mimic the
conventional quantitative paradigm include attention to issues of internal validity,
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external validity, reliability, and objectivity. These issues have been addressed by
qualitative researchers, who describe them in metaphoric terms that can be better
understood as credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability; all subsumed
under the umbrella of trustworthiness (Schwandt, Lincoln & Guba, 1986). The
trustworthiness of findings in this study were ensured through the rich, thick description
that was result of analysis of multiple methods of data collection (Glesne, 2011). In
comparison with a quantitative, statistical notion of generalization, theoretical
generalization can be seen as emphasizing logic over probability through the use of
individual cases that have the power to explain (Chongwon & Hey-Won, 2010).
The goal in quantitative research is to utilize sampling techniques to provide
validity; however, the goal in qualitative research is to achieve a deeper understanding of
the phenomenon being studied. Qualitative researchers still utilize ways to increase the
likelihood of transferability, however, and this was accomplished in this study through
the use of case sampling strategies prior to selection of interview candidates (Gall, et al.,
2007). These specific purposeful sampling strategies increased “the probability that the
findings will apply to other cases also representing the phenomenon being studied” (Gall,
et al., p. 477). Interview participants were sent transcriptions of their interviews so that
corrections could be made and points clarified. Peer review and debriefing provided
important feedback and external check of the research process as it proceeded (Creswell,
2007; Glesne, 2011).
Qualitative inquiry emphasizes the importance of relationships and the way that
those relationships impact data (Chongwon & Hey-Won, 2010). “Examining
relationships, studying personal interactions, exploring the setting, and using the
71

Texas Tech University, Muriel de Ganahl, May 2013
researcher as a research instrument are part and parcel of the qualitative experience”
(Klinker & Todd, 2007, p.167). Creswell indicated that, “substantive validation means
understanding one’s own understandings of the topic” (p. 206). The researcher’s
autoethnographic components provided just such an understanding. Clarification of
researcher bias was provided in narrative descriptions and autoethnographic commentary;
both of which contributed to the validation of the work (Creswell, 2007). The results of
this study added texture to knowledge in the field, using replication logic to generalize to
previous studies done (Gall, et al., 2007). Building on previous research (Huss, 2007;
Faulk, 2011), this study provided new insight into themes explored by applying those
constructs in a new setting. Additionally, by moving beyond collection of data similarly
situated, additional insight was gained in narrative formats to provide direction for future
studies in this area.
Triangulation
This study was triangulated through the use of multiple instruments
(questionnaires and semi-structured interviews). In this way, new dimensions of social
reality were revealed (Glesne, 2011). Further crystallization occurred from multiple data
sources as the researcher’s autoethnographic journal was integrated into findings from the
questionnaires and semi-structured interviews. (Chongwon, et al., 2010; Creswell, 2007;
Glesne, 2011; Orcher, 2005). These multiple means of data development contributed to
the authenticity of the findings and allowed the researcher to look closely at the complex
relationship between perception and reality through the lens of varying stakeholders in
the process (Glesne, 2011).
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Summary
This composite qualitative composite collective case study with integrated
autoethnography is firmly planted within the interpretivist paradigm. It is by
understanding the results of the study within the context of the participants and their lived
experiences that we gain a depth of understanding about the research questions posed that
can lead us forward to action. Case study is a distinctive research tradition with
postmodern roots, and the principals in this study were a bounded set of participants who
provided a deep understanding of the research questions posed. The researcher’s
autoethnography provided additional insight and understanding into the shared meanings
discovered during the course of the study. Data that was generated from the survey,
follow up semi-structured interviews, and researcher’s autoethnography was coded and
categorized in context with thematic comparisons made; resulting in thick description of
perceptions. Narrative and visual collages imbedded in the study brought the setting to
life for the reader. By building on research previously done in this field, the results of
this study lead to a better understanding of themes that emerged, enabling stakeholders to
take action.
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CHAPTER IV: FINDINGS
Contextual Collage: No Signal
Your destination will take you through places with no map data. No voice guidance
will be provided in these areas.
Here directions are given in terms of mileage markers, which way to turn at the Y,
and the number of cattle guards past the pavement. The vast expanse of space
before me as I make my way through the countryside has been altered only by the
weather and the seasons. The unrelenting wind forces me to steer with both
hands to steady my car as the occasional tanker truck blusters by on the other side
of the narrow two lane road. Snow fences sprawl alongside the road with a
mobius-like motion that gives intermittent texture to the undulating, unbroken
landscape. An occasional farmstead can be seen in the distance, marked by the
power lines that drift into the small grove of trees sheltering the house and barn. A
single stalwart mailbox stands on the highway as a testament to generations
stubbornly tied to the land. As if on cue, a tumble-weed blows into my path and
crisply crunches beneath my wheels.
Suddenly, there is signal. The farmsteads become more frequent and a town can
be seen in the distance. I find the school easily and pull into the parking lot just as
the noon whistle blows. As I step out of my car braced for the bitter wind, the
unmistakable smell of the coal stoker warms me.
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Introduction
The purpose of this study was to describe the perceptions and response of school
principals in a sparsely populated rural area in the western United States to teacher
applicants who receive their preservice training in distance settings. More specifically,
this study of rural principal perceptions of teachers trained online was undertaken in an
effort to identify positive teacher attributes necessary for applicant success and the ways
in which perceived characteristics of online learners relate to those attributes and impact
the hiring process in rural schools. Additionally, the study places the research within a
leadership framework that provides insight to the research questions posed.
The following two research questions guided the research:
1. In what ways do rural principal perceptions about online teacher education
programs and participants impact hiring practices in rural schools?
2. In what ways can the experiences of an instructor who developed and delivered
online teacher preparation courses be illustrative of issues in the field?
In this collective case study, participant principals were surveyed and then purposefully
selected for follow-up semi-structured interviews aimed at discovering how rural
principal perceptions about online teacher education programs and participants impact
hiring practices in rural schools. The data gleaned from the researcher’s own
autoethnographic journal and experiences were then utilized to develop a deeper
understanding of issues raised during the case study. The autoethnographic components
of the study provided contextual data to deepen understandings and vertically align
results. This analysis unfolded within the geographical and cultural context of the
collective case study and included an analysis of the steps in the hiring process, desirable
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attributes of teacher candidate applicants in rural schools, and the way a principal chooses
a candidate within a theoretical framework that includes moral purpose, authenticity, an
ethic of care, and intuition.
This chapter is presented in three parts. The first part will describe the results of
the survey of participating principals detailed as to demographics, participant responses
to professional indicators related to the theoretical framework proposed, an analysis of
participant answers to survey questions, and an analysis of open ended responses. The
second part of the analysis will describe the findings of follow-up semi-structured
interviews of participants purposefully selected to clarify and expand on the survey
results. Analysis will include principal perceptions of online learning and learners, the
way in which principals view the steps in the hiring process, and the identified positive
attributes of potential teacher candidates. The theoretical lenses of moral purpose,
authenticity, an ethic of care, and intuition and imagery will be utilized as a framework
for examining interview responses as well. The third portion of the data analysis will
utilize the autoethnographic journal of the researcher’s own experiences as a online
course developer and distance learner to identify the ways in which technology, time, and
relationships impact the distance education experience. The autoethnographic data will
then be integrated into the case study findings to bring clarity and texture to the research
questions posed.
Methodology Summary
This study was a qualitative collective case study with integrated
autoethnography. Rural principals in a sparsely populated area of the American west
were chosen as a bounded set of clearly identifiable cases for the study (Creswell, 2007;
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Orcher, 2005; Patten, 2010). Principal participants were surveyed through the use of a
questionnaire, with follow-up semi-structured interviews conducted to clarify findings
and themes that emerged (Glesne, 2011; Gall, et al., 2007). The researcher’s own
autoethnographic journal describing experiences as a rural principal, online learner, and
developer of online teacher education courses gave texture and context to the case study
findings; providing vertical alignment for the study (Klinker & Todd, 2007; Gall, et al.,
2007). Additional contextual collages consisting of narrative and visual descriptions of
the researched experience frame the analysis and provide literal context for the results
described, intertwining the researcher with the research (Mitra, 2010). In so doing, the
reader is able to provide theoretical validation for the study through the creative act of
reading the results (Ellis, 2004).
Participants
Principals in a rural area of the western United States were chosen as participants
in this collective case study. This five county area encompasses more than 12,000 square
miles, with an overall population density of 3 people per square mile. U.S. Census
Bureau statistics revealed a variation in population density with as many as 6 people per
square mile reported in one of the counties, and as few as .9 people per square mile in
another (retrieved from http://quickfacts.census.gov/qfd/states/56/56027.html 9/10/2012).
As of 2011, over 96% of the residents of this five county were white, with a smattering of
Hispanic and black residents. More than 80% of residents lived in the same household
for more than one year, with an astounding 91% of residents reported as having lived in
the same household for more than a year in one of the counties. Ninety percent of
residents in these counties completed high school, and 19% held a bachelor’s degree or
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higher at the time of the census. Home ownership in the counties hovered at 73%, with
the average median value of housing at $124,900; well below the state average of
$174,000. Median household incomes averaged $47,018.60; also below the state
average, with about 10% of the area’s population reported as living below the poverty
level between 2006 and 2010.
There are five school districts within this geographical area, with a total of 30 schools.
These 30 schools employ 29 principals, one of whom serves multiple school sites and
two of whom share a school. Schools in these counties are organized based on
community needs and geography, resulting in schools with a variety of ages, grade levels,
and school settings. There are two K-2 schools, three K-5 schools, four K-6 schools,
three K-8 schools, four K-12 schools, three middle schools (6-8), one combination
middle/high school (6-12), three secondary schools (7-12), five high schools (9-12), one
alternative high school, and one K-12 virtual academy. Student enrollment at the
alternative high school is 20 students, and enrollment at the virtual academy tops 650 full
and part time students. Enrollments at the traditional schools range from a low of 34
students, to a high of 374. All 29 of the principals in this five county area were
participants in the study. A total of 19 of the 29 responded; an overall participation rate
of 66%.
Survey Results
After receipt of approval from the Texas Tech University Protection of Human
Subjects Committee (see Appendix A), a letter of introduction and Informed Consent was
sent to principal participants by regular mail. The introductory letter explained the
purpose of the research as well as the level of participation required and asked that
78

Texas Tech University, Muriel de Ganahl, May 2013
interested participants return the Informed Consent to indicate their willingness to
participate (see Appendices B and C for IRB Proposal and Informed Consent). Upon
receipt of the executed Consent, the survey was returned to the participants, again by
regular mail, with a self-addressed, stamped envelope in which to return the completed
survey questionnaire (see survey instrument at Appendix D). Participants who did not
respond to the initial mailing were contacted personally and the Informed Consent and
survey were provided to them again for their consideration.
Survey Instrument
The survey instrument used in this study was originally developed to examine
Louisiana school administrator perceptions of online teacher education programs (Faulk,
2010). The original 10 item instrument included 9 Likert scale questions with an open
ended tenth item asking for additional suggestions or comments. The first five questions
in the survey focused on participant perceptions of online teacher education preparation
programs in general, and then more specifically in the areas of behavior management,
methodology, student diversity, and learning theories. The remaining questions probed
for opinions of online teacher training programs as they related to the social aspects of
teaching, academic integrity, and reservations when hiring a candidate trained primarily
online. The survey questionnaire was validated in three phases (Faulk, 2010). During
phase one, the original survey questions were developed by examining course
commonalities between the catalogs of 20 universities. A panel of university professors
then reviewed those questions and agreed on their content during phase two. The
wording of the questions was reviewed by two professors of English during phase three.
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The reliability of the survey questionnaire was measured; revealing a temporal stability
statistic of .94. Permission was obtained to utilize this survey instrument for this study.
The instrument itself was supplemented with demographic indicators that
included gender, years of principal experience, size of school and community, and level
of experience with hiring. Professional indicators were also included to establish a
background for the survey responses themselves and to tie participant responses to the
theoretical framework proposed for this study. Two open ended items were added at the
end of the survey inviting participants to make suggestions regarding the use of online
teacher education, and asking participants to draw, label, or describe a person learning
online.
Demographic Data
The demographic data collected helped to clarify participant characteristics.
Survey respondents varied in their experience levels, with 22% having 1-3 years of
principal experience, 17% having 4-7 years of experience, 22% having 8-10 years of
experience, and 39% having more than 10 years of experience as a principal.
Respondents were 63% male and 37% female, with 42% of participants from schools
with between 100-200 students and another 42% from schools with more than 200
students. Respondents rated their level of experience in hiring as 42.1% having extensive
experience and 52.6% having some experience. Only one respondent rated themselves as
having little hiring experience. All participants agreed or strongly agreed that they had
the authority to make their own hiring decisions.
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Professional Indicators
When asked if they went into the field of education to make a difference, 95% of
participants agreed or strongly agreed. When asked if events in their lives shaped the
way they lead their schools, 100% agreed or strongly agreed, as they did when asked if a
sense of community was important in a school. When asked whether or not they believed
that teaching is a calling, 89% of respondents agreed or strongly agreed. All respondents
agreed that the use of technology had improved education. Participants were split on
their responses to only one of the professional questions, which was whether they could
tell in the first five minutes of an interview whether someone would be a good teacher.
There was strong disagreement by 10.5% of respondents, disagreement by another
47.4%, agreement by 36.8%, and strong agreement by a mere 5.3% of those surveyed
(see Figure 4.1).

The Pivotal First Five Minutes

Strongly Disagree
Disagree
Agree
Strongly Agree

Figure 4.1. While some of the principals agreed that they were able to tell within the first
five minutes of an interview whether or not a teacher candidate would be a good teacher,
the majority of principals surveyed felt that they were unable to accurately judge whether
or not a candidate would be a good teacher within the first five minutes, as is reflected in
the red and blue portions of the pie chart.
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Questionnaire
The first question in the body of the survey asked participants their overall
opinion of online teacher education and preparation. While two principal participants
skipped this question, of those who answered the question, 41.2% indicated that online
teacher education/preparation was unacceptable to some degree. The other 58.8% of
respondents felt that online teacher education/preparation was desirable (see Figure 4.2).

Rural Principal Opinions of
Online Teacher Education
12
10
8
Number of
6
Responses
4
2
0
Strongly
Unacceptable

Unacceptable

Desirable

Highly
Desirable

Level of Response

Figure 4.2. Principals surveyed were split as to the desirability of online teacher
education, but more respondents felt that online teacher preparation was desirable than
found it unacceptable.
When asked specifically about the skills and competencies necessary for teaching,
principals surveyed gave clear indications of categories of acceptance and concern. In
terms of the desirability of online teacher education as it related to preparing teachers in
the area of classroom management, respondents clearly indicated their distaste for online
teacher training in this area, and overwhelmingly indicated that online education was
unacceptable (58.8%) or strongly unacceptable (17.6%). In the area of methodology and
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pedagogy, online teacher preparation fared better, with 52.9% of respondents indicating
that it was a desirable preparation method. In relation to teacher preparation for student
diversity and special needs, another 56.3% of respondents indicated that online training
was desirable, and when asked about online teacher education in relation to learning
theories and principles, 68.5% found it to be desirable or highly desirable. When queried
as to the level of desirability regarding online teacher preparation for the social aspects of
teaching however, only 36.8% of respondents felt that it was desirable, with 42.1%
indicating that online training was unacceptable, and an additional 21.1% indicating that
it was strongly unacceptable; a total of 63.2% (see Figure 4.3).

Level of Resonse

Online Teacher Training for the
Social Aspects of Teaching
Highly Desirable
Desirable
Unacceptable
Strongly Unacceptable
0
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4
6
Number of Respondents

8

10

Figure 4.3. Principal response was varied as to the desirability of online teacher training
for the social aspects of teaching, but far more principals felt that online training was
unacceptable or strongly unacceptable in this area.
Cross tabulation of these survey responses created an opportunity to look at the
data through multiple lenses. When cross-tabulated by gender and years of experience,
75% of the principals with 1-3 years of experience were female, and 71% of the
principals with more than 10 years of experience were male. Since far more male
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principals than female principals were included as study participants, it may also be
interesting to note that of the female principal respondents, 42.9% had 1-3 years of
experience, compared to 45.5% of males respondents having more than 10 years of
experience. When asked if they could tell in the first five minutes whether or not
someone would make a good teacher candidate, 57.2% of females agreed or strongly
agreed, whereas 58.3% of males disagreed. When cross tabulated for level of experience,
75% of principals with 1-3 years of experience agreed that they could tell in the first five
minutes of an interview whether someone would be a good teacher, compared to 71% of
principals with more than 10 years of experience who disagreed. Level of experience
was also of interest when participants were asked their opinion of online teacher
education in terms of preparing future teachers for the social aspects of teaching.
Seventy-five percent of those with 1-3 years of experience felt that it was unacceptable,
with 71% of participants with more than 10 years of experience finding it desirable.
When asked if they believed that teaching was a calling, 100% of participants with more
than 10 years of experience answered in the affirmative, while 50% of those having 1-3
years of experience disagreed.
Other cross tabulated categories reflected overall agreement among the
participants. All participants who expressed agreement as to the importance of a sense of
community in a school also agreed that they went into education to make a difference.
Similarly, those who indicated that they believed teaching was a calling, also agreed that
events in their lives shaped the way they lead their schools. Cross tabulation of these
professional indicators in various ways demonstrated further concurrence in results.
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The final three questions in the survey asked about respondents’ overall level of
knowledge regarding the use of online teacher education with 68.4% of participants
responding that they had a moderate or high level of knowledge. When asked about their
perceptions of the level of academic security and integrity of online teacher education
courses, 66.7% responded that there was a moderate to high level of security and integrity
in the online courses. Finally, when asked if they would have any reservations in hiring
future teachers within their districts and schools who had been trained primarily online,
10.5% expressed strong reservation, 42.1% indicated moderate reservation, 36.8%
indicated little reservation, with 10.5% having no reservation about hiring future teachers
who have been trained online (see Figure 4.4).

Principal Reservations When Hiring
Teachers Trained Online

Strong Reservation
Moderate Reservation
Little Reservation
No Reservation

Figure 4.4. Principals responses when asked whether or not they would have
reservations about hiring a teacher trained online were split. While only a few had either
strong reservations or no reservations at all, the number of principals having moderate
reservations only exceeded the number having little reservation by a few percentage
points.
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Open Ended Responses
In the survey’s open ended responses, suggestions made regarding the use of
online teacher education varied, but included multiple suggestions that the classroom
practicums and the student teaching components of online teacher education programs be
increased. One participant suggested that student teaching time be increased to a full
year, and others merely emphasized the importance of professional interaction and time
spent in actual classroom settings. Multiple respondents expressed concern as to the
appropriateness and adequacy of online teacher preparation in the highly relational and
collaborative field of education. One respondent wrote, “I think when you have a
profession that relies so much on relationships and the ability to develop relationships—
online preparation is not a very good fit.” Another echoed those sentiments and wrote,
“so much of being an effective educator is about relationships and leading people,
without solid discussion or interpersonal interaction it is difficult to build these skills”.
The final open ended question provided participants with the opportunity to draw
or describe an online learner and led to an interesting variety of responses. Some
described or drew online learners sitting at a computer by themselves (see Figure 4.5).

Figure 4.5. Participant drawings of online learners working alone.
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One expressed concern about how an online teacher would know which student was more
knowledgeable (see Figure 4.6).

Figure 4.6. Drawing of online teacher asking a multitude of students, “How do I tell
which is more knowledgeable”.

Others drew online learning as full of potential and possibility (see Figure 4.7 and 4.8).

Figure 4.7. Participant drawing showing opportunity for online learner to ask questions
any time and expressing the idea that with online learning there are no limits.
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Figure 4.8. Drawing indicating that online learning can connect one person to many
electronically or, in the alternative, can provide an instructor with the opportunity to
interact with many students in real time or at traditional times.
One principal shared a drawing that was as much about positive teacher attributes as it
was about online learning; focusing on the importance of a teacher’s heart and the teacher
student relationship (see Figure 4.9)

Figure 4.9. Participant description identified the importance of teacher credibility,
teacher/student relationships, and the overall quality of teaching which accompanied a
visual representation of the importance of hands-on experience and a teacher’s heart.
Many participants expressed concern in their descriptions about the social aspects of
taking only online courses, and a few mentioned ethical issues concerning work done
online. Multiple participants spoke of the ability for students to learn with ease online
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and the importance of access. A few indicated that they were currently enrolled in online
education programs or expressed admiration for others who were. “Online students that I
know work full time jobs, have families, and do their on-line studies at night. They are
extremely motivated individuals.”
Summary of Survey Results
Overall, more principals were male than female, with the majority of experienced
principals being male and inexperienced principals female. All participating principals
agreed that they had the authority to make their own hiring decisions and most reported
that they had either some or extensive hiring experience. The vast majority of
participants went into the field of education to make a difference, and felt that education
was a calling, although fewer new principals believed that teaching was a calling when
compared to those with more experience. Participants also agreed that events in their
lives shaped their leadership style and that a sense of community was important in their
school. They were split as to the length of time it would take to identify a good teacher
during an interview, with less than half of them agreeing that they would know in five
minutes, and more than half of them believing that it would take longer. Principals with
more than 10 years of experience overwhelmingly asserted that it would take longer as
compared to their counterparts with 1-3 years of experience.
When asked whether or not online teacher preparation was a desirable format,
over half of the principal participants indicated agreement. In the areas of methodology
and pedagogy, student diversity and special needs, and learning theories and principles,
online education was found to be desirable by the majority of participants. In the areas of
classroom management and the social aspects of teaching, however, the majority of
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principals found online teacher training to be unacceptable. Principals with more than 10
years of experience tended to feel more strongly in this area than did their counterparts
with 1-3 years of experience.
Overall, participants felt that technology had improved education and that there
was a moderate to high level of security in online courses. When asked if they would
have reservations when hiring a new teacher trained online, almost half responded that
they would have little or no reservation.
Open ended questions revealed concern about the lack of actual hands-on
teaching experiences when preservice teachers were trained online. Participants
suggested extending the classroom experience portions of teacher training programs
offered to online learners. Additional insight as to the importance of relationships and
interpersonal interaction was gleaned from these responses as well. Drawings and
descriptions of online learners indicated an overall view of an online learner as a solitary
individual interacting with a computer screen. The potential and pitfalls of online
learning were visually depicted by participants, with attention to the idea of access and
opportunity. Again, the importance of student teacher relationships and teacher heart
were reflected in participant responses.
Findings from Semi-Structured Interviews
After the results of the surveys were received, five principal participants were
selected to be invited to participate in the follow up semi-structured interviews.
Participants were purposefully selected based on the nature and intensity of their survey
responses (Gall, et al., 2007), with the importance of geographical and grade level
diversity in mind. After eliminating the alternative high school and virtual school from
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consideration due to the distinctly differing needs of those settings and concerns
regarding participant privacy, two elementary principals, one K-8 principal, one middle
school principal, and one K-12 principal were invited to participate in the interviews.
Each of the representative principals had responded by either consistently marking strong
unacceptable or strong desirable Likert scale scores in their survey. Three of the
interview participants had responded in overall positive terms when asked about online
teacher preparation, and two responded in overall negative terms to the original related
survey questions. Selected semi-structured interview participants were sent letters
thanking them for their survey responses and inviting them to participate in the
interviews along with a copy of sample interview questions (Appendix E). Each of the
principals was then contacted personally to set up a mutually convenient time for the
interview itself.
Due to the geographic diversity of the interview participants, interviews were
scheduled and grouped based on weather forecasts and availability of overnight lodging.
Some of the interview locations were as many as many as 180 miles apart, with a few as
close as 25. A total of 868 miles was travelled in order to access the interview
participants at their school sites.
The interviews were conversational in nature, and questions were asked in an
order appropriate to the conversation. Follow-up questions or questions tangential to the
original sample questions were added when appropriate. For purposes of this study,
interview participants are identified by number during this discussion in order to protect
the confidentiality of respondents. Digitally recorded interviews were transcribed, and
transcriptions were sent to the principals for their review and feedback. After requested
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corrections had been made, the transcribed interviews were analyzed and hand coded to
identify patterns and develop themes that emerged. Those patterns and themes were
further analyzed through the use of NVivo.
Interview responses will be discussed in terms of principal perceptions of online
learners and learning, the steps in the hiring process, and desirable new teacher attributes.
Also discussed will be the way in which interviewees utilized moral purpose,
authenticity, and an ethic of care, and intuition and imaging during the hiring process.
Perceptions of Online Learners and Learning
The five principals interviewed were chosen specifically because of their strong
beliefs. Interestingly, although they had strong feelings about online education that
originally differed, after analysis of their interview responses, commonalities were found.
Both Principal One and Five were chosen specifically because they felt strongly that
online instruction was not desirable for preservice teacher preparation. Principals Two,
Three, and Four felt strongly that the online option for teacher preparation programs was
acceptable. Despite these apparent divergent original opinions, upon analysis the
findings were surprisingly similar.
Principal One clearly indicated a preference for face-to-face instruction for
teacher preparation programs, but also expressed an understanding that some people need
to utilize the online option in order to gain educational access for a variety of reasons.
Her main concern with online teacher training was the day to day collaboration that is
required of teachers, and whether or not that could be learned online. “I think just how
important it is to get along with their peers and work collaboratively.” At the time of the
interview, her school was involved in an effort to utilize and score common assessments,
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and she expressed doubts as to whether online students would have the requisite
communication skills to work with their peers during activities that required both content
expertise and intense collaboration. Additionally, her concerns extended beyond the
daily work of teachers to issues of give and take between college students in a face-toface setting that may be missing online.
Well, I think so much learning when you’re studying to become a teacher comes
from your peers when you go out and visit schools and you observe and you work
with kids and you come back and you talk about it. When you actually have that
conversation, you learn so much…and you don’t get that when it’s online. You
don’t get the richness of the conversation. You get it but you don’t hear all the
story. You miss the nuances that you get when you’re doing it in a group and can
see how animated people are.
Principal Five’s negative response to online learning had similar foundations. His
hesitation to embrace online teacher education was based on first-hand experience.
One of the classes I took was supervision online. I didn’t like that because
supervision is how you improve human resources in your building and at the heart
of it is relationships…so I think you have to be careful through an online
education program…I think a lot of the issues that we deal with in education go a
lot deeper and you need to be able to not be superficial in your means of
communication. I think some of the best ways to do that is classroom discussion
and face-to-face interaction with your peers.
His conclusion was that online courses would be appropriate for more theoretical
subjects, but that face-to-face courses were better when relationships were involved. He
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suggested that teaching practicums and other hands-on experiences be extended when
students access online teacher education programs in order to compensate for the
limitations of online learning.
The other three principals interviewed agreed with extending opportunities for
students to get real life experience when studying online, but differed in their opinion of
online learning in general. Principal Two said that it doesn’t really matter if a student is
learning at a traditional bricks and mortar university or online; that it is really their innate
ability to teach and reach their students that is important. He distinguished between what
he termed head knowledge and heart knowledge and indicated, “You can have all the
head knowledge that you want, but if you cannot translate that, or you cannot articulate
that, or you cannot disseminate the information, then what good is the head knowledge
you have”. He also spoke to the importance of real world experiences to accompany
online learning opportunities. “So in other words, how are they gonna be a good
employee, if they did nothing but sit in Mom’s living room and punch on the computer?”
Speaking from her own experience, Principal Three felt that whether or not a new
teacher is prepared isn’t dependent on the delivery of instruction since neither face-toface nor online teacher preparation programs do a very good job of preparing teachers for
the real world. “I don’t think that we adequately prepare anyone for education the way it
is; I mean we give them the philosophies and stuff but to give them the real true
approach, I don’t know that we teach them that stuff.” She, too, suggested longer actual
classroom experiences regardless of the instructional setting. Principal Four agreed that
it is not the program that matters. “It’s more the balance between the bookwork and the
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practical experience rather than the name of the school”. He asserted that one of the
issues with online learning involves relationships.
Obviously you’re missing the human element. And so much of that
communication…If you have a choice, it’s not the best choice. But for many of
us in rural America, it may be the best choice. If we can still feed and take care of
our families and continue to grow. So the compromise is knowing that.
The principals appeared to agree more than disagree about the value of online
learning. As rural principals, it appeared that they all realized that access and opportunity
are available for those in rural settings through online learning. They also agreed that
online learning may be fine for some topics, but not for others. In particular, they
expressed concern about the ability to hone relationship skills or recreate the rich
discussions students are able to have in face-to-face classrooms and bricks and mortar
universities. Without exception, they all recommended lengthening the time online
teacher preparation students spend gaining actual classroom experience. Principal Five
made the suggestion to “combine some online things and lots more practical experience
in the schools [because] when the rubber hits the road and you’re in there day to day, it is
completely different”.
The Hiring Process
Rural principals understand the importance of hiring as it relates to many aspects
of their school communities. In larger systems, personnel departments often screen
candidates for consideration by building principals, but in small rural settings, principal
respondents confirmed that it is usually the rural principal who oversees screening,
interviewing, and recommending a new teacher for their school.
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Screening. Principal One uses the screening process to examine an applicant’s
file and to see what kind of emphasis they put on their training, their overall grade point
average, and what they value. She indicated that the whole package is important.
Principal Two agreed with this approach and indicated that after his review of their file
he can “reasonably expect that they have the skills that they would need to be a teacher,
because they went through these courses”. Principal Five looks at the application
package to see if the candidate is organized and examines their teaching credentials. He
prefers to have candidates who are from teacher preparation programs he trusts, so the
location of their training is of importance to him. Principal Four screens for evidence of
resilience. He prefers candidates who have successfully overcome obstacles in their
lives.
Each of the principals interviewed reported that they carefully check references
and ask for other contacts the applicant may have known, or talk to whoever answers the
phone to find out more information about applicants. Principal Two relies on a phone
call to the applicant themselves when he is setting up their interview to judge candidate
quality.
What I’m looking for is the way they first carry themselves in their verbal
conversation with me. Are they articulate enough to tell me what I’m asking? Do
they have vocabulary enough that they’re using maybe academic words?
It is, however, to the interview that each of these principals turns to gain the most
information prior to making the hiring decision.
Interview. Each of the principals indicated that the interview is the most
important part of the hiring process. It is during the interview that they are able to
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discern positive attributes of interest to them in a new teacher and whether or not a
candidate is a good fit for their school. Principal One wanted to know how a candidate
fits with a teaching team and indicated that her main focus during the process is
determining that fit. Principal Two concurred, “Will this person be able to get along with
the staff that we currently have?” He focuses on collegiality and a finding a match for
building-wide goals and expectations. Other principals focus on specific attributes of
interest to them, and attempt to determine candidate traits through specific favorite
interview questions. Several principals ask new teacher candidates to describe their
strengths and weaknesses. Candidate answers to that question help them determine
whether or not a new teacher will have the ability to self-reflect. Principal Three summed
it up this way:
I want them to be reflective on themselves, like be able to look in the mirror
instead of out the window at what the problem may be…it’s about students
moving and it’s about us getting better as teachers and it’s about self-reflection on
the practices that we have.
Principal Four created specific interview questions and ‘look-fors’ in applicant answers
that are a match for his philosophical stance. He asks candidates how they want to
influence their students and looks for answers involving character building and seeing the
whole child. He asks about power struggles with students and ways that teachers can
develop positive teacher/pupil relationships. He also asks candidates to describe a
shining moment in their lives and looks for evidence that those moments relate to the
heart of a child rather than elevation of the teacher involved. Principal Three simply
looks for people who can “out-do” her.
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All of the principals interviewed utilized a team approach to the interview process
and agreed that it is during the interview that a principal and teaching team can really get
know a candidate. Principal One stated, “you can read people’s face, their eyes, their
body language” during an interview. Principal Five agreed, “it has a lot has to do
with…relationships and connecting with people and building respect and communicating.
That kind of tells you how it’s gonna end up being in the classroom.” He goes on to say,
“But a lot of times the biggest thing is, you really don’t know for sure until you get them
in the door and you get them in the classroom.” Principal One laughingly added that
interviewing is like a marriage without the courtship, and that only time will tell.
Positive Teacher Attributes
Overall, the positive teacher traits that the participating principals look for during
the hiring process were quite similar to those revealed in the literature.
Table 4.1
Identified
Attributes

Principal 1

Passion

Principal 2

Principal 3

Principal 4

Passion

Passion

Passion

Enthusiasm

Intention

Positive
Outlook

Confidence

Passion

Idealism

Principal 5

Connections
Connection

Collaborates

Kid centered

Relationships

Connections

Loves kids

Has Heart

Relationships

Caring/Kind

Relationships

Has Heart

Empathetic

Collaborative

Kid Advocate

Team Player

Connection

Team Player
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Table 4.1
(continued)
Identified
Attributes

Character

Principal 1

Principal 2

Honesty

Character

Integrity

Firm Belief
System

Principal 3

Ability to SelfReflect

Principal 4

Character
Ability to SelfReflect

Principal 5

Ability to SelfReflect

Humility

Communication
Skills

Not
discussed

Communicator

Professionalism

Articulate

Communicator

Communicator

Facilitator

Competent

Composed
Love of
Learning
Professional
Knowledge

Focus on
Student
Growth

Organized

Teacher of
High Level
Skills
Subject
Matter
Expertise

Focus on
Moving Kids

Culture/Love
of Learning

Data Based
Decision
Making

Teaching Skills

Focus on
Learning and
Moving Kids
Risk Taker

Persistent

Rural Teacher
Traits

Critical
Thinking Skills

Accountability/
Assessment
Expertise

Risk Taker

Resilient

Risk Taker

Resourceful

Persistent

Persistent

Persistent

Flexible

Interestingly, this last category of previously uncategorized attributes entitled Rural
Teacher Traits emerged when interviewing these rural principals and will be of interest to
us as we further analyze the findings. This word cloud (Figure 4.10) created when all of
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these attributes were entered into NVivo provides us with a visual image of positive
teacher attributes important to the rural principals interviewed.

Figure 4.10. NVivo tag cloud of the frequency and categories of positive teacher
attributes mentioned by principals during the interview process.
Leadership Lenses
The theoretical framework proposed for the purposes of this study contains a
series of leadership lenses through which the hiring process can be viewed. All of these
lenses relate to the idea of transformational leadership as moral imperative, which can be
carried out through collaborative, constructive staffing. It is to these lenses that we now
turn as we further analyze principal responses.
Moral Purpose. Each of the principals was asked if they believed teaching was a
calling. Responses varied. Principal One spoke of a time in her career when she, “ just
felt, like you say, a purpose. I just felt that there was more that I needed to do”. Coming
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from a family of public servants, she explained, “I think everything that we do as a
human being affects how we interact with people, how we relate to people; what our
beliefs are about school and about education and about children”. Principal Two spoke
of the importance of a passionate, firm belief system for teachers.
I think character has a lot to do with it…regardless of your training if you have
solid character, and you talk about good morals and values and ethics and those
type things, and if you can base your decisions on a foundation, then you’re more
likely to get a plus in my category, than you are if you’re all over the board…I’m
gonna tell you that your beliefs do matter. Because everything you do, and
especially when you get pushed, is off your foundational beliefs…If I squeeze a
tube of toothpaste, I’m gonna get toothpaste.
Principal Three did not feel that teaching was necessarily a calling, since she came into
education more by default than by choice, but agreed that some teachers feel that they
were called. She did, however, indicate that she is passionate about education because
she loves to watch something move forward and expressed a singular focus on student
learning. Principal Four agreed that teachers are purpose driven but says, “I don’t know
if I would call it a calling. But it keys on people who want to have a positive influence
on their world. They want something better for their children and their children’s
children.” Principal Five firmly believes that educators are called and that, “success is a
constant, steady progress towards self-improvement and having the skills and the
understanding of what it takes to work towards becoming a better person day in day out.”
He believes in a work ethic, perseverance, and the courage to take risks.
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The idea of working together in covenantal learning communities is at the heart of
moral purpose. Each of the principals interviewed was deeply involved in developing
professional learning communities in their schools. As he discussed the importance of
working together for the common good, Principal Two stated, “So if the teachers are not
collaborating, if they’re not working together, if they’re not discussing an individual
student, then I don’t think we see the full potential of that student”. He also spoke of
collegiality and the teachers who are “willing to open up and share…once they know that
their voice is heard. They’ve got to see the purpose behind something they do.”
Principal Three agreed.
Well I think that building good teams and solid teams of people and that getting
everybody in on the game is the most important thing…you can’t change anything
by yourself, but together you can make big changes.
Principal Five’s mission is to create a student centered community with student
achievement at its core. Principal Four says it more simply; kids come first, and later in
the interview iterated the adage, “they won’t care what you know until they know that
you care”. He also fights to keep things out of the way so that students can stay in the
forefront, indicating to his staff, “If we ever become a bureaucracy, please shoot us”.
Authenticity. Each of the principals interviewed agreed that authenticity was an
important part of leadership; engendering trust and helping assure support when difficult
decisions were made. The authenticity of each principal was framed differently.
Principal One felt that her authenticity came from her willingness to display her own
passions and emotions. “Kids can see if you’re not telling them the truth. I don’t know
how, but they have the best B.S. detectors in the world”. Principal Three spoke of the
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importance of authenticity with her staff. “I think they can see phony from a mile away.
So if you’re not honest and trustworthy and let them make mistakes too I think that you
can’t build that rapport with them.” Each of the participating principals had personal
backgrounds and experiences that led them to be the type of leader they are. Two of
them had personal experiences with their own special needs children that shaped the way
they lead their schools, another told the story of a student who had an unexpected impact
on them. Still others relayed childhood or adult experiences that shaped their leadership
style. Principal One said it best, “I just don’t think you can separate out your life
experiences from being an educator.”
The authenticity of a leader can be seen when there is consistency between a
leader’s values, goals and actions. Each principal spoke of a time that they made a
difficult decision that was supported by their staff. Principal Two said,
Principal credibility is probably one of the top indicators of how well, or if, you’re
going to get things done. I know that my staff does not like some of the decisions
we make, but I hope that I’m articulate enough to say why we’re making those
decisions…if they can see that it’s best for kids and best for our school, then I
think they’ll come online.
Principal One agreed, indicating that her staff was able to support difficult decisions she
made because they were a fit for their common goals. “It’s because they know that my
heart is in student achievement and raising our kids’ academics to where they need to
be.”
Principal Four spoke of trust and the delicate balance between the support of new
teachers and the evaluation process. He discussed the difficult decision to let teachers go
103

Texas Tech University, Muriel de Ganahl, May 2013
who had not been able to make the grade. In response to what he felt was this
incongruity, he began a new induction program for beginning teachers that helped him be
more authentic in his approach through clear expectations accompanied by unwavering
support. “If you’re a successful candidate and you think you’re a match for us and I think
you’re a match for us, then you can fail, but you’re gonna have to come through me to do
it.” He summed up the importance of authenticity in this way.
You have to pull the trigger on some things that are not popular but it’s the right
thing to do. And I think they know it’s the right things, but it’s hard to do that
and still maintain those relationships.
Each of these principals understood that authenticity takes courage and is built on
trust. That trust is nested within an ethic of care.
Ethic of Care.

School leaders who value the personal relationships in their

schools, and who empower their staff through collaboration and connection are able to
build loyalty and trust. Each of the principals interviewed spoke of the importance of
relationships. Principal One said, “if you don’t build relationships with kids and build
relationships with adults you are in trouble.” She also indicated that, “the relationships
that teachers have models for the students what we want from them…This all goes back
to the collaborative thing…It’s really their school.” Principal Five had a unique
opportunity to build on previous relationships when he returned to the school where he
was once a student to lead teachers who once taught him. Principal Four wanted to use
relationships to create a culture of learning. “You can feel it when you walk in. That the
people care about each other and there are relationships that are strong throughout the
building. Every kid feels like they belong”. One of the tenets in his written cultural
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mission statement says simply, “We genuinely care”. During his interview he summed it
up by saying, “it’s why we’re all here…it’s connecting with kids”. When Principal Two
was asked about what he would like to leave as his legacy when he retired, he mirrored
this sentiment and replied, “we care about what’s best for kids.”
Imaging and Intuition. When the final decision is made to hire a new teacher,
principals use what they have learned about the candidate through the interview process
and attempt to match candidate attributes with their specific school needs. They make
that decision in the context of their learning communities and their beliefs. Experienced
principals rely on their understanding of the complex interrelationships between the
needs of their buildings and their understanding of teacher quality to make what they
hope to be a decision that will positively impact the culture of their school. Each of the
five principals was asked whether or not they could tell in the first five minutes whether
or not a new teacher would be a fit for their needs. Principal Five felt that he would be
able to tell in the first five minutes of the interview whether or not the person would be a
good fit for the team. Other disagreed, but felt that they could eliminate some candidates
from consideration based on the first five minutes of an interview. Principal One stated,
“sometimes it’s just in the first few minutes and usually that’s something that’s said or
body language or something right away that says this person is not going to be a good fit
here.” Principal Two concurred. “I would say that within the first few minutes, I can’t
tell whether it’s gonna be a good teacher or a great teacher, but I can tell the ones that I
don’t want.” Principal Four agreed that the process was more intuitive than deliberate,
and stated;
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I don’t think—despite all of our efforts to make this a quantifiable experience, it’s
qualitative and at some point you’ve got to rely on your instinct. And you’ve got
to be able to trust, yes, given the evidence I think that this person is a fit for my
philosophy and what I want to do.
Summary of Interview Findings
Overall, the principals interviewed reinforced and elaborated on the results of the
written survey. A depth of understanding emerged about many issues raised, including
the overall perceptions of online learning and online learners. Regardless of their original
stance on the desirability of online learning as a basis for teacher preparation, each
principal expressed an understanding of the importance of online learning in rural
communities for access and opportunity. Their hesitation to embrace online learning was
based on their perceptions of the difficulty of building relationships online. Each of
them also expressed the desire that more hands on teaching experiences be integrated into
any online teacher training programs. By examining the hiring process in detail as well
as the specific teacher attributes sought by principals during that process, a set of positive
attributes that principals believe lead to teacher success was identified. Additionally,
principal interview responses were utilized to identify the leadership basis for these
perceptions, and match them the theoretical lenses that frame this study.
Autoethnographic Perspective
The results of the collective case study have provided us with additional insight
into the ways in which rural principal perceptions about online teacher education
programs and participants impact hiring practices in rural schools. We now turn to
examine the ways that the experiences of an instructor who developed and delivered
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these courses is illustrative of issues raised. In so doing, the researcher’s own
experiences as an online course developer and distance education student identified
pertinent issues related to technology, time, and relationships as well as specific character
traits that lead to student success in online settings.
During the 2011-2012 school year, I kept an autoethnographic professional
journal of my experiences as an online course developer and learner. This unique
opportunity to reflect on the development of online course work in teacher preparation
programs came as the result of a move to a rural location in the American west to take a
job taken as the education instructor for a community college which articulated directly
with a large state university nearby. The new instructor position required the
development of both face-to-face and online courses basic to most teacher education
programs across the country. The move also meant that I, too, became an distance
learner in order to continue my doctoral studies at a university in another state. During
the school year I made three weekly entries in my professional journal to document my
experiences. It is to that data that we now turn in order to integrate my autoethnographic
experiences into the findings of the case study that is at the heart of this research. For the
purposes of this analysis, I analyzed the data by utilizing NVivo to look at issues of
technology, time, and relationships as both a course developer and online learner, and
then examined the learner attributes of online success evident in the journal.
Online Course Development
Technology. In any new job, one of the most important aspects of the first few
weeks is to familiarize yourself with the technology used by your company. As an
instructor at a college, that technology includes not only traditional communication
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systems such as phone systems and email, but a learning management system used to
deliver online instruction. In order to access and utilize that learning management system
one has to have a familiarity with a number of software programs and techniques that will
enable an instructor to present material in a manner that is motivating and accessible for
student use online.
The startling reality for me as I began to develop my online courses was that there
was really no way to use traditional teaching methods online.
Trying to set up a distance course is very involved….Part of the struggle is with
the technology and the other part is with best practices at a distance. Traditional
teaching will just never work.
The simplest things became insurmountable within the learning management systems,
and developing courses often required extensive technological expertise.
Busy day at school today – tried to learn something new. Why is it so
complicated to upload a simple video to a power point? Even the techs had
trouble figuring it out. I think we would have been better off just attaching the
link.
Some of the technology needed was readily available, but often software or access to
available tools needed to be purchased. Even after obtaining the requisite technological
tools, surprises surfaced that needed immediate response.
I am trying to post voice stream lessons for my practicum class. It looked like a
great tool, but suddenly there is a limit of 3 prior to ‘upgrading’ the software. So,
another $60 goes to buy the right to use the tool so I can get ready for class this
morning.
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Even with good support from the Instructional Technology (IT) Department at the
college, issues continually arose.
Have found a few videos to put on the welcome page to supplement the text, but
wish there was somewhere to access short, professional videos that I could use.
Why doesn’t someone put together an instruction manual for this stuff?
Eventually, however, the features of the management system become more workable and
I was able to utilize more creativity and independence in my course design.
Met with IT folks at college and worked on online course for next semester – will
utilize a variety of new technologies in various courses, including twitter for
journaling in practicum…Yesterday I actually managed to upload my own course
work and use HTML for the first time. It seems so archaic! I am surprised that
something else hasn’t been developed that is more intuitive.
As a new instructor, the technological learning curve was steep, but the constraints and
features of the learning management system were the most surprising and limiting aspects
of online course design.
Time. All teachers realize that planning for instruction is time consuming. For
those teaching online, issues of time related to course preparation take on new meaning.
When teaching online, it is no longer feasible to flex with student needs and interests as
the course unfolds; the entire course must be developed and posted prior to the first day
of class. At first, the amount of time spent developing and preparing for instruction is
overwhelming. “I can’t believe the amount of time I am spending on the simplest ideas.”
As I was working on one of my courses, I wrote;

109

Texas Tech University, Muriel de Ganahl, May 2013
Still working on the online practicum. Unbelievable time commitment
considering I still have to develop syllabi for three other courses before next
week. It is an entirely new way of looking at learning and requires a completely
different skill set than I know.
Sometimes, communicating the simplest things to students became unwieldy within the
management system itself, and I would go back to emailing outside of the system to
clarify points made.
Have heard from several of my online practicum students about glitches in the
system and have helped them figure it out. Finally just e-mailed all of them with
some pertinent information. This is very time consuming. I am continually
amazed at how much time online class development takes!
Use of digital resources provided to instructors through textbook companies also takes
time to learn.
This should eventually save me time, but for today, I figure that I will spend a few
hours finding it, downloading, and figuring out how to use it before I can even get
started. Our IT people are available to help once I have it downloaded, but it still
is very time consuming.
Similarly, utilizing available software to create online tests poses its own set of problems.
Its IT day for me and we spent 90 minutes loading a 15 item quiz into Respondus.
How ridiculous. The fact that the technology isn’t easily integrated makes even
the simplest of things hard. Just think if I had spent that 90 minutes preparing
something creative for the students rather than just having them read the next
chapter and take the quiz.
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But most surprising was the amount of time it takes to communicate with students online.
Since communication is usually one-on-one, the time commitment to adequately
supervise students in a course online is significant and I note that I was, “finding it
difficult to keep up with my F2F responsibilities and my online ones. The individuality
of student interaction in the online courses is really time consuming”. The fact that
online students often work on their courses at odd times of the day or night also posed
problems.
Had multiple emails from students over break wanting help in my online
practicum class and spent a couple of hours taking care of that right away. One of
the links to an article had been broken and we replaced the article. Simple fix,
but I wonder about the fact that online faculty really need to be available 24/7 in
order to help students.
One surprising aspect of online course delivery for traditional teachers is the expectation
that the instructor be available for feedback seven days a week. Online students often
work under time constraints related to work and family, and need immediate feedback.
This is a challenge for the online instructor, and impacts relationships with students.
Relationships. One of the most challenging parts of online course development
was how difficult it was to develop meaningful relationships with students in an online
environment.
I wonder if it is possible to really transmit a sense of community in an online
environment? My experience last weekend makes me think that the digital delay
and relative crispness of the written word online must make it hard to create a
classroom environment that appears to be caring.
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Many online instructors group students in order to develop a sense of community in the
course, and I similarly struggled with ways to connect students so that my online courses
were more than glorified independent study.
Basically, so far it looks like an elaborate instructor-paced independent study. I
will take it home for the weekend to see if I can figure out some time to spend
working on it. Have grouped the students into small discussion groups in the
hopes that they will develop some online relationships that will help.
Other attempts to have students communicate with each other through message boards,
threaded discussions, or blogs were somewhat successful from an instructor’s
perspective, but still did not result in the rich conversations possible in face-to-face
environments. After presenting at a faculty meeting, I wrote about the ability to facilitate
student learning that seems to be missing online;
I presented at a faculty meeting and found it interesting that I chose to present
techniques I learned in facilitation classes rather than teaching methods classes. I
wonder how we could bring those ideas into online classes. Is that the
frustration? Is it impossible to replicate these very relational best practices
online? Where is the world café of online learning? Coffee, table cloths,
crayons, markers, and white paper. Can this be reproduced in this lonely world of
keyboards and jump drives?
Overall, even after I became better at course development and communicating with
students online, I continued to feel disconnected from them.
Feel a complete disconnect with my online students who truly are at a distance.
The students I run into each day have a much better opportunity to clarify
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expectations or touch base with me on issues of import. In one of my face to face
classes today we had a philosophical conversation that was significant and of
import. I don’t see how that could ever happen online. There is some give and
take online, but never the deep conversations that occur in a classroom with
multiple students interacting. How will that impact students? Is that façade of
‘friends’ on Facebook a good example of the types of students we will turn out?
Food for thought.
Again, the learning management system seemed to increase that feeling of distance rather
than mitigating the problem.
Have been working one on one with students in my practicum class as they
develop and revise their unit plans and lessons. We have finally just gone to
email for these exchanges since the LMS doesn’t really let us have the immediacy
we need. Interestingly, they seem much more responsive and eager to please via
email. Why is it that the learning management system increases the distance
between us? One more log in, one more hoop to jump through while sitting alone
in a room with the keyboard? How will we be able to push through this wall of
distance learning to be able to really train our teachers of the future? Will the
local school become the actual training ground with online delivery of theory and
pedagogy? Will technology morph to meet our needs?
Issues for Online Learners
Issues of course development quickly become issues for learners online and my
documentation of a few of these issues while a distance learner is pertinent to the case
study findings at the heart of this study. I will briefly describe data recorded as an online
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learner during this time period so that we can see issues of course development through
the lens of the learner.
Technology. Technology is not only a challenge for those developing the
technology, it is also a challenge for those learning. While I have been working on my
doctoral studies, I have lived in multiple rural locations, each with their technological
challenges. Initially, we lived in a location that had no phone or access to cell phone
service. We made contact with a company that bounced a cell signal out to us from town,
but reception was spotty and not consistent. I would often go to town and check into a
hotel in order to access the internet for online tests or other synchronous communication
with classmates and instructors. As we moved to new locations during this time, each
move would require a new set up so that I could access my course content. I wrote of one
such setup during a move.
Am having trouble setting up the internet, so went to Verizon and bought MIFI
for back up. Should be a good option, but has a limit of 10GB a month. Then
came home and called CenturyLink to see if we could figure out the modem
issues. After a couple of hours on the phone, we got the internet going and I
should be able to access my classes when they start in a couple of weeks.
Other times I commented on specific technological requirements for classes.
I logged into my…class. Yikes. I have to have multiple electronic competencies
that I am not sure I can develop over the weekend. Using blackboard,
downloading software, and posting in threaded discussions are all things I have
done, but I have to have my own website as well. Scary.
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The number of competencies needed in order to satisfy the course requirements for a
variety of instructors was sometimes overwhelming.
I am now a member of so many online communities I can hardly see straight.
Epsilon, wetpaint wiki, Google+, Voicethread. The passwords are a blur to me
and I feel unable to use any of them with expertise or ease. Hopefully I will be
able to meander through the semester and pass these classes.
Time. One of the benefits of online learning is the flexibility of the learning time
and location. While time may not be on the side of the course developer, it is distinctly
on the side of the online learner. The issues of time that are of import to the learner are
those of time spent accessing course material, time spent completing assignments
(including deadlines in different time zones) and time spent waiting for instructor
response.
Technological issues sometimes turn into issues that take an inordinate period of
time to solve.
Even the tech people couldn’t figure out how to put a chart into the wetpaint
wikis. Finally we tricked it into taking it by making a power point slide and
uploading that. I figure that all together, 3 of us spent about 4 hours on this one.
What was gained?
Assignments posted for students are sometimes cumbersome and don’t take into
consideration the impact of multiple online courses and due dates.
Took me a couple of hours to wade through emails, blackboard postings, etc., to
see what will be due this week. The Blackboard course has additional items due,
but nothing graded to date…Other course posted a two week long assignment
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with four chapters, 8 learning outcomes, 17 steps, multiple additional reading and
research, three multi-step writing assignments, a survey to create, send, collect
data on, a report, and six total message board postings.
While most course work appears to be of import, as an online student, some seems
unnecessarily cumbersome and merely a matter of attention to trivial detail. The failure
to receive response from assignments turned in is not only an issue of time, but speaks to
the relationship between teacher and learner as well.
Relationships. As an online learner, a student clearly sacrifices the personal
relationship that can be developed in a face to face environment between teacher and
student or between the students themselves. My journal entries in this regard fall into
two categories; online relationships with professors and other students, and personal
relationships at home.
Course developers anxious to create opportunities for students to develop
relationships online often require postings to message boards or blogs during the course.
Alternatively, they utilize group work to encourage students to communicate with each
other and develop working relationships. As a student, I found neither of these
approaches to be particularly useful. The message board assignments were perceived as
mere busy work, with no follow through by anyone involved. After a long group project
in one class, I wrote;
Even after doing group work this past two weeks, I feel unable to connect on or
offline...the social network piece of some of the tools I tried just doesn’t appeal to
me. Who has the time and energy to view all these things and post comments? Is
this really communication? Are these really relationships?
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Lack of feedback from online instructors was also less than satisfying and I wrote, “No
feedback from my assignments from last week. Find that it is frustrating to put in so
much time and effort and not have feedback.” Adding to that frustration was my
apparent dismay when emails and electronic correspondence between students and
professors was misinterpreted and time was of the essence.
Got a response to my Thanksgiving email indicating that he does not understand
my problem – do I need the assignment? My, my. Double checked and then
responded that I know he thinks it is there, but I can’t see it. Can see from
discussion of other students on the message board that the topic is from an
upcoming chapter and will start reading that chapter. Hopefully he will send me
the link soon (have now been asking for it for 12 days). He has yet to grade the
last 4 assignments we turned in.
I made note of one effective strategy a professor employed that worked well for creating
and maintaining relationships in his distance course.
A note on my own online course that I am taking. My professor took it to a new
level by using telephone conferences. Rather than communicating only online,
we would meet over the telephone in groups or alone for discussion about our
work. I really looked forward to those conversations and planned carefully for
our time. I think that this simple synchronous communication tool was really
used effectively to beef up the relationship piece of my class.
Compounding the frustration an online student feels are the sacrifices being made
by both the student and family members so that learning can ensue in the home
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environment. As an online student, the disconnect between required coursework and
family obligations is glaringly obvious.
Back from break and dreading digging in again. After a week of visiting and
helping aging parents from both sides of the family, it crosses my mind that the
pursuit of this goal of a doctorate may be approaching the absurd. As I watch our
parents age…I wonder if I am wasting the most important years of my own
marriage. Meanwhile, our children struggle with grandchildren, relationships,
and each other.
Another time I wrote, “The Chinese character for perseverance is a knife poised over a
heart (Wheatley, 2010). How appropriate. While the goal may be worthy, there is
always a cost.”
Yet the online student presses on. The distinct qualities of an online learner who
actually completes a degree may be an interesting match for new category of positive
teacher attributes defined by the principals who were the subject of this collective case
study. I will look at these attributes as they appear in my autoethnographic journal.
Positive Attributes for Online Success
Rural principals identified resourcefulness, flexibility, resilience, risk-taking and
persistence as among the positive attributes for new teacher candidates applying to rural
schools. I searched for evidence of these traits in my journal. In particular, the rural
online learner is somewhat of a risk-taker by definition. Many times the learner will be a
nontraditional student in a rural setting with little companionship for the journey. The
characteristics of resourcefulness, flexibility, resilience and persistence were found
repeatedly throughout the text of the journal itself.
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As on online learner on the road, opportunities often presented themselves to
display resourcefulness and flexibility; “Am on the road and will check in with
online…from the hotel.” When I was unable to access the internet at the hotel, the hot
spot would do:
Campground in Arizona – using Verizon Mifi to connect to Blackboard and see if
instructor has responded about unposted assignment. No response. Will keep
traveling. Have brought lots of reading material with me, but it is difficult to
maneuver in the small space of the camper to actually do it.
As I worked online from camprounds, cow camps, hotel rooms, and our far-flung homes,
both flexibility and resourcefulness were amply apparent, as was resilience. I remember
one occasion when I broke my ankle, but limped home from the hospital to take my
online statistics test prior to taking the pain medication prescribed, and another when I
continued taking an online final despite the raging thunder storm that threatened to
interrupt my connection. On multiple occasions, issues of financial and emotional
resources required both resourcefulness and resilience.
Upon further review of journal entries posted, however, the most apparent trait of
on online learner who succeeds appeared to be persistence. It is to this persistence, or
perseverance that we now turn. I wrote;
I am spent. Financially, emotionally, physically. The appeal of this goal is gone.
I am sick of teaching myself! After spending the whole summer with my
statistics book, SPSS, and my dog, I am now trying to teach myself technology
that doesn’t come naturally to me.
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The sheer abundance and variety of responsibilities was overwhelming at times, but
because of the extent of time and treasure invested, I decided to carry on.
Just about threw in the towel yesterday. The overwhelming nature of my new
position at the college, partnered with 10 week old baby and moving my parents
to their new ‘home’ met up head to head with the expectations of my doctoral
program. It’s not that I can’t do the work; it’s just that there are only so many
hours in the day. Decided to stick it out and forge ahead.
Looking back on moments now documented for posterity, I wonder about the
ability to persevere and how often persistence is at the expense of personal relationships.
This ability to persist can be easily juxtaposed against the need for relationships and the
sacrifices being made, “What makes a person do this? Is persistence just a form of
madness? Could it be that determination is just avoidance of something else?” I began to
wonder if persistence was actually the polar opposite of relationship for some online
learners and how the positive perception of an online learner as one who is able to persist
may inadvertently feed into the negative perception of an online learner as unable to
maintain relationships.
Is it that online programs don’t prepare preservice teachers for the relational
challenges of teaching, or is it that those who are able to actually persevere to
complete distance learning goals are so removed from the relational needs of their
own lives that we really don’t like them very much by the time they are done?
Could it be that principals perceive a subtle difference in completers that is kind
of cold and calculating and they really don’t want that in their teachers?
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The perceived disconnect between the ability for online learners to build and
maintain meaningful relationships, and the need for passion and connection in a
successful teacher applicant may explain in part the hesitancy of principals to embrace
the preservice teacher applicant trained online. Upon reflection, however, it is an online
student’s relationships, both academic and personal, that allow them to persist.
It is only the relationships that keep me going. I would not persevere were it not
for the support of my husband and the connections I have at school. What does
that say about the importance of teacher relationships with students and peer
relationships among students?
Interestingly, the perceived positive attributes for teacher success identified by
participating rural principals appear to also be the same attributes that lead to online
learner success. Students who are able to take risks and who are resourceful, flexible,
resilient, and persistent in their pursuit of online learning are able to complete their online
studies. They are also perceived to be candidates of interest to rural principals.
Summary of Autoethnographic Findings
The autoethnographic component of this study unfolded to reveal issues of
technology, time, and relationships important to online course developers and learners
alike. Issues of the limitations of technology, in particular the learning management
systems utilized to deliver instruction, exacerbated rather than mitigated the feeling of
distance between learners and instructors. Issues of time, in particular the amount of time
necessary for course success and the sluggish response time of instructors, also limited
the ability for learners to create meaningful relationships at a distance. These revealed
issues of time and technology easily folded into the idea of relationships, and the
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difficulty of creating and maintaining meaningful relationships as an online learner. The
positive attributes of online learner success that emerged from examination of the journal
entries included resourcefulness, flexibility, resilience, persistence and a willingness to
take risks; a match for identified positive teacher attributes in rural schools.
Summary
Rural principal perceptions about online teacher education programs and
participants have a definitive impact on hiring practices in rural schools. Specifically, the
positive teacher attributes for candidate success are a mismatch when compared to the
perceived attributes of online learners and there is concern as to the ability of online
learners to successfully participate in the relational world of school. Rural principals,
however, appear to have a more positive perception of online learning than their urban
counterparts. They are able to see the importance of access and opportunity online, as
well as better appreciate the positive teacher traits of resourcefulness, resilience, and
persistence that are an unexpected match for successful online learners as well. The final
chapter will summarize and extrapolate on these findings to define the relationship of the
findings to the theoretical framework proposed as well as providing implications for
further research in the field and recommendations for practice.
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CHAPTER V: INTERPRETATION AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Contextual Collage: Porch Sitting
At first you mistake the peace of porch sitting for laziness. Long afternoons
languishing over beers and ice teas seem wasteful and dull. The stories told about
lives gone before seem irrelevant and miss the mark until you actually begin to
listen. Weather patterns weave through stories of drought and plenty while
mothers’ sons tell tales of growing up wild and free and fathers’ daughters share
the joys and sorrows of children born and gone. The trivial minutia of daily life
lived elsewhere becomes shallow and irreverent as the sun begins to go down and
the porch sitters stir. There are horses to feed and dinner to start. There is a
longing in your heart for a life like this; where generations of persistence make
possible this quiet summer afternoon together.
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Introduction
We have been given a glimpse into the heart of the American west. It’s a place
where neighboring is a verb, connections are generational, and relationships are still built
on handshakes. It’s a time when traditional values and beliefs meet modern technology
online. This is the story of a student accessing a college education at a desk in a house
where the nearest neighbor lives ten miles away. It’s the opportunity for a job you love
as a teacher in the town where you’ve dreamed of living. The tale begins as the flag is
raised in front of the local school. It’s a story of risk-taking and persistence and
connections; both personal and electronic. It’s a page turner, with a theme as old as the
hills arched within the cloud.
Rural schools are anchored within their communities through tales of fire drills,
spelling bees, and football championships. Yet, as much as they are central to the
communities they serve, they are not exempt from the pressure to perform being felt
across the country. As rural principals have the opportunity to hire new staff for their
schools, they are in need of new teachers who can meet the increased demands of a
public clamoring for accountability and a federal government demanding change. School
leaders utilize the steps in the hiring process to identify and hire passionate teachers who
have the positive attributes that will lead to student success (Hynes, Sullivan & Yeager,
2011; Supon & Ryland, 2010). They know that the key to increased student achievement
is teacher quality, and base their hiring decision on more than mere technical expertise
(Mason & Schroeder, 2010).
New teachers entering the profession realize that the stakes are high, and choose
their training programs carefully. Teacher training programs abound, and have expanded
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into the world of distance education. Students eagerly respond to these new opportunities
to obtain their preservice teacher training online (Allen & Seaman, 2011). This is
particularly the case in rural settings where geographical constraints make it difficult for
rural students to complete traditional bricks and mortar certification programs. Principal
perceptions of the quality of online teacher training programs and participants are key
(Mason & Schroeder, 2010). The few studies done in this area resulted in similar
findings: principals overwhelmingly agreed that they preferred teachers trained
traditionally to those trained online (Bolton, 2010; Huss, 2007; Faulk, 2010; Faulk,
2011). These studies revealed clear areas of concern about a distance student’s ability to
develop interpersonal skills online and a perception that online training does not prepare
a student to participate effectively in a community of learners. These concerns spill over
into rural settings, where these negative perceptions appeared to be magnified (Simonson,
Smaldino, Albright & Zvacek, 2012, Richardson, McCleod, & Dikkers, 2011). Further
study was needed to describe the basis of these perceptions in rural settings and to
identify ways that online learners and course developers could respond.
This qualitative collective case study with integrated autoethnography was
undertaken to explore the following research questions:
1. In what ways do rural principal perceptions about online teacher education
programs and participants impact hiring practices in rural schools?
2. In what ways can the experiences of an instructor who developed and delivered
online teacher preparation courses be illustrative of issues in the field?
A survey of school principals in a sparsely populated area of the rural west was followed
by semi-structured interviews of purposefully selected participants to provide insight into
125

Texas Tech University, Muriel de Ganahl, May 2013
survey results. The researcher’s own autoethnography was then utilized to give texture
and vertical alignment to those findings.
A theoretical framework was developed for the purposes of this study that
provided a series of leadership lenses through which principals viewed new teacher
applicants when making the decision to hire. Participant responses were analyzed for
evidence of the use of moral purpose (Sergiovanni, 2007); authenticity (George, 2003),
an ethic of care (Gilligan, 1982); and intuition and imaging (Davis & Davis, 2003); the
optical lenses through which a principal’s decision to hire could be understood.
Summary of Findings
Case Study
Data collected during the collective case study component of this research
indicated that rural principal perceptions of online teacher education programs and
participants impact hiring practices in rural schools in a variety of ways. The survey sent
to participating principals gave us our first glimpse into rural principal perceptions. First,
the majority of the principals surveyed regarded online teacher education as desirable.
Second, survey responses indicated that while principals felt online teacher education was
acceptable in many areas, in the areas of classroom management and the social aspects of
teaching, they felt it was not. Third, principals were almost evenly split as to whether or
not they would have reservations when hiring a teacher who was trained online.
Follow-up interviews provided insight into these perceptions. By looking at the
steps in the hiring process and specific teaching attributes that were of importance to
principals when they chose new candidates for consideration, commonalities amongst
participants emerged. Principals utilized the steps in the hiring process to identify
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candidates who would be a match for the needs of their schools. They began by
screening applicant applications and paperwork. Some principals looked for specific
training programs that brought them successful teachers in the past. Others looked for
attributes in the application package that they believed would lead to candidate success.
Each spoke of the importance of carefully checking applicant references during the
screening process. Once applicants were screened for inclusion in the candidate pool,
participating principals spoke about the importance of the interview itself. It was during
the interview that the perceived positive attributes for teacher success could be
ascertained by the hiring team. Those positive attributes of passion, connection,
character, communication skills, and professional knowledge emerged as being of import
to rural principals during the study.
Of these attributes, the category of connection was of particular interest to
principals, especially as it related to online teacher training programs. During the follow
up interviews, multiple respondents specifically mentioned relationships and
interpersonal skills as being at the heart of teacher expertise, and expressed concern as to
how an online student could build those relationships at a distance. Principal
respondents made clear that they believed online learners would have difficulty
maneuvering in the very relational world of school. Further analysis revealed an
additional category of interest to rural principals that was termed rural teacher traits.
These positive rural teacher traits included the attributes of resourcefulness, risk-taking,
resilience, flexibility and persistence.
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Autoethnographic Perspective
The experiences of an instructor who developed and delivered online teacher
preparation courses were illustrative of issues defined during the collective case study.
Principals surveyed indicated that a sense of community was important in their schools
and expressed concern with online teacher education in the areas of classroom
management and the social aspects of teaching. The positive attributes of candidate
success identified by participating principals in this study illustrated the importance of
connection and interpersonal relationships for successful teacher applicants; traits that
were a distinct contrast to principal perceptions of online learners. Analysis of the
autoethnographic components of this study revealed issues of technology and time that
were directly related to and a subset of the difficulty of building and maintaining
relationships online. These outcomes clarified and gave texture to the rural principal
perception of online learners and illuminated the mismatch between the positive
attributes of teacher success and the perceived lack of connection and relationships
online. Additionally, specific attributes of online learner success were evident in the
autoethnographic journal, and could be compared with rural teacher traits of interest to
principals studied.
Theoretical Framework
Components of the proposed theoretical leadership framework were woven
throughout the data. The lenses of moral purpose, authenticity, an ethic of care, and
intuition and imaging were all utilized by principals as they considered teacher applicants
for positions in their schools. Survey and interview responses clearly revealed an
understanding of education as a calling, with principals all indicating that they went into
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the field of education to make a difference. The use of professional learning
communities in each of the schools and a clear focus on student success provided
evidence of moral purpose displayed through stewardship of covenantal beliefs. The
concepts of purposing, empowerment, and outrage could all be seen in participant
interview responses. Events in their lives shaped the way they led their schools, and
consistency between beliefs and purpose spoke to principal authenticity. All of the
principals displayed evidence that their work was being done within an ethic of care, and
spoke of the importance of connection and community within their schools. Finally, the
decision to hire was seen by participants a naturalistic decision based on the complexities
and interconnections of the organization and the people within it, with an intuitive eye on
their overall vision for their schools.
Discussion of Findings
Issued that emerged from the case study framing this research provide multiple
opportunities for discussion of these findings within the context of previous research in
the field. A brief review of related research will be followed by an analysis and
application of that research to findings in this case study. The hiring practices of
principals will then be discussed as they relate to perceptions of online learners with
special attention given to the desired attributes for teacher applicants. This discussion
will place the research in context and provide support for further research in the field.
Principal Perceptions
Previous studies done in the area of perceptions of online learners have yielded
consistent results. Some of the early studies indirectly related to this case study provided
important insight. The 2004 study done by DeFleur and Adams was a follow up to
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anecdotal evidence that online learners were having difficulty transferring credits to
traditional institutions. They presented three potential graduate school applicants to the
deans and associate directors of institutions with one applicant having a traditional bricks
and mortar educational background, one having studied in a blended program, and the
third with an online education. The results indicated overwhelming support for
admission of the traditional candidate (96%), with only 7% of participants selecting the
candidate trained online.
Based on this inauspicious beginning, they followed up with a mixed methods
study of hiring committee chairpersons at major universities (Adams & DeFleur, 2005)
and presented the same three potential candidates for consideration for faculty positions.
Again, 98% of respondents chose the traditionally trained candidate, and only 11% chose
the candidate trained online. These results were mirrored in other studies over the next
few years (Adams & DeFleur, 2006; Adams & DeFleur, 2007). Further analysis of the
findings revealed participant concern about the lack of face to face interaction online and
doubt about an online learner’s ability to interact with others (Adams, 2008).
A directly related follow up study was done in the area of principal perceptions of
online teacher education programs. In this descriptive study, 95% of the 120 principals
surveyed indicated that an online degree did not carry as much credibility as a traditional
one, and all but one of the participating principals chose the now familiar hypothetical
candidate trained in a bricks and mortar setting (Huss, 2007). Participant responses again
revealed concern about the social aspects of teaching and felt that online courses
wouldn’t prepare students for the relational realities of a classroom environment.
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Clearly, results from these previous studies mirror concerns expressed by
principals in the case study that is central to this dissertation. One respondent lamented,
“so much of being an effective educator is about relationships and leading people,
without solid discussion or interpersonal interaction it is difficult to build these skills”.
Another concurred, “I think when you have a profession that relies so much on
relationships and the ability to develop relationships—online preparation is not a very
good fit”.
Building on work already done in the field, Faulk (2010) utilized a ten item Likert
scale questionnaire to survey to 219 Louisiana public school administrators in an effort to
further define and analyze these negative perceptions. Results from his studies provided
additional insight into overall perceptions of online learners and specific categories of
concern. Eighty-seven percent of superintendents and 89% of principals surveyed
indicated that they would have reservations about hiring candidates trained online (Faulk,
2010). When he repeated the study with Texas school superintendents, 79% of them
concurred. It was clear from the more specific survey question responses that neither
Texas superintendents nor Louisiana administrators believed that online training could
adequately train a teacher for the important interpersonal skills needed for success in a
classroom setting (Faulk, 2010; Faulk, 2011).
The Faulk (2010) survey was used with permission in the initial phase of the case
study which is the topic of this discussion. The results were mixed. Almost 60% of
responding principals in this study felt that online coursework was a desirable format for
teacher preparation, yet when asked whether they would have concerns about hiring a
teacher trained online, more than half responded that they would. When surveyed about
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the appropriateness of online teacher education programs in the areas of methodology and
pedagogy, diversity and special needs, and learning theories and principles, there was
strong support for the use of online teacher training. There were also clear areas of
concern. When surveyed about the use of online learning for classroom management
skills more than 75% of respondents expressed reservations and when surveyed about the
use of online teacher training for the social aspects of teaching, more than 60% of
participating principals noted that online learning was unacceptable to some degree. All
participants in the survey, however, indicated that they felt technology had improved
education and that there was a high level of security in online courses. A summary of
these findings as they compare to those in the Faulk (2010; 2011) studies is contained in
Table 5.1 below.
Desirability of Online Teacher Education

Table 5.1

Faulk (2010)
Superintendents

Faulk(2011)
Superintendents

Faulk(2010)
Principals

deGanahl(2013)
Principals

Overall

49%

35%

60%

58.8%

For Classroom
Management

31%

18%

35%

23.5%

For
Methodology/Pedagogy

36%

50%

55%

52.9%

For Diversity/Special
Needs

38%

34%

46%

56.3%

For Learning
Theory/Principles

55%

64%

84%

68.5%
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Desirability of Online Teacher Education

Table 5.1
For Social Aspects of
Teaching

Percentage of
Respondents with Little
or No Reservations About
Hiring Teacher Trained
Online

33%

21%

36%

36.8%

13%

21%

11%

47.3%

Table 5.1 This table compares the results of the Faulk surveys with the deGanahl survey in
order to reveal similarities and differences in superintendent and principal responses.

Review of the displayed data reveals that principals had more positive perceptions
of online teacher education overall than did superintendents studied. It would appear that
this was also true in the area of diversity and special needs. There was clear agreement in
each of the studies about the fact that online teacher education is not desirable for the
purposes of preparing teachers for classroom management or the social aspects of
teaching. This negative perception concurred with findings in previously reported studies
and revealed continuing concern about an online learner’s ability to function in the highly
relational world of school. A more positive perception of online teacher education as it
related to methodology or learning theories, was evident, however, in these administrator
comparisons.
While there is some variance in this data, overall agreement on several issues is
apparent. One striking difference can be seen. The percentage of respondents in this
study with little or no reservations about hiring a teacher trained online is far higher than
the percentages reported in the earlier studies. The rural principal participants in this
study expressed a far more positive perception of online learning than was previously
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found. Not only did more than half of the participants in this study find online learning to
be desirable, almost half (47.3%) had little or no reservations about hiring a candidate
trained online, in contrast to 11% of Louisiana principals, 13% of Louisiana
superintendents or 21% of the Texas superintendents (Faulk, 2010; Faulk, 2011). While
this perceptual improvement may be partially explained by the passage of time and the
acceptance of new technologies in education overall, these numbers are a stark contrast to
other findings in the field, and provide a rich opportunity for discussion and further
analysis. Based on these findings, let us now look more closely at the steps in the hiring
process and the ways in which principal perceptions of online learners impact the
selection of teacher applicants trained online.
Hiring Process
The hiring process is a series of specific steps that principals take in order to
identify and hire teacher candidates that they feel will be passionate practitioners for their
schools. In large districts, personnel departments are often involved in the process as
districts screen, interview and hire teachers. In rural areas, however, these responsibilities
are often delegated to building principals. Case study survey responses indicated clear
consensus by participating principals that they had both the authority and autonomy to
make their own hiring decisions. Principal Four indicated that he felt that rural school
principals had more autonomy than their urban counterparts since they were generally
working in smaller settings where the authority to screen and hire candidates shifted
completely to the building administrator. This finding is in agreement with previous
findings in this regard (Mason & Schroeder, 2008), but also is indicative of a trend
nationwide toward decentralization of the hiring process (Harris, Rutledge Ingle, &
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Thompson, 2010; Papa & Baxter, 2008; Rutledge, Harris, Thompson & Ingle, 2008).
This reflection of systems thinking in action builds organizational capacity (Liu &
Johnson, 2006, Papa & Baxter, 2008) and interestingly, even though it may only be a
function of convenience, has typically been in place for some time in most small rural
schools.
Fit. On multiple occasions, principals indicated that the goal of the hiring process
was to find an individual who would be a fit for the mission and vision of the school.
Participating principals indicated that it was important to identify not only whether or not
the applicant fit within the school environment (P-O Fit), but also with the team (P-G
Fit). Principal One said, “I ask the team...what are you looking for? What kind of
person? And then I try to find the person that I think would fit with that team.” Later in
the interview she said, “The fit is huge. If you don’t have the right fit you can break apart
a really good team”. Principal Two said,
I can have the best content area person, the most knowledgeable person. But if I
know it’s not gonna be a good collegial match, then we have those discussions
too…Will this person be able to get along with the staff that we currently have?
Principals clearly utilized the hiring process as an opportunity to judge candidate fit,
which has been shown to directly impact teacher effectiveness and satisfaction (Liu &
Johnson, 2006).
Screening. Principals interviewed reported that they screened candidate
paperwork for identifiable personal and professional features that they believed would
provide evidence of a match for the needs of their schools. Several used a screening
process or tool distinct to their own purposes, in contrast to the use of more formal
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screening tools district-wide (O’Donovan, 2012; Rutledge et al., 2008). Some of these
screening tools were of their own making, and some were variations of formal tools used
in other districts where they had worked. Again, this may be a reflection of resource
availability as much as choice, but allowed for customization and increased independence
in the rural settings studied. Based on their review of each applicant’s file, principals
selected applicants that they believed would have the attributes necessary for success.
Credentials, organizational skills, and communication skills were important to principals
in this study and in previous literature reviewed (Hynes, Sullivan & Yeager, 2011;
Rutledge, et al., 2008). There was also evidence of the importance of additional
candidate attributes such as risk-taking and resiliency to the rural principals studied.
After initial screening of the application package, reference checks were done.
These reference checks were of high importance to the principals interviewed, as they
were in the literature (Mason & Schroeder, 2008). Each principal indicated that they
extended their reference calls beyond names listed on the resume whenever possible.
Principal Five said,
I also find a great deal of value in the personal contacts with their references and
the other thing too that I do when I call their references. I try to dig and I try and
ask, ‘is there anybody else that you know that could tell me a little bit about how
this person is as an educator?’
Principal Two relied on a phone call to the applicant themselves to judge candidate
quality. “What I’m looking for is the way they first carry themselves in their verbal
conversation with me”. Close screening of the application package and reference calls
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led to principal recommendation of a pool of applicants for consideration by the
interviewing team.
Interview. Case study participants reported that they focused on the interview as
the main source of information about teacher competencies and fit, Principal One said,
I think the paper screening is really important. It allows me to see what kind of
emphasis they put on their experience or their training; what they value. But the
interview—you can read people’s face, their eyes, their body language.
This focus on the interview as the tool of primary import in the hiring process was a
match for the literature reviewed (Hynes, et al., 2011, Liu & Johnson, 2006; Mason &
Schroeder, 2010, Rutledge, et al., 2008; Supon & Ryland, 2010) as it provides the
interviewing team with an opportunity to judge organizational (P-O) and group (P-G) fit
in a conversational setting. The importance of utilizing a team approach during this
phase of the hiring process was clearly of import to those studied. It is during the
interview that the hiring team is able to determine whether a candidate has the personal
and professional characteristics that best meet the needs of their school community (Liu
& Johnson, 2006; Rutledge, et al., 2008; Harris, et al., 2010; Ingle, Rutledge, & Bishop,
2011).
During the interview, principals looked for specific positive teacher attributes of
interest to them, again a match for literature in the field (Hynes, et al., 2011; Liu &
Johnson, 2006; Mason & Schroeder, 2010; Rutledge, et al., 2008, Supon & Ryland,
2010). Each principal had favorite interview questions that they believed could provide
evidence of these teaching traits. Some principals expressed an interest in the candidate’s
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ability to communicate well and self-reflect on their strengths and weaknesses during the
interview. Principal Three stated;
I want them to be reflective on themselves, like be able to look in the mirror
instead of out the window at what the problem may be…it’s about students
moving and it’s about us getting better as teachers and it’s about self-reflection on
the practices that we have.
She also indicated that she looks for candidates who can “out-do” her, and Principal Four
asked candidates whether or not it’s important for students to like them. He also asked
them to describe a shining moment in their lives so that he could see if they were studentcentered. Others looked to the questions candidates ask of the interviewing team at the
end of the interview to judge candidate dispositions. These interviewing tools and
techniques provided information about applicant attributes of importance to principals
studied.
None of the participating principals described a distinct focus on technical
teaching skills alone during the interview. Instead, they all looked for other positive
attributes present in candidates that would lead them to believe they would be successful
teachers. Principal Four indicated, “I can help with the technical aspects of teaching. I
can mentor that how I want that. It’s really tough to try to change someone’s personality
or mentor some values that they just don’t have.” The idea that principals look for
interpersonal skills and other attributes of interest to them in potential teacher candidates
rather than technical expertise alone was supported in the findings of previous studies
reviewed (Goodwin, 2010; Hynes, et al., 2011; Liu & Johnson, 2006; Nowicki & Reese,
2002).
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Teacher Attributes
Principals make sense of the complexities and ambiguities of organizations by
framing information about candidates in context (Ingle, et al., 2011). Desired teacher
attributes defined in related studies revealed a wide variety of positive professional and
personal traits associated with teacher quality (Harris, et al., 2010; Hynes, et al., 2011;
Ingle, et al., 2011; Kersten, 20008; Mason & Schroeder, 2010; Sullivan & Yeager, 2011;
Supon & Ryland, 2010; Rutledge, et al., 2008). Collective commonalities emerged from
review of those studies to create broad categories of interest to principals during the
hiring process that included passion, communication skills, connection, character, and
professional competencies. These categories of desired teacher attributes were also
identified as of interest to participating principals in this study. The categories of passion
(enthusiasm, intention, idealism, confidence), communication skills (articulation,
composure, professionalism, organizational skills, facilitation skills), connection (heart,
relationship, empathy, ability to team, the ability to be student-centered), character
(honesty, integrity, humility, ability to self-reflect), and professional knowledge (subject
matter expertise, knowledge of data-based decision making, assessment expertise, critical
thinking skills, love of learning, student growth) all surfaced during the review of
participant responses and had been previously revealed in the literature as agreed upon
categories of import to interviewing principals. In particular, the categories of passion,
relationship, and connection literally leapt from the pages of the transcribed interviews in
this case study, as could be seen in the NVivo frequency tag cloud at Figure 4.10.
Connection. Principal participants in this study echoed the perceptions of those
in related studies who expressed concern about a distance learner’s ability to connect and
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develop meaningful relationships online. That concern could be seen in principal
responses about the desirability of online teacher training as it related to classroom
management and the social aspects of teaching. Principal participants were given an
opportunity to draw or describe an online learner at the end of the survey, which resulted
in multiple drawings of a single student at a desk in front of a screen; a further indication
that principals perceived online learning as a solitary activity rather than a rich
environment for building relationships. The category of connection is clearly of concern
when a principal considers an online learner for employment.
The autoethnographic journal provided further insight into this issue of
relationships online. After analysis of journal entries, it could be seen that relationship
building online was difficult for instructor and student alike, with emergent themes that
were categorized as technology and time. Documented difficulties accessing and
becoming fluid with new technologies were inordinately time consuming and this
frustration was often compounded by the limitations and complexities of the learning
management systems utilized to deliver instruction. Other issues of time and timeliness
on the part of instructors when responding to student assignments or concerns and
difficulty communicating seamlessly with other students created boundaries that
forestalled relationships and led to disenfranchisement online. Ethnographic
documentation revealed agreement between principals and online students about the
difficulty of developing meaningful relationships online.
Principals are interested in applicants who are team players, and who are able to
make connections and establish the meaningful relationships necessary in a school
environment. These attributes are in direct conflict with principal perceptions of the
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attributes of those who study online. These perceptions are starkly illustrated through the
images drawn of online learners sitting alone at their desk. Principal Two summed it up
when he said, “how are they gonna be a good employee, if they did nothing but sit in
Mom’s living room and punch on the computer?” The teacher applicant who is perceived
as caring, empathetic, kind, and student-centered, is not the online learner envisioned by
participating principals. While issues of passion and character may emerge in the
literature to some degree as they relate to an online student’s passion, intention, or
integrity, it is without doubt the area of connection that is of the most concern when
principals interview a teacher candidate trained online.
This insight matches the understood importance of relationships in a quantum
world. Those involved in theoretical analysis of organic systems understand that power
in organizations is generated by relationships (Wheatley, 2006). This literal dance of life
that can be observed in organic systems is evidence of the natural tendency for systems to
be mutually interdependent, and this new scientific thinking has moved into the world of
education in the form of transformational leadership (Razik & Swanson, 2010). We are
all only able to function in relationship to each other; a fact that is not lost on principals
who hire new teachers for their schools.
Rural Teacher Traits. While analysis of the data revealed commonalities
between this research and research previously done in the field, particularly in the area of
connection, an important distinction also emerged. Not only were the rural principals in
this study interested in the positive teacher traits already revealed in the literature and
now confirmed in this study, there was an additional category of import to them in rural
schools. Analysis of data revealed principal interest in teachers who were willing to take
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risks, and who were also resourceful, flexible, resilient, and persistent. Principal One
said, “I look for people as a candidate that realize we make mistakes…everyone makes
mistakes and it’s okay. That’s how we learn”. Principal Four specifically looked for
evidence of resilience when he selected candidates to interview. He said, “Have they had
a struggle? Have they successfully come out of that and received their degree and those
kind of things?” He later added, “if I see in a transcript that there was a bad semester
here, I’m curious, why did that happen…It’s how you cope with that that’s important to
me.” Principal Five described the importance of becoming a better person each day;
“you’re talking about perseverance, you’re talking about the courage to take risks,” and
went on to stress the importance of flexibility for teachers in an environment of high
expectations. He wanted his teachers to be “really good decision makers and quick on
[their] feet and flexible in [their] thinking”.
Rural principal participants in this study were surprisingly open to consideration
of teacher applicants trained online, particularly when compared to principal participants
in previous studies. Part of that more positive perception could be explained by a rural
openness to the benefits of access and opportunity in distance settings for those who live
in remote rural communities. The Pakistani study previously reviewed in the literature
summed it up best as the authors emphasized the importance of online access in, “the
mountains, terrains, deserts, vales, towns and villages, fields and caves, huts and palace,
kitchens and shops, all over the country” (Jumani, Akhlaq, Malik, Chishti, & Butt 2010,
p. 367). This awareness of the importance of access for geographically disenfranchised
students was evident in comments made by participants in previous studies (Faulk, 2011)
and confirmed by principals in this case study as well. Principal one said, “I’m a face-to142
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face person, but I do understand that there are kids who do need that online option”.
Principal Four agreed: “For many of us in rural America, it may be the best choice”. One
survey respondent expressed admiration for the online learner. “Online students that I
know work full time jobs, have families, and do their on-line studies at night. They are
extremely motivated individuals.” In the rural west, online learning has leveled the
playing field.
Another factor shaped these more positive perceptions as well. The attributes of
risk-taking, resourcefulness, flexibility, resilience, and persistence were identified by
rural principals in this study to be of interest to them when hiring new teachers.
Autoethnographic analysis established the identical attributes as being of import for the
successful online student. Evidence of each of these distinct traits could be found
peppered throughout the journal entries. Online students are somewhat risk takers by
definition, since they are usually attempting to obtain an education in a non-traditional
way, as was evident in the autoethnography. The need for a rural learner to be
resourceful was revealed by tales of technological hurdles overcome. Flexibility and
resilience were clearly underscored in journal entries documenting travel and travail, and
persistence was not only clearly apparent throughout the autoethnography, but was also a
well-established trait of importance for online learner success in the literature (Simonson,
et al., 2012). I assert that it is the positive overlap between these revealed traits for online
student success and their identically partnered rural teacher traits of importance to
participating principals that provided perceptive coherence for participant principals,
allowing them to view the online learner in a more positive light when considering them
for employment in their schools.
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Relationship of Results to Theory
The importance of connection and relationship revealed through analysis of the
findings of this study are evidence of the transformative leadership practices of the
principal participants. Traditional bureaucratic notions of top down leadership began
shifting as scientists moved from Newtonian perceptions of organizations toward a more
quantum understanding of the tendency for organisms to be self-organizing and relational
(Wheatley, 2006; Morgan, 2006). This shift from Newtonian physics and top-down
bureaucratic thinking to a more natural quantum understanding of complexity and change
was reflected in the idea of transformational leadership theory.
Burns (1978) wrote about leadership as collective purpose, which grew into a
focus on second order change and the possibility of altering values and beliefs for
performance beyond expectations (Razik & Swanson, 2010). Transformational
leadership was a better fit for schools that believed in the importance of shared beliefs,
values, and understandings; systems thinking in action. Principals of these reimagined
schools were able to create a collaborative culture focused on productive relationships
maintained through careful staffing practices (Leithwood & Jantzi, 2005), as was evident
in the hiring practices of the principals in this study.
It is within this theory of transformational leadership that the framework at the
heart of this study emerged. Transformative leaders utilize their understanding of
systems thinking and organizational change to make their hiring decisions through the
leadership lenses of moral purpose, authenticity, an ethic of care, and intuition and
imaging. Evidence of each of optics was seen in the analysis of the data.
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Moral Purpose. Sergiovanni (1992) elaborated on the idea that transformational
leaders were concerned with the intrinsic needs of organizations, including moral issues
of righteousness, goodness, and obligation. He defined the needs of a school through the
shared purposes of the school’s covenantal beliefs. Leadership in his eyes became
stewardship of those beliefs. The stream of leadership actions that provided clarity,
consensus, and commitment gave the organization purpose. Purposing, empowerment,
and outrage were all central to this vision of servant leadership.
Principals surveyed felt that they went into the field of education to make a
difference, and the majority of them also felt that teaching was a calling. When
questioned further about these indicators, those interviewed made it clear that purpose
and passion were central to their leadership. Each of the principals interviewed was
deeply involved in developing professional learning communities in their school. By
empowering their teachers to react collaboratively to student needs and to be directly
involved in creating and maintaining the school’s central beliefs, these principals
demonstrated an express understanding of the importance of moral purpose in a
covenantal community of learners. Principal Four expressed outrage at bureaucratic
interference demanding that, “if we ever become a bureaucracy please shoot us”, and
Principal Two understood the importance of teacher voice. “They’ve got to see the
purpose behind something they do.”
Authenticity. A leader’s own life story and developmental history provides a
moral and ethical base for leadership and decision making in authentic leadership theory.
Authentic leaders operate from a deep sense of self, making them a credible resource for
their schools (Bird, Wang, Watson, & Murray, 2009; Walumbwa, Avolio, Gardner,
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Wernsing, & Peterson, 2008). Leader authenticity can be seen through passion, behavior,
compassion, connectedness, and consistency (George, 2006), and authentic leaders act
upon their values and beliefs with transparency and heart (Bird, et al., 2009).
Principals studied all indicated that events in their lives had shaped the way they
lead their school, and that what shaped them as leaders also grounded their leadership
practices. Those interviewed provided clear evidence to support their ability to juxtapose
compassion and consistency. Each of the principals interviewed was asked for an
example of a time when their staff supported a hard decision they had made, and their
responses clearly spoke to the importance of authenticity imbedded in relationship.
Principal Two said:
I know that my staff does not like some of the decisions we make, but I
hope…they can see that it’s best for kids and best for our school; then I think
they’ll come online.
Principal Four concurred.
You have to pull the trigger on some things that are not popular but it’s the right
thing to do. And I think they know it’s the right thing, but it’s hard to do that and
still maintain those relationships.
Both of these principals knew that their staff had supported them because of the clear
consistency between their decisions and the established school vision and goals. The way
they were able to carry out their decisions with compassion, connectedness, and
consistency demonstrated leader authenticity in action.
Ethic of Care. Gilligan (1982) originally challenged the dominant ethic of
justice when she observed the voice of care, connection, and concern expressed by
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women in her study. This new voice was in sharp contrast to the dominant ethic of
justice revealed through the voice of laws and rights. It was clear, however, that while
she had observed this ethic of care while working with women, the voice of care
transcended gender. Noddings (2005) moved this idea of care, concern, and connection
into the world of education, speaking of the importance to educators of modeling what it
means to care, provide meaningful dialogue, and make sure our actions are consistent
with our beliefs. Leaders who are working within the ethic of care clearly display the
importance of collaboration and connection within communities of learners.
Survey respondents all agreed that a sense of community was important in a
school. Interview responses also provided clear evidence of the importance of
relationships and collaboration in systems that genuinely care. Principal Five summed it
up: “The big part is, it is a community. We’re all in this together”. Principal Four
wanted to, “feel it when you walk in. That the people care about each other and there are
relationships that are strong”. Visits to the post offices, gas stations, and cafes of the
rural communities at the heart of this research also provided insight into the importance
of relationships and the sense of community demonstrated by the obvious embrace of
local schools within these rural settings.
Imaging and Intuition. The final leadership lens included in the framework was
that of imaging and intuition. The actual decision to hire a new teacher is a complex
process that is more naturalistic than rational. Naturalistic decisions are influenced by
utilitarian, social, and deontological considerations (Davis & Davis, 2003). Principals
utilize their values, experience, and knowledge of the context in which they make their
decisions to choose teacher candidates who are a fit for the needs of their schools. Image
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theory integrates the knowledge and experience of the principal with their vision of the
future in a rapid decision making process that matches the leader’s values with the
school’s goals and plans. Davis and Davis (2003) describe this as an intuitive process.
The decision to hire is of paramount importance to principals in rural schools.
The increased autonomy that rural principals have is accompanied by increased
responsibility for getting the decision right. Each choice a rural principal makes to hire a
new teacher is not only a choice for the school, but the community that it serves. This
idea that principals make hiring decisions by framing the complexities and ambiguities of
the decision within the context of relationships and organizational needs was revealed in
the literature (Ingle, et al., 2011), and seen in this study as well.
Principals were asked whether or not they could tell within the first five minutes
whether or not a teacher would be a fit for their schools. While answers to this question
varied, when asked during the interviews to clarify their responses, all agreed that they
could tell in the first five minutes when a candidate would not be a fit for their school
communities, but that in general, they would need far more than five minutes to get a full
picture of the candidate. Principal Four clearly described the decision to hire as a
qualitative experience where he relied on instinct to guide his decision.
I don’t think—despite all of our efforts to make this a quantifiable experience, it’s
qualitative and at some point you’ve got to rely on your instinct. And you’ve got
to be able to trust, yes, given the evidence I think that this person is a fit for my
philosophy and what I want to do.
In other related studies, participants explained it similarly, stating, “the most common
explanations had to do with intuition, gut feelings, luck, or chance (Nowicki & Rosse,
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2002). Principals utilize the steps in the hiring process to analyze applicant
characteristics in order to make a hiring decision that is a match for the perceived needs
of their school community through imaging and intuition.
Revised Theoretical Optics
Based on review of data collected and analysis of findings, the originally
conceived theoretical framework has been revised. Originally envisioned as a linear
series of optical lenses through which a principal made the decision to hire, the optics are
now nested within and dependent upon each other to produce the clarity and vision that is
needed for transformative leaders (see Figure 5.1).

Figure 5.1. Principals utilize the optical leadership lenses of moral purpose, authenticity,
an ethic of care, and imaging and intuition to identify teacher candidates of interest to
them during the hiring process.
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Moral purpose is the first lens through which a leader looks, with the next refraction
provided by leadership authenticity. Then, the strength of an ethic of care further filters
principal perception, with final clarity provided by the lens of imaging and intuition.
Summary Statement
Rural principal perceptions about online teacher education programs and
participants are far more positive than the perceptions of principals previously studied.
The appeal of access and opportunity in rural America positively shaped principal
perceptions in this previously underserved area of the American west. Additionally,
principal hiring practices in rural schools were impacted not only by positive teaching
attributes already identified in the literature, but also by a new category of teacher
attributes of interest specifically to rural principals. The rural attributes of risk-taking,
resourcefulness, flexibility, resilience, and persistence further shaped the perceptions and
hiring practices of principal participants. There continued to be clear consensus,
however, about the perceived lack of interaction and connection in online settings needed
to develop teachers who had the collaborative skills necessary for the interpersonal
aspects of teaching in the relational world of school.
The experiences of an instructor who developed and delivered online teacher
preparation courses were illustrative of themes that emerged and underscored the
importance of making sure that issues of time and technology do not impede
development of relationships online. Technological issues related to needed expertise
and the limitations of learning management systems were both clearly illustrated
throughout the journal. The timeliness of instructor feedback and necessity of
coordinating group work also impacted the development of meaningful relationships
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online, confirming to a degree the perceptions of participating principals in the study.
Further analysis of the journal entries affirmed the fact that the unique rural traits of risktaking, resourcefulness, flexibility, resilience, and persistence sought after by rural
principals during the interview process were also distinctly related to online student
success.
Implications for Further Research
There are multiple implications for further research based on the findings of this
collective case study with integrated autoethnography. The setting of the research,
number of participants, rural attributes of interest to participating principals, and the
impacts of time and technology on relationships and distance course development would
all be of interest moving forward, as would further exploration of the theoretical
framework proposed.
The research revealed a distinct difference in principal perceptions of online
teacher training between this study and those previously done. Not only were rural
principal perceptions of online learning and online learners more positive than expected;
those perceptions were in sharp contrast to previous research in the field. Expansion of
elements of this study to other rural areas would provide interesting comparisons for
these findings. Since this study was qualitative in nature, and by design limited the
number of participants, additional studies could also be done in other rural areas with
more participants. The next area of interest for continuing research would be to further
explore the rural assets of resourcefulness, flexibility, resilience, persistence, and
willingness to take risks as they relate to hiring practices in rural schools. Those
developing online courses could also explore the way in which learning management
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systems impact opportunities to create rich teaching environments and relationships
online, and how technology and time impact opportunities for meaningful exchanges in
online learning communities. Opportunities to utilize lessons learned in other online
formats, such as open access MOOC’s (deWaard, I., Abajian, S., Gallagher, M., Hogue,
R., Keskin, N., Koutropoulos, A., & Rodrigues, O., 2011) or gaming theory (McGonigal,
2011), could provide a framework for developing studies where technology and time are
utilized to provide a quantum perspective on online course development.
Implications for Practice and Recommendations
Based on the research summarized in this dissertation, the following implications and
recommendations for practice are made:
1. Integration of additional school experiences during online teacher training
programs to positively impact the preparation of preservice teachers trained
online.
2. Encouragement of student involvement in available community service projects
or other relational experiences by those advising distance students.
3.

Recommendations for distinct preparation of resumes and presentation of
credentials for those involved in online teacher training programs so that their
credentials reflect substantial hands-on experience in schools and highlight the
traits of passion and connection necessary for candidate success.

4. Development of digital tools and techniques to mitigate the distance of the online
learner as well as use of strategies on and offline to increase opportunities to
interact with instructors and other students to strengthen relationships and enable
students to interact meaningfully with the course content and each other.
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Limitations
This study was a qualitative collective case study with integrated
autoethnography. By definition, qualitative inquiry is subjective (Stake, 1997). The
choice to utilize a collective case study with integrated autoethnography was a fit for the
purpose of this study and helped to provide an emic perspective on the research
questions, but can be seen by some as lacking objectivity and rigor (Gall, Gall, & Borg,
2007; Glesne, 2011). The relatively small sample size in case study research raises issues
of generalizability, and issues of validity arise with the use of autoethnography (Chang,
2008, Gall, et al., 2007). Additionally, this study was limited in scope by the rural
context in which it occurred. The strengths and weaknesses of the sources utilized
related to those associated with qualitative research in general and included limitations of
scope, generalizability, geography, and time (Gall, et al., 2007; Stake, 1995).
Additionally, the obvious bias of the autoethnographic journal could be seen as a
weakness of the data source itself (Gall, et al., 2007).
Conclusion
Rural principal perceptions of online teacher training programs and participants
were more positive in this study than in previous studies done. While there continued to
be concern about the ability for online learners to have the rich exchanges and
relationships available to their bricks and mortar counterparts, rural principals understood
the importance of access and opportunity for students in rural settings. Additionally, they
admired the teaching traits of risk-taking, resourcefulness, flexibility, resilience, and
persistence that were a match for the traits of online student success, providing a context
within which to understand those more positive perceptions.
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Transformative rural principals made the decision to hire through the leadership
lenses of moral purpose, authenticity, an ethic of care, and imaging and intuition so that
they could hire new teachers who would be an integral part of communities of learners
focused on student success. Those who receive their teacher training courses online can
adjust their experiences and credentials to reflect a better understanding of principal
perceptions by examining the optics of this leadership framework.
Our schools are in crisis. We need passionate practitioners who can meet the
demands of a public clamoring for accountability and change. School principals realize
that professional competencies alone will not be enough to meet this need. As our
schools retool for the new century, it is possible that the distance student will become the
norm. Through application of lessons learned, and continued research in this field, our
online teacher training programs can become the fertile ground from which the teachers
who are able to retrieve the American dream from this precarious precipice will arise;
once again balancing the teetering totter of initiative and opportunity upon the firm
foundation of our quality public schools, with rural schools leading the way.
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Contextual Collage: First Snow
You can taste the quiet. It descends upon you like a soft blanket. The silence is
palpable. Only the birds move in the pale landscape. The feeder swings on its
post as the finches make their way around its base; hastily grabbing one last
sunflower seed before finding shelter from the storm. We have taken the storm
as an opportunity to do nothing. We stoke the fire and gather our books around
us. Wet gloves sizzle as we toss them near the stove to dry. The dog stretches
peacefully with her back against the cool stones of the hearth. Like skaters in a
snow globe we glide inside the white morning.
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Appendix B: IRB Proposal
Title of Research:

Principal Perceptions of Online Teacher Education
Programs and Participants: A Case Study with
Autoethnography

Primary Investigator:

Dr. JoAnn Franklin Klinker, Texas Tech University,
Lubbock, Texas

Co Investigator:

Muriel de Ganahl

Type of Proposal:

Expedited Proposal

The proposed research will involve (1) surveys (2) semi-structured interviews and (3)
autoethnography through professional journaling. The data will be written and
recorded. No individuals or schools will be individually identified. All participants
will be adults over 18 years of age.
I.

Rationale.
Students in rural America are turning to online education in order to access
opportunities previously unavailable to them due to geographical constraints
(Allen & Seaman, 2011). Bricks and mortar colleges and universities are
reaching out to these rural students through new online course and program
offerings (Gaytan, 2009). For those students who wish to pursue careers in
education, principal perceptions of the quality of their training and issues
surrounding their online experiences will dictate their professional success
(Mason & Schroeder, 2008). The few studies done in this area have shown
that principals are hesitant to hire new teachers trained primarily online (Huss,
2007; Faulk, 2010; Faulk, 2011). Concerns about the quality of online teacher
preparation programs as well as the characteristics of the online learners
themselves have been expressed. These concerns appear to be magnified in
rural settings (Richardson, McLeod, & Dikkers, 2011). This study will build
on previous research in the field in order to provide a deeper understanding of
the perceptions of rural principals and the way in which those perceptions
impact hiring practices. Results will be useful for those developing online
teacher training programs as well as those advising aspiring teachers.

II.

Subjects
Participants will be well situated school principals in a sparsely populated five
county area of the western United States. The principals involved represent
five school districts that sprawl over 12,000 square miles. The setting was
chosen based on the remote nature of the location, the fit for this study, and
the constraints of the researcher, including those of geography, time, and
funding. Initial contact information for public school personnel and
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community college participants will be obtained from the school websites.
Survey participants will be contacted personally and given a letter of
introduction and a consent form for their review. A self-addressed, stamped
envelope will be provided in which to return the executed form. After receipt
of the form, the survey/questionnaire will be personally delivered or mailed
with a clear indication that participation in the survey is voluntary. Follow up
semi-structured interview participants will be sent invitation letters and then
contacted personally to set up a mutually convenient time for the interviews.
III.

Procedures
The researcher will utilize an autoethnographic professional journal to detail
experiences as a school principal, online learner and distance course developer
at a community college. The researcher kept a professional journal of dated
entries three times a week while school was in session during the 2011-2012
school year.
Principal participants will be provided with an introductory letter and consent
form. The letter and consent form will be hand delivered if possible and
mailed if not. After receipt of consent, participants will be provided with the
10 item Likert scale survey questionnaire. The questionnaire is being used
with permission from a related study (Faulk, 2010) with added demographic
and professional indicators.
Follow-up semi-structured interview candidates will be chosen based on the
intensity of survey responses received. Five candidates will be chosen and
will be provided with an invitation letter and a copy of sample questions for
the interview. Interviews will be personally scheduled with each of the five
selected school principals at a mutually convenient time. Forty-five minutes
to an hour will be scheduled for the interview. E-mail reminders will be sent
to each participant one week prior to the interview detailing the time and
location of the interview with an additional assurance of confidentiality.
Participants will be reminded that the interview will be conversational in
nature, and that additional questions or topics may emerge based on answers
obtained. After the interviews, arrangements will be made with each
participant so that points can be clarified, or follow-up questions asked based
on analysis of the interview data. Risk to participants is minimal or nonexistent based on the collegial nature of the survey and interview process. The
researcher will emphasize the consent process, confidentiality, and digital
preservation of interviews at the inception of each interview. All digital
recordings, documents, and/or artifacts will be secured after each interview or
event and throughout the time they are being analyzed. All data collected
will help to illuminate the following research questions:
1. In what ways do rural principal perceptions of online teacher education
programs and participants impact hiring practices in rural schools?
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2. In what ways can the experiences of an instructor who developed and
delivered online teacher preparation courses be illustrative of issues in the
field?
IV.

Adverse Events and Liability.
There are no risks anticipated beyond the ordinary risks of daily life for
participants in this study, nor are there anticipated adverse events that could
result. No liability plan is offered.

V.

Consent Form
Informed consent forms are attached which give participants information as to
applicable elements of importance for this study.
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Appendix C: Informed Consent
Informed Consent
Title: Principal Perceptions of Online Teacher Education Programs and Participants
Primary Investigator: Dr. JoAnn Franklin Klinker, Texas Tech University, Lubbock, TX
Co-Investigator: Muriel de Ganahl
Before agreeing to participate in this study, please read the information below which
describes the purpose, procedures, benefits, potential risks and benefits of the research.
What is this project studying?
The study is focused on understanding the perceptions that school principal have of
teachers trained online. This study will help us to take these perceptions into consideration
as we are developing online teacher education courses and/or advising students who are
beginning their teacher preparation programs.
What would I do if I participate?
In this study, you will be asked to participate in 10 minute survey that will help us to
understand your perceptions of online teacher preparation programs and candidates.
Based on your response to the survey, you may also be selected to participate in a 45
minute follow up interview that will help to clarify and expand on your responses to the
survey/questionnaire. Your participation in the follow up interview is voluntary. During the
interview you will be asked to share your experiences when hiring new teachers and share
your opinions about online teacher education training. The study should be completed
prior to December of this year.
Will the information be kept confidential?
All the information will be kept confidential. Your name or the name of your school or
district will not be shared. If you are interviewed, the interview will be audio taped and
later transcribed for use in data analysis only. Audio tapes and transcripts of interviews will
be kept in a safe location in the possession of the interviewer and will be destroyed at the
end of the study. The researcher and Dr. JoAnn Franklin Klinker will be the only people who
have access to the data. The results of the study will be published as part of a dissertation
and may be utilized professionally for articles and presentations.
Can I quit if I become uncomfortable?
Yes. Your participation is voluntary and you can quit at any time. Dr. Klinker and the
Protection Board have reviewed the questions and think you can answer them comfortably.
However, you can stop at any time.
I have some questions about this study. Who can I ask?
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You can ask me questions at any time about the study. My phone number is 307-532-8377
at work, and my home phone number is 307 532 1033. My email address is
muriel.deganahl@ttu.edu.
Dr. Klinker from the Educational Leadership Department at Texas Tech University will also
answer any questions you have about the study. You can call her at 806-741-1997 X238 or
contact her through her email at joann.klinker@ttu.edu. Questions can also be directed to
the Human Research Protection Program (HRPP), Office of the Vice President for Research,
Texas Tech University, Lubbock, Texas 79409, 806-742-2064.
How will I benefit from participating?
There should be no risk to you from your participation. The information you provide will
help us to create online teacher training programs that meet the needs of principals like
you. We appreciate your willingness to be a part of this study.
Agreement: Your signature means that you agree to participate in this study and have
received a copy of this informed consent.
______________________________________
Signature
______________________________________
Printed Name
This consent is not valid after _August 31, 2013____.
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Appendix D: Survey Instrument
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Appendix E: Sample Interview Questions
Our interview will be more of a conversation than an interview, but the following
questions will give you an idea of the types of things we will discuss as we talk
about your career, your school, and they kind of teachers you look for when you
are hiring.
1. Why did you go into education? What different positions have you held,
and what were the benefits of each of those positions? Have your life
experiences impacted your leadership style?

2. Describe your experience with hiring teachers. Which part of the hiring
process do you feel gives you the most information about teacher quality?
3. What are the most important character traits in a great teacher?

4. Are there certain teacher preparation programs that you think do a better
job than others at preparing teachers for working in your community?
5. Do you involve your staff when hiring a new teacher? If so, how; if not,
why not.

6. How long does it take you to decide whether or not a teacher will be good
during an interview? How do you know?

7. Has your approach to hiring changed as you have gained more
experience?
8. Are the relationships between teachers important to you? If so why; if not,
why not.

9. Has online teacher training changed the skill level of new teachers?

10. Describe a time that your staff rallied together to support a tough decision
that you made. Why do you think they were willing to support you?

11. What are some ways that course developers could adjust their online
teacher preparation courses to better meet your needs?
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