
 

 
 

A Narrative Study of Principal Leadership Practices in High Performing, 
High Poverty Texas Elementary Schools  

 
 

by 
 

Darryl Flusche, B.S., M.Ed. 
 

A Dissertation 
 

In 
 

EDUCATIONAL LEADERSHIP 
 

Submitted to the Graduate Faculty  
of Texas Tech University in 

Partial Fulfillment of 
the Requirements for 

the Degree of  
 
 

DOCTORATE OF EDUCATION 
 

Approved 
 

Fernando Valle, Ed.D. 
Chair of Committee 

 
Irma Almager, Ph.D. 

 
Vanessa DeLeon, Ed.D. 

 
 

Mark Sheridan, Ph.D. 
Dean of the Graduate School 

 
 

December 2017 
  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Copyright 2017, Darryl Flusche 

 



Texas Tech University, Darryl Flusche, December 2017 
 

ii 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

 The journey through the dissertation process was guided by my professors.  I 

appreciate my Dissertation Chair, Dr. Fernando Valle for his scholarly and professional 

manner.  He kept a high level of energy and enthusiasm during this work.  My thanks 

also go to Dr. Irma Almager and Dr. Vanessa De Leon for serving on my dissertation 

committee and reviewing this work.  Their colleagues in the Texas Tech Educational 

Leadership area created meaningful experiences and challenges in their courses.  

 The support and encouragement of my family made this journey possible.  My 

wife Janet has been patient and supportive throughout this time.  Our children, Kyle and 

Tamara, have been encouraging along the way.  The ongoing support from my family 

fueled the inspiration to complete this journey. 



Texas Tech University, Darryl Flusche, December 2017 
 

iii 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ........................................................................................... ii 

ABSTRACT .................................................................................................................. vii 

LIST OF TABLES ....................................................................................................... viii 

LIST OF FIGURES ....................................................................................................... ix 

I. INTRODUCTION ....................................................................................................... 1 

Background of the Problem ......................................................................................... 3 

Statement of the Problem ............................................................................................. 4 

Purpose of the Study and Research Questions ............................................................ 6 

Significance of the Study ............................................................................................. 7 

Conceptual Model ........................................................................................................ 8 

Description of the Model ........................................................................................ 9 

Definition of Terms ................................................................................................... 11 

Assumptions .............................................................................................................. 12 

Delimitations .............................................................................................................. 13 

Limitations ................................................................................................................. 13 

Summary .................................................................................................................... 13 

II. REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE ............................................................ 15 

National Status of Education Law and Policies ......................................................... 15 

School Accountability in Texas ............................................................................. 17 

Teacher Evaluation in Texas ................................................................................ 18 

Principal Evaluation in Texas .............................................................................. 20 

Demographic Trends in Texas .............................................................................. 22 

Leadership Literature ................................................................................................. 26 

School Leader Efficacy ......................................................................................... 27 

Transformational Leadership ............................................................................... 27 

Distributed Leadership ......................................................................................... 29 

Challenging Deficit Thinking ................................................................................ 31 

Culturally Responsive Leadership ........................................................................ 33 

Assistant Principal as an Initial Administrative Role ........................................... 34 



Texas Tech University, Darryl Flusche, December 2017 
 

iv 

Aspiring Administrator Program Challenges ....................................................... 35 

Principal Preparation Reform .............................................................................. 36 

States Value Prepared Principals ......................................................................... 37 

District-Led Preparation Programs ..................................................................... 38 

Literature Review Summary ...................................................................................... 40 

III. METHODOLOGY ................................................................................................ 41 

Context of the Study .................................................................................................. 42 

Researcher Context and Framework .......................................................................... 44 

Participant Selection .................................................................................................. 45 

Research Questions .................................................................................................... 46 

Research Design ........................................................................................................ 47 

Data Collection .......................................................................................................... 49 

Interview Protocol ................................................................................................ 50 

Data Analysis and Coding ......................................................................................... 50 

Dependability, Credibility, and Confirmability ......................................................... 52 

Trustworthiness and Transferability .......................................................................... 53 

Confidentiality ........................................................................................................... 54 

Limitations ................................................................................................................. 54 

Summary .................................................................................................................... 54 

IV. RESULTS ............................................................................................................... 56 

Context of the Study .................................................................................................. 57 

Descriptive Data for Participants ......................................................................... 59 

Descriptive Data for Participants’ Schools .......................................................... 61 

Data Analysis ............................................................................................................. 62 

Participants ................................................................................................................ 63 

Anna Perez ............................................................................................................ 64 

Teresa Manning .................................................................................................... 67 

Nita Moreno .......................................................................................................... 69 

Renee Garcia ........................................................................................................ 72 

Cathy Watson ........................................................................................................ 75 



Texas Tech University, Darryl Flusche, December 2017 
 

v 

Preset Codes for Leadership Priorities ...................................................................... 79 

Preparation and Skill Acquisition ......................................................................... 81 

Contribution to High Performance ....................................................................... 83 

Non-Negotiables in Leading for High Performance ............................................. 84 

Preset Codes for Leadership Actions ......................................................................... 85 

Principals Use of Time.......................................................................................... 88 

Monitoring Academic Performance ...................................................................... 88 

Engaging the Staff ................................................................................................. 89 

Engage Parents ..................................................................................................... 91 

Emerging Themes ...................................................................................................... 94 

Shared Vision and Shared Expectations ............................................................... 94 

Teachers and Principals Know Their Students ..................................................... 95 

Finding a Way ....................................................................................................... 96 

Expectations for the Classroom ............................................................................ 97 

Growing Teacher Leaders .................................................................................... 98 

Structures and Systems ....................................................................................... 100 

Summary .................................................................................................................. 101 

V. CONCLUSION AND FINDINGS ........................................................................ 106 

Overview of the Study ............................................................................................. 106 

The Participants .................................................................................................. 107 

Connecting Themes to Principal Standards ............................................................. 108 

Leading and Implementing Clear Goals and Vision........................................... 108 

Authentic and Deep Relationships ...................................................................... 109 

Modeling a Relentless Pursuit of Excellence ...................................................... 111 

Clearly Defining High Quality Instruction ......................................................... 112 

Growing Teacher Leaders .................................................................................. 113 

Structures and Procedures for Successful Leadership ....................................... 115 

Discussion of Findings ............................................................................................ 117 

Surface Level Findings ....................................................................................... 118 

Deeper Findings.................................................................................................. 120 



Texas Tech University, Darryl Flusche, December 2017 
 

vi 

Aspiring Administrator Program Recommendations .............................................. 123 

Limitations ............................................................................................................... 126 

Recommendations for Practitioners ......................................................................... 126 

Recommendations for Further Research ................................................................. 128 

Conclusion ............................................................................................................... 128 

REFERENCES ........................................................................................................... 131 

APPENDICES ............................................................................................................. 138 

Initial Solicitation Email .......................................................................................... 138 

Follow-Up Solicitation Email .................................................................................. 139 

Interview Protocol ................................................................................................... 140 

Adult Consent Form ................................................................................................ 141 

 
 
  



Texas Tech University, Darryl Flusche, December 2017 
 

vii 

ABSTRACT 

The general population views the role of principal as the leading authority in each public 

school.   In their roles as leaders, principals carry the responsibility to facilitate a school 

learning environment where every student can reach high levels of success.  

Accountability systems serve as universal measure for the public schools in the state.  

The accountability measures identify high ratings and low ratings based on school 

performance regardless of the population demographic in the schools.  A school principal 

moves into a spotlight when school ratings are released from state education agencies.  

A comparison of school performance indicates a general trend that as poverty 

level increases, the school performance declines.  However, a small portion of schools 

with high portions of economically disadvantaged students are also high performing.  

This study investigated the leadership practices of principals who serve at high poverty 

elementary schools who are also high performing.  Through this qualitative study, 

principal priorities and actions that contribute to high student performance have been 

identified.  The elements that foster high student performance in high poverty schools can 

benefit current and future principals in schools at any level of poverty.  The outcomes of 

this study could influence district-led aspiring administrator program designs as a 

framework for leading schools to high levels of student achievement. 

Key Words:  High Performing, High Poverty, Elementary Principal, Educational 

Leadership 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

School districts need a leadership pipeline to prepare individuals to have the 

capacity to fill future leadership roles.  The Wallace Foundation (2012) reports that 

school leadership is only behind the classroom teacher for factors influencing student 

learning.  The principal role has become even more vital as public schools are faced with 

growing demands on accountability for student academic performance.  Public opinion of 

schools is influenced by comparisons of U.S. student performance being lower than 

student performance in other countries (Barnett, Shoho, & Oleszewski, 2012).  The 

general public along with law makers point to the principal as the person responsible for 

school success and accountability for student performance (Pont, Nusche, & David, 2008; 

Hill-Jackson & Stafford-Johnson, 2016). The reason this work describes the atmosphere 

surrounding public school performance is to create a picture of the external forces 

pushing school principals for higher academic performance.  

Federal and state legislators continue to increase the accountability in public 

education.  State governments rate schools on a variety of areas including their student 

performance on standardized tests.  For example, Texas will begin rating campus and 

district performance annually as A, B, C, D, or F (Texas Education Code, 2015).  

Unfortunately, high student achievement is not measured by the portion of students who 

become productive, tax-paying citizens.  Nor, is it measured on those students who 

further their education after graduation.  Rather, student achievement in Texas is 

publicized annually beginning in third grade to see if a child reaches a threshold of 

correct answers on a standardized test. School principals must finesse the demands of 
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accountability for student performance with the daily work occurring at their school 

campus.   

The push in all states for more students to reach a threshold of performance 

standards has prompted states to address principal preparation efforts (Wallace, 2012).  

There are efforts by states, universities, and school districts to create and promote 

programs that build the capacity of future school leaders (Eiseman & Militello, 2008; 

Korach, 2012; Luu, 2010). The Wallace Foundation (n.d.) has an arm of their research 

directed at school leadership.   

States are acknowledging the value of the principal role in impacting student 

performance. For example, the state of Illinois sought to raise student achievement levels.  

Their strategy to raise student performance focused on increasing the quality of school 

leaders (VanTuyle & Hunt, 2013). In addition, a Commission of School Leader 

Preparation in Illinois Colleges and Universities suggested aspiring administrator 

preparation programs where universities collaborated with school districts to help the 

districts build their own aspiring leaders (VanTuyle & Hunt, 2013).  

The state of Texas has piloted a new principal evaluation instrument.  The Texas 

Principal Evaluation and Support System is designed to identify and rate specific areas of 

school leadership performance including teacher effectiveness based on student 

performance data. (Texas Education Agency, n.d.).  The combination of state support for 

developing quality school leaders and the research supporting the priority characteristics 

for school leadership drive this study.   

A child from age five to eighteen comes to school each day to learn and be 

prepared for their future as a productive citizen.  Teachers plan their instruction to help 
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each child understand the learning standards every day.  The parameters within which the 

teachers perform their duties is shaped by the principal’s leadership at the school.  The 

principal sets the direction for teachers about how to best provide high quality learning 

experiences in an efficient manner.   

Background of the Problem 

Schools need skilled leadership in blending the teacher’s talents with the needs of 

the students to orchestrate high student achievement. In the workplace, quality 

experienced principals often retire or move to higher administrative roles.  In a study that 

spanned from 1995 to 2008, Fuller and Young (2009) determined there was an annual 

average of 1,504 principals who were newly employed in Texas public schools.  In 

addition, they found that in the years between 2003 and 2007, 59.2% of elementary 

schools had one or more different principals (Fuller & Young, 2009).  From the 2009-10 

school year to the 2014-15 school year, the enrollment in Texas public schools increased 

by 384,221 students (Texas Education Agency, 2016). During this same period, the 

number of new principal positions created was 335 (Texas Education Agency, 2016).  

These findings indicate that over half of Texas’ elementary schools had at least one new 

principal in a four-year period and in a five-year period, there were 335 added principal 

positions to be filled with qualified applicants.  The dilemma, as Eller (2008) states, is 

that fewer quality candidates are in line to fill the shoes of the experienced principal.  To 

ensure maximum productivity and efficiency in administrative roles and duties, a 

succession plan should be enacted that allows for qualified educators to be prepared for 

the move into vacant principal roles.  
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The best opportunity to raise student performance and close deficits in learning 

occurs in elementary school.  If students are behind academically through elementary 

school and then progress to middle and high school, the gaps likely become wider.  For 

this reason, this study focuses on elementary school principal leadership.   

Qualifications to become a principal almost always involve university coursework 

to obtain a certification or master’s degree.  Levine (2005) found that university programs 

are lacking in their preparation of effective school leaders.  Levine’s findings suggest that 

individuals become qualified through the university training, but may not be prepared to 

be effective as school leaders in reaching high levels of student performance.  Barnett et 

al. (2012) emphasize the importance of a principal’s role in facilitating instructional 

improvements.   Many aspiring administrator programs are not addressing this 

component in their coursework (Barnett et al., 2012). 

Statement of the Problem 

Effective school leadership can and does occur in schools. Some schools are even 

breaking the trend and student performance is at exceptionally high levels.  Specifically, 

there are schools with high poverty populations, where more than 80% of students 

identified as economically disadvantaged, yet, they are reaching high levels of student 

performance (Texas Education Agency, 2015).  The principals of these high performing 

schools likely apply leadership practices which include setting direction, developing 

people and redesigning the organization (Leithwood, Seashore Louis, Anderson, & 

Wahlstrom, 2005).  

It is appropriate to include the leadership perspective on achievement of students 

from poverty when considering aspiring principal development.  The National Center for 
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Education Statistics (2017) identifies a school as high-poverty when 76 to 100 percent of 

students qualify for free or reduced price lunch.  Low socioeconomic status is highly 

correlated with low achievement (Berliner, 2006; Maleck & Demaray, 2006; Milne & 

Plourde, 2006).  Socioeconomic status (SES) is a major predictor of academic 

achievement (Caldwell & Ginther, 1996; Sirin, 2005). Leaders in successful high poverty 

schools create a school culture with a laser focus on student achievement (Demos, 2009).  

Aspiring leaders need to be equipped with both the understanding and skills to 

purposefully increase student performance of students in poverty.  Whereas the principal 

is responsible for the implementation of a rigorous curriculum in every classroom 

(Demos, 2009).  Future principals need to “learn to lead schools that are diverse along 

SES and racial lines” (Valencia, 2010, p. 126).  Teachers and their principals have a 

tendency to lower learning expectations for students of poverty because of their 

background. This is described as deficit thinking.  Richard Valencia’s (2010) work on 

overcoming deficit thinking provides strategies for leaders to impact student 

performance.  The role of leadership in high poverty schools is an area to be considered 

in aspiring principal preparation programs.   

The accountability for student performance from business, the pressure from 

legislators along with the challenges associated with a growing low income population 

have prompted states to respond by getting involved in efforts to improve principal 

preparation.  Hallinger and Heck (1996) contend that leadership plays a key role in 

impacting student performance.  It is important to prepare principals to be effective 

leaders.  One avenue to fill the void in developing effective leadership capacity is the 

work of individual school districts to facilitate aspiring administrator training within their 
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teacher ranks.  Existing research is lacking in providing a blue print to guide districts in 

facilitating their own, effective aspiring administrator development programs. The 

problem facing school administrators today is a lack of background experience once they 

first enter the role of school principal.  Research is needed to link the practices of 

effective principals to effective training and principal development.   

Some districts including Denver Public Schools, San Diego, New York City, 

Boston, and Prince George’s County have gone to great lengths to develop a district-

supported leadership training pipeline (Wallace 2012).  These are very large districts who 

may have a department of people to coordinate a program for aspiring administrators.  

Denver’s program partners with a university. This collaboration, acting together, is 

striving to develop effective school leaders to raise the chances that the future school 

leader will be successful in increasing student performance levels.  An effective leader 

will account for a portion of increased student performance and validate the state funding 

and continued legislative support for public education.  

Purpose of the Study and Research Questions 

The purpose of this study is to identify the practices of principals in high 

performing, high poverty schools.  This study will refer to the aforementioned principals 

as effective or expert leaders.  Hallinger, Leithwood, and Murphy (1993) brought 

meaning to this study several years ago when their work stated, “increasingly those 

involved in research and training in educational leadership have acknowledged the need 

for better information on how expert school leaders think about what they do” (p. 72).  

This study seeks to identify impactful practices of principals in high poverty schools with 

high student performance.  Based on the identified practices of these principals, the 
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researcher seeks to incorporate these practices into a district-developed aspiring 

administrator programs.   

The research questions this study attempts to answer is: 

1. What are priorities of elementary principals in high performing, high poverty 

schools?  

2. Based on the priorities of principals in high performing, high poverty schools, 

what training should be included in a district-led aspiring administrators 

program? 

The study will determine the leadership priorities from principals in Texas 

elementary schools who have high student performance as well as a high poverty student 

population.  Additionally, this qualitative study will present the research about the 

district-developed leadership programs that provide for succession after a principal leaves 

a school.   

Significance of the Study 

Although literature does acknowledge and support the importance of the principal 

in impacting student performance, the value for and need for aspiring administrator 

training has room for further research.  The significance of this study is founded on a 

strong need for a focused investigation of leadership development implementation 

factors.  Schools can benefit by having leaders who move into principal roles who have 

knowledge of and can apply practices demonstrated by leaders from high performing 

schools.  New principals need to be prepared with the skills, priorities, and experiences to 

lead schools to high student performance.  
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The significance of this work will add to the body of knowledge in the area of 

leadership development programs which are facilitated by school districts.  The outcomes 

will serve to inform school districts who implement their own aspiring administrator’s 

process.  VanTuyle and Hunt (2013) declared, “There is no argument that well-prepared 

principals are important to school leadership that results in higher student performance” 

(p. 239).  Lawmakers increasingly hold principals accountable for student achievement, 

but principals’ ability to meet this challenge will rest on the expertise of the principals. 

(Spillane, White, & Stephan, 2009).  The study will provide the key components that 

represent the combined Denver Public Schools model as well as those practices that are 

priorities of the principals who lead high performing, high poverty schools. 

There are obstacles that inhibit quality leadership development from the 

university perspective.  The educational administration programs across the nation 

receive an overall poor rating with low admission standards (Levine, 2005).  

Additionally, many university programs are not connected with the applicable skills 

needed in the principal role “The typical course of study for the principalship has little to 

do with the job of being a principal” (Levine, 2005, p. 27).   

Conceptual Model 

The conceptual model for the District Led Aspiring Administrator Development 

Program (Figure 1) depicts the progression of an effective administrator’s preparation.  

This conceptual model was developed by the researcher based on the review of literature 

guiding this study.  
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Figure 1. District led aspiring administrator development program conceptual model. 

Description of the Model 

The research basis for the District Led Aspiring Administrator Development 

Program conceptual model is poised around the leadership capacities of principals which 

include setting direction, developing people, and redesigning the organization 

(Leithwood et al., 2005).  With this work aimed at developing in others those dimensions 

of effective principals, the conceptual model is centered with these effective principal 

practices.   

A district led program stems from the inputs from the school.  For this study, 

those school inputs begin with human capital, where it is essential to draw from existing 
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leaders who are familiar with the culture of the district and the community value system.  

Another school input is the financial resources available for sustaining a quality training 

schedule and resources.  The last school input includes district practices to guide the 

management and administrative processes for leading a school. These school inputs 

provide a vehicle for the progression of leadership development to move forward. 

There is a base criteria in Texas that must be met for an educator to become 

qualified to be a principal. The state criteria for principal eligibility includes obtaining a 

master’s degree from a university, completing three years of teaching and passing the 

state certification exam.  For this conceptual model, these criteria serve as a formal 

beginning source of administrator preparation.   

An intention of this work is to uphold the premise that a new school administrator 

will be more effective after participating in a district led program for aspiring 

administrators as compared to his or her effectiveness without the opportunity to 

participate in a district program. A district led aspiring administrator program should 

benefit student performance because it strengthens the capacity of aspiring 

administrators.  The factors of implementation for a district developed program for 

school leaders include the selection criteria for the participants, training structures for the 

program, mentors who are current school leaders, internship experiences, and partnering 

with universities.  The facets, incorporated into a district led aspiring administrator 

program could be instrumental in student performance gains at a school. 

The school outcomes for this conceptual model provide preparations for the 

reality that there is a recurring need for quality school leaders.  This model increases the 

likelihood that a district can develop a leadership pipeline from within the district culture.  
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In addition, the product of the program could be a more effective school principal.  

Finally, an effective school leader is likely to improve student performance. These are the 

school outcomes for the District Led Aspiring Administrator Development Program 

conceptual model. 

Definition of Terms 

Aspiring administrator / aspiring principal. An educator who has met the 

Texas qualifications and is certified to be eligible for employment as a school principal.  

Deficit thinking. Teachers and principals lower learning expectations for students 

of poverty because of their background.  

District developed / district led. These terms are used interchangeably as a 

training designed and facilitated by a school district.  For this study, these terms are 

associated with a district program designed to prepare teachers to become school 

administrators. 

Effective leadership / effective principal.  For this study, this term is used 

interchangeably to describe school leaders of high poverty schools who have facilitated 

high levels of student performance at their schools. 

High poverty school. This term describes a school where 76 to 100 percent of the 

students are identified as economically disadvantaged and qualify for the federal free or 

reduced lunch program (National Center for Education Statistics, 2010). 

High performing school / high levels of student performance.  This term 

classifies schools where their performance on Texas standardized tests includes student 

satisfactory rates that exceed 80% for their economically disadvantaged population.  
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Internship. This is a designed experience where a teacher who is aspiring to be a 

school administrator performs the duties of the school leader’s role.  The aspiring 

administrator is coached and guided by a practicing school administrator. 

Leadership. For purposes of this study, this term refers to the action or ability to 

lead other people (Merriam-Webster’s online dictionary, n.d.). 

Leadership pipeline. This term includes the intentional and planned work of a 

school district to prepare teachers and current administrators to advance to leadership 

roles as attrition occurs in the district.  

Mentor. This term describes an experienced school administrator works with an 

aspiring administrator or principal who is new in their role.  The experienced 

administrator instructs, guides, listens, and possibly evaluates the progress of the mentee. 

STAAR scores.  The phrase represents the State of Texas Assessment of 

Academic Readiness (STAAR) scores. For this study, the scores represent the Spring 

2015, third and fourth grade reading scores for each elementary in Texas. 

Assumptions 

The researcher sought information and collected data from interviews and surveys 

that was presumed to be shared truthfully in efforts to generate the best quality design for 

district-led aspiring administrator programs.  The intention that all participants in this 

study saw the value of answering all questions with straightforward, honest responses.  

Their responses add to the body of knowledge of district-led aspiring administrator 

program which will increase the leadership capacity and effectiveness of those new to 

roles in school leadership. 
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Delimitations 

Delimitations were used to obtain a greater focus of the study toward specific 

attributes identified by highly effective principals.  Survey and interview questions were 

inclusive of intentional efforts to impact student performance, school organization, school 

direction, and developing people.  The scope of the study lies within the delimitations of 

the study.  

Limitations 

The researcher notes identified limitations of the study.  Responses from 

participants serve as important information that will be gathered and analyzed.  The 

researcher will interpret the data through a lens that could be seen differently by other 

researchers.  In efforts to develop a more consistent, universal interpretation, the 

researcher will use audio recordings for all face-to-face interviews.  All interviews will be 

transcribed and coded to determine the emerging common themes.  

The researcher is seeking to apply the conceptual model for district led 

administrator development to his current district practice.  With a growing district, more 

leaders will be needed.  This perspective could make this scholarly approach to program 

development biased based on the current funding and human resources availability.  

Summary 

This study involves five chapters.  The first chapter provides the rationale for the 

study including the statement of the problem, purpose and significance of the study, and 

the conceptual model.  Also, this chapter includes definition of terms, the research 

question, assumptions, limitations and delimitations of the study.  In the second chapter, 
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different research perspectives surrounding the topics of effective elementary principals 

and district led aspiring administrator programs are shared in a review of the literature. 

The methodology of the study is described in Chapter III which includes the 

research design with data collection, the participants in the study and the data analysis.  

Appendix items will be listed as this work is finalized.  
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 

The researcher aims to contribute to the body of knowledge that furthers aspiring 

administrator preparedness to raise student performance levels in high poverty 

elementary schools.  This section begins with describing the background and status of 

educational accountability from a national and state perspective.  Since school principals 

are held to accountability standards that are placed externally by national and state 

lawmakers, this context is essential to the roles of school leadership.  This review of 

literature will then discuss the campus level aspects of the principalship and the impact of 

an effective principal.  Leadership theories have continued to evolve in the realm of the 

principal role.  A synthesis of leadership theories will be shared in this chapter to provide 

a framework that guides this study.   

National Status of Education Law and Policies 

President George W. Bush signed the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) into law 

on January 8, 2002. This law was the first major update to the Elementary and Secondary 

Education Act of 1965 (NCLB, 2002).  It was intended to improve student performance 

in America’s public schools.  NCLB established federal accountability standards for all 

states.  All states had to require reading and math learning objectives coupled with 

students being tested in Grades 3–8 and one grade in high school.  The test performance 

had to be disaggregated by subpopulations and English proficiency.  An annually 

increasing achievement marker called Adequate Yearly Progress set the minimum 

threshold that each school had to surpass.  If a school repeatedly failed to make progress 

above the threshold, then the school was subject to corrective action (NCLB, 2002). 
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Parents had the choice of moving their child from a continually underperforming 

school to a better public school under the new NCLB. Also, students who were attending 

a school that was identified as persistently dangerous would be allowed to change to a 

safe school.  NCLB placed a new requirement that all teachers within the state had to be 

highly qualified.  Reporting of multiple measures occurred in January of each year.  The 

report had to be distributed to the parents of all enrolled students. It included student 

performance charts and a campus label as either met or missed Adequate Yearly 

Progress.  The report also identified the percentage of teachers who were not highly 

qualified (NCLB, 2002).  The accountability associated with NCLB placed added 

pressure on the school principal.  Principals felt a burden of responsibility to address 

student academic performance at their campus.   

The threshold of minimum student performance under NCLB increased every 

year to the point in 2013-2014 where every student was expected to be at the proficiency 

level for their state test performance.  When that time period arrived, none of the states 

were able to meet the requirement (Klein, 2016).  Rather than implement the prepared 

sanctions, the Obama administration offered states waivers from the requirements of 

NCLB.  The flexibility allowed to states meant that they had to prepare students for post 

high school education and the workforce, prepare new assessments aligned to the rigors 

of higher education, and implement a teacher evaluation system that included student 

performance in its indicators (Klein, 2016).  

The Every Student Succeeds Act was signed by President Obama on December 

10, 2015 (Klein, 2016).  It will be fully implemented in the 2017-2018 school year.  

Although this new law continues to effort to improve America’s schools, it scales back 
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the specifics of how states can work toward improved outcomes. Annual testing must 

occur in the same grades as NCLB, but states can alter their accountability process.  

States must have goals addressing testing, English proficiency, graduation rates and 

closing achievement gaps.  States can choose their intervention strategies, but must 

address plans for the 5% lowest performing schools. States are lifted from the highly 

qualified teacher requirement and the student performance element of teacher 

evaluations.   

School Accountability in Texas 

Federal government edicts toward accountability coupled with increasing state 

accountability standards serve as a call for quality administrators to be prepared to lead 

schools to higher levels of student performance.  One of the Texas accountability reports 

is called the Texas Academic Performance Report, or TAPR (Texas Education Code, 

2015).  It reflects the percentage of students who reach a satisfactory scale score for each 

grade and subject area tested with a state assessment.  The TAPR report includes 

accumulated school and district test scores which are disaggregated across various 

categories.  The TAPR report is available to the general public and is often summarized 

in media and news articles.  School administrators refer to the TAPR and other data 

sources to prepare improvement plans because each comparison school has results based 

on the same assessments.   

The determination of whether a campus or district reaches a met standard rating is 

based on a weighting across four indexes. Index 1 is Student Achievement and reflects 

the combined scoring of all tests and all subject areas.  Index 2 is Student Progress and 

represents a measure for the amount of growth that each student has attained compared to 
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the previous year.  If a student meets the expectation for growth, then one point is given.  

For each student who exceeds the growth expectation, then another point is given.  Index 

3 is titled Closing Performance Gaps.  This index compares the economically 

disadvantaged students and the two lowest performing ethnic subgroups.  Schools receive 

points as the performance gap between these subgroups is reduced from the prior year to 

the current year. Index 4 is called Postsecondary Readiness.  Points in this index are 

derived from four categories.  They include the students who meet the satisfactory 

standard on two or more tests, the high school graduation rate, the rigor of the graduation 

plan that students are on, and points for students who have two advanced courses/dual 

credit and enrolled in a sequence of two or more career and technical education courses 

(Texas Education Agency, 2016).  For schools and districts, their rating of met standard 

or improvement required is derived from a combination of the index points.  The intent at 

the state level is to consider the areas of student growth, raising the lowest performing 

student groups, and postsecondary readiness as factors of school or district performance, 

which reach beyond the performance from one day of state assessments.  However, the 

resulting school rating system is a complicated system of formulas and statistics that the 

average parent cannot understand. 

Teacher Evaluation in Texas 

Most school districts in Texas have been evaluating teachers with the Professional 

Development Appraisal System, PDAS.  Texas Education Code Section 21.351 (1997) 

was the enactment of Senate Bill 1 in 1995 which called for the Texas Commissioner of 

Education to develop an appraisal system for Texas teachers.  This system was adopted 

for use by the Texas Education Agency in 1997 and has been in use by most districts 
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until the 2016-2017 school year.  The PDAS system covered eight domains and 

scheduled timelines for a teacher self-report, observation-eligible days, observation report 

window, and summative appraisal completion (Region 13 Education Service Center, 

2005).  According to TEC 21.351, the criteria for the teacher appraisals had to include the 

teachers’ implementation of discipline management procedures and the performance of 

the teachers’ students (1997).   The PDAS system only triggered professional 

development when a teacher was rated very low on multiple areas.  Basically, there was 

no requirement for a teacher who was average or above to receive guidance toward 

professional growth by the appraising principal.  However, student performance was a 

small portion of the overall scoring.   

The PDAS was the first teacher evaluation experience in Texas where principals 

were expected to help low performing teachers to improve through individual 

professional development plans.  In order to guide weak teachers, principals needed to be 

resourceful in the realm of quality instruction.   It was also the first instance where 

student performance results were a required portion of a teacher’s appraisal.   

During the fall of 2013, the Texas Education Agency (2014) convened a 

committee mostly of teachers to develop new criteria for teacher performance to serve as 

the basis for a new appraisal system.   The Texas Education Agency (TEA, 2015) felt the 

PDAS system had “drifted from its original intent and became a system focused more on 

compliance with rules.” (p. 2). The new teacher appraisal system, called Texas Teacher 

Evaluation and Support System, T-TESS, is designed as a growth model for teachers.  

This system measures teacher effectiveness in portions through observation 70%, goal-

setting and professional development 10%, and student growth 20% (TEA, 2014). An 
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increasing accountability measure on this teacher evaluation is student growth which 

bumped from less than 10% with PDAS up to 20% with the new system.   

The T-TESS process includes teacher self-assessment and goal-setting.  Early in 

the school year, principals are to conduct conferences with teachers to discuss their goals 

and design a professional development plan for each teacher to attain those goals. 

“Teachers have a say in and monitor their own goals and growth throughout the year with 

appraisers seeking to provide the support that teachers need to achieve their goals” (TEA, 

2015, p. 5).  Across the school year, teacher evaluation evidence is obtained through 

walk-throughs, a pre-observation conference, the observation of a lesson from the 

beginning to the end, and a post-observation conference. Prior to the end of the school 

year, the principal and each teacher meet for an end-of-year conference to go over the 

teacher’s progress toward achieving his or her goals.  

The T-TESS system demands a greater role of instructional leadership from the 

principal.  Through the regional service centers, the Texas Education Agency has 

prepared training for appraisers to build human capital on their campuses.  The 

professional development provides guidance for appraisers on pre-conferences, post-

conferences, scripting evidence during walk-throughs and observations, scoring the T-

TESS rubric and coaching teachers toward continued growth. The pendulum shift 

continues for the principal role.  The building manager role for a principal is less of a 

priority and the instructional coach role for teachers on a campus grows larger. 

Principal Evaluation in Texas 

The 82nd Texas Legislature produced Senate Bill 1383 in 2011.  The bill 

addressed the appraisal and professional development of public school principals.  
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Specifically, the bill, which became Texas Education Code 21.3541, directed the Texas 

Education Commissioner to work with national experts in the field of educational 

leadership to “establish standards and indicators of successful school leadership aligned 

with such training, appraisal, and professional development” (TPESS, 2016, p. 1).  The 

work was to result in a comprehensive appraisal system for public school principals in 

Texas. At least one of the national experts in school leadership was a group from McREL 

that included notable experts Marzano, Waters, and McNulty (TEA, 2014).  The Texas 

Principal Evaluation and Support System, TPESS, was designed from the results of a 

meta-analysis on school leadership. Marzano, Waters, and McNulty (2005) analyzed 69 

studies which included 2,802 schools, 14,000 teachers and 1.4 million students.  The 

results indicated that effective school leadership is associated with a 10 percentile-point 

gain in school achievement.  

Developed in the spring of 2014 and structured in a similar way as the T-TESS 

system.  TPESS is intended to be a growth model for principals.  This system measures 

principal effectiveness as 60% from the scoring rubric, goal-setting and professional 

development as 20%, and student growth counts as 20% of the overall rating (TPESS, 

2016). Under TPESS, a principal begins the school year by completing a self-assessment 

of the TPESS rubric and sets goals for the year.  Then, each principal collaborates with 

their appraiser during a formal goals conference.  During the school year, the appraiser 

and principal engage in ongoing collaborative dialog to share and collect evidence of 

growth.  A mid-year collaborative meeting with the principal and appraiser occurs to 

review the progress toward the principal’s goals. Finally, at the end of the school year, a 
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summative evaluation and conference occurs with the appraiser and principal discussing 

the scores of the TPESS rubric (TEA, 2014). 

The TPESS rubric consists of five standards which are identified as Instructional 

Leadership, Human Capital, Executive Leadership, School Culture, and Strategic 

Operations (TEA, 2014).  The rubric measures 21 total indicators within those five 

standards.  The indicators represent the leadership qualities that Marzano et al. (2005) 

found in their meta-analysis of effective school leaders. 

Demographic Trends in Texas 

Federal government actions and state government actions have resulted in greater 

accountability for student learning and progress, with the burden placed on the shoulders 

of teachers and administrators.  This is occurring while the state enrollment totals and 

student demographics are changing.  Table 1 shows the Texas school enrollment across a 

10-year period. 
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Table 1 

Enrollment Trends in Texas Schools 

Texas Public Schools Enrollment 

School Year Enrollment  Percent 

2004-2005      4,400,644    

2009-2010      4,847,844    

2014-2015      5,232,065    

Total Increase         831,421  18.90% 
 

The student enrollment in Texas Public Schools in the 2004-05 school year was 

4,400,644.  The enrollment ten years later had grown by 831,421 students or 18.9% 

(Texas Education Agency, 2016). The economically disadvantaged portion of the student 

population moved from 54.5% to 58.7%.  English Language Learners increased 2.6% and 

represented 18.1% of the student population.  Hispanics represented 52.0% of the 

population; a 7.3% growth over the 10-year period.  White students declined from 37.7% 

to 29.0%, or an 8.7% decrease.  At first glance, total enrollment growth might identify the 

need for more classroom space, more teachers, more campus administrators, and more 

funding.  However, there are more challenges as shown in Table 2. 
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Table 2 

Number and Percentage of Economically Disadvantaged Students in Texas Schools 

Enrollment of Economically Disadvantaged Students 

School Year 
Total Student 

Population in Texas 

Economically 
Disadvantaged 

Enrollment 

Percentage of 
Economically 
Disadvantaged 

Students 

2004–2005 4,400,644 2,397,700 54.5% 

2009–2010 4,847,844 2,853,177 58.9% 

2014–2015 5,232,065 3,073,300 58.7% 

10-Year Increase 831,421 675,600 28.2% 
 

The percentage of economically disadvantaged students from the 2004-05 school 

year to the 2014-15 school year changed from 54.5% to 58.7%. Furthermore, the increase 

in the number of students identified as economically disadvantaged 675,600 or 28.2% 

was greater than the increase in the overall Texas student population at 18.9% (Texas 

Education Agency, 2016).  The data indicates that Texas public school enrollment is 

continuing to grow.  Also, the growth of the students who are economically 

disadvantaged as a percent of the population is outpacing the overall percentage of 

student enrollment growth.  As Texas has grown in enrollment, the student population is 

becoming more economically disadvantaged.   

With the enrollment trends that have been described, what results are occurring 

with student performance?  If there are trends in student performance that reveal gaps 

among the subpopulations who are tested, then school leaders need to have an awareness 

of demographic trends on state assessments.   Current and aspiring administrators need to 

be able to address the specific needs of the demographics represented on their campus.  
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Table 3 includes the percentage of satisfactory, or passing rates of the reading portion of 

the State of Texas Assessment of Academic Readiness for Grades 3–7.  These results 

reflect the state testing from the spring semester in 2015. 

Table 3 

Performance of All Students Compared to Economically Disadvantaged Students 

State of Texas Assessment of Academic Readiness 
2014-2015 Reading Test Results 

  
All Students        

% Satisfactory 

Economically 
Disadvantaged       
% Satisfactory 

Performance 
Gap 

3rd Grade 77% 70% -7% 

4th Grade  74% 65% -9% 

5th Grade 87% 82% -5% 

6th Grade 77% 68% -9% 

7th Grade 76% 67% -9% 
 

The student subgroup that struggles the most with meeting performance measures 

is the economically disadvantaged students.  According to the Texas Education Agency, 

65% of students identified as economically disadvantaged in fourth grade reading met the 

satisfactory standard compared to the total fourth grade student population where 74% 

reached satisfactory performance level (2015).  The economically disadvantaged 

students, as a subgroup, were 9% below the fourth grade tested population.  The 

difference in third grade reading is 7%. In fifth grade reading, the gap is 5% difference.  

In both sixth and seventh grade reading, students of poverty scored 9% below the total 

population (Texas Education Agency, 2015). 
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Leadership Literature 

Principals use their skills to build capacity in teachers and develop structures to 

meet the needs of their children.  The University Minnesota and the University of 

Toronto teamed together during a six-year study to analyze data from 180 schools in nine 

states.  The researchers reported, “To date we have not found a single case of a school 

improving its student achievement record in the absence of talented leadership” (Wallace, 

2012, p. 3).  In a study of five secondary schools and six elementary schools, Bezzina 

(2012) considered how teachers and educational leaders understood a common moral 

purpose and kept the purpose at the forefront in bringing about change.  The study 

described moral purpose as a shared compelling belief that is collectively understood by 

both leaders and employees (Bezzina, 2012).  Moral purpose is one of the foundational 

pieces necessary for meaningful change in school environments.  A study which surveyed 

132 leaders and 407 employees determined that there was a correlation to leaders’ moral 

reasoning toward staff and employee perceptions of their leaders’ transformational and 

transactional leadership behaviors (Turner, Barling, Epitropaki, Butcher, & Milner, 

2002).  Similarly, in a study of 48 leaders and 222 employees, Tekleab, Sims, Seokhwa 

and Tesluk (2008) compared leader self-awareness and follower descriptions of leader 

behaviors.  The authors found that leaders who reflected a higher awareness of 

transformational leadership were also rated by staff as more effective.  Ratings are the 

opinions or perceptions of subordinates inside the organization in addition to the views of 

external constituents. 
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School Leader Efficacy 

Self-efficacy is an individual’s belief about their capability of successfully 

accomplishing a task (Bandura, 1991).  Leithwood, Strauss, and Anderson (2007) 

discussed the district’s role in contributing to a school leader’s sense of efficacy.  The 

authors contend that the district should articulate shared purposes where the priorities are 

instructional improvement and quality professional development.  These conditions are 

viewed by school leaders as affirming to their practice and these conditions improved 

leader self-efficacy (Leithwood et al., 2007).  Principals have a role in building their 

assistant principal’s self-efficacy, confidence and skills in facilitating instructional 

improvement on the campus (Barnett, Shoho, & Oleszewski, 2012).   

The ethical picture is presented due to the moral obligation to help every student 

reach high levels of learning. A study based on interviews with 31 principals was 

designed to gain understanding of the influence of district conditions – the focus on 

student learning and investment in instructional leadership – on school leader efficacy 

(Leithwood et al., 2007).   District efforts toward meaningful and timely professional 

development of school leaders proved to make a significant impact on the leaders’ self-

efficacy (Leithwood et al., 2007).  Then, to carry this result to the level of school staff, a 

leader who invests in developing teacher capacities will also build their confidence in 

performing their duties of improving student learning. 

Transformational Leadership 

Tekleab et al. (2008) defined transformational leadership as cultivating staff 

commitment to organizational objectives and influencing the culture to align followers 

with the leader’s vision. The context of transformational leadership gained traction in the 
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1990s.  Wolfram and Mohr (2009) studied 117 managers and 403 followers and found 

that transformational leadership correlated with team goal accomplishment and higher 

employee work satisfaction.  The impact of low levels of transformation leadership 

correlated with increased levels of work-related stress and a weakening in individual self-

efficacy (Wolfram & Mohr, 2009).  

Transformational leadership was determined to have a significant positive impact 

on the ethical climate of the workplace as viewed through the lens of the employees. In 

contrast, organizations have failed to develop leadership in areas directed toward growing 

the ethical conduct or ethical culture of employees.  Rather than managing ethical 

conduct through leadership strategies, business, industry and educational institutions 

opted for written ethical rules or guidelines to address employee behavior.  Bazerman and 

Tenbrunsel (2011) described the emergence of ethics programming in companies and 

other organizations.  It was becoming the norm for these groups to implement defined 

codes of ethics and employee programs to strengthen ethical conduct.  For example, in 

the Texas public schools, the state has a law identified as the Code of Ethics and standard 

Practices for Texas Educators. These plans are intended to raise the standard of ethical 

behavior. 

Teachers and leaders who internalize a shared moral purpose can bring about 

change that has depth and foundation (Bezzina, 2012).  Clear and intentional 

conversations develop a common language associated with a common purpose.  Day 

(2000) conducted a study of 12 successful leaders from the United Kingdom to seek 

consistent characteristics of their leader behaviors.  All leaders exemplified core personal 

values which were shared by the majority of the school learning community. These 
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leaders managed changes by integrating them into their shared values and moral purpose 

(Day, 2000).   

Leaders instigate change through effective transformational leadership.  The 

principals from a school district participated together in a professional learning 

community.  This collaborative effort initiated new styles of principal interactions with 

teachers back at their schools (Gerard, Bowyer, & Linn, 2010).  The result gave teachers 

more support in implementing a new curriculum at their school.  In another study, 

Hollingworth (2012) followed the leadership of a small high school that was attempting 

to implement a state initiative of targeted formative assessment strategies.  The study 

included the superintendent, principal and 38 high school teachers.  The principal was 

resourceful in obtaining funds, scheduling time for teacher collaboration and training on 

the initiative.  His actions strengthened the value of the initiative as it folded into the 

culture of the school.  Hollingworth (2012) concluded that “the professional learning 

communities could not exist without the administrative support of the innovation and 

change” (p. 377).  Both studies represent administrators using transformational 

leadership.   

Distributed Leadership 

Distributed leadership became part of the school leadership discourse beginning 

in the late 1990s and early 2000s.   The distributed perspective encompasses management 

and leadership in the teaching and learning aspects in schools (Diamond & Spillane, 

2016).  Attention is directed less at the individual actions of a leader and more focused on 

the interactions of leaders, followers, and their situation. Teachers were more open to be 

innovative in their instruction when their principal approaches tasks with a “collaborative 
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and inclusive spirit to the extent possible, and distribute responsibility and decision 

making while also eliciting input” (Hitt & Tucker, 2016). Shared instructional leadership 

combined with transformational leadership resulted in the construct of integrated 

leadership.  The two pieces of this construct result in increased student achievement 

(Waters et al., 2005). Distributed leadership research identified what leaders do, how they 

go about their practice, and why they choose to act and interact the way they do.   

Harris (2004) identified two studies which were both focused on successful 

leadership practices that are improving schools.  One of the studies that Harris referenced 

was the 1999 work of the National Association of Headteachers.  This project was a case 

study of 12 schools.  The research found that these effective leaders were collaborative in 

how they facilitated school achievement.  These leaders had focused goals.  They 

fostered relationships within and among the outside school community.  They utilized 

teacher professional development to raise student learning.  In addition to being a 

motivating and visible presence in the school, these leaders empowered their teachers to 

be leaders in their role (Harris, 2004).  

The second study which occurred in 2001 explored leaders of 10 schools who 

were working through challenges. Leaders in these schools reflected distributed 

leadership components through involving others in collaborative decision-making and 

problem-solving (Harris, 2004).  The schools exhibited shared leadership responsibility 

and encouraged teachers to lead initiatives. The results of both studies pointed to a leader 

empowering others to lead.   

Obstacles exist that limit distributed leadership such as a reluctance from staff to 

take on leadership responsibilities.  Teachers must have quality professional relationships 
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along with respect toward their colleagues to prevent any teacher from being estranged 

from the collaboration.  In addition, delegating authority is a risk to the building principal 

to have others make decisions of which the principal may not have first-hand knowledge 

(Harris, 2004).  To overcome these obstacles, principals design professional development 

where teachers collaborate and address problems of the lowest performing student 

groups.  Valencia (2010), in his review of high performing, high poverty schools, posits 

the principal’s empowerment of their staff to exercise professional decisions surrounding 

instruction and content is a way to build teacher capacity to accept responsibility for 

student learning and to make decisions.  

Distributed leadership engages the strengths and capabilities of teachers in the 

school.  It generates a collaborative approach to problem-solving.  This leadership style 

describes a principal as willing to delegate and take risks through the tool of 

empowerment.  This principal inspires and guides teachers to pursue the shared purpose 

for the school.  Distributed leadership generates a more collaborative community which 

grows teacher leaders, but it is lacking in its research-based connection to improved 

student performance (Harris, 2004). 

Challenging Deficit Thinking 

Successful student performance across a campus, for each student, is dependent 

on a school’s ability to meet the needs of an ethnically and economically diverse 

population.  The gap in achievement between students living in poverty compared to their 

non-poverty peers continues to grow (Hill-Jackson & Stafford-Johnson, 2016).  Urban 

areas, particularly, are seeing increased dropout rates and there are more occurrences of 

schools performing below average (Barnett et al., 2012).  Continuing, McKown and 
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Weinstein (2008) stated that educators possess a lower level of performance expectation 

for minority and low socioeconomic students.  In urban school districts, a greater portion 

of school principals are underprepared to facilitate reform with their faculty to raise the 

performance of impoverished students (Hill-Jackson & Stafford-Johnson, 2016). In his 

work with diverse student populations, Valencia (2010) described the term deficit 

thinking as the process of “blaming the victim” (p. xiv). The meaning of deficit thinking 

has broadened over time to encompass low academic performance among students from 

low socioeconomic backgrounds. The trend where poverty students are performing lower 

drives deficit thinkers to blame “the students, their culture, and their families for 

diminished academic success” (Valencia, 2010, p. xiv).  

Principals can reshape their teachers’ deficit thinking by providing experiences 

for teachers to use the deficit orientation to an advantage.  In a study of 8 white teachers 

from an urban school, McKenzie and Scheurich (2004) identified patterns of thinking that 

contribute to unequitable perceptions of student abilities.  McKenzie and Scheurich 

(2004) introduced the concept of equity traps with intentions for school leaders and 

administrator preparation programs to understand actions to improve success levels in 

economically and racially diverse schools. Leadership practices must be in place to 

dismantle the teachers’ deficit thinking toward students of poverty and students of color 

(Valencia, 2010).  Valencia (2010) continued, “School principals need to be aware of 

their own biases and learn how to lead schools that are diverse along SES and racial 

lines” (p. 135).   
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Culturally Responsive Leadership 

Presuming that educators are doing the best they know to do, these same 

educators have not been exposed to opportunities to become aware of and to value 

culturally responsive practices.  The research discourse surrounding principal training 

should focus on practices of high performing, high poverty schools when we view the 

evidence from the population trends in Texas.  This is the inducement for looking at the 

poverty lens and deficit thinking associated with leader development.  Khalifa, Gooden, 

and Davis (2016) stated that African American and Hispanic Latino students performed 

lower on multiple assessments where public schools are measured.  Additionally, the 

disciplinary incidents are greater among these subgroups indicating a lack of adaptation 

of the school cultures and creating student disengagement rather than building a climate 

to welcome student backgrounds and cultures (Khalifa et al., 2016).   

Culturally responsive leadership begins with selecting the best teachers who can 

raise performance levels for marginalized students.  Khalifa, Gooden, and Davis (2016) 

extend the importance of retaining great teachers through the role of effective leaders 

who “shape growth-enhancing climates” (Drago-Severson, 2012, p. 1) where these 

teachers continued to feel supported.  The principal is the key to renewing a culturally 

responsive learning community; inclusive of marginalized students and intentionally 

building relationships with members of the greater learning community beyond the walls 

of the school (Khalifa et al., 2016).  

Cultural responsiveness requires leaders to learn about each background culture 

they serve in their school.  Then, celebrate all cultures with intentional planning.  

Aspiring administrator preparation must develop an awareness and response to the 
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inequities that continue to be revealed in student performance data (Hill-Jackson & 

Stafford-Johnson, 2016).  Culturally responsive school leadership carries the moral and 

ethical responsibility to go beyond efforts to resist oppression, racism, marginalizing 

students in a preventive sense.  Rather, culturally responsive school leadership is the 

action of applying a leader’s understanding of an inclusive climate for all students, staff 

and the community. A leader makes culturally responsive practices operational as the 

norm in the daily school atmosphere (Khalifa et al., 2016). 

Leaders have to model a strong presence of ethical behavior and moral purpose to 

combat the effects of new laws and rules.  Through clear intentional communication of 

the organizational values, shared leadership can develop and reinforce the values. As the 

leader continues to exhibit quality ethical practice and vibrant communication of this 

message, the leader gains the followers’ attention (Brown, Trevino, & Harrison, 2005; 

Bezzina, 2012).   

Accountability causes educational leaders to become heavily goal oriented.  It 

pressures teachers to narrow the scope of their activities (Straw & Boettger, 1990); and 

sacrifices ethical actions and behavior (Bazerman & Tenbrunsel, 2011), in favor of 

meeting accountability cut scores.   

Assistant Principal as an Initial Administrative Role 

Teacher leaders and aspiring administrators must have the skills to address the 

needs of the diverse population to move their colleagues and their students to a high level 

of rigor.  Teachers who move into an assistant principal position have traditionally been 

responsible for school facility management, accounting for resources, and student 

discipline.  Barnett et al. (2012) conducted a study of two groups of assistant principals.  



Texas Tech University, Darryl Flusche, December 2017 
 

35 

One group had up to three years in the role and the other had three or more years as an 

assistant principal.  Often, the first administrative role beyond a teaching career is an 

assistant principal position (Barnett et al., 2012).  These researchers interpreted the 

results of their study as having implications for leadership preparation efforts.   

Aspiring Administrator Program Challenges 

The suggestions for aspiring leader programs included, “their ability to manage 

their time and organize priorities, resolve conflicts, and practice instructional leadership” 

(Barnett et al., 2012, p. 120). The assistant principal role should evolve and be 

repurposed to have a greater impact on the instructional domain and student performance 

(Barnett et al., 2012).  In his study of recently appointed administrators, Eller (2008) 

reported that approximately 50% of aspiring administrators who advanced to the 

principal role begin their position in schools that are performing below the standard.  In 

addition, 40% of new principals are employed in schools where more than half of the 

enrollment is economically disadvantaged (Eller, 2008). Robinson’s (2010) study placed 

a high value on maintaining and strengthening relationships with students, staff and 

parents as a preparation piece for aspiring administrators.  Developing abilities of 

effective instructional leadership, however, translates into greater returns in student 

learning.  Thus, principal preparation programs should engage participants in real world 

conditions to practice facilitating instructional improvements can occur (Robinson, 

2010).   Strategies offered by researchers to grow the instructional realm in new leaders 

involve walk-through opportunities followed by conferences with each teacher to provide 

feedback and analyze student performance data (Bloom, Castagna, Moir, & Warren, 

2005).   
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Principal Preparation Reform 

University programs meet the coursework criteria for an individual to meet 

regulatory requirements and be qualified or certified as a school administrator.  However, 

criticisms of leadership preparation programs indicate they are misaligned with the 

demands of the principal role in the school setting (Wallace, 2008, Barnett et al., 2012). 

University programs that prepare for state administrator qualifications are known to have 

low admission standards, lack emphasis on instructional leadership, are weak in 

integrating theory and practice, and sometimes have professors with limited, if any, 

experience in as a school leader (Levine, 2005; Davis, Darling-Hammond, LaPointe, 

Meyerson, & Orr, 2007). 

The preparation for aspiring principals is intended to fill their toolbox with a 

variety of skills which result in leading staff and students to high levels of student 

performance.  Fry, Bottoms, and O’Neill (2005) pointed out that there is a disconnect 

between university principal preparation programs and the skills needed as a practicing 

principal.  Levine (2005) agreed that university program lacked depth in curriculum 

content and the practical work experiences were limited. In a study of 60 training 

programs by the Southern Regional Education Board, the outcomes revealed a lack of 

relevant, practical application that would equip aspiring principals to facilitate school 

reform and ultimately student performance growth (Fry et al., 2005). In 2006, Smylie and 

Bennett indicated a void in the research to evaluate the effectiveness of aspiring 

administrator preparation, orientation, and professional learning as it relates to 

competence in the principal role. However, more recent research includes an array of 

components to be included in aspiring leader preparation efforts.  Barnett et al. (2012) 
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suggested that aspiring leaders should share the demands of school reform to improve 

their self-efficacy, improve the school climate, boost teacher morale and student 

performance.  Spillane, White, and Stephan (2009) conducted an empirical study of the 

actions and processes of veteran principals as compared to the actions of novice 

principals.  The study included 44 principals, which included 20 veteran and 24 

principals who were new to their role, and found statistically significant differences in 

how the experienced principals delved into scenarios toward solutions compared to the 

aspiring principals (Spillane et al., 2009). The experienced principals were more adept at 

both “interpreting problems and reflecting on their own actions” (Spillane et al., 2009, p. 

141).  This study would suggest that principal preparation efforts include a method to 

build capacity for new administrators to interpret problems through questions, critique 

and different perspectives.   

States Value Prepared Principals 

The Wallace Foundation (2012) reports that state governments and district 

energies toward having well-prepared principals is essential for school reform with 

improved instruction. The Illinois plan to build better school leaders involves intern 

experiences (VanTuyle & Hunt, 2013).  Districts partner with university in selecting and 

vetting aspiring leader candidates.  Principals who serve as mentors receive training to 

properly guide their intern.  The criteria to be a mentor included increased student 

performance at his or her school for two of the previous five years (VanTuyle & Hunt, 

2013).  

In Delaware, Iowa and Kentucky, the state has worked to align with district 

policies associated with principal preparation (Wallace, 2012).  More states including 
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Georgia, Florida, Louisiana, and Tennessee have directed university principal preparation 

programs to be more involved with student learning standards and instructional 

improvements (Wallace, 2012).  Legislatures in the states of New Mexico, Oklahoma, 

Oregon and Virginia have assigned committees to revamp their state leadership 

preparation programs (Cheney & Davis, 2011). These efforts provide clear indications 

that the state governments are placing greater value in the preparation experiences of 

aspiring school leaders.   

District-Led Preparation Programs 

Large districts including New York City, Boston, Chicago, Louisville, San Diego 

and Denver have either partnered with area universities or have developed their own 

aspiring administrator programs (Wallace, 2012).  The partnerships are linking the theory 

for school leadership with the practical application through district priorities and student 

needs. Thus, the districts have greater ownership of the plan and results of the training.   

Denver Public Schools began a systematic change in leader preparation in 2003 

by collaborating with the University of Denver.  Aspiring administrators participated in 

the daily activities of a school principal for mentee experiences (Gill, 2012).  The 

collaboratively developed program coursework and onsite experiences that were designed 

with input from administrators led schools that reached high levels of student 

performance with diverse populations (Korach, 2011).  This localized effort involved the 

school district and the university seeking to turn around low performing school by 

building skillsets in aspiring leaders.  
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Transformational leadership is the focus of the preparation work through the 

leader development programs in San Diego, New York City and Louisville. The Wallace 

Foundation (2012) reports that these preparation programs  

train the aspiring leader to coach teachers, plan appropriate professional 
development and use data to spot student needs. They prepare new leaders to 
communicate effectively within and beyond the school, build high expectations 
and use systems thinking to diagnose problems and arrive at workable solutions 
foster lifelong habits of teamwork, collegiality and collaborative learning, 
exemplary programs often group participants in “cohorts” that allow them to grow 
together, share experiences and support each other even after they are hired as 
leaders. (p. 9) 

The demographic trends in Texas were shared previously in this work.  

The population of economically disadvantaged students is advancing more 

quickly than the general population growth.  Also, the student population in Texas 

schools is more diverse across cultural backgrounds, languages and ethnicities.  

The legislative and state education agency efforts recognize the need to improve 

the practices of campus principals and classroom teachers.  This is evident 

through both new evaluation instruments which are designed to be goal and 

growth models.  In considering the big picture, each student’s needs should be 

addressed with a timely sense of urgency.  The ability of school leaders to have 

skills to shape academic environments, set high expectations, and build teacher 

capacity should be attempted through aspiring administrator development efforts.  

The best opportunity for students is to grow future principals with the skillsets 

before they are the campus principal.  The alternative is to place individuals in the 

principal position who are inadequately prepared, and grow them into great 

principals.  The time period of their growth is occurring while student needs are 

not being met.   
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Literature Review Summary 

The literature presented includes different perspectives of leadership.  The style or 

perhaps learned skill might be seen with the discourse on transformational and 

transactional leadership.  The leadership principles of ethical and moral behaviors are 

presented in the literature which offer the influence of a leader’s philosophical approach.  

The literature section on the topics of culturally responsive leadership and deficit thinking 

represent a view of actions that a school leader must put in place to impact diverse 

populations.  The next piece of this chapter introduced literature regarding leader 

development through partnerships.  Universities and school districts are reshaping their 

programs due to the increased understanding that a quality principal improves the 

chances of higher student achievement in high poverty schools.  The final piece of the 

literature review provides a bird’s eye view of aspiring administrator programs that are 

district led. The vectors that represent the topical areas of the literature review will 

converge on the results of the qualitative analysis of this study.  
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

Schools with populations that are predominantly economically disadvantaged tend 

to perform lower than schools with smaller portions of economically disadvantaged 

students.  High performing schools that also serve a large number of children from 

poverty are exceptions to the trend.  The work of the principals at these high performing, 

high poverty schools is the focus of this investigation.  To dissect the behaviors and 

actions of these principals in their environment involves entering their schools; seeing the 

atmosphere; understanding their basis for existing structures; and hearing the priorities 

communicated through the culture of the school.  A research design that involves the 

gathering of "non-numerical data such as observations, interviews, and other more 

discursive sources of information" is qualitative research (Gay & Airasian, 2000, p. 9).   

Qualitative research gives insight to the how and why of the phenomena and provide real-

life context to the study (Yin, 2011).  The researcher plans to examine how these 

principals execute their role in their natural setting.  

This section describes the research methods planned for this study, data collection 

procedures, and data analysis.  The researcher will apply a qualitative design for this 

work. This chapter describes how the safeguards of researcher bias, trustworthiness, 

transferability and confidentiality are to be accomplished.  The emerging themes that are 

revealed through the study will add to the body of knowledge for programs guiding 

administrator preparation. 
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Context of the Study 

An elementary school typically serves students beginning with five-year old 

kindergarten students and continuing to ten or eleven-year old children in fourth or fifth 

grade. Unless students attended a pre-school or pre-kindergarten program at the age of 

three or four, their elementary school experience is their initial step into an education 

setting. This school experience is also the initial exposure to the Texas Essential 

Knowledge and Skills that are expected by the State Board of Education, the Texas 

legislature and the Texas Education Agency. These governing bodies shape the 

parameters of content where teachers are to instruct and students are to learn.   

In the years from birth to age five, children across the state have a variety of life 

experiences.  Some children have experiences that align with and prepare them for the 

elementary education setting and curriculum.  They have foundational aspects of the 

school curriculum.  Other children have experiences prior to becoming school age that 

include less preparation for the expectations in school. The reality is children arrive on 

the doorstep of school with different backgrounds and life experiences.  Yet, once they 

are in school, students are all expected to learn and understand the same curriculum; to be 

at the same beginning level.   Every teacher and every principal pursues efforts for their 

students to be able to demonstrate mastery of the curriculum content.  The governing 

bodies in the state require an assessment to be administered to every third and fourth 

grade student to serve as a consistent accountability measure. This assessment determines 

how well a student, a teacher, and a school is performing compared to all students and 

schools in the state.   
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The focus of this research is the principal leadership of the elementary school.  

Specifically, the focus is on the leadership practices of principals whose schools are 

performing at high levels on state assessments. Economically disadvantaged students 

have a history of lower academic performance than their non-economically 

disadvantaged counterparts. Some schools are outperforming their demographic.  The 

evidence of the leadership practices in these schools can guide the direction of aspiring 

administrator programs.  

Khalifa, Gooden, and Davis (2016) identified four major strands of culturally 

responsive school leadership which are critical self-awareness, culturally responsive 

curricula and teacher preparation, culturally responsive and inclusive school 

environments, and engaging students and parents in community contexts. These four 

strands of culturally responsive leadership serve as the frame for the research of this 

study.  In a state where the demographics have become more diverse with a trend that 

appears to be continuing, culturally responsive leadership practices “have tremendous 

promise for children of color as well as minoritized children” (Khalifa et al., 2016, p. 25).   

The information for the study will come from practicing school principals in 

Texas elementary schools.  The list of Texas schools is narrowed by first identifying 

elementary schools where the economically disadvantaged population is greater than 

80%.  Then, the list is furthered narrowed by ranking these schools as a descending list 

from the highest performing schools based on their 2015 STAAR assessments for third 

grade reading and fourth grade reading results.  The researcher acknowledges that math is 

also assessed on STAAR, but chose to focus on reading results for this study. The 
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subgroup of schools will include principals with more than three years in their position.  

It is from this group of principals whom I hope to collect knowledge and data.  

Researcher Context and Framework 

I have served in the Texas education system in the capacity of a teacher, a 

principal of a low income school, a district elementary director, an assistant 

superintendent of curriculum and now as a district leader.  Serving as a principal, I began 

as a novice principal who learned on the job and over time how to impact the learning 

community surrounding an elementary school which served a high poverty population.  

My bias in this research is linked to my experience of how impactful a principal can be 

on the collective learning of teachers and students.  According to Leithwood, Seashore 

Louis, Anderson, and Wahlstrom (2005), empowering others generates a network of 

influence and furthers the understanding of the vision of a school.  I was fortunate in my 

experience to be part of a school where Leithwood et al.’s stance was emulated.  

However, the efficiency of reaching this leadership level took several years.  How can 

leadership development occur more effectively through administration preparation efforts 

to enable ready leaders to move into principal roles?  When I became a supervisor of 

principals, it was evident that the principals in the district had different strengths and 

styles.  There cannot be a cookie cutter approach to creating principal leaders, but from 

my perspective, there is a need for developing an understanding of quality leadership 

practices and an opportunity to cultivate these experiences as aspiring administrators.  

My focus and interest in district-led administrator preparation occurred after I 

participated on multiple interview committees to fill principal and assistant principal 

positions.  The interviews revealed a vast difference in the quality of the principals who 
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were retiring compared to the low level of leadership capacity in the applicants seeking 

the vacant position.  Again, I asked the question, how can leadership development occur 

more effectively through administration preparation efforts to enable ready leaders to 

move into principal roles?  In my current role as a leader in a growing district, I have 

heightened interest in investigating the successes where districts have developed their 

own school leader pipeline.  This work then hopes to be impactful in two areas.  First, to 

impact administrator preparation programs at the university level.  Second, this work 

hopes to impact the district-led aspiring administrator programs to build leaders from 

within an organization. 

Participant Selection 

The researcher consulted literature in books and journal articles about principal 

preparation programs at universities, district-led aspiring administrator efforts, school 

leadership theories, and principal characteristics of high performing schools.  The focus 

of this study is on high performing elementary schools in Texas and more specifically, 

successful schools who have a high percentage of economically disadvantaged students.  

The schools selected are in elementary due to the consistency of Texas state assessment 

measures in third grade reading and fourth grade reading across every public elementary 

school.  The researcher will use the data from the state assessments as the metric to 

identify schools which are performing at the higher levels.  Also for further participant 

selection, the Texas Education Agency (2015) provides demographic information about 

each school including the percentage of economically disadvantaged, or poverty, 

populations in each school’s enrollment.  After identifying high performing, high poverty 

schools, the researcher proposed to gather information from a subset of principals who 
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were serving as leaders in the identified schools for at least three years. For each school, 

student scores will be collected along with detail of each school’s performance through 

their index measures.  A profile will be created for each principal along with a description 

to provide context of the atmosphere where they perform their duties. The selected 

principals for this study have played an important role in the success of their students.  

The goal of the study is to capture through qualitative research the leadership actions and 

priorities which principals embrace at their high poverty campus.  These proven principal 

practices are the intended framework to incorporate and lead district-developed 

administrator training programs.  

Research Questions 

The conceptual framework of my study is guided by the literature on principal 

priorities of high performing, high poverty schools that are included in district-led 

aspiring administrator programs.  The literature study led to the research question: What 

are the training components of district-developed leadership programs that are also 

identified as priorities of principals of high performing, high poverty schools?  I then 

arrived at these possible research questions to guide this potential study:  

1.  What leadership actions would principals of these high poverty schools 

identify as impacting the high student performance?   

2.  Based on the priorities of principals in high performing, high poverty schools, 

what training should be included in a district-led aspiring administrators 

program? 
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Research Design 

“The questions that drive qualitative research are about the nature of the 

phenomenon, the meaning or understanding people construct regarding some 

phenomenon” (Merriam, 2015, p. 126).  Qualitative research draws most heavily from a 

constructivist worldview where the importance is focused on how people construct the 

meaning or understanding of a phenomenon. Qualitative research involves “discovery, 

description, meaning and understanding” (Merriam, 2015, p. 126).  A theoretical 

framework will provide the structure of the study.  The literature serves as the basis for 

concepts from which the framework is designed.   

The data gathered for the study will come from interviews with a subset of 

principals currently at high poverty, high performing elementary schools in Texas.  The 

interview structure which seems to be the best match for this study is the semi-structured 

or semi-standardized interview. Berg’s (2009) Qualitative Research Methods for the 

Social Sciences, commented on differences in the standardized and semi-standardized 

interview. Berg (2009) stated, “The major difference between these different interview 

structures is their degree of rigidity with regard to presentational structure” (p. 104). The 

use of more flexible questions, as opposed to questions being asked exactly the same 

each time may offer greater depths of information.  Also, the interviewer has the option 

to probe further in interviews between subjects, rather than a more structured interview 

where no additional questions could be added. Regarding the semi-standard interview, 

Berg (2009) described a semi-structured interview as involving “the implementation of a 

number of predetermined questions and special topics… interviewers are allowed 

freedom to digress; that is, the interviewers are permitted (in fact, expected) to probe far 
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beyond the answers to their prepared standardized questions” (2009, p. 107).  This semi 

structured interview design will enable the researcher to be flexible in the interview 

process in order to yield the most important information from each respondent. 

To discover how principals of high poverty schools facilitate high student 

performance, a qualitative method seemed to be the most appropriate design.  A 

qualitative study allows the researcher to discern how people construct meaning 

surrounding a phenomenon (Merriam, 2015).  I plan to interview principals to find out 

how they facilitate the learning community of their schools while learning about their 

work experiences. The qualitative research will produce information on what is said and 

what that could mean.  Keeping in mind the research question, the interviews will be 

transcribed and analyzed on an ongoing basis.  Qualitative research does not 

predetermine a specified number of participants. According to Merriam (2015), the 

interview process ends when there is no new information being revealed.   

Yin (2011) tells us in Qualitative Research from Start to Finish, that there are five 

features in qualitative research: 

1.  Studying the meanings of peoples’ lives under real world conditions; 

2.  Representing the views and perspectives of the people (participants) in the 

study; 

3.  Covering the contextual conditions within which people live; 

4.  Contributing insights into existing or emerging concepts that may help to 

explain human social behavior; 

5.  Striving to use multiple sources of evidence rather than relying on a single 

source alone.  
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Narrative research is a variation of qualitative research and Yin (2011) described 

this as constructing a narrative rendition of the findings from a real world setting and 

participants to accentuate a sense of “being there”.  Similarly, Denzin and Lincoln (2005) 

defined qualitative research as “multimethod in its focus, involving an interpretive, 

naturalistic approach to its subject matter” (2000, p. 2).  Based on the previous list from 

Yin (2011), this research design is appropriate for a qualitative methodology, with 

narrative variation. A list of competencies needed for meaningful qualitative research 

includes listening, knowing about your topic of study, asking good questions, caring 

about your data, and persevering (Yin, 2011). These competencies will be incorporated 

into this study. 

Qualitative methodology, with a narrative variation is best suited for this research 

project because the goal of the research is to determine what training components of 

district-developed leadership programs that are also identified as priorities by principals 

of high performing, high poverty schools. Creswell (2013) identified five components 

that should be included as part of a planned, well-conducted qualitative research study. 

These components are: (1) a clearly defined topic, (2) a well-stated research problem, (3) 

a literature review justifying the problem, (4) identification of gaps and deficiencies in 

the existing literature, and (5) a justification and rationale for why the problem is an 

important area of research (Creswell, 2013, p. 132). 

Data Collection  

The narrative approach is an interactive examination of one individual.  Individual 

interviews will be conducted with willing participants. The responses from each principal 

offer an indicative example of the experiences of many individuals.  Creswell (2013) 
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describes the writing structures embedded in the narrative approach as “dialogues or 

conversations” (p. 221).   Utilizing Creswell’s model, the researcher hopes to have 

respondents identify themes by telling their own story. The researcher will seek to 

understand the meaning, thoughts, and feelings of the participants through the narrative 

approach. The participants who are interviewed will serve as the subset of principals 

whose campus demographic is at least 80% economically disadvantaged and have state 

assessment performance above 80% in both third grade reading and fourth grade reading 

on the STAAR test. 

Interview Protocol  

The study will be conducted by using a semi-structured interview with 

participants who were selected because they are practicing public school principals. After 

interviewing the participants, the researcher will hand code the data into categories. Then, 

the researcher can identify common themes, phrases and statements made by the 

participants. The researcher will organize the comments into the research questions to 

better understand the priorities of these principals. Using the actual words of the 

participants, the researcher can offer recommendations for district-led administrator 

preparation programs.   

Data Analysis and Coding 

The data analysis process will be with describing the participants. The researcher 

will use descriptive statistics to describe the participants’ demographic data, such as but 

not limited to: sex, years of experience, years serving as the principal at their school. 

Following the demographic data, the next piece will include a comparative model. 

Interview transcriptions will be compared to see emerging themes. The benefit of 
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transcribing interviews is allowing the researcher to interact during the interview rather 

than being more attentive on writing notes and recording information. Transcribing and 

coding provides organization to the data.  Coding sorts and defines interview transcripts 

and relevant observation notes as part of the progressive process (Glesne, 2006).  The 

grouping, categorizing and organization of data pieces into patterns are part of the 

process of coding in determining meaning from the data (Gibbs, 2007).  A software tool 

may be used in the deconstruction of data. 

The next step is to evaluate information from the interviews.  The researcher will 

determine the emerging trends, complexities and commonalities. The outcome plans to be 

a quality description of foundational priorities that are present in the leadership actions of 

high performing, high poverty school principals. The data, according to Creswell (2013), 

represented a collection of “stories of personal experiences in the form of field texts such 

as interviews or conversations, retelling the stories based on narrative elements, rewriting 

the stories into a chronological sequence and incorporating the setting or place of the 

participants’ experiences” (p. 189).   In this narrative study, the researcher plans to 

analyze the data for the story the respondent has to tell, detailing turning points and 

epiphanies in the chronological order of events (Creswell, 2013). Creswell delineated the 

data analysis components by research approaches. He outlined the narrative approach as: 

• create and organize files for data,  

• read through text, make margin notes, form initial codes,  

• describes the story of objective set of experiences and place it in a chronology,  

• identify stories,  

• locate epiphanies, 
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• identify contextual materials,  

• interpret the larger meaning of the story, and  

• present narration focusing on processes, theories and unique and general 

features of the life. (2013, p. 190–191)  

The statements from the respondents will be categorized by the emerging themes.  The 

researcher hopes to identify trends and compare these findings to those components of 

the district-led administrator development programs such as the Denver Public Schools’ 

Richie Program for School Leaders.   

Dependability, Credibility, and Confirmability 

According to Walsh (2003), credibility refers to the accuracy of the data as it 

reflects what the participant has said or done.  Credibility poses the question of how 

aligned are the findings with the reality in the environment (Shenton, 2004). The 

transcription provides an account of the unfolding of events. This researcher’s intent is to 

provide an accurate reflection of the meaning ascertained from each interviewed 

participant.  Since the participants are the only individuals who can legitimately 

determine credibility of the results, the participants will receive the transcripts of their 

interview to review for accuracy and follow up comments.   

The researcher seeks to limit bias or data distortion to enable the results to be 

confirmed by other researchers.  The strategy proposed to increase confirmability 

involves the researcher documenting the procedures for checking and rechecking the data 

throughout the study.  The data analysis procedure will be examined as well to reduce the 

potential for bias.   



Texas Tech University, Darryl Flusche, December 2017 
 

53 

Dependability is the opportunity for another to replicate findings or repeat this 

study (Walsh, 2003).  The ability to duplicate conditions for another study cannot occur 

with complete accuracy.  This study intends to account for the changing context that 

occurs with organizational culture and environments.  The researcher will describe how 

he has arrived at data interpretations which will have led to his understanding of the 

phenomena (Auerbach & Silverstein, 2003).   

Trustworthiness and Transferability 

A pilot interview will be conducted with a non-participant to review the type of 

response generated by the proposed interview questions.  This will allow modification of 

the questions before involving the selected principals.  After the interview questions are 

finalized, each principal will be given a copy of the research questions.  The triangulation 

of gathering data from interviews, rechecking the process for data collection and 

providing the transcribed interviews to the participants for further comment will provide 

trustworthiness to the study.  

A record of time committed to the fieldwork along with the account of data 

gathering processes will be included as efforts to establish a trusted result from the study 

(Saldana, 2011).  Through this study, the researcher intends to be transparent about 

research processes and data analysis reviews.  It is difficult to predetermine results of the 

study as being transferable to other settings.  The intent with this study is to determine 

which patterns or themes emerge from practitioner interviews regarding their actions and 

priorities which result in high student performance.   These results are expected to be able 

to be transferred toward the professional development of aspiring elementary 

administrators.  The depth of the description of the phenomenon being studied should 
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allow the reader to have sufficient understanding in order to transfer the research report to 

their situation (Shenton, 2004). 

Confidentiality 

Qualitative research is designed to protect the identities of participants.  All 

participants, schools and resulting data will have actual names and places will be referred 

to through the use of pseudonyms.  Data specifics from participants will only be available 

to the researcher and that individual participant.   

Limitations 

There are identified limitations of the study.  The study participants reflect a 

sample of all principals who lead high performing, high poverty schools.  Generalizing 

the sample responses to all principals of this subcategory may not be accurate in every 

situation.  Participants will be interviewed and their responses will be gathered and 

analyzed.  The lens of experiences and scholarly study used by the researcher could be 

seen differently by other researchers.  Audio recordings will be employed to improve the 

consistent, universal interpretation of face-to-face interviews.   

Summary 

School principals who are able to facilitate and influence student achievement that 

reaches beyond their demographic population serve as the focus for this study.  The 

qualitative research framework gives an in-depth view of these practitioners in their 

school environment.  The goal of this study is to gain insights from the behaviors and 

actions demonstrated by this select group of high performing principals amidst the 

traditionally challenging populations they serve.  By having an understanding of these 

leaders and how they work, recommendations can be offered for university preparation 
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programs and for district developed leadership pipelines.  This research study plans to use 

semi-structured interviews as a method of inquiry to gain interpretive data about the 

principalship in high performing, high poverty schools.   

The findings of this research study will be analyzed through coding, grouping, 

categorizing and determining themes.  Data elements will be checked and rechecked with 

participants having opportunities to provide additional comment on their own interview 

transcripts.  The qualitative research method will provide a rich reflection of these 

principals in the context of their work as leader practitioners in high poverty, high 

performing schools.   
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CHAPTER IV 

RESULTS 

This study explored leadership practices of principals of high performing, high 

poverty elementary schools in Texas.  This investigation is a qualitative, narrative study 

which included five elementary principals in Texas.  The data for this study is gathered 

from the stories of the participants through interactive interviews. The research questions 

for this study were: 

1. What leadership actions would principals of these high poverty schools 

identify as impacting the high student performance?   

2. Based on the priorities of principals in high performing, high poverty schools, 

what training should be included in a district-led aspiring administrators 

program? 

After an introduction to the chapter and review of the study, the chapter begins 

with the context of the study. The researcher’s purpose in pursuing this project is the 

explained along with a description of elementary school performance in Texas according 

to the STAAR test, and the performance of elementary schools with increasing 

populations of students who are eligible for the free or reduced lunch program.  Schools 

who met the researcher’s criteria as a high performing, high poverty school for this study 

will be noted.  The next piece of this chapter is a description of each participating 

principal and their school.  The data gathered from conducting individual conversations 

using a semi-structured interview protocol will be shared. The final section of this chapter 

will include an overview of the data analysis and a summary of the findings.   
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Context of the Study 

The intent of this study was to investigate the leadership actions of principals in 

elementary schools who have high levels of poverty and still reach high student 

performance levels on the Texas STAAR test.  The pursuit of this research is to identify 

the leadership priorities of these principals and duplicate those priorities as the essential 

components of district-led aspiring administrator programs.  By understanding the 

leadership actions of principals whose schools reach high performance with traditionally 

challenging populations, then administrator preparation programs could harness the 

skillsets and apply these efforts in training future principals.  The first step was to 

determine the highest performing elementary schools with the highest portion of students 

on the free or reduced lunch program.  The demographic data for every elementary in 

Texas was obtained and the student academic performance was gathered from the Texas 

Education Agency (2015).  The researcher used the results from the STAAR test for the 

student performance component to identify target schools.  The STAAR test is a 

consistent measure across all elementary schools in the state.  The administration of the 

STAAR test; the scoring of each student’s exam; the subpopulation identification criteria; 

and the reporting of results are consistent from one elementary school to the next (Texas 

Education Agency, 2015).  In the state, there are 4,156 schools for which the Texas 

Education Agency (2015) could produce reports for the reading STAAR test results for 

both third grade and fourth grade students.   Figure 2 displays the combined Spring 2015 

third and fourth grade reading percent satisfactory matched with the percentage of 

students identified as economically disadvantaged.  
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Figure 2. 3rd & 4th Grade STAAR Reading satisfactory levels of all Texas elementary 
schools. 

With these measures, the researcher selected schools with a minimum of 80% of 

their population identified as economically disadvantaged.  This revealed 1,523 schools 

having a poverty population of 80% or higher.  Next, this subgroup was furthered queried 

to rank those schools according to their third and fourth grade reading results.  Only 

schools scoring above 80% satisfactory were included in the group.  The schools who 

reached this student performance bar numbered 129.  The resulting subset of schools 

represent those populations were 80% of students are economically disadvantaged or 

higher and whose third and fourth grade reading performance was 80% satisfactory or 

higher.  This subset of schools, which is 3.1% of all schools with third and fourth grade 

results, became the focus for principal participation. Figure 3 displays the combined 
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Spring 2015 third and fourth grade reading satisfactory levels along with the percentage 

of poverty level students for the five schools whose principals participated in the study. 

 

Figure 3. 3rd & 4th Grade STAAR Reading satisfactory levels of participant schools. 

Descriptive Data for Participants 

The five principals who participated in the study were employed in their role 

leading high performing, high poverty elementary schools during year of defined success: 

2014-2015.  These principals were still in their role at the same school at the time of the 

study:  2016-2017. Pseudonyms are used for the five principal participants and the names 

of their schools to ensure confidentiality and anonymity.  The participants’ years of 

experience as a campus principal ranged from 3 to 25 years.  The prior experience as an 

assistant principal was 1 to 7 years.  One participant served as principal at other 
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elementary schools and the high school in her district.  The other four principals’ 

experience was strictly in elementary schools.  All participants were female.  All of the 

participants had experience as an assistant principal. Their years of experience as 

principal of their current school had a minimum of 3 years and a maximum of 9 years.  

The five schools were not from the same areas in the state. Table 4 identifies the assistant 

principal experience and principal experience of the participating principals. 

Table 4 

Administrative Experience of the Principal Participants 

Principal 
Elementary 

School 

Years of 
Assistant 
Principal 

Experience 

Years of 
Principal 

Experience 

Years as 
Principal in 

Current 
School 

Anna Perez Elm 1 4 4 

Teresa Manning Oak 7 3 3 

Nita Moreno Pine 3 9 9 

Renee Garcia Willow 6 25 6 

Cathy Watson Cedar 7 3 3 
 

Most of the principals took different paths to be the principal in their current 

school.  One principal accounted for all of her experience at the same school.  She began 

as a first year teacher in the same school that she is now principal.  Another principal was 

an assistant principal in the same district, but at a different school, before moving to her 

current principal position.  Two principals were assistant principals in other districts 

before they were selected to be principals at their current school.  Finally, the most 

experienced principal served as principal at three elementary schools and a high school 

before moving to the principal role at her current school – all in the same district. There 
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are variations in the paths that these individuals took to become a school principal. From 

these different backgrounds, all of these principals have led high poverty schools to 

become high performing schools.  

Descriptive Data for Participants’ Schools 

 The schools which are led by these principals were common in their levels of 

poverty with all schools having an economically disadvantaged population over 84%. 

The schools were high performing with Spring 2015 third grade reading scores ranging 

from 91% to 97% satisfactory on the STAAR Reading test.  An individual student 

reaches a satisfactory score by answering 50% of the questions correctly for this 

particular test. The Spring 2015 fourth grade reading performance on STAAR spans 80% 

to 99% satisfactory for these five schools.  A satisfactory score for a student is 53% on 

fourth grade reading test in 2015.  

The differences among school enrollment ranges from the smallest school at 277 

students to the largest school at 581 students.  The largest school has grade levels from 

pre-kindergarten to fifth grade students.   Two of the smaller schools serve pre-

kindergarten thru fourth grade and two of the schools serve kindergarten thru fourth 

grade students. The smallest school, Oak Elementary, does not have an assistant 

principal.  The other schools have one assistant principal who is full-time on the campus. 

Table 5 shows the comparison among the five schools whose principals participated in 

the study.  
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Table 5 

School Profile 

Principal School 

Campus 
Grade 
Levels 

Number 
of 

Students 

Economically 
Disadvantaged 

Percent 

3rd Grade 
Reading         

% Satisfactory 

4th Grade 
Reading        

% Satisfactory 

Anna Perez Elm K-4 437 89.2% 95% 80% 

Teresa Manning Oak K-4 277 87.0% 94% 84% 

Nita Moreno Pine PK-4 374 90.6% 97% 95% 

Renee Garcia Willow PK-4 422 84.8% 96% 99% 

Cathy Watson Cedar PK-5 581 88.0% 91% 95% 
 

Data Analysis 

This study utilized semi-structured, open-ended questions prepared to extract as 

much information as possible in order to identify the leadership practices that the 

participants embrace in reaching high levels of student performance.  A considerable 

amount of planning went into the design of the questions.  The question development was 

intended to draw a sense of priority or importance that each principal viewed as it related 

to their organizational and leadership responsibilities.  Following initial contact and 

obtaining a consent to participate from each principal, dates and times were scheduled for 

the interviews with each principal.  Semi-structured interviews were conducted using the 

carefully prepared questions to draw findings from their leadership actions.  Each 

interview lasted 25-50 minutes.  Every interview was digitally recorded and later 

transcribed by the researcher.  The qualitative data gathered during these interviews was 

transcribed verbatim to ensure an accurate report.   
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The participants checked over their interview transcripts in order to validate the 

data obtained during these qualitative interview sessions.  Each participant received the 

transcribed interview and was asked to review it for accuracy.  Individual confirmations 

were received from each of the participating principals.  Following the validity review of 

the transcriptions, the data from the interviews allowed the researcher to look for 

common elements and trends.   The transcribed interviews served as the source of the 

data to be analyzed regarding the principal’s account of the high student performance in 

their schools.   

The data from the transcriptions were coded into categories. This process of 

coding the data generates definition and meaning from the data (Gibbs, 2007).  Grouping 

or categorizing organizes the data pieces into patterns.  The result is a description of the 

foundational priorities that are present in the leadership actions of principals of high 

performing, high poverty schools.  The questions from the interview provided 

interpretation for the researcher to determine preset categories for coding.  When the 

hand-coding of the data into categories was completed, the researcher identified emerging 

themes.  The emerging themes were then associated with the research questions for this 

work. 

Participants 

This section of the study provides a leadership profile of each participant as it 

relates to their sense or priority actions and behaviors in their principal position.  A 

summary of the participant’s leadership experiences is included in this chapter’s 

descriptive data for participants.  The profiles of the participants do not include their 

student performance or the demographic of their schools.  All of the schools are over 
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80% economically disadvantaged and the reading performance of all schools is 80% or 

higher in third and fourth grade reading.     

Anna Perez 

Anna Perez has been at the same school for her full career of 14 years.  She began 

her teaching career at Elm Elementary.  She taught for nine years before serving one year 

as the assistant principal of the school.  Following that year as assistant principal, she 

became principal and has completed her fourth year in that role.  Across her time at the 

school, she has seen the culture and climate transform from a low income, low 

performing school.  Mrs. Perez described early years at Elm as a “toxic environment” 

until a new principal modeled a student-focused mentality.  After that principal retired, 

Mrs. Perez, now as principal, spoke about her effort to continue the transformed culture.  

Every morning, every student gets a handshake, hug, or high five which is evident of the 

relationships between teachers and students. Mrs. Perez sets the expectation of “when 

we’re here, we are here for the children.” 

Mrs. Perez describes her role as principal as setting the vision for the school and 

involving the staff in sharing that vision.  She creates opportunities to build leadership 

among the staff and with various teacher teams.  She mentioned that an important 

component is clear communication about student learning and where students need to be 

at the end of the year. Mrs. Perez feels she must model and communicate what the 

expectations are and continually revisit the expectations.  She does this by asking 

teachers who are modeling the expectation to share this with their peers.  She mentioned 

that she will often video a teacher demonstrating an effective strategy in the classroom 

during a walkthrough.  This video is then shared at a faculty meeting or grade level 
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meeting to highlight this teacher modeling quality instruction.  She talks about systems 

and expectations in grade level meetings with teachers.  These small group teacher 

meetings may include a training component modeled by a teacher, or the team unpacking 

the standards and the learning objective, and planning engaging learning activities.  There 

is a system of grade level meetings, planned teacher training pieces, data reviews, lesson 

planning, and monthly vertical team meetings. Mrs. Perez states that the systems are in 

place ease the job of teachers in meeting the campus expectations.   

A system is in place to monitor and track student performance.  Mrs. Perez has 

organized each grade with a data board based on the learning objectives.  Each student 

has a card with their picture on it placed on the board according to their level of 

performance on a standard. This allows teachers to identify which students need 

individual learning plans for areas of struggle.  In addition, every three to four weeks, 

Mrs. Perez holds data meetings with individual teachers. The first data meeting is about 

the teacher’s relationship with each student.  During this meeting, Mrs. Perez asks each 

teacher questions such as: what can you tell me about this child, what’s their favorite 

activity, who is their friend here at school, what are their struggles at school, and what’s 

their home life like.  The other meetings with individual teachers during the year involve 

questions such as: what learning objectives did you cover the past three weeks, did your 

students struggle, where do you need more support with lesson planning or finding 

resources, and what teacher modeling could you benefit from. Mrs. Perez holds each 

teacher responsible for how the learning objective was taught and measured.   

Despite the focus on student performance data, Mrs. Perez lists the teacher 

relationships with students, with parents, and with colleagues as a non-negotiable practice 
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at Elm Elementary. Her other non-negotiable practice is that all classrooms will have 

interactive learning experiences with students engaged while collaborating with other 

students and the teacher.  The priorities for a new teacher joining the team include 

cooperative learning skills, differentiated instruction strategies, and formative assessment 

tools for content acquisition.  For the classroom environment, new teachers are expected 

to apply training in classroom management techniques, positive behavior support, 

response to intervention strategies, and technology proficiencies. 

Elm Elementary had a weak principal during the early part of Mrs. Perez’s 

teaching career.  During this time, she states she learned what not to do. This principal 

was followed by a high quality principal who transformed the school culture and Mrs. 

Perez learned about the priorities of a quality principal from this example.  Mrs. Perez 

states that she learned by observing how the principal spoke with parents and teachers; 

and how this principal kept students as the focus of all conversations.  This principal 

visited every classroom as the first thing every morning to acknowledge each teacher and 

tell them, “Good morning.” Mrs. Perez shared that she also learned her skills from the 

district’s encouraging administrators to shadow and observe each other.  She gains more 

knowledge from continual reading in efforts to be a better principal.  

Her time is spent in scheduled team meetings with teachers each week, or data 

meetings with teachers, or in classrooms for most of each day.  Her schedule of 

classroom visits includes TTESS walkthroughs where some are documented.  She notes 

that during classroom visits, she is look for learning objectives and interactive learning 

opportunities for students.  On some days, she states that she is observing the 
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relationships that teachers have with their students.  She shared that relationships are a 

priority at the school as long as the staff know they are responsible for this area.  

Mrs. Perez noted two challenges during the interview.  One is the lack of 

experience of the children entering school for the first time – they’ve never held a pencil 

or crayon in their hand.  The other challenge is getting parents involved when a language 

barrier is present.  She mentioned numerous evening activities and events during the day 

to make parents feel welcome and become involved in ways to help their child’s learning 

at home.  Mrs. Perez is a model of dedication for her staff. She typically arrives at school 

at 7am and seldom leaves before 5:30pm.  She is married and has four children ranging 

from a toddler to a teenager. 

Teresa Manning 

Teresa Manning is the principal of Oak Elementary.  She has been principal at 

this school for three years.  Prior to coming to Oak, she was an assistant principal for 

seven years in another district. Mrs. Manning fosters a culture in her school where every 

child is respected and acknowledged for their uniqueness when they walk in the school 

door.  Also, she feels that every child should have equitable opportunities to learn.  Mrs. 

Manning builds on this vision by developing her staff and growing them as professionals.   

Mrs. Manning attributes her best preparation for being a principal to a training 

focused on coaching for high performance.  She describes the three-level course as a 

leadership training guiding school administrators to impact the organizational culture and 

student achievement. She had opportunities to learn from really good principal role 

models.  She noticed how they interacted with people in different situations.  She learned 

from the mistakes of a weak principal.  She also learned to interact with other quality 
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leaders to become a better leader herself.  In addition to being able to watch and learn 

from the principal as an assistant principal, she states that the training series best prepared 

her to lead a school to high levels of performance.  

Mrs. Manning spends about half of each school day as an instructional leader – 

observing in classrooms, guiding teacher teams, or helping with instructional resources.  

She spends about one-third of each day on administrative responsibilities including 

reports and required documents.  The remaining part of the day she identified with parent 

communication and some discipline.  When identifying her most important contribution 

to her school’s high student performance, she felt her role in coaching each teacher 

toward the school’s vision.  She accomplishes this by frequently referring teachers back 

to the school expectations and to the campus improvement plan goals.  Teachers are in 

tune to what is expected through the weekly monitoring and progress checks to see how 

the school is meeting the goals.  

Student performance is monitored through a systematic process.  Mrs. Manning 

meets with each team once per week.  Any concerns teachers have about their students 

are discussed and plans are prepared to address the concern.  Every three weeks, Mrs. 

Manning holds a students-of-concern meeting to discuss more detailed intervention plans, 

formative assessments and target areas for the upcoming time period. She also holds 

teacher meetings each six to nine weeks to discuss high performing students to monitor 

their growth.  

Mrs. Manning holds her teachers responsible for every student’s academic growth 

in their respective classrooms.  She stated no tolerance for excuses or blaming someone 

else if a student in their classroom is struggling.  Teachers are expected to build mutual 
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trust and respect with each student.  Finally, she states that it is each teacher’s job to find 

what inspires and motivates every student.  She summarized this piece as “no slacking.” 

Although she places responsibility on the teacher’s shoulders, Mrs. Manning is a coach 

and support to help the teacher be successful.   

A new teacher entering Oak Elementary is expected to implement interactive 

hands-on student experiences, cooperative learning skills, formative assessment, 

technology proficiencies in the classroom.  Mrs. Manning feels that these tools are non-

negotiable in developing high student achievement levels.  As a school community, Mrs. 

Manning tries to create enough extra-curricular clubs for every student to participate in 

some area of interest.  Along with academic recognitions, the accomplishments in a club 

is another opportunity to recognize student successes nine-week celebration assemblies. 

Mrs. Manning shared that her school building is the oldest school in her district.  

Parents, grandparents and great-grandparents in the community went to her school.  

There is a strong sense of family and a connected pride due to the heritage of Oak 

Elementary.  Mrs. Manning creates opportunities for parents to be involved in various 

family nights across the year to engage parents in the student learning activities.  One of 

the challenges she mentioned is managing the stress and emotion of teachers due to the 

high standards that the school is maintaining.  The school is bound to the community and 

the staff feel an expectation to perform at high levels.   

Nita Moreno 

Nita Morena has nine years of experience as a principal, which has occurred at 

her current campus, Pine Elementary.  Before becoming principal at Pine, she was an 

assistant principal for three years at a different high poverty, and perennially high 
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performing school. Mrs. Moreno sees herself as a transformational leader who involves 

the team in setting and tracking the progress toward specific goals.  With a goals-driven 

focus, the atmosphere of Pine Elementary is a family feel surrounded by positive, caring 

staff members.  Much of her work is creating and enabling systems and processes for 

various school and academic functions.   

Mrs. Moreno gained the most experience by having a high quality role model and 

mentor while she was an assistant principal.  From that experience she brought priorities 

to her role as a principal.  Her day is spent conducting classroom walkthroughs, being 

visible and present at duty areas before and after school and during lunch.  She fosters a 

team approach with her staff that she contends builds trust in her decisions.  Her office 

and administrative work is completed after students are dismissed for the day.  She has a 

system for attending grade level meetings each week.  During the meeting, assessment 

results are reviewed to identify trends and concerns.  A plan of action is created with each 

team after each six week’s assessment and benchmark to identify academic weaknesses.  

Students of concern are on a target list for specific interventions.  Parent conference or 

home visits with parents occur for those students who are struggling academically.  The 

intervention system is very nimble as Mrs. Moreno stated that within the instructional 

day, interventions and after school tutorials will be adjusted based on data from item 

analysis from recent assessments.  Mrs. Moreno states that when a teacher is struggling 

with an instructional strategy, she will teacher the lessons to provide a model for the 

classroom teacher.  Just as she learned from a top role model, she in turn is demonstrating 

for teachers in her school. 
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Mrs. Moreno identified two areas as priorities for professional development of 

teachers who are new to Pine Elementary.  One area is classroom management.  She 

emphasized the importance of procedures and routines to manage the classroom 

environment.  Secondly, new teachers to Pine must implement differentiated instruction 

strategies.  The school population has a large portion of students from non-English 

speaking homes.  Teachers must implement differentiated instruction strategies for better 

content acquisition while students are learning the language. In efforts to provide further 

supports for students, the staff all participate in an adopt a student program.  Each staff 

member serves as a mentor for students who are struggling academically.  It promotes the 

message that all staff are responsible for all of the students at Pine Elementary.  

Mrs. Moreno recognizes staff and promotes a family atmosphere.  She does an 

employee spot light each week’s staff bulletin when a teacher has done something 

extraordinary.  Also, staff are recognized on a staff shout out bulletin board in the front 

office.  Any employee can recognize another employee for their work and efforts.  These 

opportunities are unifying in the staff and boost a positive atmosphere for the school. 

Parents are valued as members of the team working for each child’s success at 

Pine.  Mrs. Moreno holds teachers responsible for keeping a log of face-to-face meetings 

with parents.  This type of parent contact has proven more productive in keeping parents 

informed of their child’s progress and possible struggles.  The in-person meetings as well 

as written parent notices are efforts to be sure parents feel valued and stay informed about 

their child and events at the school.  
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Renee Garcia 

Renee Garcia opened Willow Elementary as the principal six years ago.  Prior to 

serving this school as principal, she was an assistant principal for six years, she opened 

two other elementary schools as their first principal and she has served as the high school 

principal.  All of these roles have been in the same school district.  She has been in 

principal positions for a combined 25 years.  Mrs. Garcia has been in district leadership 

positions as a Language Arts Coordinator for two years and four years as Assistant 

Superintendent for Secondary Schools.   

Mrs. Garcia describes her school as having a positive climate where teachers 

really work together as a team.  Parents are on the same page as the school regarding 

expectations and the kids are excited about coming to school.  She says this enthusiasm 

“feeds the teachers.” Willow Elementary has a tradition and reputation of wanting to be 

the best and competing to be the best. An annual school theme and decorations generate 

pride and unity of the staff.  This serves as a motivator for both staff and students.  Her 

leadership is collaborative with a desire to gain input from those around her.  However, 

she sets guidelines for the staff and stresses the importance of staff knowing her 

expectations for the school.  

Educators often have parents who were teachers or administrators.  In Mrs. 

Garcia’s case, her mother was a principal for 40 years.  She credits her mother has her 

first mentor in education.  In addition, Mrs. Garcia shared that she was “fortunate to work 

under awesome principals…and learn what to do and what not to do.” She continues to 

grow through lots of reading and seeing what other schools are doing to be successful.  

She continually seeks to be more effective.   
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Mrs. Garcia places classroom observations as a high priority during the school 

day.  She spends the majority of her time in classrooms.  During walkthroughs, she looks 

at how teachers teach, how students are learning and what they are understanding.  Other 

parts of the day are spent visiting with parents if their child is below standard 

academically or she may be supporting a teacher with a discipline issue.  At the 

beginning of each school year, she meets with the teachers and discusses profile sheets 

for each student.  The profile includes the student demographic background and academic 

history.  Mrs. Garcia states to her teachers, “The first thing that you need to know is your 

student population and that’s the most important thing.” She also requires that teachers 

meet with every parent at the beginning, middle and end of the school year.  The meeting 

is to discuss progress, weaknesses and reinforce open communication with the parent.  

The meetings also help the teachers to know what the expectations of the school 

community are.  

Student progress is monitored from classroom observations and from regular 

assessments.  “We test every Friday with a TEKS assessment in each of the different 

subject areas.” The following Tuesday, Mrs. Garcia meets with teachers to review the 

assessment reports. She poses questions such as what caused this teacher’s class to be 

higher than the others; how did this teacher teach is differently; what resources did you 

use for this concept. Mrs. Garcia stated that she makes sure that teachers know their kids 

– what they’re not mastering and how to loop and spiral objectives into the next week’s 

lesson.  She maintains consistent high expectations and it is imperative that all of her 

teachers have high expectations.  “If they don’t have a will to succeed then they’re not 

going to fit in with our campus.”  Another non-negotiable for Willow Elementary is each 
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teacher must be able to communicate effectively with parents. Finally, all teachers must 

have a quality work ethic – be on time, be efficient, complete tasks correctly the first 

time, and take pride in their work.  

Each participant was asked about their priority for professional development of 

teachers who are new to the campus.  Mrs. Garcia placed classroom management rules 

and routines at the top of the list.  She referenced Wong and Wong (1998) as a resource 

for teachers new to her school. Secondly, teachers need to be trained on the TEKS stating 

that teachers have to know the grade level expectations so they can prepare lessons at the 

right level.  Differentiated instructional strategies was next on the list for teacher training.  

Another priority for teacher training is cooperative learning activities.  Mrs. Garcia 

expects to observe classrooms and see students engaged, working together with the 

teacher facilitating.  Finally, each new teacher at Willow Elementary has a mentor 

teacher as a go to person when they have a question.  

Mrs. Garcia spoke about the relationships with parents.  At the beginning of every 

year, staff engage in walks for success.  Teacher go out into the community, knock on 

doors and talk to parents.  Teachers ask the parents what they expect from the school; 

what would you like for us to know about your child; what does your child like best 

about the school and take notes of the conversation.  Information from these visits 

influence the goals for the school year.  Throughout the year, Willow Elementary has 

parent nights that include literacy nights and how-to nights to help parents teach their 

children and help with homework.  Mrs. Garcia stated that the parents are important in 

helping the teachers reach their goals.  
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Staff recognitions are done in varying ways at Willow Elementary.  Mrs. Garcia 

prepares a weekly spotlight on the workroom bulletin board to identify something a 

teacher has done that was successful or unique.  Then, this teacher shares that strategy or 

story at the grade level meetings.  At faculty meetings, Mrs. Garcia will praise teachers in 

front of their peers to acknowledge something she observed in the classroom.  Also, the 

student council provides a monthly treat to teachers.  They take the treat into the 

classroom, greet the teachers and thank them for choosing to work at this school. 

A challenge at this school, she states, is keeping all forms of communications 

updated and current.  The parents of the school are demanding to be informed about what 

is happening at the school and how their children are progressing.  Parents want to make 

sure the communication is there.  Parents are invited, at times, to come into the classroom 

and watch the teacher teach.  This gives them a clear picture of how they can help at 

home.  Teachers create videos that show how a parent can help their child at home.  Mrs. 

Garcia shared that some of the parents are from another country and they are anxious and 

insecure.  That is a cause for their desire to be continually informed about school events 

and how their child is performing academically.  

Cathy Watson 

Cathy Watson has been principal at Cedar Elementary for the past three years.  

She also served as an assistant principal for nine years in a different district.  When she 

first became to this school it was identified as Improvement Required.  Mrs. Watson has 

established a culture where teachers feel supported, all children feel safe, and there is 

zero tolerance for misbehavior.  As teachers bought into the vision, then they began to 

take on the characteristics of being held to a higher standard.  Mrs. Watson states the 
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teachers have a desire for their students to achieve because “this is all that they (students) 

have.  All that we can give them is an education because these are children in poverty.”  

Mrs. Watson served as an assistant principal in a different district for nine years.  

She learned under a principal who led a high poverty school to reach high levels of 

performance.  She reflected on learning how to build teams, to be organized, about the 

overall school operation, and having structured processes that enable a school to be high 

performing.  She felt her success in the classroom allowed her guidance as an assistant 

principal to be respected by the teachers she was coaching.  She spoke about empathy for 

what teachers go through and her desire to be able to support them while promoting a 

high standard of expectation.  In three years, the school went from low performing to 

being recognized by the Texas Education Agency criteria.  

She is collaborative in her leadership approach.  She has an emphasis on growing 

teacher leaders to fulfill the overall school expectations.  Mrs. Watson attributes a big 

part of the school’s success to involving teachers in making decisions and being 

empowered.  She describes herself as a hands-on principal who wants to know as much 

as she can about every child.  Following every common assessment in the grade levels, 

Mrs. Watson has a day to talk with individual teachers about each student’s progress. 

Common assessments, formative assessments, district benchmarks, and walkthroughs are 

ways that she monitors academic performance. She holds teachers accountable for 

student learning. 

During the school day, Mrs. Watson spends most of her time doing walkthrough 

observations in the classrooms.  She expects students to be highly engaged at the level of 

rigor necessary for them to be successful, ready for the next grade.  Some walkthroughs 



Texas Tech University, Darryl Flusche, December 2017 
 

77 

are informal and others are formal with praises for quality pieces of the lesson and 

suggestions for areas that need to be improved.  Her monitoring of classroom instruction 

helps keep teachers at a high standard through individual feedback. 

Mrs. Watson has a systems approach for various school processes. Lessons plans 

are designed from a standards-first model.  The standard drives the standard of learning 

rather than a textbook or other resource.  She has a system for lesson plan contents and 

the monitoring of the lesson plan to ensure that the plan is being implemented in the 

classroom.  Every Monday, professional learning community (PLC) meetings are 

scheduled where the lesson planning is completed by each team. For these meetings, lead 

teachers turn in an agenda to Mrs. Watson in advance.  She rotates through the Monday 

meetings to serve as a resource for teachers and add suggestions for areas that need to be 

improved.  The campus has vertical and horizontal alignment meetings every six weeks 

to keep teachers communicating about the appropriate level of rigor for their 

responsibilities.   

Another system in place at Cedar Elementary involves classroom management.  

Mrs. Watson states that teachers have to implement effective procedures and routines in 

the classroom for all students to learn.  Teachers have to seek out ways to meet every 

student’s needs and be an advocate for the child.  In order to reach high levels, 

procedures have to be in place for students to be respectful in the classroom, in the 

hallways, at lunch and other times outside the classroom. Mrs. Watson felt a priority for 

professional development of new teachers would be effective classroom management and 

referenced Wong and Wong (1998).  In addition, she feels that new teachers. Should 

understand the TEKS and student learning expectations.  She provides this training for 
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new staff.  Every new teacher, she says, should have a mentor to help with the 

understanding the systems in place at the school and to help with classroom management 

issues. 

Mrs. Watson spoke about teachers at her former school.  Five of the teachers are 

now principals and one is in the district office over assessment.  Growing teacher leaders 

is important to her.  Each PLC has a lead teacher at Cedar Elementary. Mrs. Watson says 

“it’s that critical piece of empowering your teachers and creating, growing teacher 

leaders.”  She told the story of another school in the district that was struggling 

academically.  In January of that year, her superintendent asked her to serve as principal 

of her current school and the struggling school.  She shared the importance of growing 

teacher leaders within both campuses to hold themselves and their team to high 

expectations.  The former struggling school turned around due to the principal growing 

the teachers.  

One of the challenges that Mrs. Watson shared was getting the parents more 

involved. All students have daily planners to promote daily communication from the 

school to home.  She stated that parents come in and read with students, but they lack a 

commitment to be involved beyond small situations.  Regarding parent involvement, Mrs. 

Watson said, “I cannot wait around for that or complain about that.”  Student learning has 

to occur regardless of the parent’s ability to be involved in the school.  A parent making 

sure their child is doing their homework is involvement for her.  She realizes that parents 

may not be able to come up to the school.  Sometimes, she says, the relationship with 

parents is built by saying hello when you see them and calling their name.   
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Preset Codes for Leadership Priorities 

Preset codes were extracted from the topics in the interview protocol.  These 

preset codes are the identified themes generated by the researcher and based on the 

interview questions.  The identified themes are separated into two broad categories.  The 

first category is the priorities that these principal leaders felt were necessary to reach high 

levels of performance. The second category are the actions that these principal leaders 

identified as necessary to facilitate high levels of student performance. The preset codes 

for leadership priorities include: 

• Principal Preparation / Skill Acquisition 

• Contribution to High Performance 

• Non-Negotiables in Leading for High Performance 

The preset codes for leadership actions include: 

• Principals Time Usage 

• Monitoring Academic Performance 

• Engaging the Staff 

• Engaging Parents 

 Table 6 displays the leadership priorities revealed by the analysis of the participant 

responses.  These preset codes serve as the column headers with summaries next to each 

participant. 
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Table 6 

Leadership Priorities 

 
Preparation/Skill 

Acquisition Contribution to High Performance 

Non-Negotiables in 
Leading for High 

Performance 

Anna 
Perez 

As AP under a quality 
principal, observing 
principal communication 
and manner with people, 
Region 10 Principal 
academy, observe other 
principals, reading 

Communicate and revisit high 
expectations, expect and model 
quality instruction, systems of 
meetings and communication 

Kagan structures, 
relationships with 
students, with 
parents and 
colleagues 

Teresa 
Manning 

As AP under a quality 
principal, observing 
principal communication 
and manner with people, 
Coaching for High 
Performance, social media 
posts, interact with quality 
role models 

Communicate and revisit high 
expectations, hire quality teachers 
and coach them to the vision, 
check progress toward goals 

Teachers build 
relationships with 
students to know 
what piques their 
motivation no 
excuses, no blaming, 
no slacking 
 

Nita 
Moreno 

As AP and taught as a lead 
teacher under a quality 
principal 

Action plans after every 
assessment, expect home visits and 
parent conferences, all staff mentor 
students who failed STAAR 

Kagan structures 

Renee 
Garcia 

As AP under a quality 
principal, her Mother, 
reading, ideas from other 
schools 

Communicate and revisit high 
expectations, action plans after 
assessments every Friday, expect 
and model quality instruction 

A want-to-succeed 
mindset, good 
communication, 
work ethic 

Cathy 
Watson 

As AP under a quality 
principal 

Assure teachers can disaggregate 
data, use a standards-first model, 
system of lesson plans, system of 
meetings, expect teachers to meet 
with parents 

PLCs, quality 
planning, effective 
classroom 
management, 
teachers must meet 
every child’s needs 

 

The chart titled Leadership Priorities is a compilation of the responses that were 

linked to priorities of these leaders as identified through the data analysis.  The researcher 

asked questions to identify what experiences or training best prepared these principals to 

lead high performance in their schools.  Another area of questioning asked the principals 
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to define their focus or notable contribution in leading their school to high performance.   

The last category of the chart reflects the of non-negotiables practices in reaching high 

academic performance.  The data analysis showed patterns in some areas of the 

leadership priorities identified by the participants.   

Preparation and Skill Acquisition 

These principals felt they gained the vital preparation as an assistant principal 

under a high quality principal.  Anna Perez described the experience with her first 

teaching job and observing a principal who lacked the ability to build relationships with 

people and lead them.  When that principal left the school, a high performing principal 

took the reins and began changing the culture of the school.  Anna became the assistant 

principal of this school.  Anna stated:   

And just shadowing her and watching her, how she spoke with parents and 

teachers and, always at the forefront, her decision making was what’s best for 

kids and, so I hold true to that.  Really, this is how I want to be when I become a 

principal. 

Anna Perez said the year of experience as an assistant principal under the quality 

leadership fashioned her priorities that she put in place as a leader. 

Teresa Manning was an assistant principal for seven years and attributes her 

leadership formation to serving under a quality principal.  Mrs. Manning also said a series 

of training sessions called Coaching for High Performance has been very instrumental in 

her leadership. She stated, “that was probably the number one professional learning 

workshop that gave me the skills and hands-on practice, use coaching language and real 

life application.”   Mrs. Manning said her district encouraged assistant principals to 
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attend this training if they were interested in moving to a higher level of administration.  

Mrs. Manning reflected on a principal that she describes as phenomenal when she was a 

teacher.  Then, as an assistant principal, her second principal the she worked under was a 

great role model for her. 

Nita Moreno reflected on being an assistant principal stating that her principal 

was her role model and mentor.  For her, that assistant principal phase was the best 

experience and training to be an effective principal.  Renee Garcia was also an assistant 

principal before leading a campus.  Regarding her preparation for becoming a principal, 

she stated, “I’ve also been very fortunate to work with awesome principals. You learn 

what to do and what not to do. So it’s given me a lot of opportunity to, to experiment and, 

and at the same time, learn from them.”    

Cathy Watson also credited being an assistant principal under a high quality 

principal as the best training for becoming a principal.  She was an assistant principal at a 

high performing school in another district.  When she was called to be the principal in her 

current district at a low performing school, she was able to apply the model that she 

trained under.  Mrs. Watson states, “I realized, oh my, I needed those nine years because 

everything I learned about being organized, how to build teams and, and everything I 

learned about the overall school operation and having structured processes in place at that 

high performing school where I was, I was able to use all of those skills when I got to the 

other school.”  The model that Mrs. Watson put in place turned the low performing, high 

poverty school into a high performing campus.  Her best training, like the other principals 

who participated is attributed to the experience of serving as an assistant principal under a 

quality principal. 
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Contribution to High Performance 

The researcher asked questions to determine what each of these principals would 

claim as their contribution to the high performance of the school.  The question was left 

open-ended to see what would rise to the top in the minds of the participants.  Some of 

the principals identified the same or similar contributions to high performance and others 

identified different contributions.  

Whether is discussing learning objectives with grade level teams or vertical 

teacher teams, or receiving training from an instructional coach, communication is the 

contribution that Anna Perez identified as resulting in high performance.  She states, “I 

think the biggest thing is communication. The staff have to know what the expectations 

are, and you have to continuously talk about them.”  Mrs. Perez uses various meetings 

and in-house training to communicate high expectations and revisit the expectations 

through this system of meetings. 

Teresa Manning has a focus on weekly progress monitoring and reminding the 

teams about the expectations.  Mrs. Manning says that she has to have the best people in 

the right positions in order for the progress monitoring and coaching of expectations to 

have the greatest impact.  She states, “It’s also critical to hire the people for the job and 

coach them toward the school’s vision. I would say setting high expectations at the start 

of the year and referring back to those expectations frequently throughout the year and 

making it a part of our campus improvement plan.”  Nita Moreno credits a series of 

expectations when asked about her contribution to the high performance of her school.  

She listed having expectations of an action plan to occur after every assessment; 

expecting home visits and individual parent meetings with any parent whose child is 
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below mastery level on six weeks’ exams; and having all staff involved in mentoring a 

student who is at risk of failing the next STAAR test.  Mrs. Moreno’s response was very 

focused on student learning and the home/school inventions to improve low areas.  

Renee Garcia spoke about communicating high expectations and keeping those on 

the forefront as the school year progresses.  One of those expectations involves engaging 

instruction at the right levels of rigor. She described a system of action plans that teachers 

develop following every Friday assessment. Her system of communication includes 

meetings with each teacher on Tuesday following the Friday assessment and have the 

teacher communicate the action plans for the week. 

Cathy Watson identified her contribution to high performance primarily in the 

area of data and curriculum standards.  Her teachers begin planning with a standards first 

model and continually review student data in planning the next concept.  She credits a 

campus-wide lesson plan system for continuity along with vertical and horizontal 

curriculum alignment meetings as generating student academic success.  

Non-Negotiables in Leading for High Performance 

Each of the participating principals was asked about their list of non-negotiable 

procedures or practices that are necessary in leading a school to high levels of 

performance.  With this question, the researcher was seeking to narrow the thinking of 

the participants to the essential ingredients, from their perspective, that lead to high 

student performance.  Again, some of the respondents had similar responses while others 

offered different practices.   

Relationships is a key leader piece according to Anna Perez.  She states, 

“relationships with your kids, with your parents, that’s a huge one.”  Mrs. Perez also 
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placed engaging classroom instruction as a high priority for student success.  “I want to 

see kids engaged in the lesson, discussing with the teacher, with each other, movement 

within the classroom.”  She referred to Kagan structures, which is a training resource for 

multiple strategies to generate peer-to-peer engagement about the learning standards.  

Teresa Manning promptly responded to this question about non-negotiables with, “I 

would have to say my number one non-negotiable is no excuses, no blaming, no 

slacking.”  She also mentioned the need for teachers to have a relationship with students 

to understand what motivates him or her, “It’s the teacher’s job to find what inspires 

these kids.”  Nita Moreno also referred to Kagan interactive strategies as non-negotiable 

strategies that she looks for in her classrooms.  Renee Garcia says her teachers must have 

a want to succeed attitude toward each student.  In addition, she holds good 

communication with parents as a non-negotiable ingredient for school success.  “They 

[teachers] need to be able to communicate effectively with parents whether it’s to tell 

them something positive or something to work on.” Finally, Mrs. Garcia added work 

ethic as essential.  Teachers must be on time, be efficient and take pride in their work.  

Mrs. Watson lists effective classroom management and high functioning PLCs as 

important pieces for children to be successful.  She also added, “Teachers have to seek 

out ways to meet every child’s needs.”  Again, some responses were similar across the 

principals and some were varied. 

Preset Codes for Leadership Actions 

The second category for preset codes are the actions that these principal leaders 

identified to enable high levels of success at their schools.  The preset codes were derived 

from the questions discussed with each participant.  From the coded data, the actionable 
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responses were tapered into the categories of principal’s time usage, monitoring academic 

performance, teacher recognition / engaging staff and engaging parents.  The respondents 

spoke about their actions across the interview.  Those actions were matched to these 

categories as reflected in Table 7.  
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Table 7 

Leadership Actions 

 
Principal’s Time 

Usage 

Monitoring 
Academic 

Performance Engaging the Staff Engaging Parents 

Anna 
Perez 

Classroom 
walkthroughs / 
observations, 
team meetings, 
data meetings 

Data boards each 
grade, data meetings 
with each teacher 
every 3 weeks; 
discusses specific 
TEKS 

Teachers model 
data analysis or 
instructional 
strategy; Name It, 
Claim It, Explain It 
video 

Parent involvement 
nights with interactive 
stations where parents 
are learning a skill 

Teresa 
Manning 

Classroom 
walkthroughs / 
observations, 
instructional 
coaching, 
administrative 

Weekly grade 
meetings; students of 
concern meeting 
every 3 weeks; 
discusses specific 
TEKS  

Teachers sponsor 
clubs so every 
student is 
participating in at 
least one club 

Parent nights to learn 
academic expectations 
for math, literacy, and 
science; students lead 
that learning with their 
parents 

Nita 
Moreno 

Classroom 
walkthroughs / 
observations, 
paperwork occurs 
after school 

Reviews item 
analysis from weekly 
assessments; weekly 
grade meetings to 
discuss student 
performance; 
discusses specific 
TEKS  

Teachers in non-
tested areas are 
assigned to mentor 
students who 
struggle through an 
Adopt a Student 
Program 

Parent conferences with 
face to face meetings 
and logs; sending 
notices to parents about 
school events 

Renee 
Garcia 

Classroom 
walkthroughs / 
observations, 
parent 
communication 

TEKS assessment 
every Friday in 
reading, math, 
writing, science, 
social studies; 
weekly grade 
meetings to discuss 
student performance 
discusses specific 
TEKS standards 

Walks for Success 
where teacher pairs 
make home visits; 
principal shares an 
effective strategy 
from an 
observation with 
the staff 

Inviting parents into 
class to watch the 
teacher teach; teachers 
create videos of how a 
parent can help their 
child at home; weekly 
assessment reports 
require parent 
signatures and are 
returned to the teacher 

Cathy 
Watson 

Classroom 
walkthroughs / 
observations 

Weekly grade 
meetings to discuss 
student performance 

Teachers  interpret 
TEKS and discuss 
how to teach a 
standard in 
advance 

Communication 
through daily student 
planners; calls returned 
within 24 hours; parents 
welcome to read with 
students at school 

 
The chart titled Leadership Actions represents the categories of respondents 

actions as leaders of high performing schools.  The data analysis revealed these actions.  

The researcher asked questions to gain insight on how the principals use their time during 
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a typical school day.  Another area of questioning focused on how the principals monitor 

academic performance on their campus.  The participants responded to questions about 

their view of engaging the staff in supporting student learning.  The last category of the 

chart is engaging the parents.  The data analysis showed patterns in some areas of the 

leadership actions as described by the participants. 

Principals Use of Time 

Each principal was asked how they use their time during a typical school day. Of 

the many different responsibilities within a school day, the researcher was seeking the 

respondent’s perspective on where they allot their time.  All five of the principals were 

definitive in the response to this question.  The respondents commit a majority of every 

school day walking from classroom to classroom conducting walkthroughs and observing 

classroom instruction.  Their main use of time was to observe the level of instruction 

occurring when teachers were working with students.  Additionally, the principals spent 

time in grade level team meetings, data meetings, instructional coaching, communicating 

with parents and taking care of administrative tasks. 

Monitoring Academic Performance 

Each principal was asked to describe their involvement in monitoring the 

academic performance of the students in their school.  One of the respondents, Anna 

Perez, holds data meetings with individual teachers every 3 to 4 weeks.  At this meeting, 

the principal and teacher look at each student’s progress and design plans to address 

lower performing areas. Mrs. Perez also has data boards which display each student on a 

card and ranks the student in each subject area.  This visual quickly informs the principal 
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and teacher of each student’s status as it relates to the learning standards for subject and 

grade level. 

Four of the respondents monitor academic performance through weekly grade 

level team meetings.  During the team meetings, the principals reported that the following 

actions occur with teachers: discuss the specific TEKS standards to be addressed in 

lessons for the week, and discuss student performance results from the previous week’s 

assessment including the item analysis of each assessment.  In addition to the weekly 

team meetings, Teresa Manning holds a students of concern meeting every 3 weeks to 

discuss intervention plans and ways to identify target areas more frequently.   

Renee Garcia has an assessment system in place for core subjects every Friday.  

Students at her school are administered a TEKS assessment in reading, math, writing, 

science, social studies and ESL every Friday.  On Tuesday at the weekly team meeting, 

teachers must have an action plan prepared to help struggling students master the 

standards before the next Friday assessment.  Mrs. Garcia states, “I work very closely 

with the teachers to make sure that, you know, they know their kids, they know what 

they’re not mastering, how to loop and spiral in those objectives into the next week’s 

lesson and to make sure all of their students are terrific.” 

Engaging the Staff 

The teachers in the schools are responsible for helping all students understand the 

state standards at the correct level of rigor.  The researcher’s question related to engaging 

the staff in these schools was to learn how these respondents keep teachers sharply 

focused on student success.   
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Anna Perez said she learns the strengths of her staff members and utilizes those 

strengths to help the school and the students. She spoke about growing teacher leaders.  

An example that she shared was highlighting an instructional practice that a teacher uses 

in her classroom. Mrs. Perez praised the teacher and told the teacher she would, “use 

videos and bring teachers in to watch because ‘I want you to share that best practice with 

others’ so lots of utilizing staff members to support and help grow others.”  Mrs. Perez 

titled this practice as Name It, Claim It, Explain It.  At a faculty meeting or grade level 

meeting, Mrs. Perez will show the recorded video of a classroom instruction piece.  Then, 

the teacher in the video names the strategy.  She claims responsibility for the lesson and 

she explains what the strategy was and why she chose to use that strategy.  Mrs. Perez is 

empowering teachers and growing leaders through these efforts.  

At Oak Elementary, where Teresa Manning is the principal, all teachers are 

involved in sponsoring an extracurricular club.  Mrs. Manning states that in this process, 

the club structure is an opportunity to grow teacher leaders in different areas.  At Pine 

Elementary, Nita Moreno has created an Adopt a Student Program to engage the staff.  

Mrs. Moreno states, “Teachers in non-tested grade levels are assigned to mentor students 

that are struggling academically in the Adopt a Student Program.”  The strategy sends the 

message that all teachers are responsible for each student’s success.  Renee Garcia’s 

response to engaging the staff began with teachers being involved in the walks for 

success.  Teachers go out into the community and knock on doors to welcome students 

and parents to the new school year.  During these visits, teachers ask parents question 

such as, what do you expect from the school; what is it that you want them to know; and 

what is it that your child likes best about the school.  Mrs. Garcia reports that having 
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teachers hear expectations from the parent adds to their sense of responsibility, not only 

to the student, but also to the parent’s wishes. Cathy Watson placed a heavy emphasis on 

the collaborative work of the professional learning communities.  She views this strategy 

as a key tool to engage staff.  In the weekly meetings, teachers interpret the TEKS two 

weeks in advance of student lessons where the standard is to be taught.  A teacher is 

assigned to present how he is going to teach that particular TEK. Mrs. Watson says her 

teachers plan and collaborate in order to support student academic success. She states that 

by having teachers demonstrate to their team how they will teach a learning standard, 

they are growing as leaders.   

The researcher looked at the responses to the question about engaging the staff 

toward student success.  The principals had different approaches of engaging the staff 

toward the support of high academic success.  Most of the principals spoke about an 

outcome of their approach, however, as attempting to grow teacher leaders on their 

campus.  

Engage Parents 

Another perception that the researcher sought was the view of the participants in 

relation to engaging the parents in support of the school efforts.  This portion of 

leadership actions is determining the evidence of energies that these participants commit 

to engaging parents.  Each participant was asked about their intentions to engage parents 

in support of achieving student academic success.  There were varied responses form the 

participants. Some of the respondents made substantial efforts to guide parents in how to 

help their children at home.  Other principals put less work in involving parents in the 

journey for student success.  



Texas Tech University, Darryl Flusche, December 2017 
 

92 

One participant sees value in the opportunity for parents to come to the school.  

The opportunities, Mrs. Perez says, are chances to build relationships between the 

teachers and the parents.  She describes the parent nights as “interactive to where they’re 

going around seeing the different stations and interacting with the teacher and learning a 

skill or something they can use with their child at home.”  In addition, the school hosts a 

parent writing workshop for fourth grade parents and a fine arts night coupled with a 

music program and student art displays. 

Family engagement nights occur several times the year at Oak Elementary where 

Teresa Manning is the principal.  The events include family math game night, literacy 

events, science exploration evening, and a multicultural night.   the parents learn 

academic expectations, um, that we have of the kids, and so they participate in them like. 

Mrs. Manning stated that,   

We try to embed a lot of fun, but there’s also an academic purpose because we 
want parents to understand how learning can be fun. But, a lot of parents don’t 
have those tools, so when they come in with their kids and they do all the 
activities, most time the kids are also leading that learning and show their parents, 
“look this is how we do this math” and “come and play this game with me.” 

Parents experience firsthand how their children are being taught.  This provides the 

parents with an understanding of how they can help at home.  Nita Morena shared a 

different perspective regarding parent involvement.  At Pine Elementary, teachers must 

document the in-person meetings with parents.  These meetings are to inform the parent 

of their child’s progress.  Notes to parents and automated calls to parents about school 

events are the extent of the efforts to involve parents.  Cathy Watson shares this view of 

parent involvement.  She commented on having daily communication through student 

planners, listening when parents have a concern, and ensuring that any parent receives a 



Texas Tech University, Darryl Flusche, December 2017 
 

93 

call back within 24 hours.  She said that Cedar Elementary welcomes parents to come 

into the school and read with students.  Regarding parent engagement in student learning, 

Mrs. Watson said, “I would like more parental involvement, but I cannot wait around for 

that or complain about that. If they’re checking their children’s homework and make sure 

their child is doing their homework, that’s involvement for me.”  Due to work schedules 

of her population, she said that parents may not be able to come up to the school. 

When asked about parent engagement, Renee Garcia shared about the walks for 

success where teachers go door to door to visit each parent to begin to build that 

relationship at their home. In addition, Mrs. Garcia stated that an impact of student 

achievement is inviting the parents to come in to the classroom and watch the teacher 

teach. Parents, then have a picture of how they can help the child at home.  At her school, 

teachers record videos that parents can take home or watch online to serve as a guide to 

help their child at home.  This is another way to keep the parent informed of school 

learning expectations.  Mrs. Garcia said that every Friday, parents receive a preview of 

the skills that students will be learning at school each day in the coming week.  Her 

school assesses students every Friday.  A report of the graded assessments is sent home 

the same day for parents to sign and return on Monday.  In efforts to work together with 

the parent, Mrs. Garcia spoke of the importance of keeping the parent informed, “So they 

know all the time how their child is doing and if they’re struggling bring them in right 

away.  We don’t want to wait too long; we don’t want to wait.”  Her sense of urgency for 

immediate intervention when a student is struggling includes the immediate 

communication to the parent.  
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Emerging Themes  

The researcher grouped, categorized and organized the data pieces into patterns 

that were present in the preset coded data.  In addition, the researcher considered a 

broader, holistic view of the data to determine the ideas and concepts that were 

intertwined in the preset coded data.  These ideas are the emerging themes of the 

research.  The themes that emerged from this researcher’s perspective include: 

• Shared Vision and Shared Expectations 

• Teachers and Principals Know Their Students 

• Finding a Way 

• Expectations for the Classroom 

• Growing Teacher Leaders 

• Structures and Procedures 

The result of this holistic approach is a description of foundational priorities that are 

present in the leadership actions of high performing, high poverty school principals.   

Shared Vision and Shared Expectations 

Each of these respondents held an expectation that every child would be 

successful in mastering the TEKS curriculum objectives in each grade.  A prevailing 

concept at these schools is the notion that all staff support this vision and the principals 

reference it continually throughout the year at various opportunities.  Teresa Manning 

talked about hiring the best teachers and then, “coaches them toward the school’s vision. 

I would say setting high expectations at the start of the year and referring back to those 

expectations frequently throughout the year and making it a part of our campus 

improvement plan.” Similarly, Cathy Watson spoke about the vision impacting the staff 
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culture. “Once the teachers have bought into your vision, they begin to take on your 

characteristic.  Then, when someone new comes in, they [teachers] hold them to a higher 

standard as well.”  Anna Perez carries a vision for her campus and describes this as, “a 

picture what you want for them [students] and just having that mindset of ‘we can do 

this;’ and, share that vision, you know, with the greater community.”  She continues, 

“The staff have to know what are the expectations, and you have to continuously talk 

about them and work at them and work together.”  These comments are evidence of an 

overarching commitment that all students will be successful with mastering the 

curriculum. 

Teachers and Principals Know Their Students  

Another emerging theme from the holistic view of the data is the commitment of 

the principals that each of them know every child and their expectations that their 

teachers know as much as possible about every child in their classroom.  One way this 

concept of knowing every child is fostered is through building relationships with the 

parents.  The continual communication and engagement of parents provides deeper 

information about the students and their current surroundings outside of the school day.  

Regarding a teacher’s relationship with students, Anna Perez states,  

The very first data meeting is always about the relationship piece: what can you 

tell me about this child, what’s their favorite activity, who is their friend here at 

school, do they struggle with anything, what’s their home life like because again 

we have to know all those things before we can address the academic side.  
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Mrs. Perez holds individual meetings with teachers after each common assessment and 

benchmark to address academic concerns. Similarly, Renee Garcia reviews a spreadsheet 

of student demographic data with each teacher.  She meets with the teachers about each 

child’s home life and academic results.  Mrs. Garcia emphasizes the importance of 

teachers getting to know their students, “Get into the permanent record holders, look it up 

and write it down, or type it in because that’s how you learn about your kids. You check 

the very first thing you need to know is your student population.”  Cathy Watson carries 

the same expectation in her principal role, “I’m a very hands-on principal and I want to 

be in all of it, you know, I want to know as much as I can about every child. I seek to do 

that, and especially the ones that are higher risk children.” Nita Moreno and Renee Garcia 

both spoke about teachers paired up and knocking on doors to visit with parents.  These 

teachers get more depth in knowing their children through these home visits.  In these 

five high poverty, high performing campuses, there is an intense effort to know about 

every child from his or her home situation to his or her current academic progress.   

Finding a Way 

This emerging theme is titled finding a way due to a mindset that is apparent in all 

of these principals.  These principals look for the pathways to get children to master 

academic standards.  They seldom acknowledge obstacles which would allow themselves 

or a teacher to open the door to lower expectations for a child.  All of the respondents 

carry a no excuses torch and they do not waiver.  Teresa Manning’s torch phrase is “no 

excuses, no blaming, no slacking.”  Aligned with this mindset, Cathy Watson states,  

I’m very insensitive when they [teachers] start blaming it on the children. And I 
politely tell them it is not the children; and the teachers know that. We have a 
culture of failure’s not an option. The teachers want the students to achieve 
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because we understand that this is all that they have. This is all that we can give 
them is an education because these are children in poverty. 

Renee Garcia commented, “I think that whoever works at [our school] needs to 

have high expectations and believe that all kids can learn. They need to.”  The 

respondents describe a relentless pursuit to find a way for every child to master the grade 

level standards.  They lead this mindset and they convey this message to their teachers as 

a team.   

Expectations for the Classroom 

An emerging theme that transcends all of these leaders is an expectation that 

every classroom is a place where learning occurs at high levels of rigor with high levels 

of student engagement in the learning process.  Additional expectations for the classroom 

include classroom management, knowing the standards (TEKS), training for teachers on 

engaging lessons.  Two principals, Mrs. Perez and Mrs. Manning, mentioned Kagan 

instructional strategies as a campus expectation that should occur regularly in classroom 

instruction. Mrs. Watson looks for effective classroom management in her walkthroughs. 

Mrs. Garcia said, “I really believe that teachers need to have, rules and routines in the 

classroom.” Mrs. Moreno commented on the need for teachers to be trained in classroom 

management and differentiated instruction with the use of classroom centers.  Similarly, 

Mrs. Garcia said, “They [teachers] need to know how to differentiate the curriculum, the 

lessons. The teachers need to be able to have a lot of tools in their repertoire.”  Mrs. Perez 

shared these thoughts about classroom observations, “I want to see kids engaged in the 

lesson, discussing with the teacher, with each other, movement within the classroom.” 

Related to expectations in the classroom from these principals is their persistence 

that the teachers know the TEKS standards.  These principals are keenly focused on 
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ensuring teachers are aligning their instruction to the state learning standards.  Anna 

Perez stated that her teachers, “find their resources and unpack the standards.  She 

continues, “We pull out our TEKS clarification document, and I’ll say, ‘okay show me 

which ways you taught this specific TEK.’ And it’s just having those conversations of 

maybe they didn’t teach it all the various ways.”  Renee Garcia questions her teachers on 

the details of the standards, “You know, how did you teach it differently? What material 

did you use? They need to know their TEKS. They need to know what the grade level 

expectations are so that way they can prepare and teach the material that needs to be 

taught at that grade level.”  The focus on the TEKS standards was apparent with all of 

these high performing principals.  Cathy Watson stated, 

We take the curriculum, we take the TEKS and we unpack the TEKS, interpret 

the TEKS.  I’m teaching them [teachers] how to look at the TEKS and student 

expectations because they tell you how to teach and what to teach and they tell 

you what level of rigor and making sure that they understand that.   

This emerging theme represents the expectations in the classroom.  The principals expect 

their teachers to know the TEKS standards for their grade level.  They expect teachers to 

have a well-managed classroom free of disruptive behaviors and they expect the 

classroom learning to be interactive and engaging between students and the teacher.   

Growing Teacher Leaders  

All of the respondents discussed grade level meetings or professional learning 

communities (PLC) meetings.  These meetings are an example, which is common across 

these high performing schools, of empowering teachers with responsibilities and decision 

making ability related to the planned lessons or specific student needs.  This evidence or 
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empowering teachers on the campus brings another emerging theme of growing leaders.  

Each school has a culture, an expectation, that teachers will collaborate about the 

assessments, the resulting data, the planned instruction, and the intervention for students 

who struggle.   

In addition, Anna Perez and Renee Garcia both described their style of 

recognizing staff for best practices.  Mrs. Perez captures a lesson piece on video and 

shares it in a faculty meeting.  The strategy is called name it, claim it, explain it.  This 

recognizes a staff member for demonstrating a best practice and puts that staff member as 

a resource for other teachers to learn from. Of this practice, Mrs. Perez is involved with 

“lots of utilizing staff members to support and help grow others.” This practice parallels 

Mrs. Garcia’s work, “if I saw something in the classroom, I ask them if I can share what I 

saw with the staff, praise them in front of their peers.”  Again, teachers are examples to 

grow other teachers.  This elevate them as leaders in a particular area.  Teresa Manning 

commented on growing teachers.  She said, “I encourage staff to try new thing, and so 

while, they’re trying that, I like to help them and develop them and grow them as 

professionals.”  Cathy Watson reflected on involving teachers in the decisions that are 

made for the campus.  Mrs. Watson views the idea of growing teachers as essential, “I 

believe in growing teacher leaders; so they can share in the work of the overall school 

operation. But it’s that critical piece of empowering your teachers and creating and 

growing teacher leaders.”  Another aspect of growing teacher leaders is delegating 

responsibilities to teachers that reach beyond the classroom.  Anna Perez spreads the 

leadership responsibilities at her campus.  She states,  
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One thing that I’ve worked on the last few years especially delegating and 

knowing that I don’t know everything, and I can’t do everything. And so I’ve got 

to build leadership within my staff and within my various teams and delegate; and 

let them take hold of that vision and run with it; and trust them which is huge. 

These examples of growing teacher leaders at these high performing campuses are 

common among these five schools.  Each of the principals noted the value of growing 

teacher leaders with a responsibility beyond their classroom, whether it is demonstrating 

quality strategies, making decisions in grade level meetings, encouraging new 

experiences or being involved in decisions that impact the operation of the school.   

Structures and Systems 

Structures and systems involve campus procedures and routines.  This emerging 

theme encompasses communication channels, schedules, standing meetings and campus 

processes that occur in cycles.  Nita Moreno described a process that is invoked after 

every six weeks assessments and benchmark test.  Mrs. Moreno and her teachers 

“identify academic weaknesses, create a student target list, and plan interventions.” She 

says that she and her teacher teams will “re-group students during the instructional day 

and after school tutorials based on date driven decision making and review of item 

analysis.” Mrs. Moreno, like all of the participating principals, is very systematic with a 

process of immediately analyzing student performance data and designing an action plan 

to work with any student’s low performance area.  Renee Garcia has procedures for 

TEKS assessments every Friday with results sent to parents for signatures the same day.  

And, on Tuesday, she meets with teachers about their intervention plans based on those 

Friday test results.  These systems at all of these schools prevents a wait-to-fail mentality 
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due to the immediate interventions.  Teresa Manning has a system to engage every 

student in one or more extracurricular clubs.  Teachers can choose which club to sponsor 

and students choose the club(s) where they would like to participate.  The purpose is to 

connect with students in their area of interest and build new relationships. 

Each of the principals shared their strategies for communication channels.  Every 

principal has a plan for when and how parents receive communication from the school 

regarding their child’s academic performance.  This is a routine at each campus which 

includes expectations of how a teacher is to fulfill this responsibility. Most of the schools 

have an annual routine of parent involvement events and they have these scheduled on a 

calendar for planning purposes.   

This emerging theme of structures and systems benefits a campus in at least two 

ways.  First, expectations of campus teachers are folded into the structure and system as a 

means of how a campus operates. Secondly, the campus is managed more efficiently by 

reducing the day to day decisions.  For instance, a principal does not have the decision of 

when to set grade level meetings each week because those meetings are standing 

meetings at a specified day and time across the school year.  The theme of structures and 

systems is essential in enabling the principals to respond to this researcher’s question of 

how they spend their time during the school day.  Unanimously, all five of these high 

performing principals create time with the use of structures and systems to be able to 

spend the majority of a school day conducting classroom observations and walkthroughs. 

Summary 

The onset of the study to was to explore the leadership priorities and actions of 

principals who serve at high performing, high poverty elementary schools.  The chapter 
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began with describing the selection criteria for the participant principals.  For the five 

participants who agreed to participate, the transcription analysis of their semi-structured 

interviews were coded.  The data was used to create the preset codes and the emerging 

codes.  The preset codes were based on topics in the interview protocol.  These preset 

codes were further divided into categories of leadership actions and leadership priorities.  

Then, emerging codes or themes were discussed as they related to the research questions.  

The data represented in this chapter displayed the leadership priorities and 

leadership actions from the semi-structured interviews.  The preset codes for the 

leadership priorities included the principals’ preparation or skill acquisition; their 

individually identified contribution to high academic performance of their students; and 

their list of non-negotiable practices in leading a school to reach high levels of 

performance.  The preset codes for the leadership actions included: the principal’s use of 

time during the school day; the principal’s actions in monitoring academic performance 

on their campus; strategies to engage the staff in supporting high performance; and 

strategies the principal uses to engage parents to support high levels of performance.  

Figure 4 provides a view of the relationship of categories, preset codes and emerging 

themes.  
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Figure 4. Semi-structured interview data analysis. 

The researcher categorized the preset codes into the topics of leadership priorities 

and leadership actions.  From the respondent’s account of experiences in the two 

categories, several broad themes emerged from the data.   

The first theme that emerged was the concept of a shared vision and shared 

expectations.  The respondents ensured their teachers understood and identified with a 

common vision and expectations conveyed by the principal at their campus.  The second 

theme that emerged from all of the participants was ensuring that they know their 
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students and the teachers know their students.  By understanding a student’s home 

background and their academic strengths and weaknesses, the teacher and the principal 

could build a relationship of understanding of each student’s needs and how to address 

those needs. A third theme that emerged was a no excuses mentality that this researcher 

termed, finding a way.  Every participant led with the pursuit to find a way for every 

child to be successful in every content area – without lowering the expected learning 

standard.  Failure is not an option in the minds of these leaders.  A fourth emerging theme 

was each principal had expectations for the classroom in her building.  This emerging 

theme or concept was prevailing across all participant responses.  Although the actual set 

of expectations has some variation among the group of participants, nonetheless every 

principal had priorities for what they expected to see in their protected time to be in 

classrooms each day.  A fifth emerging theme was the concept of growing teacher 

leaders.  All of the respondents spoke in either general terms or specific and intentional 

terms about empowering teachers on the campus to carry responsibilities beyond the 

typical classroom.  The final theme that emerged from the collected data was the use of 

structures and procedures in each of the participant’s schools. Principals shaped several 

expectations as well as recurring events into the campus structures and procedures.  This 

strategy was an integral part of not only communicating consistent expectations, but it 

also created efficiencies to allow the principals to be in classrooms during typical school 

days.  

The fifth and final chapter of this study draws conclusions and provides 

recommendations, and implications for future research work on priorities and actions of 

principals who serve in high performing schools that are also high poverty schools.  
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Insights from the literature review, data collection and the triangulation of the campus 

improvement plans will be presented. In addition, implications for future professional 

practice that may be considered for inclusion in district-led aspiring administrator 

programs. The final chapter will have a discussion piece of how the researcher’s own 

professional practice has been influenced by this study.  
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CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSION AND FINDINGS 

The purpose of this study was to identify the principal leadership practices of high 

performing, high poverty elementary schools and to apply these practices as components 

of district-led aspiring administrator programs.  The results of this study were to then be 

transferred into the components for effective district-led administrator preparation 

programs.  This study displayed the reading performance data for public elementary 

schools in Texas who serve third and fourth grade students.  The data reveals a decline in 

performance results as the percentage of economically disadvantaged students increases 

in the schools.  The trend is a generalized trend because some schools with high 

percentages of students of poverty are beating the odds and performing at very high 

levels.   

Overview of the Study 

Educational leadership researchers contend that the role of the school principal is 

impactful in the student achievement levels of the school. (Hallinger & Heck, 1996; 

Sergiovanni, 2006; Van Tuyle & Hunt, 2013).  The intentions of this study were to add to 

the body of knowledge regarding the leadership practices of principals which result in 

high performing schools who have high populations of students of poverty.  This 

qualitative research study utilized semi-structured, open-ended interview questions to 

investigate the phenomena of principals who reach high student achievement levels 

which outperform their demographic comparative schools.  Participants were selected 

based on predetermined criteria.  Interviews were transcribed and the data analysis was 

completed by hand coding.  Data precodes were utilized to delve deeper into the rich data 
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collection and to thematically categorize the large sets of data collected in order to draw 

conclusions. The precode categories and evidence led to overarching themes which 

revealed greater context in different areas from the granular specifics of individual data 

pieces.  The display of the data in this study is derived from the participants’ experiences 

that have occurred while leading an organization over time.  The in-depth interviews, 

probing questions and reviews of each campus improvement plan provided the critical 

dialogue reflecting the experiences within these perspectives of the meaning of being a 

principal.   

The study reflected the voices of principals who have led schools to high levels of 

performance by overcoming the challenges of poverty which is represented in the 

population in their schools.  Examination of the information collected during the semi-

structured interviews was conducted through hand-coding the data. This section will 

include a review of participants and emerging themes, a discussion of the research 

findings and conclusions, limitations and implications of the study, recommendations for 

practitioners, and a final summary.   

The Participants 

This qualitative study included five public school elementary principals in Texas.  

Their schools met the criteria with more than 80% of their student population eligible for 

free or reduced priced meals.  The criteria also included a threshold for their third and 

fourth grade performance on state reading assessments, which had to exceed 80% 

satisfactory.  The principals who were contacted also had to be principal of their school 

for at least three years prior to 2015 test administration results. From this filtering of high 

performing, high poverty schools, these principals, all from eligible schools were 
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contacted.  Five principals agreed to participate in the study.  The principals’ years of 

experience as principal ranged from 3 to 25 years.  However, in their current school, the 

years of experience ranged from 3 to 9 years.  All of the principals reported that their 

leadership pipeline included serving as an assistant principal under a high performing 

principal.  Most of the principals reported their best preparation was the experience of 

serving as an assistant principal under a quality leader.   

Connecting Themes to Principal Standards 

The purpose of the data analysis was to determine the leadership actions and 

priorities that the principal participants attribute to the high student performance results 

of their schools.  From the specificity of their stories, the research attempted to assemble 

the overarching themes that may be likened to the essential components of high 

performing principals.  The emerging themes included having a shared vision and shared 

expectations, a relentless effort of teachers and principals to know their students, finding 

a way, expectations for the classroom, growing teacher leaders, and a learning 

environment with definite structures and procedures.  The emerging themes in this 

section are mostly aligned across three sources. The interrelated sources include data 

from the semi-structured interviews, pieces from the individual campus improvement 

plans, and the Texas Administrative Code (TAC, 2014) for principal standards of 

administrative leadership.  

Leading and Implementing Clear Goals and Vision 

The first emerging theme was the intentional shared vision and shared 

expectations that are embraced by the principal and their staff.  This study found that the 

principals communicated and revisited a campus vision. All of the principals fostered a 
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shared sense of expectations for student academic performance.  The TAC (2014) 

specifies the standards for principal responsibilities.  Among those responsibilities listed, 

human capital under standard 2 states that effective leaders ensure all staff have clear 

goals and expectations (TAC, 2014).  In standard 4 – school culture, the TAC stated, 

“The principal implements a shared vision and culture of high expectations” (19 TAC 

§149.2001b4AII).   In their campus improvement plans, the references to high 

expectations were related to student achievement goals.  However, during the interviews, 

principals commented on a shared vision and high expectations.  Anna Perez said, “Being 

able to communicate and have clarity and communicating the expectations, the vision, 

and what our goals are.” Regarding her contribution to high performance, Teresa 

Manning replied, “I would say setting high expectations at the start of the year and 

referring back to those expectations frequently throughout the year and making it a part 

of our campus improvement plan.” The participants set a vision for student performance 

on their campuses and they continually kept this vision and expectations in front of their 

teachers.  They revisited it and garnered a sense of pride in their teachers for reaching 

high performance levels.  The participants’ actions and their campus plans are holding to 

the principal standards in the TAC.  

Authentic and Deep Relationships 

A second emerging theme involves the depth of relationships between teachers 

and students that are both expected as well as part of the standard culture of these 

schools.  The teachers and the principals know their students.  The relationships enable 

the strategies to work. These principals expect their teachers to know their students.   

Anna Perez spoke about the importance of relationships during classroom observations. 
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She says, “Sometimes, our focus for the day is we’re looking for relationships.” Renee 

Garcia commented, “I work very closely with the teachers to make sure that, you know, 

they know their kids, they know what they’re not mastering.”  Cathy Watson shared this 

comment about relationships, “I want to know as much as I can about every child.”  The 

priority that each of the principals placed on the teachers knowing their students 

definitely emerged from the conclusion of the data analysis.  Another relationship piece is 

between the teacher and the parent.  TAC standards 4Ai regarding effective school 

cultures refers to engaging families and the community with school activities (2014). 

Also, 4Aii holds the expectation that teachers provide update to parents about student 

progress through regular communication (TAC, 2014).  The principals reported door-to-

door home visits, a periodic schedule of parent conferences across the year, and family 

night activities to enable parents to help their children at home. The campus improvement 

plans had specific goals toward parent engagement.  Renee Garcia’s plan included 

reading and math incentive programs reflecting practice at home.  Nita Moreno’s plan 

referred to Family Literacy Night and the Walks for Success home visits by the teachers.  

Teresa Manning’s campus plan included Title 1 Parent Night, Bilingual Parent Night, 

grade level musicals, art shows, math night, science night and a Fall Community Block 

Party.  Renee Gomez holds parent communication in a high regard as well, “I require that 

the teachers meet the parents. So they have to meet with the parents at the beginning of 

the school year, at the middle of the school year, and again at the end of the school year.”  

Through the data analysis of the study, the parent engagement piece seems to be strongly 

aligned with the TAC standards and the campus improvement plan goals.  
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Modeling a Relentless Pursuit of Excellence 

A third emerging theme was identified by this researcher as finding a way 

for students to be successful.  In standard 3 of the TAC (2014), the principals 

should demonstrate a commitment to improving student learning by modeling a 

relentless pursuit of excellence.  The campus improvement plans represent this 

goal for high expectations for student achievement.  Nita Moreno’s campus plan 

includes a goal for 90% of all students to pass all portions of the state 

assessments.  Renee Garcia’s campus plan seeks 95% of all students and each 

student group, including special education, to pass all portions of the STAAR test.  

Cathy Watson’s plan focuses not on passing the test, but on enrichment 

instruction to have more students reach commended areas of performance.  The 

comments from the principal provide support for their priority of finding a way.  

Teresa Manning said, “no excuses, no blaming, no slacking.” Her mindset that she 

conveys to teachers is an expectation that every child in every classroom has to 

reach high levels. Cathy Watson commented on being very insensitive to teachers 

creating an excuse for a student who is continually low performing.  Nita Moreno 

gave an example of how she guides teachers to find a way for students to be 

successful.  Her plan involves, “Regrouping students during the instructional day 

and after school tutorials based on date driven decision making and review of 

item analysis.”  In this theme area, there is evidence that the campus improvement 

plans are aligned with the principal standards and supported by the leadership 

practices of the principals. 
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Clearly Defining High Quality Instruction 

The fourth emerging theme discovered in this study is the expectations 

that the principals hold for the classroom.  In the principal standards in the TAC 

(2014), effective principals should “prioritize instruction and student achievement 

by developing and sharing a clear definition of high-quality instruction” (19 TAC 

§149.2001b1AiI). How is instruction represented in the campus improvement 

plans for these principals?  The campus improvement plans define instructional 

goals.  Anna Perez’s plan states that teachers will participate in Kagan structures 

during the school year.  Also, the plan includes an instructional expectation that 

“a consistent instructional cycle of plan, teach, assess, analyze data, re-teach” will 

be modeled through the classrooms.  Teresa Manning’s campus improvement 

plan lists instructional practices to be used at her campus.  The practices include 

Daily 5, SIOP strategies, ESL strategies, Thinking Maps, Anchor Charts, Gomez 

& Gomez model for the dual language program and differentiated instruction to 

meet the needs of students.  The comments from principals verify these 

expectations from the campus plan and align with the principal standards.  

Regarding classroom expectations, these participants kept high quality instruction 

and effective classroom management blended together in their responses. Anna 

Perez stated, “They [teachers] have to know what is [the] best practice that we 

need to be doing every day in the classroom; then making sure your classroom has 

those interactive, engaging moments for the kids. Classroom management is huge, 

and if you don’t have that, it doesn’t matter how good you can teach math cause 

the kids aren’t going to learn it.”  Nita Moreno identified classroom management 
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and differentiated instruction with the use of classroom centers as non-negotiables 

in her classrooms.  Teresa Manning echoed the same message, but adding Kagan 

strategies, as a mainstay in every classroom.  Renee Garcia also coupled 

classroom management with high expectations for student learning.  She states,  

They need to know their TEKS. They need to know what the grade level 
expectations are so that way they can prepare and teach the, the material that 
needs to be taught at that grade level. They need to know how to differentiate the 
curriculum.  I really believe that teachers need to have rules and routines in the 
classroom. 

All of the respondents said they spend most of a typical school day conducting 

classroom walkthroughs and observations to monitor the instructional standards of their 

schools.  Their efforts focus on guiding, coaching and recognizing quality instructional 

strategies as well as the effective classroom management practices.  In the principal 

standards, section 149.2001b2AiIV that effective leadership of human capital ensure that 

teachers grow through supports including regular observations, feedback, and coaching 

(19 TAC, 2014).  

This emerging theme of expectations for the classroom is evident in the principal 

standards; in the campus improvement plans; and in the practices of these principals 

whose schools are attaining high student performance levels.  Their actions of being in 

classrooms for portions of each school day is an example of how these participants 

commit time to what they feel is most important.  

Growing Teacher Leaders 

The next emerging theme that is linked to principal standards and campus 

improvement plans is the purposeful work to grow teacher leaders.  The principal 

standards address developing employees in two areas.  Section 149.2001b2AiI addresses 
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principals investing in the development of staff and section 149.2001b2AiVI states that 

principals should create opportunities for effective teachers to take on a variety of 

leadership roles (19 TAC, 2014).  These standards are given purpose in the campus 

improvement plans.  The campus plan at Renee Garcia’s campus has a strategy for fourth 

grade teachers to conduct training in writing for teachers in first, second and third grades.  

The training is specific to personal narrative and expository essays.  Cathy Watson’s 

campus plan includes several actions to grow leaders.  Teacher mentors are identified to 

model instruction for novice teachers.  Another action states that teachers who attend 

training serve as campus trainers of that content during faculty meetings.  Teacher leaders 

on Mrs. Watson’s campus will participate in the district’s job fair.  Also, teachers who 

seek higher degrees or certifications are elevated to mentor other teachers.  Mrs. Watson 

shared with the researcher, “I believe in growing teacher leaders, so they can share in the 

work of the overall school operation.  That plays a big part in our success - empowering 

those teachers.”  

Anna Perez’s campus plan specifies that the instructional coach and math 

specialist will build capacity of the teachers by coaching, modeling instruction, providing 

professional development, data analysis training and assisting with collaborative 

planning.  Teresa Manning’s campus plan has a similar action.  At her campus, the 

instructional coach will assist with implementing best practices such as modeling 

instruction, guiding, and observing teachers.  Through the statements in the campus 

improvement plans and the responses from the participants, these principals are fulfilling 

the principal standards of developing their teacher leaders. 
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Structures and Procedures for Successful Leadership 

The final emerging theme linked to principal standards and campus plans is titled 

structures and procedures.  In the principal standards, 19 TAC 149.2001, b1AiIII includes 

analyzing curriculum and ensuring teachers align content across grades (2014). Section 

b1AiV states that principals should routinely monitor instruction by visiting classrooms 

(2014). Section b1Aii references decisions based on data and common assessment cycles 

to identify students needing intervention (2014). Standard 19 TAC 149.2001, b2AiV 

holds principals to facilitate professional learning communities (PLCs) (2014).  All of the 

respondents are meeting these standards through their implementation of campus 

structures and procedures. 

Campus plans of these participants provide evidence of implementing the 

previously mentioned standards through scheduled processes.  Renee Garcia’s campus 

plan includes monthly horizontal and vertical planning along with weekly grade level 

meetings.  Another structure in Mrs. Garcia’s plan requires teachers to maintain weekly 

writing compositions to meet STAAR writing academic achievement standards. 

Similarly, Nita Moreno’s campus plan expected PLCs to meet weekly to examine student 

data.  Also, the plan states “Grade level/department meetings will be held each week on 

Tuesday to review student progress.” Teresa Manning’s plan states that the TEK student 

expectation will be “deconstructed” in weekly grade level meetings in addition to 

monthly vertical team meetings.  Cathy Watson’s plan required vertical alignment 

meetings with agendas.  Her plan sets expectations that PLCs will discuss teaching 

strategies and plan lessons.  The campus plan at Anna Perez’s campus lays out a system 

of meetings and communication including weekly PLCs, monthly faculty meetings, and 
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vertical meetings.  It also states that all K-4th grade teachers will meet individually with 

administrators for data review meetings.  From the campus plan statements, all of the 

principals are specifying routines and expectations in procedural terms rather than 

making decisions periodically through the year about PLC responsibilities or when the 

next data review meeting should be scheduled.  

The participants in the study gave numerous examples of structures and 

procedures as they relate to a relentless pursuit of ensuring the academic success of each 

student.  Teresa Manning shared that she meets with each grade level team once per 

week. Every three weeks, she holds a students-of-concern meeting with the team.  Renee 

Garcia explained the campus structure of giving a TEKS assessment every Friday in the 

five core areas.  Then, she meets with teacher teams every Tuesday to see their data 

reports and intervention plans leading up to the next Friday assessment. These procedures 

provide for immediate and timely expectations of addressing student weak areas.  In 

addition, teachers are held accountable for student learning within a week’s time period.  

Anna Perez has individual data meetings with each teacher every three to four weeks.  

Grade level meetings at her campus occur every Tuesday and vertical team meetings are 

held every two months. Mrs. Perez offered this comment about systems, “It goes together 

because you’re communicating the systems and expectations, and then every year, we’re 

still communicating the systems and the expectations.”  Cathy Watson also has routines 

established regarding meeting structures.  She said Mondays are PLCs and Wednesdays 

are grade level meetings that are more administrative. Additionally, vertical and 

horizontal alignment meetings occur once each six weeks. Mrs. Watson offered this 

thought regarding systems, “So we provide a lot of support and everything has to be 
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structured and have systems in place and very organized so that they don’t feel as much 

anxiety.” At Nita Moreno’s campus, she shared that grade level meetings occur weekly 

where the teachers review the item analysis of weekly assessments with administrators.  

Then, following each six week’s assessment and benchmark test, each team creates a 

student target list and plan interventions.  Teachers in non-tested areas are assigned to be 

mentors of students at risk of failing the next STAAR test.  These teachers must keep 

weekly logs for their services to their mentee.   

The participants, who serve as principals of high performing, high poverty 

campuses, have embedded expectations within their structures and procedures.  The 

analysis of student performance is very intentional and routine.  Through their responses 

and campus plans, the principals are aligned with the TAC principal standard of cycling 

assessments, analyzing data and fostering PLCs.  

Discussion of Findings 

The findings associated with this qualitative study serve to add to the body of 

knowledge and prompt further studies identifying leadership practices of high 

performing, high poverty school principals.  Although participating principals were from 

different schools representing different areas of the state, there were similarities in their 

leadership practices, and similarities in their high levels of student performance which 

was well above their demographic trend.  The similarities of leadership practice and the 

link to each school’s high level of student achievement make the study significant in its 

scope. This study can be informative to practicing principals as well as guide programs 

for aspiring administrator development.   
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This study explored leadership practices of principals of high performing, high 

poverty elementary schools in Texas.  This qualitative study was intent on gathering data 

and perspectives to address two research questions.  This section will discuss the findings 

in relation to each question proposed by this study.  

1. What leadership actions would principals of these high poverty schools 

identify as impacting the high student performance?   

Surface Level Findings 

The principals who participated in this study identified surface level leadership 

actions that contributed to high student performance.  The study, however, also revealed 

emerging themes which provided a deeper, holistic view of factors impacting student 

performance.  The surface level actions shared directly from the respondents are 

described in this section.   

All participants indicated they acquired their skills from serving under a quality 

principal while each of them served in an assistant principal role.  Each participant 

reflected on something they learned from that quality principal that has shaped their 

current practice as school leaders.  Participants were given the opportunity to describe 

how they use their time during a typical school day.  All five respondents spent most of 

their day conducting classroom walkthroughs and observations.  Monitoring classroom 

instruction on a daily basis was a high priority for attaining high levels of performance.  

All five of the principals expected to see student interaction through engaging 

instructional strategies.  Some of the principals stated Kagan structures as their measure 

or identifier of the components in an engaging lesson.  Other principals did not specify a 

source, but expected all students to be engaged at the appropriate level of rigor.   
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The five principals noted their contribution to high student performance as 

communicating and revisiting high expectations with the staff.  All principals conveyed a 

mindset of no excuses, finding a way and consistently keeping the goals and expectations 

in front of the teachers whether in a large group faculty meeting or small group PLC.  It 

was common among these respondents that weekly teacher PLC meetings included a 

breakdown of the TEKS student expectations, an analysis of student performance data, 

and the creation of action plans for interventions.  In Valencia’s (2010) study, the 

principals upheld a moral obligation to impact student performance.  Their work 

incorporated high expectations for instructional practice, analyzing state and local 

assessment data (Valencia, 2010). All principals reported monitoring student academic 

performance primarily through PLCs weekly meetings.   

Most principals reported on their actions to engage the staff toward a commitment 

of high performance.  Different strategies were shared to engage all staff.  Two principals 

used time in faculty meetings to show an instructional practice they captured during an 

observation and acknowledged that practice.  Another principal engaged teachers in non-

tested areas to mentor/tutor students so they would have a responsibility toward that 

child’s success.  Another principal promoted various extracurricular clubs, which were 

hosted by teachers, so each student could choose an interest and find success.  Another 

principal mentioned teacher pairs going door to door to visit with parents to raise their 

sense of responsibility to the child, to the parents and to the community in the need to 

reach high levels of success.   

The final area of surface level leadership actions were the purposeful strategies to 

engage parents in their child’s education.  McKenzie and Scheurich (2004) saw the need 
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for educators to build relationships with their students and families by visiting door-to-

door to handout school information.  By reaching out to parents in their neighborhood, a 

sense of trust and willingness from the parents to be more involved in their child’s school 

efforts.  All principals said face to face parent conferences were required and commented 

on the importance of teachers regularly communicating with parents about their child’s 

learning progress.  Most schools hosted different styles of parent involvement nights with 

students teaching their parents during some of the evening activities. The principals 

identified these seven actions as being impactful in reaching high levels of student 

performance at their schools which serve high portions of economically disadvantaged 

students.  

Deeper Findings 

The findings also represent the following emerging themes that provide a holistic 

picture of these principal leadership priorities.  One significant finding is the depth of the 

relationship of how teachers and principal know their students.  These are engrained 

relationships; deeper than knowing students by name.  Robinson (2010) describes this 

challenge for aspiring principal programs as the need to build the capacity of future 

leaders to strengthen relationships with students, staff and parents while raising student 

performance.  Teachers and principals in this study know the granular specificity about 

each child’s skills and interests needed to meet the learning expectation in the classroom.  

They discuss individual student progress weekly.   

Another finding that emerged is the intensity surrounding the time in classrooms.  

Quality principal preparation programs emphasize efforts to observe teacher instruction 

and provide quality feedback (Darling-Hammond, LaPointe, Meyerson, & Orr, 2007).  
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This is part of the culture of classroom expectations with these respondents.  Interactive 

lessons in these schools are not only encouraged, they are required.  It is the culture of 

every classroom in these schools.  Students are highly engaged along with an expectation 

of highly effective classroom management in every classroom.  Among these principals, 

there is a mentality and purposeful action toward daily accountability in classrooms.  

A third holistic finding is in the structures and procedures developed by these 

principals.  They utilize structures and procedures as ways of positioning routine 

decisions or reminders about expectations into the structures or procedures of teacher 

responsibilities.  These principals have moved those efforts that may have been optional 

or encouraged into a campus expectation via procedures.  The result is a higher standard 

applied to all teachers; and efficiency for principals because they are making fewer 

decisions about individual teachers by way of individual conversations.  Those 

discussions are now framed in a campus procedure which is communicated before 

students arrive for the first day of the school year.   

Another finding that exists among these respondents is there unifying efforts that 

occur through the vehicle of a shared vision and shared expectations.  The Wallace 

Foundation (2012) includes as one of the critical attributes for aspiring principals is the 

ability to shape a vision of academic success for all students.  Celebrations and pride are 

outcomes of meeting the high expectations.  An internal motivation to continue at high 

levels has infiltrated the staff.   

The TAC principal standards address school leaders as needing a relentless 

pursuit toward high student achievement.  These respondents firmly hold their ground in 

finding a way for all students to be successful.  They are focused on meeting goals.  In 
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their study of effective aspiring administrator programs, the Wallace Foundation (2012) 

states that these programs “prepare new leaders to communicate effectively within and 

beyond the school, build high expectations and use systems thinking to diagnose 

problems” (p.9). The mindset was shared by the principals as a no nonsense, no excuses 

typical stance in their schools.  These principals cultivated this approach in their staff by 

leading efforts and supporting efforts to help teachers find a way to raise success levels 

for each child.  

The last finding that emerged was the importance of growing teacher leaders.  As 

the Wallace Foundation (2012) reports in its study of quality aspiring administrator 

programs, principals need the skills to cultivate leadership in others. Leithwood, Seashore 

Louis, Anderson, and Wahlstrom (2005) agrees stating that a basis in leadership practice 

is developing people.  Repeatedly, these participants referred to empowering teachers; 

delegating responsibilities to them; and ensuring the teachers follow through with those 

school-wide tasks.  Valencia (2010) states effective principals empowered their staff to 

be decision makers in designing instructional lessons.  It became apparent through the 

responses that these schools progress as a team where teachers accept responsibilities 

because of the intense desire to reach and maintain high levels of performance.  

The findings in the study of principals in high performing, high poverty schools 

guided the researcher’s recommendations for district-led aspiring administrator programs.  

The findings in relation to the following research question will follow. 

2. Based on the priorities of principals in high performing, high poverty schools, 

what training should be included in a district-led aspiring administrators 

program? 
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A principal who is skilled in working with the most challenging student 

populations should also be successful in working with less challenging situations.  

According to Valencia (2010), principals need skills for working with diverse 

populations.  This researcher would suggest the following training recommendations 

based on this study for inclusion in a district-led aspiring administrator program.   

Aspiring Administrator Program Recommendations 

Future school leaders need understanding in how to develop a vision of where the 

students need to be in their academic performance.  Incorporated into the vision training 

is the poise and finesse to manage a no excuses or find-a-way stance with the school 

staff.  Darling-Hammond et al. (2007) supported the visioning training by identifying the 

practice for future leaders to include “developing shared, school-wide goals and 

direction” (p. 7).   

From establishing the vision, the aspiring administrators should prepare plans and 

practice experiences for modeling and guide teachers to understand deep and focused 

relationships with every student in their class.  Khalifa, Gooden, and Davis (2016) 

suggests that principals can influence student success by developing and maintaining 

strong relationships with students and families (2010).  

Another recommendation for administrator preparation is to design a plan for 

what structures and procedures should be in place along with the expectations that 

surround the procedures.  Barnett, Shoho, and Oleszewski (2012) state that aspiring 

administrator programs should improve a leader’s ability to “manage their time and 

organize priorities, resolve conflicts, and practice instructional leadership” (p. 120).  

Similarly, the Wallace Foundation (2012) included the ability to manage people, data, 
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and processes to impact school improvement is essential in administrator preparation 

programs. The structures and procedures should resemble the findings from the 

participants in this study. Those structure and procedures would include the frequency 

that student performance is to be monitored across time periods from unpacking the 

TEKS student expectations to planned instruction to common assessment development to 

disaggregating data results to creating intervention plans for low performers. Then, this 

cycle repeats.  These procedures should also explain the depth of each piece under the 

monitoring umbrella. According to Darling-Hammond et al., using data to guide school 

improvement is another action implemented by high quality leaders (2007).   

As a recommendation, the aspiring principal should be trained in modeling the 

expectations so his or her teachers can see a demonstration of the expectation.  A 

program for aspiring administrators should improve the leader’s ability in improving 

instructional capacity and support their teachers to improve student learning (Barnett et 

al., 2012).  The aspiring administrators should be exposed to and prepare a system for 

delegating responsibilities and establishing leadership opportunities for teachers.  That 

system should include a planned follow up with the teachers to support their development 

while holding the teachers accountable to the broader responsibility. 

The next component for training future administrators is an exercise where he or 

she explains the expectations for classroom instruction and classroom management on a 

campus.  That experience should clearly answer the questions of what does the classroom 

instruction look like and what will the administrator seek in observing student 

engagement through the teacher’s instruction. The aspiring principal must be able to 



Texas Tech University, Darryl Flusche, December 2017 
 

125 

articulate and facilitate this expectation in a way that all teachers embrace the standard 

for their classroom learning atmosphere.   

Another component in the training of future school leaders is for them to design a 

plan that reaches out to parents and makes parents feel welcome into the school.  

Valencia (2010) contends that effective principals “were intentional about creating a 

school with a welcoming atmosphere for the staff and students at the school, but also for 

the community surrounding the school.   

The final piece to incorporate into a district-led aspiring administrator program is 

the opportunity to work in a school leadership position under a principal who has 

demonstrated success in achieving high levels of student performance.  Researchers 

found that aspiring administrators learned a critical piece in implementing specific 

practices while interning under a principal (Darling-Hammond et al., 2007). The aspiring 

administrator needs to learn how the principal communicates effectively with people. 

What are the values that form the basis for decisions made by the principal?  How does 

the principal demonstrate the practices recommended for a district-led administrator 

pipeline?  How does the principal facilitate a positive school culture through their daily 

interactions?  These are some of the questions that a daily experience working under a 

quality principal could answer for future school leaders.  The participants in the study all 

reported the impact that working under a high performing principal had on their 

development as a school leader.  The components represent the recommendations for a 

district-led aspiring administrator program.  
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Limitations 

The study has limitations in its reach and universal application.  The study was 

focused on participants who are principals in elementary schools in Texas.  Generalizing 

the results to other states may not be possible.  The range in size of these five schools 

excludes schools that are outside this range, rather smaller or larger, which could limit the 

applicability of the results.  The study is also limited since the participants did not 

represent every ethnic and gender who could serve in a principal role.  All of the 

participants were female.  Also, this study included a small sample size of five 

respondents from which their responses were believed to be true to their actions as school 

leaders. The researcher is limited in the ability to validate their responses without a daily 

presence in their workplace. These reasons limit the ability to generalize these results 

across all elementary schools who serve third and fourth grade students.  

Recommendations for Practitioners 

This research study was conducted to contribute the body of knowledge in the 

field of elementary school leadership.  The findings from this study identify specific 

categories and examples of the leadership practices of principals whose schools are 

reaching high levels of student performance.  The findings presented in this study are 

major pieces toward a blueprint of administrator training.  The leadership actions of these 

principals are not only aligned, but they are expectations in the professional standards 

outlined in the TAC (2014).  Every principal must adhere to these professional standards.  

If every principal knew how to lead schools to reach high student performance, then they 

would lead accordingly.  However, the principals in a vast majority of schools do not 

demonstrate those skills to lead schools to these high performance levels.  These five 
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schools shouldn’t be the exception. Ultimately, the impact of this study is to contribute to 

the framework for those districts in need of designing a program for preparing highly 

skilled aspiring principals who can duplicate the results of these five participants.  More 

aspiring administrators need to have opportunities in a leadership pipeline where they 

learn to replicate leadership actions which have led high poverty schools to student 

achievement levels that rival every Texas public elementary school that serves third and 

fourth grade students.  

In addition to the findings serving as a framework for administrator preparation in 

a district, more steps could be developed.  School districts should recruit those teachers 

who have the capacity to become quality school leaders.  Current school leaders and 

district administrators should investigate options for exposing potential administrators to 

these practices demonstrated by high performing leaders.  The district leaders should also 

develop networking connections and communication channels with principals who lead 

high performing schools in other districts around the state.  Visit those schools.  

Conference with those high performing leaders and their lead teachers.  Learn their 

priorities, methods and mindsets in the daily work of their role. District administrators 

should facilitate components among existing campus principals to shift the culture.  Some 

of those components could include embedding expectations into structures and 

procedures; defining classroom expectations for behavior and engaged learning; coaching 

teachers toward deep relationships with students; and incorporating a specific cycle of 

lesson planning, assessment, data analysis and intervention design.  Barnett et al., (2012) 

concur on the need for aspiring administrator programs to grow leaders who can assess 

student learning through analysis of student performance data.  Districts should consider 
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internships for aspiring administrators to allow daily exposure to the values which drive 

decisions for various student situations and instruction related decision.  Principals and 

aspiring administrators should have an awareness of high performing schools and the 

leadership strategies that separate the average schools from those that are high 

performing.  

Recommendations for Further Research 

The study focused on the leadership practices of principals who serve in high 

performing, high poverty elementary schools.  Further studies could broaden this study 

by reaching to middle school levels and high school levels.  Both of these areas have high 

poverty schools which are outperforming their demographic.  Additionally, this study 

could be extended to include the role of assistant principals on high performing, high 

poverty campuses and PLC lead teachers who serve on these campuses.  The study could 

include the impactful dynamics of the principal/assistant principal leadership team and a 

comparison of their respective roles. A further extension of this study could include the 

allocation of resources in high performing, high poverty schools.  An explanation of the 

use of budgeted funds and the utilization of teacher and paraprofessional roles on the 

campus would be another design to benefit aspiring administrators.  There are several 

options presented here which would extend this study to further research possibilities.  

Conclusion 

This qualitative study was intended to identify principal leadership practices of 

high performing, high poverty schools.  The study included five participants. All of the 

participants were from different backgrounds who became teachers in the Texas public 

school system.  Several commonalities existed among these five.  All were assistant 
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principals and were influenced by their high performing principals.  They all committed 

portions of each school day to classroom observations and walkthroughs.  Finding a path 

to success is larger in their view than seeing the obstacles which prevent high student 

performance.  Each of these leaders expected deep relationships between teachers and 

their students.  Also, they all commonly expect classroom instruction to be engaging, as 

well as data analysis to occur at regular intervals which result in timely intervention 

plans.  

As a superintendent who seeks to develop leaders and raise performance levels in 

a district, this study offers a better understanding of components where existing leaders 

can grow.  The study also guides this researcher in the design for an impactful district-led 

aspiring administrator program.  There is understanding in the value of an aspiring 

administrator to be exposed to the daily actions of a principal before becoming a 

principal. There is also a greater value in organizing the principal role at a school that 

enables time and attention in classrooms.  This researcher can facilitate existing leaders 

toward the idea of ensuring the daily accountability of the teacher’s work in the 

classroom.  Quality daily lessons will likely raise student achievement and growth across 

the school year.  

A broader outcome of this study is to impact students across many schools in the 

state.  If these findings could result in notable student performance gains in multiple 

schools, it would serve to generate greater confidence in local communities and in the 

larger cities in Texas.  The public would increasingly see public school education as a 

higher value in the state.  Pride in the teaching and school leader professions would be 

invigorated.  Then, state lawmakers would hopefully respect the evidence and place 
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public education as a higher priority as a result of higher levels of success across this 

state’s public education system.  
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APPENDICES 

Appendix A 

Initial Solicitation Email 

Subject: Principal Leadership Actions in High Performing, High Poverty Elementary Schools 
 
Dear Principal, 

I am a current superintendent and doctoral student at Texas Tech University.  I 
commend you and your school for reaching performance levels that are well beyond 
schools with similar populations. I am researching principal actions that lead to high 
student performance in elementary schools which have a low income population. Your 
input would be of great value for this study.   

My study involves conducting interviews of principals if they are willing.  The 
interviews will last up to 45 minutes.  The responses that you could provide will become 
the major source of data for my dissertation.  Your participation is voluntary.  

My co-researcher and dissertation advisor for this study is Dr. Fernando Valle 
who is a member of the Texas Tech University Department of Educational Psychology 
and Leadership.  He may be reached at fvalle@ttu.edu 

I would like to assure you that any responses to this survey are totally 
confidential.  Your privacy will be protected and is high priority for me.  
 Please reply to this email to indicate whether you would allow me to interview 
you for this study.  I thank you for your willingness to help me with this research.  Again, 
congratulations on your school’s high student achievement! 
 
Sincerely, 
Darryl Flusche 
Superintendent, Canyon ISD 
Doctoral Candidate, Texas Tech University 
  

mailto:fvalle@ttu.edu
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Appendix B 

Follow-Up Solicitation Email 

 
This email will be sent after the initial two week window 
 
Subject: Final Reminder - Principal Leadership Actions in High Performing, High Poverty 
Elementary Schools 
 
Dear Principal, 

Last week, you received an email asking for your participation in my study on the 
leadership actions of high performing schools.  The success that your students have 
reached is attributed to your actions as their principal.  This study hopes to impact 
principal preparation programs to equip future leaders from your example.  I would most 
appreciative of your participation by allowing me to interview you about your school’s 
success.  Again, your participation is voluntary. 

As a current superintendent and doctoral student at Texas Tech University, I am 
researching principal actions that lead to high student performance in elementary schools 
which have a high poverty population.  I am researching principal actions that lead to 
high student performance in elementary schools which have a low income population. 
Your input would be of great value for this study.   

My study involves conducting interviews of principals if they are willing.  The 
interviews will last up to 45 minutes.  The responses that you could provide will become 
the major source of data for my dissertation.  Your participation is voluntary.  

My co-researcher and dissertation advisor for this study is Dr. Fernando Valle 
who is a member of the Texas Tech University Department of Educational Psychology 
and Leadership.  He may be reached at fvalle@ttu.edu 

Please be assured that any responses to this survey are totally confidential.  Your 
privacy will be protected and is of great importance to me.  
 Please reply to this email to indicate whether you would allow me to interview 
you for this study.  I thank you for your willingness to help me with this research.  Again, 
congratulations on your school’s high student achievement! 
 
Sincerely, 
Darryl Flusche 
Superintendent, Canyon ISD 
Doctoral Candidate, Texas Tech University 
  

mailto:fvalle@ttu.edu
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Appendix C 

Interview Protocol 

1. How do you describe your leadership in the school? 

2. What experiences or training best prepared you to be a principal who leads high 

performance? 

3. What actions have you taken that contributed to the high performance of this school? 

What do you do to maintain student academic success? 

4. What are the leadership challenges as principal of this school? 

5. As the school leader, how do you monitor the academic performance of the students in 

your school? 

6. How would you characterize the culture of your school? 

7. How do you spend the majority of your time during a typical work week? 

8. What would be on your list of non-negotiable procedures/practices in leading a school 

to high levels of performance? 

9. How many years have you been a principal (total)? How many years of experience at 

this school? 

10. How have you engaged school staff in support of achieving student academic 

success? 

11. What would be on your priority list for professional development for teachers who 

are new to your school? 

12. How do you recognize the accomplishments of your teachers/staff? 

13. Where did you pick up your skills? 

14. How have you engaged parents in support of achieving student academic success?  
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Appendix D 

Adult Consent Form 

Research Study: Principal Leadership Actions in High Performing, High Poverty Elementary 
Schools 
 
This consent form is provided to explain your participation and protections if you choose 
to participate in this study.  
 
 
What is this project studying? 

I am researching principal actions that lead to high student performance in 
elementary schools which have a low income population. Your input would be of great 
value for this study.   
 
 
What would I do if I participate? 

My study involves conducting interviews of principals if they are willing.  I will 
ask you questions in the interview related to your leadership practices and actions that are 
resulting in high student performance at your school.  The interviews will be audio 
recorded in order for me to obtain an accurate account of the information. 
 
 
How will I benefit from participating? 
 You will be providing quality information for this study.  I am hoping that the 
results of the study can impact aspiring administrator programs in school districts as well 
as impacting the principal preparation programs at the university level.  Your successes 
would serve as an example of the principal actions that aspiring administrators should 
demonstrate as school leaders. 
 
 
Can I quit if I become uncomfortable? 
 Yes you may end your participation in the study at any time.  Your participation is 
voluntary.  My dissertation chair at Texas Tech University, Dr. Fernando Valle, has 
reviewed the questions and feel that these are comfortable for a principal to answer.  You 
may skip any question that you do not choose to answer.  Participation is your choice.  I 
do appreciate any help you are able to provide. 
 
 
How long will participation take? 
 The interview will last 30 to 45 minutes. 
 
 
How are you protecting privacy? 
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 The answers you provide and your identifying information will be totally 
confidential. Your name or identifying information will never be associated as a 
participant in the study without your permission.  Your name will not be linked to any 
documentation, materials or the dissertation.  Only Dr. Valle and I will have access to the 
names of principals who agreed to participate in the study.  All documentation will be 
stored in a locked file cabinet or on a password protected electronic device. 
 
I have some question about this study.  Who can I ask? 

My dissertation advisor for this study is Dr. Fernando Valle who is a member of 
the Texas Tech University Department of Educational Psychology and Leadership.  He 
may be reached at fvalle@ttu.edu.  Texas Tech University also has a Human Research 
Protection Program that protects the rights of people who participate in research. You can 
contact them for questions at 806-742-2064. 
 
 
 
______________________________________              __________________ 
Signature       Date 
 
 
______________________________________ 
Printed Name 
 
 
This consent form is not valid after September 30, 2017. 
 

mailto:fvalle@ttu.edu
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