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ABSTRACT

The newly appointed elementary assistant principal enters the administrative job
with unclear role expectations since few studies have examined the position closely.
Literature consistently supports the principal as key to the effectiveness of the assistant
principal. The position of assistant principal is viewed as important to schools, yet the
complex role is seen as unclear and in a state of change. This study explores the
experiences of an elementary assistant principal over the course of her first year and was
guided by the question: How does an elementary school assistant principal come to
understand her role?
Both phenomenology and symbolic interaction provided frameworks from which
to view this single case study. Phenomenology facilitated the description and analysis of
the role of this elementary assistant principal, Lucy. Since human beings actively engage
"in creating their world and their imderstandings of it" (Ponticell & Zepeda, 2000),
symbolic interaction facilitated the inclusion of additional perspectives from key
participants within the context of Lucy's school.
The Four Case Study Design Tests (Yin, 1994) were applied to check for
goodness, credibility, and transferability. Following consistent procedures over time,
using multiple sources, categorizing concepts, and key infonnant interviews provided
strength to this case study. Interviews were analyzed using the constant conparative
method of data analysis (Bogdan & Biklen, 1998), and member checking, and the
triangulation of data verified the accuracy of data.

vui

Categories emerged from early studies drawing attention to the dimensions of the
elementary assistant principal. Key informant interviews indicated the critical impact of
relationships, creating opportunities for deeper responses and contributing to Lucy's role
conceptualization based on the informants' personal experiences. Archival data provided
additional directives from within the school district, facilitating confusion surrounding
Lucy's role conceptualization. Additionally, data identified the principal as a major
influence on this elementary assistant principal.
The significance of this study to the field of educational leadership is the close
examination of a single case study, a novice elementary administrator. Fxirther case
studies like this have the potential to contribute thicker descriptions and a clearer
understanding of the perspectives, actions, and interactions affecting the elementary
assistant principal.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

The newly appointed assistant principal enters a midlevel administrative role
which few studies have examined closely (Brottman, 1981; NASSP, 1991). Most
assistant principals bring an accumulated knowledge of their experiences with previous
supervisors, as well as any personal on-the-job experiences received during an internship
for administrative licensure or in extra duties assigned while still a classroom teacher.
The assistant principalship is viewed from several perspectives ranging from
second-in-command to disciplinarian or counselor (Hartley & Brown, 1981; Mitchell,
1980, 1987). Some assistant principals view the position as a step toward the
principalship (Greer & Mullen, 1971; Howley, 1985; KeUy, 1987; Marshall, 1990, 1991;
NEA, 1970; Terry, 1998), whereas others see the position as a stopping place in an
education career (lannacone & Podorf, 1984).
Many of those entering the assistant principalship say they are not prepared for
the demands of the job (Hartzell, Williams & Nelson, 1995). Research shows that the
training received in preparation for the assistant principalship is not differentiated from
the training received in preparation for the principalship (Peterson, Marshall & Grier,
1987; NASSP, 1991; Potter, 1980). The new assistant principal receives cues from other
people (including the principal, teachers, teaching assistants, and parents) that reinforce
his/Tier concept of role effectiveness. The interaction between staff members and
administration in the complex social environment called "school" serves as a guide for
the fledgling administrator, reinforcing his/her understanding of his/her role of assistant

principal in that particular environment (Hartzell, 1991). Key to the effectiveness of the
assistant principal is the supervising principal who oversees tasks completed, supports
decisions made, and shares m admmistrative decision-making (Calabrese & Tucker-Ladd
& Tucker-Ladd, 1991; Dovming, 1983; Gorton, 1987; Hall & Guzman, 1984).
The position of assistant principal continues to be seen as important to schools
(Calabrese & Tucker-Ladd, 1991; NASSP, 1991; Terry, 1998), but the complex role of
the assistant principal is still seen as unclear and in a state of change (Gates, 1988; Norton
& Kriekard, 1987; Panyako & Rorie, 1987, Reed, 1984; Richardson & Flanigan, 1991;
Scoggins &. Bishop, 1993). Even though some research can be foimd about the role of the
secondary assistant principal, still more research needs to be done (NASSP, 1991,
Marshall, 1992). Notably, even less can be found about the elementary assistant
principalship (Brottman, 1981).
In summary, the position of assistant principal is seen as important to the
effectiveness of schools (Calabrese & Tucker-Ladd, 1991; NASSP, 1991; Terry, 1998);
however, little is known about the role as it is played out in a complex environment
(Reed, 1984; Terry, 1998). Even the training received by the assistant principal is not
differentiated from the training received by the principal (Peterson et al., 1987; NASSP,
1991). There is a need for more research into the position of the assistant principalship in
order to understand the demands placed on these individuals as they prepare for the
position of assistant principal and engage in their roles, so that their preparation for the
role is better informed. Additionally, since research on the role of the elementary
assistant principalship is scant (Brottman, 1981; NASSP, 1991), there is a need for more
research, particularly on the elementary assistant principalship.
2

Statement of the Problem
What little we know about the role of the assistant principal is complex and
occasionally in conflict. Research suggests: (1) the position of the assistant principal is
important to schools; (2) there is confusion about the role of the assistant principal; (3)
what we know about the role is hidden in the shadow of the principalship, so that job
requirements are often similar but without the same levels of accountability and
responsibility; (4) there is more research on the secondary assistant principal than the
elementary assistant principal; and (5) the few studies of the elementary assistant
principal that have been done tell us little about what this role looks like in actual
practice, or how an elementary assistant principal comes to understand this role.
If, as the research suggests, the position of the assistant principal is essential to
schools (Brottman, 1981; Calabrese & Tucker-Ladd & Tucker-Ladd, 1991; Marshall,
1990; Marshall, 1992; Mclntyre, 1988; NASSP, 1991; NEA, 1970;Pawlas, 1989;
Peterson et al., 1987), then xmderstanding how an assistant principalfimctionswithin the
envirormient of a school would seem to be important.
Existing research does not clearly delineate the role of the assistant principal as
demonstrated by Hartley and Brown (1981), who indicated the variety of contradictory
perceptions from the community, school board, central office administration, staff
members, and students concerning the assistant principal. Ten years later the National
Association of Secondary School Principals (1991) concluded that difficulties still existed
when describing the assistant principal's role.
The lack of balance between research on the elementary and secondary assistant
principalships is also evident. Researchers themselves have noted that the majority of
3

studies have been done at the secondary level and reported in secondary journals (e.g.,
Bates & Shank, 1983; Black, 1980; Marshall, 1992; Norton & Kriekard, 1987; Panyako
& Rorie, 1987). Clearly, the settings of elementary and secondary schools differ;
therefore, the demands on and expectations of the assistant principal differ as well, due to
the decidedly different educational environments.
Another complication with reviewing the existing literature on the assistant
principalship is the lack of definition of the focus of the research. For example, the reader
must discern that because an article about an assistant principal is published in a
secondary journal, then the subject must be a secondary assistant principal (Bates &
Shank, 1983; Clements, 1980; Howley, 1985; Giant, 1987; Gorton, 1987; Mitchell, 1987;
Kelly, 1987; NASSP, 1991; Norton & Kriekard, 1987; Smith, 1987; Terry, 1998;
Thomson, 1988).
Finally, what we do know abovit the elementary assistant principal we primarily
know from survey data rather than qualitative analysis or investigation (e.g.. Downing,
1983; Greer & MuUen, 1971; NEA, 1970).
Purpose of the Study
The pvirpose of this smgle-case study is to describe the perspectives, actions, and
interactions of a begiiming assistant principal in an elementary school over the course of
her first year, in order to understand what her role entails and how she comes to
conceptualize or understand that role.

Research Question
One research question guides this study: How does a beginning elementary
assistant principal come to conceptualize or understand her role?

Theoretical Framework
This single-case study is grounded in phenomenology and symbolic interactioa
The intent of a phenomenological case study is to bring to "consciousness" both someone
and something (Moustakas, 1994). This beginning elementary assistant principal, through
her participation in this case study, will actively reflect on her position as a new
administrator making phenomeno logical inquiry an appropriate lens through which to
explore and describe this administrative position.
Moustakas (1994) examines the tenets of phenomenology through the various
philosophers preceding him. He uses Heidegger (1977) to explain that phenomena
appear in consciousness. Furthermore, the word "phenomenon comes from the Greek
phaino, meaning to bring to light, to place in brightness, to show itself in itself..." (pp.
74-75). In this case study of a begiiming elementary school assistant principal,
phenomenological inquiry facilitates the meaning making that could occur in such a
study. Moustakas (1994) proposes several basic assumptions of phenomenology. The
first is that "phenomenology focuses on the appearance of things" (p. 58). In order to
understand and articulate the appearance of the role of one beginning elementary assistant
principal, the participant of this case study was observed as she fulfilled the various
responsibilities at her elementary school. A full description offers the rich detail
necessary for understanding the role she would play in this position.
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Phenomenology "seeks meanings from appearances and arrives at essences
through intuition and reflection on conscious acts of experience, leading to ideas,
concepts, judgments, and understandings" (Moustakas, 1994, p. 58). To seek meaning
underlying my observations, I utilized interviews of the participant. I recorded my
thoughts in a research journal regarding the meaning of my observations and the meaning
my participant attached to her role-a crucial aspect of phenomenology.
Moustakas (1994) fiirther assumes that the self and world are interrelated,
inseparable components of meaning. This speaks to my subjectivity as well as to the
intentionality of my case study participant. In this case, intentionality is defined as
purpose, either ultimate or immediate. For my participant; there was intentionality as she
fulfilled her position of elementary assistant principal in a public school. Through
interview questions, I elicited her ideas, understandings, intuition, and judgment as she
engaged in her role. For me, there was also intentionaUty in my inquiry and in my
meaning making. I had to be conscious of my own thoughts, reactions, and perspectives
as I came to learn about and understand the assistant principal's role through our
observations and interviews.
Moustakas (1994) explauis that phenomenology focuses on descriptions of
e3q)eriences instead of explanations or analyses. As I observed the elementary assistant
prmcipal, I needed to "accentuate" the "underlying meanings ... as near to their actual
nature as possible," in order to describe in "vivid and accurate terms what appears in
consciousness and in direct seeing-images" (Moustakas, 1994, p. 59). My responsibility
was to describe my observations and our conversations accurately in order to present the
meaning that this begiiming elementary assistant principal attached to her role.
6

Another assumption is that "phenomenology is rooted in questions that give a
direction and focus to meaning" (Moustakas, 1994, p. 59). By necessity, initial interview
questions were general in order to facilitate the expression of experiences and the
thoughts of this elementary assistant principal rather than providing too specific a
question, thereby offering the potential of directing a response. Successive questions
probed for meaning, occurring within the context of the conversation.
The researcher's own thinking and intuiting, reflecting, and judging are
considered "primary evidences in this scientific investigation" (Moustakas, 1994, p. 59).
Phenomenology focuses on constructed meaning with the perspective of the participant
and the researcher integral to that meaning. This also informed my consciousness
regarding interviews; my questions needed to xmcover, not direct.
Moustakas' (1994) final assumption of "intersubjective reality" as part of the
process in an investigation means that the researcher plays a large part in the meaning
making that occurs. Every perception begins with the researcher's personal sense of
attached meaning according to Moustakas (1994). Because of the weight of influence of
the researcher's personal perception in phenomenology, I chose symboUc interaction as
an additional theory appropriate to this case study. SymboUc interaction allows the
inclusion of the additional perspectives of others involved within the context of this
elementary school. If I were to illuminate the role of this beginning elementary assistant
principal, the perceptions of more than myself and the assistant principal would seem
essential to the truth of this study. In summary, phenomenology would allow the
uncovering of the initial meaning conferred to her role by this beginning elementary
assistant principal through a rich, contextual description of the position and how it fit
7

within this elementary school environment. SymboHc interaction would invite the
perspectives of others, which would be key to understanding how the new elementary
assistant principal ascertains her role through her interactions with others.
Symbolic interaction asserts that human bemgs actively engage "in creating their
world and their understandings of it" (Ponticell & Zepeda, 2000, p. 3). Symbolic
interaction seems an appropriate lens through which to view the role of this elementary
assistant principal, not only from her perspective, but also from the perspective of those
with whom she interacts regularly. Ponticell and Zepeda (2000) quote Blumer's (1969)
three premises of symbolic interaction;
SymboUc interaction rests ... on three simple premises. The first premise
is that human beings act toward things on the basis of the meanings they
have for them... The second premise is that the meaning of such things is
derived from, or arises out of, the social interaction that one has with
one's feUows. The third premise is that these meanings are handled in,
and modified through, an interpretative process used by the person in
dealing with the things he encoimters. (p. 3)
Therefore, Ponticell and Zepeda (2000) assert, "...if we foUow Blumer's logic,
human e?q)erience is mediated by interpretation" (p. 3). Rather than "things, people,
situations, events, and experiences" (p. 7) having their own meanings, individual
encounters cause an interaction from whence meaning is inferred. It is this facet of
interaction and interpretation that encourages the use of symboUc interaction as a
theoretical framework from which to examine this case study in addition to the
phenomenological emphasis that aUows a rich description of initial individual meaning
making.
Since people act toward things on the basis of attached meanings (Blumer, 1969;
Ponticell & Zepeda, 2000), "meanings also are not static but are constantly constructed
8

and reconstructed by individuals during experiences and social interactions" (Ponticell &
Zepeda, 2000, p. 3). Plummer (1991) posits that "...the individual's perception of the
responses of others toward him reflect actual responses of others toward him" (p. 103),
Blumer (1966) fiirther noted,
SymboUc interaction involves interpretation, or ascertaining the meaning
of the action or remarks of the other person, and definition, or conveying
indications to another person as to how he is to act. (pp. 537-538)
Ponticell and Zepeda (2000) concur saying that".. .individuals in a situation have
the common task of constructing meaning of the experience, the interaction and
themselves, and of constructing their actions by interpreting and defining the acts of
others" (p. 4). Therefore, the new elementary assistant principal is not operating alone,
but is constantly in the process of imderstandmg actions and reactions to and with her
from those aroimd her as she learns tofiilfiUher new role.
Phenomenology invests much in "self-awareness, self-reflection and selfknowledge" (Moustakas, 1994, p. 95) to determine meaning. Symbolic interaction
accepts that there is meaning, but contends that the imderstanding of meaning must come
from the meaning the participant constructsfrominteractions with others within a social
system. In other words,"... while social factors affect behavior, individuals act on the
basis of interpretations and meanings generated by those social interactions" (Blase,
1986, p. 101). FoUowing this assumption, an elementary assistant principal's
determination of her role is based on the meaning she constructsfrominteraction with
others and in the meanings they construct as weU which guides their relationships with
and their responses to the assistant principal.

Table 1 compares the two theoretical frameworks of phenomenology and
symbolic interaction. The focus of phenomenology originates in psychology, whereas the
focus of symbolic interaction originates in sociology. Because of this, both have
something to offer this particular study. Phenomenology is concerned with wholeness of
the situation being studied. Symbolic interaction considers the impact of the role concept.
Both phenomenology and symbolic interaction seek meaning making, but from different
perspectives; phenomenology considers appearances (i.e., what something appears to be
to an individual), whereas symbolic interaction considers meaning making as an
emergent process within the essential social context (i.e., what something comes to mean
because of the interactive understanding of a social group).
Both phenomenology and symbolic interaction use particular questioning
strategies to uncover meaning. Phenomenology uses questions more generally as a focus
to get at an individual's understanding, and includes the reflections of the researcher as
weU as the participant. Symbolic interaction offers questions, which focus on the
behaviors and interactions of the participants involved in a social setting and their
particular interpretations of the concept being studied, in this case study, the role of the
elementary assistant principal in a school.
Data in phenomenology come more from the observance and interaction of the
researcher and subject of study, whereas data from symbolic interaction come from those
involved in the social environment in order to get at the layers of meaning attributed to
each participant interacting with the elementary assistant principal. In order to clearly
vmderstand the role of the elementary assistant principal, it is crucial to have that person's
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perspective as well as the perspectives of all those with whom she interacts in her day-today functioning of her role.

Table 1
Comparison of Phenomenology and Symbolic Interaction
PHENOMENOLOGY
• Focus on appearance of things
(psychology)

SYMBOLIC INTERACTION
• Focus on importance of relationship
between individual cognition, social
processes and outcomes, (sociology)
• Wholeness concern
• Role concept
• Seeks meanings from appearances
• Meaning making exposed in context of
emergent process of recorded social act
• Committed to description of experiences • Rich, verbal description of perceptions
Human experience mediated by
and interpretive processes by
interpretation
participant-informant
• Rooted in carefiiUy constructed
• Questions focus on behaviors in
questions that give direction/focus to
evidence and how interpreted/enacted
meaning
by participant-informant
• Allows for sympathetic introspection
• Subject/Object integrated
and an imderstanding of reaUty from the
actor's perspective
• Intersubjective reaUty is part of process • Interplay occvu*s between social
interactions/interpretive processes of
• Primary evidence comes from data and
interactants (Bastien & Hostager, 1993;
researcher's thinking, reflection, and
Blumer, 1976)
intuition (Moustakas, 1994)

Conceptual Framework
Tables 2, 3, and 4 list studies conducted or articles published that included some
mention of the role of the assistant principal. The tables span 37 years of research with
the 1980s and 1990s sharing the largest portions of the studies in ahnost equal numbers.
The term "non-specified" in the title of Table 2 is meant to illustrate that, regardless of
the journal the study/article was published in, nowhere in the study/article was the
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distinction between secondary or elementary made clear. However, the studies reflected
m Tables 3 and 4 clearly specified the campus or grade level. The categories across the
top of the tables emerged upon examination of the literature for themes concerning the
role of the assistant principal. Following is a brief explanation of those categories:
Shared responsibilities - the assistant principal and principal shared the majority
of tasks;
Role determined by the principal - the principal was key in deciding what the
assistant would do on that principal's campus;
Task-oriented - lists of specific tasks were provided to give an idea about
what the assistant principal did on the job;
DiscipUnarian (Disc) - the assistant principal was responsible for student
discipline;
CoUaborator (Collab) - the assistant principal was responsible for working
with others. This included teachers, and business or community members;
SkiU-based - the assistant principal's tasks were determined largely by the level
of skills he/she demonstrated, for example communication and diplomacy;
Second-in-command - the way that some viewed the assistant principal as in
charge when the principal was out of the building;
Managerial (Manag) - the style of leadership observed, and types of tasks done,
like delegating and organizing;
Curriculum and Instruction (C & I) - the assistant principal focused on subject
matter and the method with which it was deUvered by teachers and
received by students;
12

Aspire to Principalship (A to P) - the assistant principalship is a position that
leads to the principalship;
Projected Need for Assistant Principals (Proj. Need for A.P.) - the need for
assistant principals is made based on projected data from the study.

Table 2 (p. 13) categorizes the literature that did not identify whether the focus
was elementary or secondary, regardless of the journal in which the study/article was
published. Some articles examined more than one category. In that case, the multiple
themes examined are aU marked appropriately. For example, Wolcott (1973), in Table 4,
most often discussed the assistant principal from the perspective of disciplinarian and
second-in-command. The theme that appears most in the non-specified studies is the
"skUl-based" theme with six out of the 16 published articles focusing on that theme. A
close second is "disciplinarian" with four out of 16 authors focusing on the theme. The
theme of "role determined by the principal" occurs with the same frequency (four out of
16) as the theme of "curriculum and instruction."
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Table 2
Themes in Non-Specified Studies/Articles of the Assistant Principalship
Shared
responsibilities

1980,
Clements
1980,
Mitchell
1980,
Potter
1981,
Brottmam
1985,
Howley
1987,
Mitchell
1987,
Panyako
& Rorie
1987,
Peterson
etal.
1988,
Griffiths
etal.
1988,
Mclntyre
1988,
Thomson
1991,
Calabrese
& TuckerLadd &
TuckerUdd
1991,
Hartzell
1991,
NASSP
1991,
Richardson &
Flanigan
1993,
Michel et
al.

Role
determined
by
Principal

Taskoriented

Disc

CoUab.

>/

Skillbased

Secondincommand

Manag.

C
&I

A
to
P

Proj.
Need
for
A.P.

^
^

>/
^

^

¥<

s/

>/

«/

>/

«/

^
V

>/
«/
V

</

^
>/

^

^

<•

</

v*

^

v*

^

</

In Table 3 (p. 15), the theme that was discussed mostfrequentlyin literature on
the secondary assistant principal was "skill-based" with six out of the 16 pubUshed
studies/articles focusmg there. The theme of "discipUnarian" occurs in five out of the 16
studies/articles. "Role determined by the principal" occurred four of the 16 times in these
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studies/articles. These three themes appeared in both the non-specified table and
secondary table.
Table 3
Themes in Secondary Studies/Articles of the Assistant Principalship
Shared
responsibilities
1981,
Marsh
1983,
Bates &
Shank
1984, Reed
1984, HaU
& Guzman
1987, Kelly

Role
determined
by
Principal

^

Disc

Collab

SkUlbased

Second
in
command

Manag.

C

&
1

A
to
P

^

</
*/

</
</

V

1987,
Norton &
Kriekard
1987,
Smith
1988, Gates
1990,
Hunter
1990,
Marshall
1991,
Marshall
1992,
Marshall
1993,
Lester
1994,
Hozack
1995,
Hartzell et
al.
1998, Terry

Taskoriented

</

</
V

<^
>/
v"

</

>/

>/
</

>/
</

>/

«/

The pubUshed studies/articles conducted specifically in the elementary
environment (Table 4) are decidedly fewer in number (seven) and focus on "role
determined by the principal" (*)(in four out of seven articles).
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Proj.
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*role detCTmined by the principal

The preceding tables reveal that 16 studies/articles have been published without
specifically identifying a secondary or elementary setting; 16 studies/articles have been
published with specific mention of secondary assistant principals; and seven
studies/articles have been published with specific mention of elementary assistant
principals. Since the assistant principalship is repeatedly spoken of as an important
position in schools (Brottman, 1981; HaU & Guzman, 1984; Terry, 1998), these tables
help demonstrate the importance of fiirther research on the role of the elementary
assistant principal. Few studies have been conducted m the elementary setting, and
themes common to other studies at the secondary level have been explored with less
frequency and depth.
The studies of the assistant principalship were conducted using a wide range of
methodologies. Blumer (1976) asserted, "Methods are mere instruments designed to
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identify and analyze the obdurate character of the empirical world, and as such their
value exists only in their suitability" (p. 13). Both the levels of study (elementary or
secondary) and methods implemented by the researchers varied.
Methods ranged from research studies to position statements, and in some
situations, combinations of methods were utUized. Eight of the published studies/articles
used surveys and were conducted from the 1960s through the 1990s (Burr, Coffield,
Jenson, & Neagley, 1963; Downing, 1983; Greer & Mullen, 1971; Hozack, 1994;
NAESP, 1970; Norton & Kriekard, 1987; Pawlas, 1989; Smith, 1987). Data most often
coUected were demographics, types and number of roles, professional preparation for the
position, and attitude toward the assistant principalship.
Another methodology used was mterviewing (HartzeU, WiUiams, 8c Nelson,
1995; KeUy, 1987; Lester, 1993; Marshall, 1990; Pawlas, 1989). Fontana and Frey
(1994) explain that there are three basic types of interviews; structured, group and
unstructured. The majority of the studies Usted here used the structured interview.
Case studies (Black & English, 1986; Marsh, 1981; Marshall, 1990,1992;
Wolcott, 1973) also were used to coUect information about specific assistant principals.
Again, the assistant principals were from both the elementary and secondary levels.
These case studies either foUowed the principal(s) or assistant principals) (e.g.,
Marshall, 1990,1991; Wolcott, 1973).
Characteristics of the elementary assistant principal also were examined through
literature reviews, which focused specifically on public school administrators, beginning
with the principal and extending to the assistant principal starting in 1963 and continuing
through 1998 (Brottman, 1981; Broussard, Arceneaux, & Boutte, 1989; Burr et al., 1963;
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Gates, 1988; Clements, 1980; Doud & Keller, 1998; lanaconne & Podorf, 1984; Kelly,
1987; Marshall, 1991; Michel, Cason, Jennings, Palmer, & Pressley, 1993; Terry, 1998).
StUl others exammed the characteristics of the assistant principal with the
intention of making a position statement or of prescribing some specific solution to an
identified difficulty or aspect of the elementary assistant principalship (Howley, 1985;
Hunter, 1990; Maher, 1988; Mclntyre, 1988; Milstein «& Krueger, 1997; MitcheU, 1980;
NASSP, 1991; Panyako & Rorie, 1987; Potter, 1980).
Surveys, interviews, case studies, literature reviews, and position papers or
prescriptive statements were aU used to examine the assistant principal's position in
schools. The literature base on the topic of the elementary assistant principalship reveals:
(1) almost two-thirds of the literature on the assistant principalship does not specify an
elementary or secondary setting, (2) approximately one-third of the Uterature addresses
the secondary setting, (3) Uttle research is focused solely on the elementary assistant
principal, and (4) the role remains unclear.
Assumptions
This study assumes that the assistant principal is involved in the management and
leadership of the school (Michel et al., 1993). If the assistant principalship is to be
considered an administrative position, then the elementary assistant principal also must
be considered involved in the administration of the school to which he/she is assigned.
This study also assumes that meaning-making occiu-s within the context of the
role of the new elementary assistant principal and occurs amongst and between the
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elementary assistant principal and others with whom he/she interacts over the course of a
school year.
Finally, this study assumes that the perspectives shared by the participants are
candid, factually and objectively accurate, and truthful.

Definitions of terms
Two basic definitions are important for this study:
1. Beginning elementary assistant principal - an individual who has
completed administrative certification as required by the state in which the study
occurs and who is serving as an elementary school assistant principal for the first
time.
2. Role - a pattern of behavior that is expected of an individual who
occupies a particular status (Scott 8c Schwartz, 2000, p. 117). This study focuses
on the role of the beginning elementary assistant principal.

Delimitations
This is a single-case study, utilizing the theoretical perspectives of
phenomenology and symboUc interaction to understand how a begiiming elementary
school assistant principal comes to understand this role.
This study acknowledges that there are multiple interactions that occur with and
aroimd the elementary assistant principal and students, teachers, other school staff, and
administrators. This study focuses only on those staff who interact directly with this
beginning elementary assistant principal on a close daily basis (e.g., principal, office
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staff, and selected teachers). Students were not interviewed directly, but the researcher's
observations and reflections about the interactions between students and the beginning
elementary assistant principal are mcluded.

Limitations
As a single-case study, generalizability of this study to other settings will be
limited (Denzin & Lincobi, 1994). In fact, "... a single-case ... is selected precisely
because the researcher wishes to understand the particular depth, not to find out what is
generally true of many" (Merriam, 1998, p. 208).
The site for this case study is a school district in a mid-sized city in the
Southwestern United States, therefore limiting the representativeness of the study to other
similar geographic locations. Since this study focuses on a newly appointed elementary
assistant principal over the course of her first year in administration, the data coUected
during this time will undoubtedly be different from data coUected in successive years as
her knowledge and understanding change with time.
It is the researcher's responsibility to provide the depth of description and
opportunity for interpretation by interactants through formal and informal interviews and
observations; however, the reader is responsible for taking that information and making it
personaUy relevant to the reader's setting (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992).

Significance of the Study
In the span of 37 years of literature, the assistant principalship has been deemed a
necessary position in schools (Burr et al., 1963; Norton & Kriekard, 1987). Yet, there is
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continuous ambiguity in terminology used by different researchers. Specifically, the term
assistant principal can at times be spoken of as instructional specialist, administrative
assistant, vice-principal, administrator, and supervisor (Burr et al., 1963; Michel et al.,
1993; NEA, 970; Pawlas, 1989; Peterson et al., 1987, Ponticell & Zepeda, 2000; Potter,
1980; Protheroe, 1998; Rallis, 1990; Scoggins & Bishop, 1993; Wolcott, 1973). Some
literature describes the elementary school assistant principalship as a path to prepare for
tiie principalship (Burr et al., 1963; NEA, 1970; Panyako & Rorie, 1987; Richardson &
Flanigan, 1991; Thomson, 1988). In other Uterature, elementary school assistant
principals are seen less effectively as the "second-class citizens, stand-ins, second-best,
junior executive" (Hartley & Brown, 1981, p. 1) or as a "curiosity" in the study of
educational administration (Brottman, 1981).
Other Uterature acknowledges the unportance of the role (Burr et al., 1963;
Norton & Kriekard, 1987). Yet, the Uterature mentioned repeatedly that preparation for
the position of assistant principals is not clearly defined or separatedfrompreparation for
the principalship (Broussard et al., 1989; Gates, 1988; Johnson & Snyder, 1986; Lindsay,
1985; Maher, 1988; Mclntyre, 1988; Milstein & Krueger, 1997; Peterson et al., 1987;
Thomson, 1988). There appears to be no common imderstandmg of the role and no
descriptive studies of the role and how it comes to be in a school setting. Recognizing
the Umitations of a single-case study, this study provides insights into a beginning
elementary school assistant principal's conceptuaUzation of her role over the course of
her first year. Insights gained from the participant's story as weU as msights of those
with whom she regularly interacts could raise questions for fiirther research and for the
preparation and induction of elementary school assistant principals.
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A single-case study, guided by the tenets of phenomenology and symbolic
interaction, provides descriptive data about the meaning this assistant principal confers on
her role, the meaning others attach to her role, and the similarities or differences in these
interacted meanings that serve to determine her role in practice. From this detaUed
description, perhaps other elementary assistant prmcipals will gain insight into their own
conceptualization of their roles.
By illuminating this elementary assistant principal's understanding of her role and
others' understanding of that role, perhaps other key staff like principals, teachers,
parents, community members, and office personnel would gain some understanding of
the struggles that can be anticipated for a new elementary assistant principal.
When Richard W. Riley, the United States Secretary of Education, addressed a
forum about the state of education in America, he said, "Across America there is a new
reaUsm mixed with hope: a wiUingness to take an honest accounting of our situation; a
clear understanding of the changes we are experiencing and the challenges..." (1999, p.
2). Included in his positive remarks were concerns about the principal. He said that not
enough was being done to "prepare the next generation of America's principals" (p. 2).
Assistant principals were not mentioned by Secretary Riley, but their importance in the
critical act of educational reform would nonetheless appear to be self evident.
If there are certain tasks that are unique to this elementary assistant principal,
increased understanding of these may enhance our thinking about training provided to
assistant principals. Training was repeatedly mentioned as being the same as that
provided to principals. However, we know so Uttle about the elementary school
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principalship that it is difficult to focus efforts on preparation programs to meet the
identified needs of this level of school leadership.
In summary, this research study: (1) contributes to reducing the ambiguity of
terminology used inconsistently about the elementary assistant principal, (2) clarifies the
role of an elementary assistant principal and how her understanding of her role was
accomplished, (3) provide insights into possible implications for training, and (4) raises
questions for fiirther research.

Organization of the Study
Chapter I provides an introduction, describing the context surrounding the issue of
the role of the elementary assistant principalship. The two theoretical frameworks of
phenomenology and symbolic interaction are described. Assumptions, definitions of
terms, delimitations, Umitations, and the potential significance of this study are
addressed.
Chapter II contains a review of literature relevant to this study, including a limited
history on the principalship, a more thorough history of the assistant principalship, and an
ejqjloration of the secondary and elementary assistant principalships separately.
Chapter III provides the rationale for the study and the research design selected.
The context is described in greater detail. The data collection and analysis methods are
explained. Issues of reUability, vaUdity, and generalizability are addressed m terms of
goodness, credibility and transferability (Yin, 1994).
Chapter IV presents the findings and provides interpretation of the findings.
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Conclusions are presented in Chapter V, along with the significance of the study
and implications for future research and practice.
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CHAPTER II
REVIEW OF RELEVANT LITERATURE

Introduction
In order to gain insight and understanding into the elementary assistant
principalship, it is necessary to have a general understanding of the history of public
school administration, in particular the principalship and assistant principalship. This
review of relevant Uterature includes the foUowing sections: (1) the principalship, (2) the
assistant principalship, (3) the secondary assistant principalship, and finally, (4) the
elementary assistant principalship. The focus of the review is the role of the administrator
within each context. The review of relevant Uterature is foUowed by a summarization of
aU topic sections along with identification and discussion of some gaps in the literature.

Advent of the Principalship
Beck and Murphy (1993) e^qjlained that in early American education, teachers
performed the first administrative tasks as part of their duties and "the single word
'principal,' referring to 'the controUing head' [of the school], first appeared in the
Common School Report of Cincinnati in 1835 and again in the writings of Horace Mann
in 1841" (p. 1). Beck and Murphy examined the principalship (making no distinction
between elementary and secondary) metaphorically for trends from the 1920s to the
1990s. In particular, they examined the principal's relationship to others (i.e., peers,
superintendents, teachers, parents, and students) across those decades. Notably, the
assistant principalship was not mentioned.
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Beck and Murphy (1993) reported that the duties of the principal varied from
place to place and that it wasn't until the 1920s that "the Department of Elementary
School Principals and the Department of Secondary School Principals were estabUshed
within the National Education Association" (p. 2). With the advent of the principalship
came several changes: (1) the need for specialized training at the university level, (2) the
public view of the principal as the one responsible for school effectiveness, (3) teacher
expectations of the principal, and (4) central office personnel expectations of the
principal as the primary link to the school (p. 2).
Beck and Murphy (1993) explamed the 1920s as a decade where the principal
served as a model for the community. Everything, from the physical appearance and
lifestyle of the principal, suffered scrutiny. The principal of the 1920s was the one who
implemented the plans of the superintendent for a school. The principal evaluated
teachers, provided them with the curriculum, and instructed them on teaching methods
and strategies. The principalship of the 1920s was widely respected by the community
and focused on the perpetuation of democratic ideals (Beck & Murphy, 1993, p. 22).
The decade of the 1930s cast the principalship into the world of scientific
management in the workplace (Beck & Murphy, 1993). According to Beck and Murphy,
the principalship focused on administrative tasks, school organization, supervision, and
the shift to a professional focus separate from teaching. The concept of the principalship
as an executive began here. Clerical work became a part of the prmcipal's tasks as weU
as the continued emphasis on training and improvement of teachers' instructional
strategies. Reportedly, students were considered products of the educational system.
Cooper and Boyd (1987) saw another role shift at this time. The principal became a
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middle manager instead of a disseminator of values important to society (i.e.,
democracy). In this way, education reflected the scientific management principles
extoUed by Taylor (Shafritz & Ott, 1992, p. 69).
The 1940s viewed the principal as the democratic leader of the school (Beck &
Murphy, 1993). In doing so, the principal demonstrated leadership to the staff and
students and was expected to develop curriculum as one of his many roles. In addition,
the principal of the 1940s was the liaison to the community.
According to Beck and Murphy (1993), the decade of the fifties brought a
rekindling of democratic ideals, which led to the beginning of shared decision-making
among the principal and other members of the school and community. Additionally,
school leaders were expected to have two functions: scholar and manager. The biggest
change brought about by the fifties was the perspective that students were encouraged to
cultivate a relationship with the principal.
Beck and Murphy (1993) observed that the sixties brought more changes to the
principalship, including: (1) the principal being viewed as a "member of a weUdeveloped educational bureaucracy" and a protector of the same, (2) the increased
sophistication of the principalship, (3) increased expectation for accountability of the
principal, and (4) the prevailing faith in technique and technology for expected outcomes
(p. 88). The general view of the principal was that of the "bureaucratic executive"
(p. 202).
The 1970s were construed as a decade where the principal was considered a
leader of both the school and community, was expected to interact positively as weU as to
facilitate that same type of interaction between students and teachers, and, finally, was
27

expected to balance skillfully all the demands of the roles of the principalship (Beck 8c
Murphy, 1993, p. 116). The view of the principalship during this decade was that of
"humanistic facilitator" (p. 202), reflecting the humanistic movement in organizational
management of McGregor (Shafritz & Ott, 1992, p. 174).
Beck and Murphy (1993) found the principal of the 1980s to be an instructional
leader (p. 202). The principal was expected to guide teachers and students toward
"productive learning ejq>eriences" (p. 147). The principal was considered the problemsolver and provider of resources as weU as the visionary and "change agent" for the
school's fiiture (p. 158). One offiverecommendations made by Blumberg and
Greenfield (1980), based on the Senate Select Committee on Equal Educational
Opportunity of 1970, dealt with obstacles to the American school principalship. They
suggested that the principal should be "unburdened from as many of his present
administrative burdens as possible and given greater autonomy and responsibility" (p.
44). Thomson (1988) asserted that principals should be competent in the three broad
areas of management, leadership, and knowledge. Griffiths, Stout, and Forsyth (1988)
examined the importance of skUls in the principalship. They discussed the necessity of
the principal having strong communication skiUs and an ability to balance the needs of
fellow administrators, not previously at the school, namely, assistant principals. Doud's
(1989) report of the sixth ten-year study of K-8 principals reported the recognition of the
elementary principalship as a fliU-time administrative position in the 1980s, implying that
it had not been so imtil this decade (p. 1).
The 1990s, according to Beck and Murphy (1993), challenged the principalship
because of three major influences: (1) the perceived economics crisis, beginning with the
28

the United States' loss of leadership in trade, (2) changes in society-due to large
demographic shifts, and (3) the turn from an industrial to a post-industrial world
dependent on large amounts of readUy available world-wide information. Other
researchers have different views. Webster (1994), for example, preferred to view the
1990s as learner-centered, with the principalship revolving around the purpose of
education, specifically teaching and learning.
When Robert Corrigan, President of San Francisco State University, was asked to
summarize the most pressing issues faced by principals of the 1990s (Dubin, 1991, p. 81),
he mentioned that principals were increasingly called upon to address concerns that were
not necessarUy educational. Corrigan continued by saying that the school had become
the replacement for the church and family as it dealt with goals and values, and the
student population was increasingly difficult to teach for a variety of reasons from
poverty to disability (p. 81). Dubin (1991) concluded that the principals and the schools
were increasingly asked to succeed with less authority and resources (p. 82).
Parkay and HaU (1992) edited a twelve-year study of beginning secondary
principals where the only mention of the assistant principalship was in the context of a
participant in the study having had prior experience as an assistant principal. It appeared
that this previous experience affected the concerns and priorities of that person if he/she
later became a principal.
Wendel, Hoke, and Joekel (1996) surveyed successfiil superintendents and
principals asking for their definition of the concept of leadership. Multiple answers were
received, but repeatedly, those administrators stressed the commitment of leadership to
the school, the community, and to learning (p. 79).
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Alvy and Robbins (1998) recognized the contribution of professional
organizations devoted toward identifying key characteristics of and guidelines for
principals. Those organizations included The National Policy Board for Educational
Administration (NPBEA), the National Council for Accreditation of Teacher Education
(NCATE), and the Interstate School Leaders Licensure Consortium (ISLLC). Lester
(1993) reported the findings of a study, which interviewed administrators from the central
office (superintendent, assistant superintendent), junior high and high school (principal
and assistant principal), and elementary school (principal). The purpose of the study was
to find out what skUls would be needed by an administrator m the year 2000 so that
university courses could focus on the preparation of those administrators. The
respondents indicated a broad range of needs includingfinanceand school law. In
addition, interpersonal and communication skills appeared repeatedly as a need across the
sample of respondents.
Doud and Keller (1998) summarized a series of studies commissioned every
decade by the NAESP to survey principals in K-8 grades. This survey covered everything
from job satisfaction to student performance to site-based teams. Principals "gave staff
supervision and contact their highest priority, followed by student discipUne/management
and interactions with students. The lowest priorities included planning and conducting
staff development, budget administration, and interaction with the central office staff' (p.
2). The principals surveyed m this study considered work at the campus with staff and
students as the most important aspect of their position.
In summary, the principal's role has varied from decade to decade depending on
the influence of multiple &ctors, including society, economics, community expectations,
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instructional strategies, and organizational management theories that existed outside the
realm of education. The skills needed to become a successful principal today encompass
more than the ones needed by the first principals in public education. As the demands on
those personsfillingthe role of principal have increased, the trauiing needed that would
enable those skills has needed to improve. Included m those skills are communication and
team building. Consistently, more is asked of the principal, so it seems logical that an
assistant could help Ughten the load. But, where is the emphasis on how it is that the
principal is to work effectively with an assistant principal? In aU the preceding studies
little attention, if any, was paid to the position of assistant principal and the relationship
to the principal. In addition, scant information can be foimd that distinguishes between
the roles of the principal and assistant principal. With that in mind, an explanation of the
advent of the assistant principalship follows.

Advent of the Assistant Principal
Research concerning the assistant principalship spans 30 years and covers a wide
range of topicsfromthe preparation of administrators to changes in demographics. The
first substantial data about the assistant principalship is a survey conducted by the
National Education Association in 1970. The NEA report (1970) indicated that the
assistant principalship had its origin in Boston in 1867 when the superintendent, John D.
Philbrick, began the practice of having an assistant take charge in the absence of the
'master' (the equivalent of today's principal). The report also stated that with the growing
complexities and responsibilities, the principal needed assistance in administermg the
school. The NEA report (1970) further stressed the importance of the success of the
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assistant principal in providing a meaningful leadership role. Interestingly, the NEA
served as the parent organization for the National Association for Elementary School
Principals (NAESP) which, although established in 1920, did not admit "vice-principals
who were serving under supervising principals" to active membership until eight years
after organizing general membership for principals (p. 72). The reportfiirthernoted that
little information was available concerning the role of the elementary assistant principal.
We know that the title of the assistant principal varies to include vice principal,
administrative assistant, assistant to the principal, and associate principal (Bates & Shank,
1983; NEA, 1970). A title not only describes a positionfiUedby a person, but can also
imply career direction according to Bates and Shank (1983). The students, teachers,
parents, community members, central office administrators, and the school board, aU
seem to have their own perspective on the role of the assistant principal (Burr et al., 1963;
Hartley & Brown, 1981). For example, some school board members referred to the
assistant principal as "second in charge," when others referred the the assistant principal
as "vice-principal" or "assistant to the principal." These titles do not necessarily conflict
with each other, but are different based on the person or group's perceptions of the
assistant principal's role.
Terry (1998) foimd that principals have dominated the administrative capacity of
secondary schools for more than 50 years untU they received help from the assistant
principal. Principals continue to be charged with more and more responsibility for which
they can use assistance. Doud and Keller (1998) also found that principals reported
increased responsibilities, but mentioned the assistant principal exclusively in relation to
a school's enroUment of over 600 students.
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The principal has been considered a guiding force, "key" to the role of the
assistant principalship (Gorton, 1987; KeUy, 1987; Panyako 8c Rorie, 1987), and the
principal has been viewed as an advocate for the assistant principal (Hibert, 2000;
Mclntyre, 1988; Panyako & Rorie, 1987). Marsh's (1981) research on six principals
showed that every prmcipal used the assistant principal differently. The roles of the
assistant principals varied from being totaUy included to being excluded and told to stay
awayfromthe office. Marsh considered the best principal as the one who shared
responsibilities and showed personal concern, including tutoring assistants in preparation
for graduate exams.
Duties of the assistant principal have included, "clerical, custodial, and other
'social' duties, and in the past, constituted the major functions of the assistant principal"
(Panyako & Rorie, 1987, p. 6). KeUy (1987) eUcited a Ust of various tasks or duties
assigned to the assistant principal ranging from bus management and student problems to
helping the principal in any way needed.
Reform movements in education spurred other perspectives on the role of the
assistant principal. Michel et al. (1993) analyzed the leadership of the assistant principal
from the perspective of accountability. Disagreements about the role of the assistant
principal caused difficulty with determining accountability, so the assistant principal
became accountable based on the skUl level demonstrated in his/her position.
Interpersonal accountability grew to include community relations, and the assistant
principal was viewed as striving for "a balanced involvement that contributes to a
productive school environment" (p. 16).
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Cason (as cited in Michel et al., 1993) examined the role of the assistant principal
through the lens of Glasser's Quality School concept. Jennings (as cited in Michel et al,
1993) examined the role of the assistant principal through Boyer's Carnegie High School
model. The assistant principal was expected to keep social order by removing disruptive
and/or non-compliant students. With the Accelerated School movement, Pahner (as cited
in Michel et al., 1993) saw the assistant principal becoming active in the goal-setting
process of the site-based decision making committee. Pressley (as cited in Michel et al,
1993) addressed Sizer's Essential School movement. For the assistant principalship, the
role changed to one of a disciplinary focus, with curriculum concerns, and support for
extra curricular events.
Terry (1998) asserted that the precise role of the assistant principal has been in
doubt for several reasons. One is the lack of a uniform preparation, another is the lack of
consistency with which the assistant is utUized in the school buildings. The role of the
assistant principal appears to depend largely on the perspective and needs of the
principal.
We know that research focuses on the skills of the assistant principal as one way
to define the role. Repeatedly, communication and diplomacy are considered essential to
the success of the assistant principal (Hozack, 1994; Marshall, 1990; Michel et al., 1993;
MitcheU, 1980; NASSP, 1991; Potter, 1980). Relationships with the community and
school personnel, as well as with students, are affected by the skUl level of the assistant
principal. Traditionally, the assistant principal has handled discipline matters (Michel,
1993; Mitchell, 1987; Smith, 1987). Socialization occurs within the position of the
assistant principal according to HartzeU (1991).
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The trauiing for the position of the assistant principalship has generally mirrored
the training for the principalship (Brottman, 1981; Broussard et al., 1989). Lmdsay
(1985) said the principal had the responsibility to train the assistant principal in a variety
of tasks in order to make the training worthwhile. Gates (1988) concurred, stressing the
importance of the quality of on-the-job training. Others examined the quality of training
and determined that the training needed improvement (Johnson & Snyder, 1986; Maher,
1988; Milstein & Krueger, 1997; Thomson, 1988). The process for the selection of
assistant principals was also examined and found in need of improvement (Mclntyre,
1988).
From 1963 to 1993, many scholars examined the role of the assistant principal.
Begiiming with the NEA study (1970), the principal was found in need of assistance,
which could be provided by an assistant, even though the role of the assistant was not
defined. However, the importance of role w£is stressed. The various titles of the assistant
principal may have contributed to some of the confiision about the assistant's role.
Researchers found that the principal dominated school administration untU the
employment of an assistant, that was usuaUy linked to a larger school (600 or more
students). Purportedly, the principal was key to the role of the assistant principal.
Training for the assistant principalship was found to be the same as the training for the
prmcipalship, and both were said to need improvement. Selection processes of the
assistant principalship were also found in need of improvement (Marshall, 1990). Like
the principal, the duties of the assistant principal are multiple and varied. Scoggins and
Bishop (1993) observed, "The role of the assistant principal has not yet been successfully
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defined" (p. 3). Professional organizations support assistant principals when surveying
membership. However, the NASSP (1991) maintains that assistant principals must
become more active iti determining their own roles.
While we know about the assistant principalship in general terms, an assistant
principal functions in two entirely different environments, elementary and secondary.
The roles of assistant principals at these two levels of schooling may have some
overlapping tasks, but clearly, elementary and secondary schools differ.

Studies of the Secondary Assistant Principal
Reviewing the literature for this study revealed that the number of studies focused
on the assistant principalship consistently emphasized the secondary school campus
(junior high school or high school) instead of the elementary school campus. However,
the Uterature provides Uttle insight into the role of the secondary assistant principal.
Researchers first focused on the secondary assistant principalship in the 1980s.
Marsh (1981) interviewed secondary assistant principals and reported that assistant
principals were viewed as disciplinarians and/or counselors and were able to add valuable
insight to the performance of principals. However, every principal used the assistant
principal differently. The roles of these secondary assistant principals varied from being
totaUy included to bemg excluded. The best principalfromMarsh's perspective was one
who shared responsibilities and showed personal concern, even tutoring assistants for
their exams in graduate coursework.
Bates and Shank (1983) proposed that an alternative to the assistant principalship
was the creation of the associate principal position (in an Ohio school district). The
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assistant principal's tasks were seen from within a narrow range and were skill based
(e.g., disciplinarian), but the associate principal position was seen as preparation for a
central office position. Mutual respect and open communication were considered
important factors in the relationship between the principal and the associate principal,
since the associate might one day work at the central office and would need to work
easily with many people from across a district (including the previous principal).
Reed (1984) identified the vice principal's role in a high school as unclear despite
various job descriptions. Reed conducted a job analysis of eight assistant principals in
two medium-sized school districts in southern California. Reed found that the main
responsibUity of the vice principals was to provide stabUity. They were expected to be
responsible for the master calendar, activity calendar, etc., but supervision (monitoring
students' activities, supporting activities that added to the school's identity or values, and
disciplining students) commanded their attention most of the tune. Reed identified four
characteristics shared by the vice principals: (1) they worked primarUy with students; (2)
they often had unejq)ected work days in order to respond to unexpected things; (3) they
devoted most of their time to discipline; and (4) they were easy targets for criticism
because they were constantly involved with discipline.
In 1984, HaU and Guzman presented a paper at the annual meeting of the
American Educational Research Association in New Orleans. HaU and Guzman
purported that high school assistant principals were seen as the most important fecilitators
of change, but their effectiveness was largely determined by the principal.
Kelly (1987), a principal of a school in Canada, conducted interviews to find out
if assistant principals felt their jobs provided adequate training for the principalship. At
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that time, the principal was viewed as the instructional leader of schools, while the
assistant principal took care of the daily operations of the school. However, according to
Kelly, "School district poUcies and job descriptions notwithstanding, the role of the
assistant principal was ahnost always determined by the principal" (p. 12) with the
typical assistant principal spending little time on tasks considered as major
responsibUities of a principal (i.e., supervision and evaluation of teachers). Kelly
addressed the "myth of education" concerning the assistant principalship as a "proper and
useful training ground for the principalship" (p. 12). KeUy seems to unply that the
assistant principalship is not the way to train for the principalship. Interestingly, the
assistant principals reported feeUng that "the superintendents and other central office
personnel had Uttle sensitivity or understanding about their position in the school and the
school system" (KeUy, 1987, p. 17).
Norton and Kriekard (1987) surveyed assistant principals in a six-state area
(Arizona, Arkansas, Kansas, Missouri, New Mexico, and Oklahoma) in an effort to
define competencies for the position of the secondary assistant principalship. "In spite of
this acknowledged importance of the assistant principal.. .the position had been a
forgotten stepchild so far as administrative study and research were concerned" (p. 23).
The survey explored sbc competencies: Management of School, Leader m Staff
Personnel, Community Relations, Instructional Leader, Student Activities, and PupU
Personnel. Norton and Kriekard compared "reaV and "ideal" tasks con^leted under
each competency. Real competencies were defmed as tasks actuaUy performed by public
school assistant principals on the job (e.g., understands and accepts scope of authority).
Ideal competencies were defined as tasks that should be but were not necessarily
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performed by the public school assistant principals (e.g., developing a comprehensive
plan to improve school plant facilities and equipment). The results of the survey showed
59 competencies on the "reaP' scale, whereas, 91 competencies on the "ideaP' scale
were validated as unportant by the participating assistant principals. This impUed that: (1)
every competency was below the level of effectiveness making reviewing the job
description of assistant principals crucial; (2) that as the most common entry position into
administration, training and inservice needed to quaUfy assistant principals for success;
(3) that the Ust of competencies should be helpful to school districts; and (4) validated
competencies should prove beneficial to the completion of similar studies in other
geographic areas.
Smith (1987) sent a survey instrument to aU secondary assistant principals in
Washington. The mstrument was divided into two parts: part one provided demographic
information, and part two contained Likert-type questions. Notably, Smith's survey foimd
that secondary assistant principals were associated primarUy with discipline and
attendance (p. 9). Job duties included student discipline, supervising teachers, helping
with attendance, acting as community liaison, arranging and participating in faculty and
professional meetings. Smith's study did not uncover differences between duties or
responsibUities of secondary assistant principals in junior high school, middle school, and
high school. Smith recommended that more research be conducted to coUect updated
information on duties and responsibilities of the secondary assistant principal.
Gates (1988) addressed the role of the secondary assistant principalship asserting
its complexity as a position that consistently demands expertise in a range of skills. Gates
viewed on-the-job training as the best preparation for the secondary assistant
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principalship. Gates addressed the assistant principal for instruction, implying that there
is more than one kind of secondary assistant principal and that the job is specialized.
Gates gave recommendations and suggestions in order to "maximize the leadership
potential of the assistant principal..." (p. 21), indicating that the principal had a vested
interest in making the assistant ready for the principalship.
The decade of the 1990s brought new research mostly focused on the skUl base of
the secondary assistant principal. However, Hunter (1990), a reading consultant and
former assistant principal intern in Connecticut, reflected on the possibUity of having
more than one secondary assistant principal in the building and using each for a particular
task to increase their effectiveness. Hunter prescribed and provided examples of specific
ways that assistant principals "should fulfill their positions as instructional leaders"
(1990, p. 3). Some of those Usted were: (1) introduce, implement, and reinforce
classroom management skUls; (2) develop a partnership with teachers; (3) understand and
adjust classroom dynamics.
Marshall (1990) examined the socialization process of the secondary assistant
principal using field study methodology to coUect data (p. 4). Formal and mformal
interviews were used and subjects were shadowed (pp. 5-6). Hence, case studies were
developed over an extended period of time (two years). According to Marshall, most
assistant principals perceived the position as transitional and "one in which to learn skills
in order to prove oneself... " (p. 7). MarshaU found that aspiring administrators took on
multiple tasks and responsibilities in order to prepare for a fiiture administrative position.
Marshall also found that assistant principals regularly faced decisions that had the
potential to affect their careers (p. 9).
40

Marshall (1990) found a cooperative relationship between an assistant principal
and principal to be important. In addition, interpersonal skills appeared necessary to the
success of an assistant principal Also, support by the principal helped individuals
advance in their career aspirations faster than those who did not have that support.
However, 20 percent of those who participated in Marshall's (1990) study chose
not to pursue the principalship for a variety of personal and professional reasons (pp. 1718). Marshall categorized assistant principals as being one of several categories:
upwardly mobile, career, plateaued, shafted, one who considered leaving, and the
downwardly mobile assistant principal (pp. 19-29). Marshall noted that the working
environment had the potential to have a "... profound effect on the attitudes and
aspirations of assistant principals" (p. 31).
The assistant principalship was considered physically and emotionally demanding
and forced an individual to draw upon aU the knowledge and intellectual resources in
his/her repertoire. Marshall further asserted that the rewards of the assistant principalship
were scant. Marshall mentioned the dearth of literature available on procedures for the
selection of building administrators in schools. Therefore, MarshaU expressed the need
for continued researcL
Marshall (1991) examined the stories of assistant principals using micropoUtical
theory, investigating "administrators' knowledge of the assumptive worlds of their
subculture" (p. 397). The assistant principalship was considered the entry-level of
administrative positions;fromthere new administrators learned the rules in the
administrative culture (p. 398). Secondary assistant principals learned the appropriate
uses of power, including acting as a "street level bureaucrat," rationing services, and
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redirecting priorities. They also learned how special school conditions Umited
possibilities (e.g., union contract rules and unstated norms can immobilize policy for
coUaborative decision making).
Marshall (1990, 1991, 1992) wrote extensively covering the many duties of the
secondary assistant principal, the "most common in order offrequencybeing student
discipline, evaluation of teachers, attendance, school policies, special arrangements, and
the master schedule " (Drake & Roe, 1999, p. 174). Marshall (1992) acknowledged the
assistant principal's experiences and predicted the need for continued research about the
position.
Lester (1993) reported thefindingsof a study, which interviewed administrators
from the central office (superintendent, assistant superintendent), junior high and high
school (principal and assistant principal), and elementary school (principal). The purpose
of Lester's study was to find out what skUls were to be needed by an administrator in the
year 2000. The study provides a Ust of assumed skills and coursework, but the
elementary assistant principal was omitted in the study.
Hozack (1994) conducted research in the high school, considering the principal
and assistant principal an administrative team. Hozack focused on the communication
between the assistant principal and principal by way of a climate survey distributed to the
faculty, where the results showed that the faculty was increasingly disUlusioned with the
obvious difficulties the administrators had in working together. Hozack noted, the
attitudes and actions of the assistant principal and principal were modeled by the faculty
and eventuaUy had a direct effect on the students at the targeted high school. Hozack
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demonstrated the need for effective communication in the relationship between
administrators and the potential negative effect on staff.
Hartzell, Williams, and Nelson (1995) engaged in formal and informal
conversations m California, Washington, and Nebraska (from 1989-1994) with about
ninety secondary assistant principals. HartzeU et al. asked new secondary assistant
principals to share perceptions and experiences, including job descriptions and
expectations. They found out a myriad of information. One female secondary assistant
had the impression that by applying good time management skills to her new position,
she could be more effective, but the immediacy of situations, intensity of conflicts, and
unanticipated number of meetings she had to attend caught her off guard (p. 21).
While examining the work lives of the secondary assistant principals, HartzeU
et al. (1995) found Uttle consistency in what constituted an assistant principalship
(p. 22). They conjectured that the position was "lost in the shadow of the principalship"
(p. 23). One assistant principal mentioned that the secretary was the one who explained
the tasks the job entaUed, thus, a feeling of isolation accon^anied the increased sense of
responsibUity (p. 68). Interestingly, HartzeU et al noted that the typical assistant
principal's workday "resembled Mintzberg's (1973) classic description of managerial
activity: a great deal of work, done at an unrelenting pace in an unpredictable
environment of stimulus and response, characterized by variety,fragmentation,and
brevity" (p. 154). Included in HartzeU et al.'s study was thefindingthat no university
framing was taUored to the assistant principalship, and no coursework prepared the
principal to work with an assistant. Also, the assistant principal's job tended to be more
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reactive flian proactive. Hartzell et al. made the observation that the skUls necessary to
the assistant principal were oriented more toward management than leadership (p. 158).
According to Terry (1998), principals have dominated the administrative capacity
of secondary schools for more than 50 years untU they began to receive aid from the
assistant principal. The "precise role" of the assistant has "been in doubt" for several
reasons (p. 16). Terry cites one reason as the lack of uniform preparation, and the other
as the lack of consistency with which the assistant is utUized in the school buildings. The
role of the secondary assistant principal stUl depends largely on the perspective and needs
of the principal. Assistant principals contmue to spend most of their tune with student
management and as a community liaison. According to Glanz (1994), more than 90
percent of assistant principals "reported dissatisfaction with their jobs" (cited in Terry,
1998, p. 17).
Terry (1998) stressed that assistant principals are crucial to the school
organization for the same reasons as Marshall (1992, p. 17): (1) assistant principals are
upwardly mobile administrators; (2) assistant principals maintain the rules and norms of
the school culture; and (3) assistant principals address fiindamental dilemmas of school
systems every day during their problem solving. Terry (1998) predicted that the assistant
principal of the fiiture will require more training and that the job will be expanded,
becoming more important to everyone at the campus level.
In summary, the Uterature regarding the secondary assistant principalship
generally teUs us: (1) they are often viewed primarily as the school disciplinarian (Marsh,
1981; Reed, 1984; Smith, 1987); (2) the principal determines the effectiveness of the
secondary assistant principal (HaU & Guzman, 1984; HartzeU et al., 1995; KeUy, 1987;
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Marsh, 1981; Marshall, 1990); (3) they go through a socialization process for which they
are not prepared (Marshall, 1990); (4) their role is unclear, often caUing for a range of
skUls (Gates, 1988; Lester, 1993; Marshall, 1990; Reed, 1984; Scoggins & Bishop,
1993); (5) their training does not prepare them for the demands of the job (Hartzell et al,
1995; Kelly, 1987); and (6) professional organizations have supported the assistant
principalship (NASSP, 1991).
There continues to be a caU for more research on the assistant principalship
(MarshaU, 1990; Smith, 1987). The majority ofresearch on the assistant principalship
has been done at the secondary level (Bates & Shank, 1983; Gates, 1988; Glantz, 1987;
HaU & Guzman, 1983; HartzeU et al, 1995; Hozack, 1994; Hunter, 1990; Lester, 1993;
Marshall, 1990,1991,1992; Norton &Kjiekard, 1987; Peterson et al., 1987; Reed, 1984;
Scoggins & Bishop, 1993; Smith, 1987; Terry, 1998).
The foUowing is an examination of the few studies focused on the elementary
assistant principalship.

Studies of the Elementary Assistant Principal
This literature review found only seven studies focused in part or solely on the
elementary assistant principal and/or principal (Brottman, 1981; Burr et al., 1963;
Downing, 1983; Hartley & Brown, 1981; Morris, Crowson, Porter-Gehrie, & Hurwitz,
1984; NEA, 1970; Pawlas, 1989).
Burr et al. (1963) asserted, "The assistant elementary school principalship
connotes two different job descriptions. The conventional view is that of second-incommand and the contemporary view is one that has emerged during the past two
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decades in the larger schools of metropoUtan areas" (pp. 413-414). In this view "the
magnitude of the job was recognized and attempts were made to provide for a division of
effort and a sharmg of the responsibility" (p. 414).
Burr et al. (1963) considered the elementary school an important institution that
"must be viewed in the context of its position in and relations with the society it serves.
Therefore the administration of elementary education must be concerned about the
images held of the elementary school - past, present and fiiture" (p. v). Burr et al.
further considered "elementary school administration as both an art and a science" (p.
v). The position of an elementary assistant principal was considered influential to
educators who might have aspirations for the principalship. "Such a position [the
assistant principalship] would provide valuable experience for the career transition"
(p. 412).
The National Education Association (1970) surveyed its membership to gather
data about the elementary assistant principalship. Their information provided
demographics, hiring practices, and eligibility criteria, to name a few of the items covered
by this extensive survey. The Georgia Association of Elementary Principals (Greer &
MuUen, 1971) used the 1970 NEA study as a basis for a questionnaire distributed to
elementary assistant principals in the state of Georgia as a comparison to the NEA survey
results. The results showed an increased use of elementary assistant principals.
Wolcott (1973) noted in his case studies of assistant principals that although some
school districts did not appoint vice-principals in their elementary schools, "every school
was required to have a faculty member officially designated as the person who assumed
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responsibUity in the principal's absence" (p. 176). This action may have implied the
need for the position of assistant principal.
Brottman (1981) had concerns that the assistant principalship or vice principalship
played an active and important role in schools, but for too long a time "the position had
been relegated to the status of a curiosity in the study of educational administration" (p.
1). Brottman considered the assistant principal in elementary and in secondary school
from two vantage points: (1) traditional duties and responsibUities, and (2) role as
decision maker. Brottman mentioned that national studies were first performed about
elementary and secondary assistant principals in 1969 and in 1970, but none had been
reported since then. Brottman noticed that fewer studies had been reported of elementary
school assistant principals. Brottman conjectured, "Perhaps one reason so little has been
reported about elementary school assistant principals is that there are so few of them and
most of those are located in large school districts" (p. 3).
Brottman (1981) fiirther considered that the assistant principalship in both
secondary and elementary schools was thought of as "a stepping stone to the
principalship" instead of a career choice (p. 4). Additionally, Brottman noticed that the
preparation for the assistant principalship was "essentially the same as that of the
principal," with "little or no distinction in graduate programs and certainly no state
certificates specifying separate preparation" (p. 5).
Hartley and Brown (1981) presented their research at a meeting of the National
Association for Elementary School Principals (NAESP) in Anaheun, California. Hartley
and Brown found that the assistant principal and principal were seen as separated by
tradition from several perspectives: "Board members tended to see the assistant
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principals as second-class citizens. Chief school administrators saw them as 'stand-ins.'
Staff members saw the assistant principal as 'second best'; the one you go to if you can't
get to the principal. Students often saw the position as 'the one that gets you in trouble,'
and community members saw the assistant principal as the junior executive" (p.l). At
the time. Hartley and Brown found that there were more assistant principals than ever
before, especially at the middle school and elementary school levels. However, they
cautioned that it would be "necessary to re-evaluate the role of the principal and assistant
prmcipal... to create a position ... in tune with the goals and needs of...schools" (p.l).
In 1983 at the annual meeting of the Southern Regional Council on Educational
Administration, Downing presented a study that focused on elementary assistant
principals. Downing noted several problems, one of which was the lack of a weU-defined
job description for the elementary assistant principal. Downing's research study was done
with the cooperation of 125 elementary assistant principals in North Carolina. Seven
concerns surfaced: (1) lack of well-defined job description, (2) lack of authority to
implement assigned tasks, (3) lack of involvement in the instructional process, (4) lack of
recognition, (5) makeshift office space, (6) low salaries, and (7) discrepancies between
female and male assistant principal expectations.
Downing's (1983) study characterized the assistant principal as an extension of
the principal and made ten recommendations that were intended to guide the principal in
using the assistant principal more effectively as well as to allow more job satisfaction for
the assistant principal. Downing gave ten recommendations as "skUl builders" for use by
prmcipals concerned with the effective use of the assistant principal's potential. They are
as foUows: (1) estabUsh a selection process to find the best person for the position of
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assistant principal; (2) involve the assistant principal in the writing of the job description;
(3) empower the assistant principal with decision making participation; (4) impose
reasonable constraints that do not stifle creativity; (5) relieve the assistant principal of fiiU
disciplinary responsibility and include him/her in other tasks of a more positive nature;
(6)findways to supplement salary of the assistant principal; (7) provide a proper
environment for the assistant principal to work in (for example, an office
space/secretarial assistance; (8) review the assistant principal's assignments periodically;
(9) liberally praise the assistant principal as appropriate; and (10) share power with the
assistant principal (pp. 6-9).
Morris et al. (1984) conducted case studies of elementary school principals, and
their contribution to research was substantial. However, their work did not pertain to the
elementary assistant principal. Morris et al.'s examined the number of interactions in a
day, with whom the principal interacted, the mode of communication and the location of
that communication by the principal. They found the principal only initiated zero - two
percent of his total interactions in a day with the assistant principal leaving 98 percent of
his tune to communicate with various other staff, faculty, parents, and peers, etc. Morris
et al. research emphasized that the secondary schools were considered programmatically
more complex than elementary schools and that the elementary principalship was
possibly a steppmg stone to the secondary principalship or to central office
administration.
The purpose of Pawlas' (1989) study was to "examine the historical supply and
demand trends for elementary public school principals and assistant principals serving
students in urban, rural and mixed school attendance areas in South CaroUna from 1977
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to 1987" (p. 3) and then to project supply and demand trends for those same
administrators for the span of 1988-2002. Pawlas collected data in three stages: the first
was an historical examination of data supplied from a Basic Educational Data System;
the second phase made projections for 1988-2002 based on the datafromphase one; and
the third phase had principals, assistant principals, and teachers complete a questionnaire
in the current school year. Pawlas found from phase one that in aU areas (urban, rural,
and mixed school attendance) the total number of assistant principals increased while the
total number of principals declined, that the majority of elementary principals and
assistant principals were white, and that most elementary assistant principals were
female. Phase two of Pawlas' study made predictions for elementary administrators from
1988-2002 using the phase one data as a baseline. The number of assistant principals
needed was expected to increase from 1988 to 2002 whUe the number of positions was
expected to decline. In phase three Pawlas noted a downward trend of educators
becoming certified in administration but also noted the supply of administrators stUl
exceeded the demand.

Chapter Summary
In summary, the principalship has been in existence since at least 1835 (Beck &
Murphy, 1993) and has experienced its own evolution of roles. Interestingly, those initial
changes that signaled the advent of the principalship are stUl in evidence today. Those
changes include: (1) need for specialized training; (2) responsibility for school
effectiveness; (3) teacher expectations of the principal; and (4) central office personnel
expectations of the principal.
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In addition, the principalship has mirrored business management theory, shifting
from executive to scientific management to democratic leader, to bureaucratic executive,
to humanistic facilitator and, lastly to instructional leader with a strong academic focus
mcluding the teaching of constantly changmg societal values (see Figure 1 below).
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Figure 1. Themes of the Principalship (based on Beck & Murphy, 1993)
We know that more has been asked of the principal each decade, yet skills and
training have not necessarily prepared the principal to accomplish the demands of these
multiple roles. Assistance is mentioned in the form of an assistant principal. However,
again, no training seems to have prepared the principal for the best way to utUize the
skUls of the assistant, if, or when, one appears. In addition each principal seems to use
the assistant principal in a variety of ways.
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We also know that the assistant principalship appears to have begun in 1867
(NEA, 1970) by taking over for the principal when he left the school building. Authority
and responsibility were unclear at the time. The variety of titles used for the position
demonstrate the continued ambiguity of the role of the assistant principal.
Consistently throughout the literature, the principal dominates the role of the
assistant principalship by assigning various tasks and duties (i.e., student discipline, bus
duty, etc.). Another influence on the role of the assistant principal was the many reform
movements in education. However, even with those influences, interpersonal skills
involving the students and community were mentioned consistently as important to the
success of the assistant principal.
Again, like the principal, there appears to be a lack of training to prepare the
assistant principal for this particular leadership role since the role varies so much.
Instead, the assistant principal received the same training as the principal, but the job
he/she performed was not what he/she was trained for. Since the principal was
purportedly also not receiving appropriate training m order to effectively manage the
school, the principals also did not always utiUze the skUls of the assistant principal
effectively. Therefore, the role of the assistant principal varied greatly from school to
school and between levels (secondary and elementary). Repeatedly, research conducted
on the assistant principalship focused at the secondary level leaving the role of the
elementary assistant principal unclear.
Board members, parents, students, and peers aU viewed the assistant principalship
from their OAvn differing perspectives. No one seemed to be able to articulate clearly the
role of the assistant principal.
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Tables 2, 3, and 4 depict the span ofresearch completed on the assistant
prmcipalship. Within that research there is a lack of specificity, in that a number of
studies/articles written do not identify whether the study took place in an elementary or
secondary setting or both.
Within the assistant prmcipalship, those administrators participating m studies did
not all agree on the career level of the assistant principalship. Some thought the position
of assistant principal was training for the principalship - an entry level to administration,
whereas others felt the position was an end unto itself Surveysfiirthersupported the
wide range of tasks and duties as well as skUls necessary to the assistant principal in both
secondary and elementary environments.
Consistently, we know that the role of both the secondary and elementary
assistant principals is mentioned as important to the school, yet no clear definition of that
role exists. The role remains unclear since the tasks and duties vary so muchfromschool
to school and decade to decade. No one seems able to articulate how it is that the assistant
principal knows what to do. We do not know how the assistant principal determines the
role he/she is to play on a school campus or what that role entaUs.
This single-case study of a begiiming elementary assistant principal will hopeflilly
offers insight into how an elementary assistant principal conceptuaUzes her role through
her day-to-day activities and interactions with others on her campus.
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CHAPTER m
METHODOLOGY
Introduction
This study wUl use a single-case study design, guided by the theoretical
perspectives of phenomenology and symbolic interaction. CresweU (1998) gave eight
reasons for conducting qualitative research: (1) "the research question usually starts with
'how' or 'what;' (2) the topic needs to be explored; (3) there is a need to present a
detaUed view of the topic; (4) study occurs in a natural setting; (5) the researcher is
interested in writing in a Uterary style; (6) enough time and resources are avaUable for
extensive study; (7) audiences are receptive to qualitative research; and (8) the researcher
is emphasized as an 'active learner' whose purpose is to teU a storyfroma participant's
view" (pp. 17-18). A single-case study design satisfies all of CresweU's conditions.
Glesne and Peshkin (1992) reminded us that "Qualitative inquiry ... generally
searched for 'understanding' of some phenomenon" (p. 16). In this case study, the
phenomenon under study is how a beginning elementary assistant principal determines
the role she is to play in her new position. The perspectives of those with whom she
interacts regularly provide more detaU to help explain the context in which this begiiming
elementary assistant principal constructs her role.
"Each qualitative strategy," according to Holstein and Gubrium (1994), "offers a
particular and unique perspective that Uluminates certain aspects of reality more easUy
than others and produces results more suited for some applications than others" (p. 223).
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Although research has been conducted on the assistant principalship in both
secondary and elementary school settings, Table 3 clearly shows that both elementary
and secondary studies have been conducted primarily using the survey method. Of the
studies identified as taking place m elementary, secondary, or non-specified settmgs
(meaning the label of elementary or secondary was not directly stated), there were eight
that used surveys, four that used interviews, and three that used the case study method.
Within the list of case studies, two were clearly identified as secondary, and one was
identified as elementary.
Table 5
Methods Used in Existing Elementary and Secondary Studies of the Assistant Principal
Survey
1963, Burr et al. (Elementary)
1970, NAESP (Elementary)
1971, Greer & Mullen
(Elemaitary)
1983, Downing (Elesnentary)

Interview

Case Study

1986, Black & English (nonspecified)
1987, Kelly (Secondary)

1973, Wolcott (Elemaitary)

1993, Lester (Secondary)

1991, Marshall (Secondary)

1990, Marshall (Secondary)

1995, Hartzell, Williams &
Nelson (Secondary)

1987, Nortrai & Kriekard
(Secondary)
1987, Smith (Secondary)
1989, Pawlas (Elementary)
1994, Hozack (Secondary)

Two theoretical perspectives guided this study, phenomenology and symbolic
interaction. Phenomenology focused the study on imderstanding the thought processes of
the begiiming elementary assistant principal and included the observations of the
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researcher and descriptions of the subject's interactions as she conducted her day-to-day
business. Symbolic interaction focused the study on the perspectives of others with
whom the beginning administrator mteracted on a daily basis. The beginning assistant
principal came to understand her role through her interactions with others and with their
understandings of her role.
Research Question
One research question guided this study: How does a beginning elementary
school assistant principal come to conceptualize or understand her role?

Rationale
A single case study is appropriate for this study. Kazdin (1982) explained that
single-case designs facilitate the deep examination of one subject. Kazdin further
asserted that the essential characteristic of a single-case design is continuous assessment
over an extended period of tune. By conductmg a case study over time, patterns have an
opportunity to emerge and be identified. The data collected for this study represent the
expanse of two school years, the beginning elementary assistant principal's first year and
her reflections on that first year during her second year as an elementary assistant
prmcipal. Currently, there are no such case studies of an elementary assistant
principalship reported in the Uterature.
Stake (1994) said that "researchers assist ui the construction of knowledge" when
conducting a case study (p. 240). Since no case studies have been conducted about the
role of the beginning elementary assistant principal from this perspective, this study has
the potential to add to a limited knowledge base.
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Single-Case Study
A case study offers a close examination of one mcident of interest in a common
situation-one full of specific, interconnected issues. This case study focused on a
beginning elementary assistant principal. McNergney, Ducharme, and Ducharme (1999)
described the case as "a slice of Ufe" that represents real Ufe (p. 6). In this case study,
"life" occurred in an elementary school environment and amongst interactions between
the beginning assistant principal and others on a daily basis. Observing at the elementary
school campus and talking with the beginning assistant principal and key others with
whom she interacted provided the opportunity to retain "the hoUstic and meaningfiil
characteristics of real-life events" (Yin, 1994, p. 3).
GaU, Borg, and GaU (1996) described the importance of the completeness of the
context. They said that in order for case study phenomena to be properly understood, the
phenomena needed to be set within a context and that the more comprehensive the
researcher's contextuaUzation, the more credible the interpretations of the phenomenon.
They e3q)lain.
Tacit knowledge refers to the largely unarticulated, contextual
understanding that is often manifested in nods, sUences, humor,
and naughty nuances. In other words, case studyfindingsare
more credible if they incorporate the unplicit meanmgs present
in a situation. Implicit meanings are those that the individuals
being studied either cannot find the words to express, or that
they take so much for granted that they do not ejq)licate
them in every day discourse or m interviews with the
researcher, (p. 573)
Ym (1994) also reminded us that, "A case study is an empirical inquiry that
investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context, especially when the
boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident" (p. 13). Yin
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continued with the idea that the "case study may be about an individual, but the sources
of information about the individual can include archival recordsfromthe organizational
level" (p. 72). Since it was my mtent tofindout how this beginning elementary
assistant principal came to understand her role, then data included, for example, memos
from central office.
Clark (1986) emphasized that case studies were "rich in descriptions and detaUs"
and could "provide several topics for discussion, debate, and analysis" (p. 187). Clark
further stated that case studies reveal the job's complexity (p. 188). Since we know so
little of the elementary assistant principal's role, this case study used observation and
interview with the intent of understanding the role of one begiiming elementary assistant
principal.
Yin (1994) referred to the single-case study as "serving a revelatory purpose" (p.
44). Yinfiirtherobserved, ".. .you would use the case study method because you
deUberately wanted to cover contextual conditions-believing that they might be highly
pertinent to your phenomenon of study" (p. 13). The single-case study method seemed
especially appropriate for this study because it offered the opportunity to interview in
depth participants who could provide perspectives and information to help understand
how the beginning elementary assistant principal came to understand her role. By
observing and talking with this begmning elementary assistant principal and others with
whom she mteracted regularly, I developed an overaU picture of her understanding of her
role as it evolved within her particular elementary school environment over a period of
time.
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Phenomenology
According to Merriam (1998), "Phenomenology is a school of philosophical
thought that underpins aU of qualitative research ... In the conduct of a
phenomenological study, the focus would be on the essence or structure of an
experience" (p. 15). This study focused on the phenomenon of how a beginning
elementary assistant principal in a public elementary school in the Southwest came to
understand her role. It was the essence of this particular elementary assistant
principalship that focused the study.
A phenomenological study is intensely descriptive of a situation. Farber (1943)
indicates that thinking and knowing and the "structure of the experiences of presentation,
judgment, and knowledge" (p. 212) are important to understanding a phenomenon.
Through this study I came to "know" the role of a beginning elementary assistant
principal. By interviewing and observing one beginning elementary assistant principal
over time, I gained insights into what it is that this beginning elementary administrator
does on a daUy basis, and how she came to understand her role on this elementary
campus.
Farber (1943) spoke of the purpose of phenomenology as providing extensive
"descriptive understanding ... of the inherent meaning" (p. 213) of a phenomenon. By
using phenomenology as a theoretical lens, this study provides a thick description of the
role of this beginnmg elementary assistant principal and what it meant to her and others
with whom she mteracted daily m this particular school. Moustakas (1994) stated,
'Thenomenology focuses on the appearance of thmgs; is concerned with wholeness,
seeks meanings from appearances and arrives at essences through intuition and reflection
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on conscious acts of experiences..." (p. 58). A phenomenological approach allowed my
thoughts and reflections on what I was observmg and coming to understand, and this
beginning elementary assistant principal's reflections on her first yearfromthe
perspective of her second year's experience, to become part of the data m this study.
Holstein and Gubrium (1994) explained that "...social phenomenology rests on
the tenet that social interaction 'constructs' as much as 'conveys' meaning" (p. 263).
From this perspective, this begmning elementary assistant principal constructed meaning
about her role as she conveyed and interpreted meanings during interactions with others
in the routine of her daUy work. The responses of those with whom she works had a lot to
do with how she came to understand her role. This perspective led me to select symbolic
interaction as a compeuiion theoretical perspective to guide this study.

SymboUc Interaction
Prus (1996) asserted "... symboUc interaction may be envisioned as the study of
the ways in which people make sense of their Ufe-situations and the ways in which they
go about their activities, in conjunction with others, on a day-to-day basis" (p. 10).
Blumer (1976) described "life as a process" through which people mterpreted indications
made by others (p. 16). People build and rebuild meaning as they act and interact
(Blumer, 1976; Prus, 1996). As people pursue daily activity, meanings change regularly.
Shared meanings are bom of everyday routines but are not necessarUy a conscious
endeavor or a planned response. This is the heart of symbolic interaction theory.
PonticeU and Zepeda (2000) suggested that foUowing Blumer's logic,
Human experience is mediated by interpretation. Things, people, situations,
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events, and experiences do not have their own meanings. Rather, meaning is
conferred upon them as individuals encounter and experience things and
mteract with others. Finally, people act toward things on the basis of the
meanmgs that things have for them. Meanings also are not static but are
constantly constructed and reconstructed by individuals during experiences and
social interactions, (p. 3)
Stryker (1980) observed "... people do not simply enact roles; they make or
create roles...they do so because they search for underlying roles in others' and their own
behaviors in order to make sense of those behaviors; and they do so in order to be able to
communicate with others the roles they are playing" (p. 107). Most importantly, Stryker
(1980) emphasized.
Role-taking is the process of anticipating the responses of others with whom
one is involved in social interaction. Making use of symbolic cues present in the
situation of interaction, prior experience, and familiarity with the particular other
or with comparable others, one organizes a definition of others' attitudes,
orientations and fiiture responses which is then validated, invalidated, or
reshaped in ongoing interaction, (p. 62)
Stryker (1980) defined sociaUzation as "the generic term used to refer to the
processes by which the newcomer ... becomes incorporated into organized patterns of
interaction" (p. 63). Stryker fiirther asserted, "one is in part socialized by responding to
the expectations of others" (p. 63). Bastien and Hostager (1993) stressed the importance
of studying human action in its context, of "faithfully recording social action in its
emergent complexity over time" (p. 204) to account for the processual nature of society.
Research using the lens of symboUc mteraction depends heavUy on observation
and interview to record v^th the "greatest fidelity" the "meaning makmg processes" that
must be exposed in the context of the emergent process of the recorded social act"
(Bastien & Hostager, 1993, p. 204).
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Table 6 presents four views of symbolic mteractionfromfivedecades and places
the assumptions and/or premises in such a way as the reader may notice the similarities.
In this case study of a beginning elementary assistant principal, symboUc interaction
aUowed for the collection of data not only from the beginning assistant principal, but also
from those with whom she interacted on a regular basis. These varymg perspectives not
only affect those individuals' imderstandings and mteractions, but also affect the way m
which this begmning assistant principal responds because of her own perceptions and
meaning makmg occurring in this context. This is key to understanding the role of this
beginning elementary assistant principal.
Table 6
Comparison of Views of Symbolic Interaction Over Time
Formalized Theory of
Self Concept (Kinch,
1963 as cited in
Plummer, 1991)
Self concept:
1. is based on the
perception of way
others respond to
him
2. fimctions to direct
his behavior
3. aids individual's
pCTceptions of
others' responses
toward him

Seven Assimiptions
of Symbolic
Interaction (Prus,
1966)
Human Group Life
is
I. intersubjective
2. multiperspective
3. reflective
4. activity-based
5. negotiable
6. relational
7. processual

Three Premises of
Symbolic Interaction
(Blimier, 1969 as cited in
Ponticell & Zepeda, 2000)
1. Humans act toward
things on basis of
meanings held
2. Meaning of such things
comesfromsocial
interactions with others
3. These meanings are
handled in and modified
throu^ an interpretive
process

Two Fundamental
Premises of Symbolic
Interaction (Bastien &
Hostager, 1993)
1. Society is processual
and in continual
condition of emergent
change
2. Individuals interact
purposively in social
processes based on
their histories and
knowledge,
understanding of
situations, and
individual intentions

Context of the Study
This study took place in a school district in the Southwest. The district is in a
mid-sized city (population approximately 200,000). The school district has a student
population of approximately 29,000 students. The total number of employees working
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for the district is approximately 3,000 including instructional staff, administrators,
specialized professional staff (such as diagnosticians, therapists, etc.), and
paraprofessionals or classified staff (such as teaching aides and bus aides). There are
approximately 16,000 elementary students; approximately 750 of whom attend the school
in which this case study was conducted.
The school district has no specific role description for the elementary assistant
principalship. The Texas Education Code {21.912, 21.913(a), 13.352(a)(d)) also known
as DP (Legal & Local) only teUs the things expected of the principal, and excludes the
assistant principal totaUy. Neither this citation nor any other provides general guidelines
for the role of the elementary assistant principal.
The beginnmg elementary assistant principal,fictitiouslynamed Lucy, worked at
the school four days each week, and on the fifth day worked at another school. One fiilltime prmcipal supervises the school, and afiiU-timecounselor assists administratively as
necessary. The school has a fairly stable student population. There are 35 regular
education classrooms, averaging 21 students per teacher. The teachers are all state
certified, and more than half of the teaching staff has been at the school suice it opened
13 years ago.
The school supports three special education programs, two of which mamstream
their students into the fine arts. First, the Content Mastery program serves aU students hi
the buildmg by providing individual assistance when needed for schoolwork and serving
designated special education students for specified periods of time weekly. Second,
Language Retrainmg provides assistance in reading and language skUls to students in the
school and in the school's attendance quadrant. Third, Middle Childhood (generaUy
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considered grades two and three) mcludes students in grades two and three who have
severe handicappmg conditions preventmg them from participatmg in the regular
education classroom all day. These students have very little language, and their curricular
focus is Ufe skills (i.e., feeding themselves, toileting, communicating needs to the
teacher).
The surroundmg neighborhood is middle to upper middle class and is
predominantly Caucasian. Few students are participatmg m the federally supported free
lunch program. Many students are mvolved m outside activities after school Uke, citysupported sports, music lessons. Girl Scouts, Boy Scouts, and dance.
The close proximity of this school site to my own location and the advantage of
akeady knowmg the participant facilitated the conduct of this study. Yin (1994)
confirmed that "in general, convenience, access, and geographic proximity can be the
main criteria" for selection (p. 75) of a site for a case study. Access was gained more
easily since I had worked with Lucy when she was stUl teaching, and she seemed
comfortable with me.

Data Source
The primary data source is a beginning elementary assistant principal whom I wUl
caU Lucy. Lucy is 32 years old, Caucasian, and has 11 years experience m education.
She had the permission of the school district Assistant Superintendent for Elementary
Operations to participate m this study, and she participated in the pilot studies I
conducted. Lucy taught fourth grade most recently, but has had ejqjerience in second and
third grades (considered Middle Childhood) as well as Content Mastery, m which Lucy
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provided services (i.e., teachmg, tutoring) for any and all students who needed assistance
daily and weekly. Lucy prepared for the role of the elementary assistant principal by
attendmg master's level classes at a local university. She accomplished a master's level
degree, and then tested for state certification by taking a week long state level
Instructional Leadership course at the local Region Service Center.
Secondary participants m this study were key personnel with whom Lucy
mteracted regularly (e.g., the principal, the pruicipal's secretary, the counselor, and
selected teachers).
A third source of data was archival materials (e.g., central office memos) that
provided direction to the day-to-day tasks of this beginning elementary assistant
prmcipal.

The Researcher
Lucy and I taught at the same elementary school, but she arrived after I had
akeady started as an elementary assistant principal. When I was assigned as the
elementary assistant principal at that same school again, I had the opportunity to observe
Lucy teaching and coordinating her students' lessons with their teachers. Also, since
Lucy was actmg as an intern for the principal, she foUowed me at times as I completed
tasks that she could probably expect to know how to do if she became an elementary
assistant principal. We began building a mutual relationship from the first tune we met.
Some of the tasks Lucy helped me with mcluded; counting textbooks at the end of the
school year, posting children's reading certificates in the glass haUway showcase, and
monitoring the grounds together outside as students were picked up at the end of the day.
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Since 1 was only there two days of the week, there were times that Lucy did those same
tasks either alone, or with the principal. This is the time period when I first interviewed
Lucy in Phase One.
The relationship continued when we met for lunch during the summer to discuss
Lucy's new position as elementary assistant principal. From that pomt on, we were
totally comfortable with each other. Speaking for myself, I know that I felt very
comfortable with Lucy. My journal described my feelings aptly:
Today Lucy and I met and I shadowed her as she conducted herself around the
builduig as the elementary assistant principal. This was Phase Two of this field
study. The first thing I noticed as I shadowed Lucy was that I was able to foUow
her without feeluig I was m the way somehow. I thmk it is because we were more
comfortable with each other. Lucy is used to me and vice versa. I could teU that
Lucy felt the same way based on herfriendlybody language. She smiled, and
leaned forward to whisper in my ear at times. When asked how she felt about me
visitmg, she said, "I don't mmd at aU. You can come anytune."
Our relationship contmued to grow personaUy and professionally. Lucy felt
comfortable enough to ask me questions and I felt confident that I could help. Herem lay
the difficulty; we could become so comfortable that I might not be able to document
accurately, therefore, I needed to be able to conduct my research without becommg too
subjective smce Lucy was douig the job of many people. I was able to do so by
monitoring myself constantly and keeping my research journal, which helped me reflect
on what I observed.
During the third phase of the study, Lucy reflected over her first year of
experience. She seemed to feel free to say how she felt. I had gone out of my way to
encourage Lucy that way. Our relationship was strong enough that it aUowed us both to
do what we needed for the study.
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Data Collection Methods
As an elementary assistant principal myself, I observed that my understanding of
my own role evolved as I gamed experience m my position. I became interested m what
was known about the elementary assistant prmcipalship. My literature review revealed
that only seven studies had been done exclusively on the elementary assistant
principalship, and that these studies lacked a clear description of the role played by this
administrator. Based upon this gap in the literature, I wanted to conduct a single-case
study of an elementary school assistant principal. Through my qualitative research
courses and doctoral seminars, I began to look at theoretical perspectives to inform my
study and to develop several linked pUot studies (later referred to as Phases One, Two
and Three) m order to mcrease my imderstanding of the phenomenon I wanted to study,
mcludmg the methods for doing so.
For my first pUot study (Phase One) conducted in the spring of 1998,1
interviewed an Assistant Superintendent for Curriculum and Instruction, as weU as an
aspiring, experienced, and newly assigned elementary assistant principals. To each of
these participants I assigned afictitiousname. The Assistant Superintendent for
Curriculum and Instruction (Sharon) was mterviewed because I wanted tofindout the
district's expectations for the elementary assistant prmcipalship. Sharon viewed the
elementary assistant principalship as a role essential to the effectiveness of an elementary
campus. From her perspective, curriculum and instruction were the key areas of
responsibUity for this campus position.
Sharon's comments led me to a professional organization, Texas Elementary
Principals and Supervisors Association (TEPSA). A resourcefromthis organization was
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a document stating the duties and job requirements for the elementary assistant
prmcipalship in Texas (see Appendix A). Sharon fiirther referred me to the District PoUcy
Guidelines based on the Texas Education Code. There, I found the state's legal policies
and the district's mterpretation of those policies concerning teacher and administrator
credentials, employment and contracts, professional development, performance appraisals
for teachers and pruicipals, and personnel. I expected that these would have an effect on
the hiring of a new elementary assistant principal.
My experience interviewing Sharon led me to explore more about interviewing as
a data coUection method. Stake (1995) supported the importance of bemg well-prepared
for the interview process during actual research. Stake observed.
Trying out the questions in pilot form, at least m mental rehearsal,
should be routine. During the actual exchange, the interviewer needs
most to Usten, maybe take few or many notes, asfitsthe occasion, but
to stay m control of the data gathering, thinking about what form the
account v^dll take in writing. Main questions should be kept in mind,
probes carefiiUy created, occasionally asking the dumb question,
assurmg that what was said was said, or asking if they meant what clearly
was not meant. If possible, the interviewer should enjoy the interview but
mostly be its repository. (Stake, 1995, pp. 65-66)
I had not prepared thoroughly in my first mterview with Sharon. In subsequent
mterviews with assistant principals, I focused on improving the interview process.
One newly assigned elementary assistant principal (Bob) spoke to me about his
upcoming assignment. He had not started yet, but he was enthusiastic and excited about
the opportunities opening to him. He aheady knew the campus to which he would be
assigned since he had taught there. Bob shared his ideas about discipline management
and its effects on schooUng.

68

An aspirmg elementary assistant principal (Lucy) agreed to an interview with me
to provide details about additional experience at her present campus as a language
enrichment teacher and the extra duties to which she was assigned, smce she had akeady
completed her university course work and state certification requirements for
administration. Smce her campus did not have an assistant principal at the time, her
principal asked her to fill m wherever possible. For example, if he left the buUding, she
was the designated administrator ui charge, and after school, Lucy often monitored the
grounds with the principal to make sure students went home safely and in a tunely
fashion.
These two interviews with Bob and Lucy were more successful than my first with
Sharon, the Assistant Superintendent for Curriculum and Instruction, because I was more
prepared. Next, I mterviewed Ruby, an experienced elementary assistant principal, who
had been working as an assistant principal for one year. By this time, I felt I had
substantially better control of my interviewing skills. I was able to handle the questions
and probe for even more descriptive responses. Ruby was assigned to two elementary
schools and put in additional hours beyond the school day to finish her duties. She
conveyed detaUs to me, covering the expanse of a school year in retrospect. Ruby seemed
to have plenty to do at both her campuses and seemed also to experience a sense of
professional flilfilhnent. Her body language expressed her pleasure with smiles and a
need to move around in a limited amount of space. Ruby exhibited a high level of energy
and appeared to want to keep busy. She expressed her beUef that she was able to
accomplish tasks that facilitated teacher efficiency. When dealing with the many
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demands of student disciplme, Ruby felt she was able to provide consistency, assisting
her building principals and supporting the teachers by minimizing student disruptions.
As 1 spoke with each of these individuals, I learned that they all thought the
position of the elementary assistant principalship was an important and necessary one.
Sharon supported the position at the district level as essential to the administration of the
elementary campus. Lucy expressed an eagerness to gain experience m actual
administrative duties, smce she hadfinishedher leadership trainmg, and felt prepared to
move to the next level outside the classroom. Bob was aheady actively planning for the
next school year with his principal. Ruby had worked for one year as an assistant
principal and was able to articulate the demands of her position along with some of the
conflicts she had aheady addressed on the job.
While these pilot participants helped me to learn about the assistant principal's
role and to improve my interview skills, I realized that I needed to mclude more depth; so
I decided to focus specifically on the role of one newly assigned elementary assistant
principal.
In a second pUot study (Phase Two), I focused on Lucy, the aspiring elementary
assistant principalfromPhase One. She had just accepted a position as the assistant
principal in an elementary school for the 1999-2000 school year. With Lucy, I would
have the unique opportunity of capturing her determination of the role as she evolved in
her position. I conducted audio-recorded, open-ended mterviews with Lucy. During
Phase Two archival records surfaced as an important part in Lucy's determination of her
role as elementary assistant principal. For example, central office admmistrators sent
memos to campus administrators to mform them about poUcies or procedures, minutes
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from meetings and directives requked of aU admmistrators. Actions that resulted from
these documents helped Lucy to determine her role. Archival records became another
data source because they meant something to Lucy's conceptualization of her role.
I also found m this second pilot study that Lucy's interactions with others were
important to Lucy's understanding of her role. Phenomenology did not help me to explam
this interactive nature of the meaning Lucy attached to her assistant principalship. My
coursework m qualitative research and guidance from my major advisor pointed me
toward symbolic interaction as a complementaryframework.Table 1 in Chapter I
(p. 11) Ulustrates what I began to see as a relationship between the lenses of
phenomenology and symboUc interaction.
In a third pilot study, I interviewed key personnel with whom Lucy regularly
mteracted: the principal's secretary, the principal, the counselor, and selected teachers.
My goal was to ascertaui whether their understandings of Lucy's role in her mteractions
with them illuminated my understandmg of Lucy's determination of her role. In these
interviews, I learned that her role involved multiple tasks and everyone with whom I
spoke on staff had somewhat different perspectives about what Lucy's job entaUed.
Generally, their perspectives matched their needs based on the position they held. For
example, an aspirmg pruicipal needed her assistance m sharing mformation about
interviewing at the district level, whereas the counselor viewed Lucy as more of an equal
with whom she could share tasks and confidential information as necessary. I learned that
Lucy mteracted with many people daUy, from students to parents, staff (holding various
positions) and peers. Her daUy tasks varied according to whatever was happening on the
caucus or to whatever central office had requested of her. That could include attending
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meetings, checking m textbooks, or distributing curricular information to teachers, to
name a few.
In order to more clearly see the data collection steps for the pUot studies (phases
one through three). Table 7 contains each of the phases with the time span m months and
years across the top of the table. In addition, the data collection steps can be found Usted
down the left hand side of the table. The symbol of a dot in the cells indicates when the
particular data coUection step occurred. In doing this, the progression of the steps
becomes obvious. The taped and transcribed interviews occurred in each phase, and
crucial to the credibility and goodness of the research study as a whole were the member
check interviews and my self-monitoring.
Table 7
Summary of Data CoUection Steps
1999-2000
(August-July)

Fall 2000
(August-December)

Research Journal

•

•

Literature Review

•

Interviews

•

w

Member check
inta^iews
Professional Organizatioi (Appendix A)
Texas Education Code

•

•

Ardiival Records (ex:
Appendix C)
Direct Observation

•

DATA
COLLECTION

Spring 1999
(January-July)

•

Key Infonnant
Interviews

•
•
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The Case Study
The case study encompasses the data I coUected in the three phases of these
studies, concemmg Lucy and key personnel with whom she mteracts at her school. For
this case study of how a beginning elementary assistant principal comes to understand her
role, I first analyzed the existing datafromthis new perspective and used multiple, indepth interviews with Lucy together with archival records to confirm and elaborate on
themes emerging in data analysis.
I mterviewed Lucy, with the specific intent of probing more deeply into her
previously reported perspectives for a deeper response. I shared the results of the
previous phases of this research with Lucy. This allowed her to consider and reflect for
herself exactly how it is she conceptualized her role as the assistant principal that first
year. These interviews were audio-taped and transcribed verbatim in order to conduct the
constant comparative method of analysis (Bogdan & BUclen, 1998). I analyzed each
interview as it was completed. I then shared my fkidmgs about Lucy's role as begmning
assistant principal and the ways m which she came to conceptualize that role. I asked
Lucy for her perspective on these findings to provide fiirther mterpretation and
clarification.
Archival records, in the form of memos addressed to Lucy, mmutes of meetuigs
attended, and directives received from others who have a say m directmg the role of the
elementary assistant principal (e.g., district textbook coordmator and various other
curricular coordinators) were unportant as a means of providmg a detaUed context for
Lucy's role and understanding of that role (Stake, 1995; Yin, 1994).
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Durmg the process of the study I kept a journal to record my activities, thoughts,
decisions, and interpretations as the study progressed.

Data Analysis
The primary method of data analysis is the constant comparative method. Bogdan
and Biklen (1998) describe the steps involved m using the constant comparative method:
(1) coUecting the data; (2) looking for key issues and recurrent activities that become
categories of focus; (3) collecting data that provide many incidents of the categories of
focus;( 4) writing about those explored categories in an effort to describe and account for
them aU; (5) working with the data to find basic social processes and relationships; and
(6) engagmg ui sampling, codmg and writing as the analysis focuses on core categories
(p. 67). This case study is descriptive ui nature. The intent of data analysis was to
thoroughly describe and interpret thefindingsso Lucy's role, her conceptualization of her
role, and how those conceptualizations were determined could be described. The
interpretive act is the most difficult but essential to the research study. It is the
mterpretation that gives meanmg to the data coUected (Marshall & Rossman, 1995).
By Usting the Steps of the Constant Comparative Method mto a table, I was then
able to record m the second column (to theright),activities conducted for the
corresponding step (Table 8). In domg so, I am able to verify that aU steps were followed
completely.
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Table 8
The Steps of the Constant Comparative Method Applied to This Study
THE STEPS OF THE CONSTANT
ACTIVITY DURING THIS SINGLE-CASE
COMPARATIVE METHOD (Bogdan STUDY FOR EACH STEP
&BUden, 1998)
1. Collect the data
2. Look for key issues and recurrent activities
for focus
3. Collect data showing multiple incidences
of focus
4. Write to describe and accoimt for all focus
categories
5. Look for social processes and relationships
6. Engage in sampling, coding and writing as
analysis focuses on core categories

Record/transcribe interviews, record personal thoughts,
research litCTature, collect archival data, make
observations
Examine literature review, analyze journal and
interviews for key issues, member check, organize data
into tables
Conduct pilot studies, getting more information at each
phase, interview key informants, shadow Lucy, collect
multiple samples of archival data
Organize, describe and interpret results/themes of
intCTviews, record thoughts in personal journal,
organize archival data by date
Report personal relationship with Lucy, examine other
key relationships and their influence on Lucy- in
particular, the influence of the principal
Test sample interest level of the assistant principal
during pilot studies. Analyze/categorize role
responsibilities/themes of interviewees/ardiival data

(based on Bogdan & BUclen, 1998)

Goodness, Credibility, and Transferability
ReUability, validity, and generaUzabiUty are tests of quantitative research. These
concepts have become more acceptable to qualitative researchers m recent years (Gall,
Borg 8c GaU, 1996; Guba & Lmcohi, 1981; LeCompte & Goetz, 1982; Merriam, 1998).
However, the qualitative researcher refers to the goodness, credibUity, and transferablity
of a study.
The goodness of a study refers to the extent to which what is recorded in the data
actuaUy occurred (reUability), and the extent to which there is a "fit" between the
researcher's analysis categories and uiterpretations and what is actually true (vaUdity).
75

Reliability, accordmg to Bogdan and Biklen (1998), is "a fit between what they
[qualitative researchers] record as data and what actually occurs in the setting under
study" (p. 36). Janesick (1994) further explams that "... the value of the case study is its
uniqueness; consequently, reliabiUty in the traditional sense of repUcability is
pointless..." (p. 217). Rather, reliability speaks to detailmg procedures, so researchers
may replicate the study with other participants in other settmgs, thereby mcreasuig the
database of information coUected.
VaUdity is defined by LeCompte and Goetz (1982) as concern for the accuracy of
scientific finduigs. LeCompte and Preissle (1993) assert that the validity of a single-case
study refers to the degree to which research findmgs are "authentic representations" of
the reality studied (p. 32). Several factors seem to enhance validity:
•

coUectuig data for long periods of tune (LeCompte & Preissle, 1993),

•

using multiple sources of evidence (Adler & Adler, 1994; LeCompte
& Preissle, 1993; Ym, 1994),

•

creatmg a detaUed case study database (Yin, 1994),

•

maintaming a cham of evidence (Ym, 1994),

•

member checking (Adler & Adler, 1994; Stake, 1995).

Credibility is the extent to which data,findmgs,and conclusions are accepted as
believable by participants and readers. CredibUity is enhanced by triangulation, the use
of multiple data and ui-depth analysis to identify patterns across data (Denzin, 1978;
GaU, Borg & GaU, 1996; Merriam, 1998; Stake, 1995; Ym, 1994). LeCompte and Goetz
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(1982 ) contend that the credibility of a research study is weakened if the individual
researcher does not demonstrate credibility as a part of the resuhs of the study.
Factors related to goodness and credibility are listed m Yin's Table of Case Study
Design Tests (Table 9). I used Ym's (1994) matrix as a model through which I could
show evidences of my tests for goodness and credibility durmg the conduct of this case
study.
I took extensive notes and transcribed recorduigs verbatim to minimize any loss
of mformation and reduce potential for bias. Both the open-ended nature of my
interviews with Lucy and the verbatim transcription of the audiotapes also presented a
challenge in data analysis. Lucy often strayed from topic or interjected unrelated stories
or comments. In identifying examples for inclusion ui Chapter IV, eUipses (...) were used
to indicate the removal of unrelated text.
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Table 9
Four Case Study Design Tests of My Case Study
Four Case Study Design Tests
of My Case Study
Construct validity/Goodness
(establish correct operational
measures for concepts being
studied)

Case study tactic

-use multiple sources of evidence
(key informants, and archival data)
-establish chain of evidence
-key informants review interview
findings
Internal validity/Credibility
-data triangulation
(establish causal relationship, -categorization of concepts
whereby certain conditions are -explore relationships
shown to lead to other
conditicMis
-use replication logic by providing
External
detailed descriptirais of findings
validity/Transferability
(establishing the domain to
wiiich studyfindingscan be
generalized/transferred)
-use case study protocol and follow
Reliability/Goodness
consistent procedures over time
(demonstrating that the
-develop case study database (of
operaticHis of a study can be
data collected)
repeated)

Phase of researdi in
which tactic occurs
Data collection
Data collection
Data collection
Data analysis
Data analysis
Data analysis
Research design

Data collection
Data collection

(Adapted from Ym, 1994, p.33)
Merriam, (1998) acknowledged that "because the prunary mstrument m
quaUtative research is human, aU observations and analyses arefilteredthrough that
human bemg's worldview, values, and perspective" (p. 22). From Merriam's
perspective, I (as the researcher) bring a construction of reaUty to the research situation,
which mteracts with other people's constructions or uiterpretations of the phenomenon
being studied. To reduce bias, I acknowledge that the final product of this study is my
mterpretation of others' viewsfilteredthrough my own.
Gorbin and Strauss (1990) suggest that by making constant comparisons, one can
guard against bias. AdditionaUy, GaU et al. (1996) address the use of triangulation to
help "eliminate biases that might result from relymg exclusively on any one datacollection method, source, analyst, or theory" (p. 574). Janesick (1994) concurred when
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she said that "the qualitative researcher early on identifies his or her biases and articulates
the ideology or conceptual frame for the study" (p. 212). By acknowledgmg my biases
(in part, due to my own experiences as an elementary assistant principal) and clarifymg
my assumptions, worldview, and theoretical orientation at the outset of the study, I
attempted to reduce bias. Merriam (1998) asserted that "biases that cannot be controUed
should be discussed in the written report" (p. 216). As I created the final product of this
study, I was on the alert for such biases in order to explain them.
The qualitative researcher does not speak m terms of generalizabUity but in terms
of transferability. Transferability is the extent to which those who read the study
understand the findings and see connections to themselves and their situations because of
the detaU provided in the data, patterns, categories, and analyses. Stake (1978) suggests
that "naturaUstic generalization" is the process by which people draw on their tacit
knowledge, intuition, and personal experience and look for patterns that ejq)lain their own
experience (p. 6). Therefore, it is my responsibility to provide detaUed descriptions of
the findings of my case study, so that readers m other situations can determine if similar
characteristics are present in their own cases.

Lunitations
Glesne and Peshkin (1992) assert that trustworthiness of a study is enhanced when
the Umitations of a study are acknowledged. By discussmg the documents or people or
places that were unavailable and by discussing the peculiarities of the research site or
respondent, trustworthmess is enhanced. Glesne and Peshkm (1992) explam that
"lunitations are consistent with the always partial state of... knowmg ui social research,
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and elucidatmg them [limitations] helps readers to know how they should read and
mterpret the work" (p. 147).
Because this is a single-case study of one elementary assistant principal m this
particular school at this pomt m tune, the research would not necessarily be transferable
to other elementary assistant principals in other contexts. There is no sure way to know
this except to conduct more research and compare the findmgs. As there is a shortage of
case study research on the elementary assistant principalship presently, then this case
study may provide msights and raise questions for further research.
Participants' perspectives may further Umit this study. Other participants may
have different perspectives, which would logically be expected to affect the results of a
study. Agam, only conductmg more research and comparing the findings across studies
would speak to the typicality of participants' perspectives.
This single-case study of a beginnmg elementary assistant principal utilized the
two theoretical frameworks of phenomenology and symbolic interaction. The purpose of
this study was to collect data from multiple sources uicluding mterviews, foUow-up
interviews, and archival data to help determine the elementary assistant principal's role
conceptuaUzation. Because I also fill the role of elementary assistant principal, I
acknowledge that researcher bias is a potential limitation. By audio-tapmg aU interviews,
transcribmg them verbatun, and by keepuig a field research journal of aU my activities
and mteractions, I tried to mmimize the potential for researcher bias. By acknowledging
my perspectives in data analysis and uiterpretation, agam, hopefiiUy, researcher bias is
minimized. Each respondent has a story to teU, and I tried to ensure as much as possible
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that those stories remain unaffected by my own experiences m the elementary assistant
prmcipalship.
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CHAPTER IV
FINDINGS
Introduction
This study was guided by the question: How does a begmning elementary school
assistant principal come to understand her role? Data were coUected over a two-year
period: spring semester, 1999; the 1999-2000 school year; and fell semester, 2000. The
focus of this study was Lucy, a beginnmg assistant principal in an elementary school m
West Texas. In spring 1999, Lucy was working as a teacher but interviewed for an
assistant principal's position in her school district. In the 1999-2000 school year, Lucy
was afirst-yearassistant principal assigned to two elementary schools. In the larger
school of the two, Stratford Elementary (with a student population of about 750), she
worked four days of the week. At the smaUer school, Birkenhead Elementary (with a
student population of about 360), she worked one day a week. In fall 2000, Lucy began
her second year as assistant principal m the same two elementary schools for the same
number of days at each school. This study focused on the days that Lucy spent at
Stratford Elementary.
Thefindingspresented m this chapter are organized foUowmg the phases of
Lucy's novice experience m the elementary school assistant principalship. First, Lucy's
understandings of the role of elementary school assistant prmcipal as she aspfred to that
role are explored. Next, Lucy's understandmgs of her role that developed during her first
year experiences and interactions with primary others in her school are examined.
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Fmally, Lucy's reflections on her understanduigs of her role as she entered her second
year experience are presented.
Examples from the data selected for inclusion m the findmgs are representative of
the perspectives, actions, and interactions that occurred during my many site visits and
interviews with Lucy and others at Stratford Elementary School

Phase 1 - Lucy's Early Expectations of Her Role
In the sprmg of 1999, Lucy was an aspirmg administrator when I worked as the
elementary assistant principal assigned to Whitman Elementary. She agreed to participate
in a pUot study for me, so she and I met in her classroom, a small windowless room
surrounded on two sides by haUways. Two other inside waUs were connected to a boys'
bathroom on one side and a third grade classroom on the other. Lucy's classroom -was
pauited with green paint and had a linoleum floor, reminiscent of the year the school was
built, 1939. Smce Uttle storage space was available, bookcases and lockmg cabinets
facilitated the storage of literature books and teaching materials. Posters promoting
literature and teaching strategies covered the waUs. Three round tables with four chaus
each were arranged for students, and Lucy's desk sat diagonally from and fecuig the
door. Two four-foot by sk-foot bookcases sectioned off the room for learmng centers and
activities. Lucy maxunized the small room space for the short amounts of tune she was
assigned to take students for literature enrichment.
For our first uiterview Lucy told me to sit anywhere; so, I sat at one of the round
student tables, and she sat m the chair to my right, maintauimg eye contact when
speakmg. We participated ui small talk at first; I asked questions about the buUding, her
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teachmg position, other staff members, etc., to build a comfort level from which to begin
the taped mterview. She Ustened carefully to each question when I turned on the tape
recorder and took a moment to think before speaking. It was my impression that she was
carefully and deliberately considered her response. Lucy started by explammg her
professional background:
I attended a University where I received my Bachelor's m Elementary
and Special Education. I taught two years m one place, teaching resource
and content mastery. I moved to my hometown to teach special education
in a self-contamed classroom for three years, plus two years of content
mastery. My husband wanted to contmue his education, so I re-entered this
system and have taught two years at Whitman, one in a self-contained fourth
grade and another in this literature enrichment, workmg with aU the teachers
for [standardized test] tutoring and with the school's specialized curriculum.
Lucy had varied experiences as a teacher. When asked when and why she decided to
pursue administration as a professional goal, she explained:
Probably, the first year of teachmg because I had the opportunity to work
with an administrator who was supportive of the staff, and she got me
interested m pursuing a Master's degree. So, I started working the summer
after that first year. I stUl want to do it because I am really mtrigued with
the workings of the school. I love the kids and bemg m the classroom with
the kids. The whole school sector mtrigues me, and I feel like I can reach out
to more children, parents, and teachers.
The administrator for whom Lucy worked in her first year of teaching appeared to have
been Lucy's inspiration for pursumg admmistration as a professional goal. Lucy
mentioned her administrator's supportiveness of the staff. Lucy's intrigue with
admmistration and the fact that she began working on her Master's degree the summer
after her first year teaching suggested her interest m school administration was linked to
her perspective that it was a way to "reach out to more children, parents, and teachers."
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The answer to why this administrator affected Lucy so strongly did not surfece in this
interview.
Lucy told me that she had uiterviewed recently for a position as an elementary
assistant principal. She described the process:
I went for a panel-type interview. There were four district administrators:
the Assistant Supermtendent for Curriculum and Instruction, the Assistant
Superintendent for Personnel, the Assistant Superintendent for Elementary
Operations, and the Assistant Superintendent for Student Services in
attendance. We sat at a table, and they asked me a variety of questions,
from things done in my classroom, to parent contact, and things done during
my uitemship, and general thmgs done smce returning to the district.
The district interview questions seemed to move from the general to specific, probmg for
classroom experiences, parent contact, uitemship experiences (the transition between the
smaUer perspective of the classroom versus the whole district), and general activities,
implymg involvement both mside and outside the classroom (e.g., the school buildmg
and the district). It can also be noted that the committee that mterviewed Lucy did not
contain an elementary prmcipal.
No other detaUs were offered concerning the interview process. As a novice
researcher and an elementary assistant principal, I hesitated to ask more probmg
questions at the first interview. I did not want to make Lucy uncomfortable or to affect
her responses with recoUections of my own interview experience. Lucy did mdicate that
she felt comfortable with the interview:
I felt good. They made me feel very comfortable and wrote down everything I
said. I found myself waiting for them to finish writing, but I felt welcome and
comfortable with the situation.
When I asked what Lucy would expect to do as an elementary assistant principal,
she replied:
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I expect to be there to assist the prmcipal ui any form or fashion and to assist
teachers, students, and parents. Basically, to be a 'jack-of-all-trades' with
whatever needs to be done, to be able to pitch in and do it. Maybe, learn a lot
from that experience, take that knowledge that I gain and use it agam later on.
Lucy's response suggested that she understood the role of the elementary assistant
principal m very general terms. Lucy mdicated that basically she expected to do
everythmg, to be a "jack-of-all-trades," assistmg everyone-prmcipal, teachers, students,
and parents-"with whatever needs to be done." Lucy's response also suggested that she
saw leammg as part of the role. Lucy expected to "learn a lotfromthat experience, take
that knowledge that I gam and use it agam later on."
Lucy and I talked about the personal characteristics she thought might be prunary
strengths that she would brmg to the role of elementary assistant principal. Lucy
commented:
Probably my sense of being able to see thmgsfromboth sides of the fence,
being able to look at things from not only the administrative standpoint, but
from the teacher's standpoint. I know all admmistrators have been a teacher
at some point in tune. I hope, as an administrator, I am able to keep that
perspective and to try to see things - especially if a teacher is having problems
m her classroom. I can look at itfromhis/her own pomt of view and be able to
take administrative knowledge and work through that problem.
Lucy revealed that she identified her primary strength as the ability to understand the
perspectives of both the teacher and administrator ("both sides of the fence"). She hoped
"as an administrator" to be "able to keep that perspective." Lucy also mdicated the
importance of the administrator looking at given situations from others' pomts of view
and usmg "administrative knowledge" to "work through [a] problem." Lucy's response
suggested that she saw looking at situations from others' points of view and problem
solving as aspects of the role of elementary assistant principal.
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I asked Lucy if she saw herself focusmg on mstruction or morale-buildmg m the
role of elementary assistant principal. Lucy responded:
Both...instruction and morale go hand in hand, I thmk. Instruction
would be at the top of the list. There may be other teachers that have other
needs, and I want to do what I can to help with whatever they are needmg.
Again, Lucy seemed to have a general idea of the elementary assistant principalship. She
saw the role as helpmg teachers "with whatever they are needmg." Lucy mdicated that
instruction was "at the top of the Ust," but she ako mdicated that it went "hand m hand"
with morale. What that helpmg role meant or looked like in terms of instruction and
morale was not specific yet for Lucy.
I asked Lucy about her expectations about working with a buUduig principal.
Lucy expected to be told by the principal "what he needed"fromher. She articulated her
ejqjectation that the principal would "be open with me-to teU me if I'm on the wrong
track or how I could do something better or do it differently." Lucy appeared to expect
openness and du-ectness from the prmcipal-teU me what needs to be done, teU me if I'm
doing something wrong, teU me what I should do differently. Lucy's response suggested
that the role of the elementary assistant principal was subordinate to the principal-the
principal would direct what needed to be done, corrected, or changed. Lucy's response
agam suggested that part of her role would be learning from both directives and feedback
from the principal.
Lucy also had expectations of feedback from other people in school:
The only way I'm going to improve is for people to be open and honest with me,
just let me know when they're happy with the way I've done something or when
they'd rather see me do something differently.
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Lucy mdicated that she expected other people to be open and honest with her as weU.
These other people could be teachers, staff, students, or parents. Again, Lucy appeared to
recognize that she would be learning m her role-she would make mistakes and was
willmg to learn from feedback, "The only way I'm gomg to improve."
Lucy anticipated that relationship buildmg was gomg to be unportant and that it
would take tune to build relationships. Lucy said:
I know that sometimes it takes a Uttle while for people to get to know each
other and to feel comfortable. It may take someone a whUe to feel comfortable
enough to let me know their expectations of me. I certauUy want to do everything
I can to make them feel comfortable enough to let me know.
Lucy appeared to recognize that people may not "feel comfortable" at first "to let me
know their e)q)ectations of me." When Lucy said, "I certamly want to do everything I
can to make them feel comfortable enough to let me know," she seemed to be wiUmg to
let time pass, so that those Avith whom she worked would feel more confident about
approaching her as needed. Lucy's response suggested that she saw two other aspects to
the role of elementary assistant principal: respondmg to others' e5q)ectations and
building relationships.
Lucy also expressed her expectations of teachers:
That they keep the children in mmd first and foremost and know that's
the reason they're there and that they do everything they can to meet
students' individual learning needs.
Lucy articulated that she expected teachers' focus to be on the students-'that they do
everything they can to meet students' individual learning needs." Lucy anticipated that
the role of elementary assistant principal would be to help or find help as the need arose:
I know these teachers have to wear many hats, and it gets kind of hard
sometunes, but I also expect and want them to let me know when there's
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something I can do to help, whether it's meeting a child's learning needs
or helping them with extenuating factors they're trymg to help a child
work through. I want them and expect them to know that if I can't personaUy
do somethmg to help, I will do what I can to fmd someone who can help.
Lucy appeared to recognize that there were "many hats" for teachers to wear. Lucy
expected teachers to communicate their needs to her. Lucy recognized she might not be
able to help "personally" but would "find someone" to provide additional assistance if
that became necessary. It seemed to appear to Lucy that the elementary assistant
principal would be helpmg teachers with children's learmng needs and fmdmg other
resources if she was unable to help them personally.
Lucy held expectations of parents as weU:
I would hope to have parents that are expecting to treat me as they want me to
treat them, and when they come in to me, I'm going to treat them with the utmost
respect. More than lUcely, this is their Uttle darlin' that we're havmg to discuss,
and I am gomg to be as professional as I can-and I expect them to do the same
for me.
Lucy's response suggested another aspect of the elementary assistant principal's roleinteractions with parents. Lucy indicated that parents would have expectations of those
interactions. After aU it would be "their little darlin' that we're havmg to discuss." As I
observed and Ustened to Lucy, this statement did not reflect sarcasm; it was simply a
reflection of the way in which she generally referred to children, even her own daughters.
Mutual respect and professionalism were identified as unportant to Lucy as she
envisioned the elementary assistant principal's role in mteracting with parents.
In further tWnkmg about interactions with parents, Lucy noted that the elementary
assistant principal might be treated differently than the principal:
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I know I might have to fill m sometimes, and I don't exactly have the authority,
as much authority as the prmcipal does. Sometunes I'm there ui his place and
if it comes to that, I hope to be treated as such by parents.
Lucy's response suggested another aspect of the elementary assistant principal's role:
fillmg m for the principal. Lucy's response also mdicated that she understood the
assistant principal's role to have less authority than the pruicipal. In anticipatmg
mteractions with parents, Lucy appeared to hope that parents would accept that the
elementary assistant pruicipal was actmg m the prmcipal's place and with the prmcipal's
authority.
I asked Lucy what she would do if she needed help with a situation when the
principal was not in the building. She responded:
I wouldn't hesitate to pick up the phone and call a coUeague and say, "help me."
It doesn't bother me at all to ask for help and, more than likely, whoever I would
caU wouldn't mind giving me a Uttle support and help.
Lucy seemed wUlmg to ask for assistance if and when a situation arose where she needed
to seek additional help. She seemed to beUeve that the help would be given readily. Her
tone of voice demonstrated confidence when she spoke. Lucy fiirther indicated,
I would want to feel comfortable enough to pick up the phone and call downtown
[central office] and say, "Hey, I don't know the answer to this one," or "Hey, I'm
having problems with this parent, give me some guidance on what I need to do." I
expect to have support from down there. Someone down there had enough faith in
me to hire me and I hope they stUl have enough faith m me to stand behind me
and support me.
Lucy appeared to expect "downtown" (i.e., central office) to be a source of help
and assistance. Lucy felt that since "someone down there had enough faith in me to hire
me" she could expect they would come forth with assistance ui tunes of need. Lucy's
responses suggested two other aspects of the role of elementary assistant principal:
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askmg for help, and networkmg-identifyuig and usmg sources of mformation, assistance,
and support. Our first interview ended with Lucy expressing some fear about steppuig
uito an elementary assistant prmcipalship. She said, "I'm scared. I'm gomg m blmd."
Section Summary
The position of the elementary assistant principal seemed to be an unportant one
m the school district. There was a process for mterviewing, and the many mterview
questions were asked by high level district admmistrators. Lucy had begun thinkmg
about bemg a school administrator in her first year of teaching. She perceived school
administration as a way to "reach out to more chUdren, parents, and teachers."
Lucy's responses to my interview questions suggested that she understood the
elementary assistant principal's role to include the foUowmg:
•

being a jack-of-aU-trades, assistuig everyone - principal, teachers, students, and
parents- with whatever needs to be done,

•

learning from ejqjerience, from directives and feedback from the pruicipal, from
feedback from others,

•

looking at issues/situations from others' pomts of view,

•

problem solvmg,

•

helping teachers with whatever they need in terms of instruction and morale,

•

bemg subordinate to the principal,

•

responduig to others' expectations and needs,

•

building relationships,

•

finding resources,
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•

mteracting with parents,

•

demonstratmg respect and professionaUsm,

• fillmg m for the prmcipal,
•

asking for help,

•

networking-identifying and usuig sources of uiformation, assistance, and support.
At this pomt, the source of Lucy's understandmg appeared to be based on her own

perceptions of what would be expected of her, perceptions learned from her observations
of other principals and assistant principals.

Phase 2 - Lucy's First Semester
In summer 1999 m a letter from the Assistant Superintendent for Elementary
Operations congratulating aU new elementary assistant principals, Lucy received
notification of her assignment as an elementary assistant principal, effective fall 1999.
The school board meeting at which appointments were approved was broadcast over the
district television station. I watched for the names of the new elementary assistant
prmcipals, and when I heard Lucy's name announced, I caUed her. Lucy was assigned to
two schools: Stratford, with approximately 750 students, and Birkenhead, with
approxunately 285 students.
Lucy and I met for lunch. She arrived after I had secured a table. Lucy fished a
coupon for a cup of yogurt out of her purse to help with the cost of lunch. She wore
sunglasses, a long straight pastel blue linen dress, and sandals. We greeted each other
with a hug. Much of our conversation centered around her description of the placement
process and her first meeting with one of her prmcipals, the prmcipal at Stratford.
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Lucy had questions for me and asked when to expect instructions. Lucy
explamed how the notification process worked for her:
The Assistant Superintendent for Elementary Operations called me on
Wednesday, the day before the school board meetuig, to let me know that my
appointment as a new elementary assistant prmcipal would be voted on at the
school board meeting Thursday evening. I wasn't allowed to teU anyone except
my, um, supervising principal and husband untU after the board meeting. I was
told by the Assistant Superintendent that we had to wait to let others know untU
the board voted.
The process Lucy described mirrored my own experience. I remembered my own
excitement and unpatience while waituig for the board to make their decisions. The same
limitations were put on me about teUing only my pruicipal and husband. When asked
how she felt during the wait, Lucy replied:
I was excited. My prmcipal congratulated me, but said he would have a hard
time replacing me. That made me feel good, but sad for leavm' my teacher
friends. I didn't think I would be assigned to the school where I had taught.
My husband was happy for me, and I was happy too. But I wasn't aUowed to
tell anyone else, so that was hard.
Lucy's response indicated her excitement. Lucy's voice tone was usuaUy soft and
unhurried, but here she spoke faster as she explamed her experience. Lucy had previously
mentioned her fear about takmg on the role of elementary assistant principal, so I
wondered if she felt fear at this pomt. Lucy said:
WeU, yes, I am stUl afraid of the unknown even though I have just come
from meeting one of my principals. I'm assigned to Birkenhead and Stratford
Elementary schools. The prmcipal of Stratford caUed me and asked to meet me
at the school. I have just comefromthere where he talked to me and gave me
somethin' to read to get a head start on the beginning of the school year.
I asked Lucy how it was to meet Barney. Lucy thought a moment, and then she
replied:
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Of course, I met Barney before when I, uh, taught summer school under his
Leadership last summer. He's a close friend of my most recent principal. Dr.
Boyer, so when I met hun durmg summer school, he wasfriendly.I was
comfortable meetmg with him at the school today. He, um, gave me keys to the
building, and we visited more on a personal basis about families and stuff. He
asked if I had any questions to ask, but I reaUy didn't because everything is stUl
so new to me. I unagme I wUl have some questions after I read some of the thmgs
he gave me. I saw my office, and I lUce it. I have a place of my own. I can't wait
for the school year to begin.
Lucy's introduction to her role as elementary assistant principal was a set of keys to the
buildmg, a look at her office, and some thmgs to read. Smce Lucy had worked for
Barney during the previous summer school program, she feh comfortable with him based
on that experience. Lucy seemed anxious for the school year to start; she would "have a
place of my ovm." Barney had given her some things to read. Lucy told me she did not
know "what they were exactly, but they look like they might be professional journals."
Lucy asked me, "When wiU we know the first day of school, and how will we
know what days to go to one school or the other?" I explained the district's procedure
based on my experience for the last two years. We receive a letter each yearfromthe
Assistant Superintendent for Elementary Operations teUing us when and where the first
administrative meeting would be held. Previously, the first day for aU (elementary and
secondary) new or returning administrators (including assistant principals) had included a
briefing about everything from special education to legal concerns. I had not received a
letter at the time we spoke, so that was aU I could teU Lucy.
Lucy and I ended our lunch by talkmg about our families and the workshops we
were attendmg or teaching for the summer. This relationship building was smcere and
necessary on my part because I was truly uiterested ui Lucy as afriendand peer at work.
I think this was important for Lucy, too. She seemed relaxed and did not seem in a rush to
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leave. I perceived that our levels of trust had mcreased for us both, and Lucy
demonstrated this by relaxing more and talking more each tune we visited during her first
semester.
First Administrators' Meeting
In July, 1999, a month mto the summer, both Lucy and I received our letters
mviting us to attend the first meetmg of administrators at the central office, a full week
before teachers would arrive on duty ui August. Prmcipals, associate principals, and
assistant principals of elementary, junior high, and high schools would be present as weU
as a most central office administrators.
Lucy and I visited briefly upon arrival at the August meetmg. The brief
connection allowed me to congratulate her once more and to introduce her to the other
elementary assistant principals. When the meetmg started, Lucy sat with Barney (the
principal of Stratford), and I sat with one of my principals. Since Lucy was seated closer
to the front, I was able to watch her body languagefromwhere I sat toward the back of
the room. She sat forward in her chau for most of the day's sessions. There was a tilt of
her head, as she collected her handouts and took copious notes along with most of the rest
of us. Occasionally, Lucy would lean toward Barney as he spoke to her.
Most of the morning was spent looking over the vast amount of documents we
had been given (i.e., the new board approved district salary schedule for certified and
classified personnel and the revised Student Code of Conduct book, mcludmg
mformation on coduig disciplmary information mto the district database). We were given
instructions from the district level, in particular, the school board, the Administrative
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Assistant to the Superintendent, and Information Systems (who handled the data required
by the state and for which prmcipals had important data uiput responsibilities). Most of
the remaining information was new mformation for new admmistrators, but updated
information for returning administrators.
At the lunch break, most people found oldfriendsor new ones and sat with them.
Lucy and I sat where we could visit regarding her first experience at a district meeting as
a new elementary assistant principal. Lucy began:
I'm amazed at the amount of paper we have been given akeady this morning.
I'U have to spend some time at home readuig this to try to understand what we
need to do with these papers. Is it always lUce this?
I responded, "It has been for me. What do you think about it all?" Lucy replied:
I understand the revisions in the Student Code of Conduct. I've worked with that
document before when the pruicipal had to go somewhere and left me with the
school, even though I was stUl a teacher. I had a feeUng there would be changes
made soon because of the increased use by students of inappropriate clothing and
increased student misbehavior, but I didn't know whose job it was to make the
changes in the booklet I knew that we recorded the discipline referrals into a
binder in the, um, school office last year, but didn't know the reason for the
documentation. Now, I do. This will cause me to be even more carefiil when I
record referrals, so the reported data wUl be accurate. I think I was carefiil before,
but I'U be even more dUigent now when I write the information down.
Lucy had "worked" with the Student Code of Conduct (a 55-page booklet, which
provides the district guidelines and policies for disciplme). Lucy hadfiUed-mfor her
prmcipal last year. However, Lucy had not known who wrote, revised, and assembled the
entire document. She now knew it was the Administrative Assistant to the
Superintendent.

96

Lucy knew that disciplme referrals were "recorded" in a "bmder" m the school
office, but Lucy did not know the "reason for the documentation." Lucy indicated that
she now would be "even more dUigent" m recorduig referral uiformation (her job as
assistant principal) "so the reported data will be accurate." Lucy also learned at this
meeting that the district required the onlme recordmg of the monthly campus statistics.
The report was used by the state as an mdicator of the amount of discipUne difficulties
experienced by each district. The state determmed that the mformation must be collected
and recorded; the district designated that the principal and/or assistant principal in each
school would record the mformation in the office bmder; the attendance clerk would
record the information in the online report.
From the morning segment of her first official meeting as an elementary assistant
principal, Lucy learned several aspects of the role of the elementary assistant principal:
•

receiving information,

•

interpreting information,

•

completmg requued paperwork (e.g., discipline referral reports),

•

understandmg central office administrators' roles,

•

understanding who is responsible for school-level administrative tasks (e.g.,
Lucy's responsibility for recorduig disciplme referrals m the office binder and
the attendance clerk's responsibility for recording the same mformation m the
online data report).

Lucy's understanding of the role of elementary assistant principal at this point
appeared to be based on information, documents, and directives from the district or state.
It became clear to me that archival data (e.g., handouts from the meetmg and subsequent
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additional paper information and memoranda) would be unportant as data sources for this
study.
The afternoon was packed with more detaUs and documents. Lengthy legal and
special education briefings were given with explanations of district procedures and state
law that guided the decisions made to provide the best appropriate education for students
m addition to protectuig the district from lawsuits. Smce Lucy had been mvolved as a
teacher m special education, she had a background for the afternoon's mformation and
seemed more confident of her understanding of that material. Lucy spoke with me
shortly after the end of the meetmg:
What a lot of information! Whew! I am so gratefiil for my special ed background.
I was able to understand morefromthis afternoon because of working with
special ed students. I attended ARD's [Admission, Review and Dismissal
meetings held annually to review students' needs].. .The big difference is that the
information given today camefromthe administrative perspective. If I attend
ARD's as an assistant [principal], I won't be attendmgfromthe teacher's
perspective.
In the afternoon segment of the meeting, Lucy noted that she aheady had some
"background" in one aspect of her role as an elementary assistant principal She knew
the ARD process; the mformation distributed ui the afternoon meeting gave her the
"administrative perspective." I noticed that Lucy had not taken the same amount of notes
as she had in the mommg session. Since I had a clear view of Lucy from behind, I was
able to observe this directly. She sat attentively lookmg at the speaker and only wrote
occasionally. I shared this observation with Lucy later, and she responded:
Since I used to be a special ed teacher, I recognized terms used and felt I didn't
have to take as many notes. But there was a lot that was new, so those thmgs I
wrote down. I think I will remember this information easier than aU the new
information shared this morning.
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I asked Lucy why she thought she would remember the special education
information easier. Lucy replied:
After working m special ed, attending ARD's, I'm familiar with the legalities
associated with the process so I could recall most of it. This helped me
tremendously today. I can see that because I might be attending ARD's as an
assistant [principal], depending on what the principal needs, it's important that I
keep up with this kuid of information so I can do it right.
Lucy was able to link her experience with the new mformation received during the
administrative meetmg to gain an mcreased understandmg of her new role. Lucy's
response suggested that recallmg old mformation and keepmg up with new uiformation
would be an important aspect of Lucy's role - it would help her "do it right." Lucy's
response also suggested that she also understood that the principal would determine
whether Lucy would attend ARD meetmgs or not.
In the second half of the begmnuig-of-school meeting, Lucy appeared to
understand the foUowmg additional aspects of her role:
•

usmg existing knowledge to inform the new role,

•

seeing old information from a new "administrative perspective."

Lucy came to these understandings partially from information, documents, and directives
from the district or state, but also from her recoUections and reflections on prior
knowledge and experience.
First Day at School
After the meetmg Lucy and I both reported to our respective schools. Stratford
Elementary is located in the midst of an affluent neighborhood. Access to the school is
through the housmg development surroundmg the school. Stratford is the newest
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elementary school, m this school district. It has a student popuktion of approxunately
750, and it is flilly staffed with approximately 70 teachers and support staff (office
workers, teaching assistants, custodians, and cafeteria workers).
Stratford can be approached from aU sides. Access to the school expedites the
flow of traffic m the morning and afternoon. Two parkmg lots are available-one is
located at the front of the building, facing west, and the other is to the south of the school
A large grassy area surrounds most of the school, allowing the placement of a bus dropoff zone and a blacktop area with basketbaU hoops and games painted on the surface of
the blacktop (four square, hopscotch, etc.). The modem architectural style of the building
reflects straight lines with a red brick exterior and strategicaUy placed exterior arches.
Large glass wmdows and a door invite visitors, parents, and staff members mto
the office. A small sign on the door identifies the office and directs visitors to sign m
before enteruig the school. Once mside, about 25 feet away, another door leads to the
teachers' mailboxes, the restrooms, lounge, and workroom. To the immediate right, after
entering the office, sits the secretary's computer-covered desk. Various other papers,
notebooks, and office materials take up space on her desk also. To the left of the
secretary's desk is the attendance clerk's computer-covered desk. Lmmg the walls beside
and behind each clerical worker are bookcases contauiing poUcy manuals, other materials
for their respective tasks, and filing cabmets. Behind the attendance clerk stands the open
door to the principal's office. The prmcipal's office is small m comparison to the size of
the desk and chair within. Behmd the desk and chau are wmdows with bluids and a door
leadmg to the library and the rest of the school. A valance hangs at the top of the bluids.
Various items (i.e., family pictures and mementos) personalize the office space. A small
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round table with three chairs sits to the front of the large office desk. The school's
mtercom system is mounted mto the waU near the door leading back uito the office area
behind the attendance clerk.
When Lucy got to Stratford, she found huge deliveries of new textbooks. The
number of boxes was staggering and took up a lot of room where they had been unloaded
m the middle of the Ubrary. Lucy called me to ask what to do. I explamed how I
approached the task. Lucy hung up, but caUed back shortly to share that her prmcipal had
arranged for a small group of sixth graders to come mto the builduig and assist with
stampmg, numbering, and delivering the new textbooks to their respective grade levels.
Talking to Lucy over the phone, I heard a tone of reUef in her voice as she explamed:
When I saw aU those books, I wondered what I would do to process them aU.
I knew it was my concern because the prmcipal had taken me aside and told
me about it. Then, when the students showed up to help me, it was amazing
how much they could accomplish with few directions. I was so reUeved.
It was Lucy's first official day on campus, and her first administrative task was textbook
mventory and distribution. Lucy was unaware that this task was her task. She had seen
her own elementary assistant principal count textbooks at the end of the last school year
and had helped her with the countuig, but Lucy had no experience with the receipt,
processmg, and deUvery of new textbooks.
Lucy also told me that she had discovered another administrative task that was
hers as well-planning the teachers' first staff development day. Lucy discovered this
task when Barney, the principal, asked Lucy what she had planned. Lucy told me about
her response:
When Barney asked me what I had planned for the teachers' first day, I
was caught off-guard. I replied with a question. I asked him what had been
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done before. He began teUin' me all the ways it had been done. So, I asked
what he preferred to do. He told me, so I took notes, and he referred me
to the secretary who had ab-eady started the agenda for the first day. I asked
her how I could help with the planning. She and I worked together and had
everythmg prepared before the teachers reported for the new school year.
Since Lucy's principal had a different routine than my pruicipal, I was not able to make
suggestions to her, but 1 listened as she spoke of her concern about learning of her
responsibility for the first staff development day when Barney first questioned her about
it. Here was another administrative task Lucy had not known about.
Lucy seemed calm by the time she called me, but I could teU by her tone that she
had not expected to be asked this question. She did, however, assist the secretary with the
entire preparation process. Lucy commented:
I found out that by helping the secretary the way I did, I could begin buUdmg a
relationship with her. I know how important it is to communicate to the staff
members because I'm the new elementary assistant principal, and it's my
philosophy to get to know the staff so that I can be more effective, and they
can begin to trust me to help them.
Lucy's experiences with textbook and staff development day tasks suggested four
other aspects of her role as an elementary assistant prmcipal:
•

dealing with ambiguity,

•

handling unexpected tasks,

•

builduig a working relationship with stafi^

•

learning routine tasks.

The source of Lucy's new understandings of her role appeared to be her own personal
experience, together with experiential knowledge held by others (e.g., students who had
helped with the textbook task before, the prmcipal, the secretary) who had a longer
history with the school and who knew its routine tasks.
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Dav-to-Day Tasks
Most of my mterviews with Lucy occurred at Stratford Elementary School where
Lucy spent four days of each week. Lucy's office door was first on the left when entering
the general office area from the front entrance. Lucy had decorated the room with
pictures of her femily and items that added to the patriotic theme of the office area. A
bookcase contammg buiders and other materials stood to the right as I entered Lucy's
office. To my left was a smaU rectangular table with a chair. This was where I sat when
mterviewmg Lucy m her office. Lucy's desk faced the door and was not fer from that
table and chair. I placed the micro-cassette recorder on her desk when recorduig our
mterviews. Directly beside Lucy, to her left, sat a compact computer table. This was
where she would complete various tasks such as answermg her email, draftmg memos,
typing teachers' evaluations, etc. On the back waU behind the desk, hung a floral swag
and mementos covered the tops of two file cabmets to the left of and below the swag.
Opposite the computer table, and to my left facing uiside the room, sat a low
(about four foot taU) bookcase with neatly stacked papers. The placement of the stacks
seemed purposeful because of their neatness. I asked Lucy about the arrangement of
papers on the bookshelves. Lucy answered, "If I set them out Uke that, I can see what I
need to do more clearly.. .some of those are papers that have to be passed out to teachers
next week. Barney can come in here and help me pass them out as the date arrives. We
work real well together." Lucy's response seemed to mdicate that she was utUizing space
as she did because she perceived that it not only helped her m completmg her tasks, but
also seemed to be of assistance to Barney. He could look over the stacks of papers and
see how he could help. Lucy's response suggested that distributing information was a
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common task, so Lucy organized space and materials to facilitate task completion. It also
appeared from Lucy's response that she had been buildmg a working relationship with
Barney, her principal.
Barney assigned morning announcements to Lucy. Lucy explamed, "I watched
Bamey for the first week [of school] because he told me to, then he told me the mommg
announcements were mine.. .Barney said that by havmg me do the announcements, the
students wouldn't know if he was m the builduig or not and would be more lUcely to
behave better. Also, he monitored them in classrooms durmg the announcements so they
would see him periodically." Lucy accepted this task with a positive attitude, beUeving
that by domg so the principal would be freed to monitor students' behavior ui the
classrooms.
Lucy also commonly monitored students on a daUy basis. During one visit to
Stratford, I observed a student using the telephone outside Lucy's office door. She paused
during our conversation because she was listening to the student's telephone
conversation. I observed as she waited for the student to finish usmg the phone, caUed
him by name, and asked him mto the office. She stood next to him and asked about his
phone conversation:
Lucy: Hey, Jason, what's up? [spoken in a loud voice to get student's attention]
Jason: Mrs. MarshaU won't let me take my test because I wUl be gone today.
Lucy: Oh, you didn't let her know yesterday? So, you came m this morning to
take it or what?
Jason: I was here, Uke, at 7:30.
Lucy: And it's probably due to the fact that you don't have time to take this now.
It's probably a 45-nunute test.
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Jason: No.
Lucy: Are they taking it today? Are you sure?
Jason: She said that... [unmteUigible comments; student's back is to the tape
player]
Lucy: Uh huh. Where are you going?
Jason: I'm going to get my backpack, and I'U caU my mom back. She's gonna
pick me up.
Lucy: I mean where are you going today? Are you gouig out of town...?
The conversation contuiued as Mrs. Marshall, the teacher, walked nearby. Lucy
asked Mrs. Marshall to join her and Jason. As the three talked, it appeared that the
mother was coining to pick up the boy, expectmg him to have taken his test so she could
keep him out of school to pack for a school-sponsored trip to Washington, D.C. Correct
campus procedures had not been foUowed by the student or parent to request the
additional day off from school to prepare for the trip. Other students also involved in the
trip were attending school with no problem. Lucy appeared to be working on knowledge
of this particular student's potential for bypassuig the expected procedures. Lucy also
appeared to support the teacher's expectations for the student to foUow the expectations
she had for him along with the rest of her students.
After respondmg to the student m an irritated tone of voice, Mrs. Marshall
showed the student out of office and stayed behmd to interact with Lucy. Mrs. Marshall
and Lucy both laughed. Mrs. MarshaU commented, "I get so mad at him," m a voice that
showedfixistrationversus real anger. After Mrs. Marshall left, I asked Lucy about the
incident:
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Researcher:

...a student came and was using the phone, and you caUed
hun mto the office. What made you caU him into the office?

Lucy:

.. .1 called that student in because he has quite a history.

Researcher:
Lucy:

What does he usuaUy do?
He is not always tmthful with his teachers and with other students.
He's disruptive, yet he's never at fault ui his mind. ...I didn't feel
like he was giving the teacher the whole story, nor was he givmg
his mother the whole story. I thmk he was manipulatmg the
situation to make it look like the teacher was doing wrong when
she was not.

Researcher

So, you kind of fill in as a stopgap... ?

Lucy:

Right.

Researcher:

You anticipate something's gonna happen with the parent because
he was calluig his mom to come pick him up?

Lucy:

Right, right. Had that student not had a history, I probably would
not have mtervened.. .Barney and I both have had to work, have
spent many hours with that student and his mother.. .We both Uke
to nip problems ui the bud when we can.

Lucy anticipated difficulty with this student. He was "not always truthfiil."
Because of previous experiences with him and his tendency to manipulate situations,
Lucy mtervened m order to prevent anything unnecessary from happening this day
between the student, his mother, and the teacher. Lucy appeared to understand that an
aspect of her role as elementary assistant principal was mamtammg an awareness of the
potential for trouble.
On this visit I also leamed that Lucy was asked by the prmcipal to mentor an
aspiruig admmistrator, a male teacher at Stratford. Lucy mdicated to me:
I am StUl learmng my role in this position, so having to share mformation with
an aspiruig admmistrator is unexpected. I don't feel lUce I know what I'm
domg yet myself. Anyway, I try to help because I remember how I felt just last
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year when I was trymg to teach and figure out how to move upward. I basically
share my experiences with him and ask for his assistance when he is available.
I did that all last year when I was stUl m the classroom, so I thmk I know, kind of,
how he must be feeling.
Lucy did not expect that mentoring an aspirmg admmistrator would be part of her role so
early m her position as elementary assistant principal. When asked by the principal to
take on this task, Lucy did what he asked to the best of her abUity. She felt she knew how
the young man felt ui his position, teaching and havmg aspirations outside the classroom.
She felt she could share her experiences and give him opportunities to assist her "when
he is available."
On another day at Stratford, I shadowed Lucy as she quickly accompUshed a
number of tasks in succession. She monitored an early morning activity by parents in the
cafeteria. The school had a tradition of celebratmg a western day sponsored by the Parent
Teacher Association. Groups of parents were m the cafeteria setting up activity centers
for students. Simultaneously, breakfast was being served to students at two tables. Other
students had to be reminded by parents and Lucy to proceed to the Ubrary to wait for the
bell signaluig them to go to classes. There was no difficulty with the movement of so
many people, but there was a lot of excitement m the air as the students entered wearing
their westem fashion statements. Some students wore their hair m pigtaUs, and others
wore their hair mmpled mtentionally. Students wore everything from jeans with boots to
cutoff jeans, cowboy hats to bandanas or straw hats, and bare feet or sandals. Some
students wore freckles or fake mustaches and beards. Their costumes added to the
general feeling of excitement.

107

The library held other activities being set up for the day as well. A male visitor m
a vintage military uniform had set up his display ui one comer of the Ubrary opposite the
front entrance. The librarian moved furniture off the library floor and sorted various other
things to clear the area. Students sat clumped together in groups on chairs or on the floor,
and some stood talking quietly. Lucy walked briskly through the entire area greetuig
students, teachers, and parents. She told me:
I am expected to know what is going on here most aU the tune because parents,
teachers, and kids ask me questions about everything. But when I drove up this
morning and saw that big paper mache Hereford at the front of the school, I was
surprised because I didn't realize how involved this whole celebration would be.
I wUl know better for next year, havmg experienced the "crazmess" this year.
When Lucy used the term "crazuiess," she roUed her eyes back. The affluent
neighborhood surrounding the school has a reputation m the district for participating in
school functions wholeheartedly, thus the reaUstic-looking Ufe-size paper mache
reproduction of a Hereford buU at the school entrance. The students' aiumation as they
proceeded to classes when the bell rang demonstrated their anticipation for the start of the
day's events.
Passmg through the school workroom, Lucy stopped to answer a question asked
by the workroom attendant. The attendant spoke to Lucy. Lucy explamed that the
attendant had been making stars for students to wear as sheriffs deputies. The attendant
had asked if the ones she had made were appropriate. Lucy looked at the different sizes
and admitted that one particular size and color was the best of them all.
As Lucy headed for the microphone set up in the library to conduct the mommg
announcements, I foUowed. Several sixth-grade students led the American and state
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pledges and helped with other mformation regarding the day's events. Music from the
Dixie Chicks played ui the background on a tape player controlled by Lucy, who raised
or lowered the volume for effect.
From her day-to-day tasks, Lucy came to understand other aspects of her role as
elementary assistant principal:
•

dealing with ambiguity,

•

handling unexpected tasks,

•

building a working relationship with staff,

•

learning routine tasks,

•

distributing uiformation to teachers,

•

building a working relationship with the principal,

•

taking on small-to-day tasks (e.g., morning announcements) to free the
prmcipal up for other activities (e.g., being out m the school monitoring
student behavior ui classrooms),

•

monitoring student behavior,

•

supporting teacher's e3q)ectations of students,

•

mauitainmg an awareness of the potential for trouble,

•

mentoring an aspiring administrator,

•

monitoring activities (e.g., westem day),

•

knowing what is going on m the school,

•

respondmg to questions from teachers, staff, parents, and students.
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The sources of Lucy's understandings appeared to be directives from the principal,
interactions with people at the school, and Lucy's own knowledge gauied from her
experiences.

Memos and Notices
As elementary assistant pruicipal, Lucy received many notices and memos. These
"official" communications also shaped Lucy's understanding of her role as elementary
assistant principal. Table 10 provides a Ustmg of official communications that affected
Lucy in her first semester. From one task associated with one official communication,
Lucy might learn several things about her role. For example, aU Assistant Principals
received a Ustmg of the national conference dates from the District Professional
Development Department. The Ustuig required a foUow-up task-identifymg which
teachers planned to attend a professional development conference. Again, this was a task
of which Lucy had no prior knowledge:
Lucy:

Well, I didn't know we had to do this. But it shouldn't take long as
soon as I finish what I already started this morning. When will you
doit?

Researcher:

I think that after I finish with the textbooks, then I wUl be able to
approach team leaders to see if they know of any conferences other
than the ones on this Ust. Then, I won't have to taUc to as many
people to get the information - only seven. Besides, they aren't all
here yet, and it is usually the team leaders who are here now
setting up their rooms.

Lucy:

Oh, I hadn't thought of that. I think I wUl do that too. I am not sure
who wUl be m the builduig early because I don't know everyone
yet

Via email I shared the purpose of the calendar with Lucy. The calendar is distributed
annually, so admmistrators can be prepared for the possibility of substitute teachers bemg
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needed to cover for a staff member who planned to attend a professional conference. The
district has a poUcy statuig that no more than two persons can be out for professional
development at a tune from one building unless it is after the school year ends when no
substitute would be needed. Lucy's email responses told me that this memo was
understandable because from her own experience she "had attended the special ed
conference and knew of the district policy." It appeared that previous educational
experiences affected how Lucy perceived the muhiple memos and directives received. In
this situation, Lucy had decided (before communicating with me) to "post the memo,
mention it m the morning announcements." She had talked to the secretary, who told her
that "some teachers had akeady scheduled the dates they planned to attend various
conferences of interest." For the secretary the conference list was estabUshed routuie.
Although the elementary assistant principal was the one who deceived the memo, the
secretary had abeady been recordmg the days requested by teachers.
I asked Lucy if this situation had caused herfinistrationbecause she had received
the memo and there was aheady someone [the secretary] who handled the task so she did
not need to do anythmg. Lucy responded:
I didn't thmk about it much. There was much more to be concemed with at
the time, so I accepted that the memo was somethmg I could follow up on by
asking team leaders if they knew of any other conventions and post the memo. I
responded to the memo supplying the office of Professional Development with a
couple of other conventions' names given to me after I talked to each separate
grade level team leader.
It appeared that Lucy had leamed of another routine task, a task for which there was an
estabUshed routme that the secretary handled. From this smgle official communication,
Lucy came to understand the following:
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•

follow-up task,

•

recurring follow-up task,

•

District policy or procedure,

•

Person designated to complete task.

Table 10 iUustrates that the sources of the memos and notices were primarUy at
the district level:
•

Department sources, e.g.. Professional Development Department (5
communications). Student Assessment Department (3 communications).
Planning and Development Department (2 communications). Personnel
Department (1 communication), Information Systems Department (1
communication)

•

Individual sources, e.g., Elementary Assistant Supermtendent (5
communications). Superintendent (1 communication). Administrative
Assistant (1 communication)

•

Leadership body, e.g.. Executive CouncU (2 communications)

•

Technological source, e.g., school district website (1 communication)

Table 10 also presents different purposes for the notices and memos:
•

Information (12),

•

Meeting announcement and agenda (5),

•

Information and follow-up task (5).

Fmally, a new elementary assistant principal might also leam about the priorities
of the district from the content and frequency of the memos and notices. Table 10
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suggests that professional development is a priority activity ui the district (e.g., national
conference dates, technology offermgs, new teacher academy, new hire framing schedule,
professional development catalog, dyslexia trauiing schedule). Planiung also may be a
priority activity, particularly school unprovement plannmg (e.g., student testmg
information, quadrant planning document, district report card, student assessment
calendars, campus planning and organization committee sequence).
Lucy did not appear to react negatively to the amount of memos and notices that
she received. She did say, however, that she was surprised at the amount of memos and
notices received at both campuses:
Since I am at Stratford four days and Bukenhead one day, I have noticed that I
get memos sent to me at both schools. At first, that seemed like a big waste of
paper, and it bothered me, but there's a benefit too. When I get a memo at one
school, I can expect it at the other and can be thinkuig about how to do what it
asks or take care of it best for each staff.
Lucy's response suggested that receivmg memos and notices, and interpretmg them to
staff for action was an aspect of the role of elementary assistant principal.
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Table 10
Memoranda Received by the Elementary Assistant Principal
MonthA'ear
July 1999

August 1999

Source of Memo
Elem. Asst. Supt.

Title of Memo
Adm. Mtg. Notice/Agenda

Asst. Principal Task
Meeting

Elem. Asst. Supt.

List of Elem. Asst. Principals

Information

Student Assessment Dept.

New State/Dist. Testing Info.

Information

Planning and
Development Dept.
Professional Development
Dept.
Executive Council

Quadrant Planning Document

Information

List of Nat'l. Conference Dates

Information, task

Meeting Agenda

Meeting

Executive Coimcil

New District Kdg. Report Card

Information

Professional Development
Dept.
Professional Development
Dept.
Professional Development
Dept.
Persoimel Dept.

Technology Offerings

Information

New Teacher Academy

Information

Training Schedule for New
Hires
Salary Schedules

Meeting

Disciplinary Action Codes for
Database
Student Code of Conduct
Booklet
Elem. District Assessment
Calsidar
Elementary State Assessment
Calendar
Campus Planning &
Organizaticmal
Committee (CPOC) Sequoice
Revised Prof Development
Catalog
& Dyslexia Training Schedule
District Enrollmoit Statistics

Information, task

Course Selection Process &
Calaidar for transfer of records
- 6* gradCTS
Agenda/Mtg. Place for Asst.
Principals
Agenda/ Mtg. Place for Asst.
Principals
Minutesfi-omElementary Staff
Mtg.

Information

Information Systems
Dept.
Superintendent
Student Assessment Dept.
Student Assessment Dept.
Planning and
Development Dept.
September
1999

Professional Development
Dept.
School District Website
Administrative Assistant

October 1999

Elem. Asst Supt.

December
1999

Elem. Asst. Supt.
Elem. Asst. Supt.
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Information

Information
Information, task
Information, task
Information, task

hiformation

Information

Meeting
Meeting
Information

First Semester Fears
Lucy talked about her fears of the unknown, treatmg them lightly because she
categorized herself as a positive thinker by nature:
I don't usuaUy worry about things. I try to think positively as much as
possible, but all the things I have to do come from more than one source.
Bamey gives me things to do and so do other staff members when they
have things I can help with. Sometunes I wonder what other kinds of
things I don't know about will come for me to do. I wonder if I'll be able
to figure out how to do everything therightway. Then I think to myself,
I've done fine so far, so I'U probably be fine in the fiiture.
Lucy appeared to be a little unsure, even though she noted that she usuaUy didn't "worry
about things" and tried "to think positively as much as possible." Part of Lucy's
uisecurity seemed to be the multiple tasks that came at herfrom"more than one source."
Another part of her msecurity appeared to be her concem that "other kinds of things I
don't know about wUl come" her way. The tasks themselves were one thmg, but Lucy
was also worried about her abUity to "figure out how to do everythmg the right way."
Lucyfiirthernoted,
I am overwhelmed some days with aU the things I have to do but can't do during
the regular day. So I stay late and try to fmish the work, or I come in on the
weekend.
I asked Lucy if she managed to accomplish her unfinished work. She told me that she did
"most of the time," and if she did not, she "would retum to work early the next day, too."
Lucy's responses suggested another aspect of Lucy's role as elementary assistant
prmcipal - managmg tune and tasks. Lucy's role as the elementary assistant principal
contmued past regular work hours and was tune-consummg, but she did not seem to be
complammg about it, just explaining.
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At times, however, Lucy would sigh infiTistrationat the "one more thing" she had
to "somehow squeeze into an ateady busy day." Understandably, there were some
memos received that were for her only. But, I asked her if she ever requested help from
others on staff whh some of the directives she received through memos. Her response
was:
Sometimes, I do ask for help, especially when the nurse or the counselor or
someone else has the knowledge I don't have about something. But most
of the time, I just call you or another assistant [principal] if you aren't
available. There have been times when I would ask a teacher to do something
as a favor for me, and I haven't been turned down yet This just makes me
feel lUce I am making progress. I try not to ovemse that technique. The
relationship-buildmg I mentioned before has paid off for me.
Lucy's response suggested that she is able, for the most part, to accomplish the
many things expected of her by muhiple sources. It seemed that the affirmation she
received from the positive responses of those with whom she worked reinforced her
understanding of her role. I had observed that Lucy had built good relationships with
teachers and staff. Teachers sought Lucy out for assistance. A common observation as I
would sit waiting to meet with Lucy in her office was a teacher popping m asking, "Have
you seen Lucy? I just wanted to thank her for finding out something I needed to know..."
I would teU each one that she had just stepped away for a moment, but I would be glad to
give her the message. The teacher would thank me, smile, and leave. When I relayed the
message to Lucy, I could see the recollection of the teacher and the situation m her eyes.
She would smile and seem glad to have been able to help and say, "Oh, it was nothing."
The Christmas hoUdays brought an end to the first semester and a much needed
break for Lucy. She observed.
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At this point, I am ready for a break so I can coUect my thoughts. I am
looking forward to the Christmas hoUdays.

Section Summary
Lucy's first semester as elementary assistant prmcipal provided her with many
understandmgs about her role through the tasks she was required to accomplish and from
many people and organizational stmctures from whom uiformation and tasks came. In
her first semester Lucy understood that the following were aspects of the elementary
assistant principal's role:
•

receiving information,

•

mterpreting information for self and others,

•

completing required paperwork (e.g., disciplme referral reports),

•

understandmg central office administrators' roles,

•

understandmg who is responsible for school-level administrative tasks (e.g.,
Lucy's responsibility for recorduig discipline referrals ui the office buider and
the attendance clerk's responsibility for recorduig the same mformation in the
online data report),

•

usmg existuig knowledge to mform the new role,

•

seeing old mformation from a new "admmistrative perspective,"

•

deaUng with ambiguity,

•

handlmg unexpected tasks,

•

buildmg a working relationship with staff,

•

learning routine tasks,
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•

building a working relationship with staff,

•

distributing information,

•

buildmg a working relationship with the pruicipal,

•

taking on small day-to-day tasks (e.g., morning announcements) to free the
principal up for other activities (e.g., beuig out ui the school monitoring
student behavior in classrooms),

•

monitoring student behavior,

•

supporting teacher's expectations of students,

•

maintaining an awareness of the potential for trouble,

•

mentoring an aspumg administrator,

•

monitoring school activities (e.g., westem day),

•

knowing what is going on in the school in general,

•

responding to questions from teachers, stafi^ parents, and students,

•

identifying routme or recurring tasks,

•

identifymg and mterpreting district poUcy or procedure,

•

identifying school personnel designated to complete tasks,

•

identifying district priorities (e.g., professional development, school
improvement planning).

The sources of Lucy's understandings durmg her first semester appeared to be
based on the foUowing:
•

mformation, documents, and durectives from the district or state,

•

Lucy's recollections and reflections on her prior knowledge and experience,
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•

experiential knowledge held by others,

•

directives from the prmcipal,

•

mteractions with people at the school,

•

Lucy's own knowledge gained from her experiences as elementary assistant
principal,

•

district departments (e.g.. Professional Development Department, Student
•Assessment Department; Planning and Development Department; Personnel
Department; Information Systems Department),

•

district administrators (e.g.. Elementary Assistant Superintendent,
Superintendent, Administrative Assistant, Executive Council),

•

technological sources, e.g., school district website,

•

memos and notices.

Durmg her first semester as elementary assistant prmcipal, Lucy's understanduigs
of her role were mcreasing in both number and specificity, and the sources of her
understandings were diversifying. However, I have observed that Lucy does not respond
to me m such a way that demonstrates whether she reflects back on the semester enough
to have a clear understanduig of how she is developmg her role. I saw her development
and her confidence as she approached situations regularly. I noticed that she called me
less for assistance as the semester passed and that Lucy did not Unger to visit with other
elementary assistant principals after meetmgs. She seemed rather to be on her way
somewhere to complete a task.
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Phase 2 - Lucy's Second Semester
As the year progressed, Lucy stayed busy m her new position. I observed her
walkmg through the school buildmg and monitoring the activities of students to make
sure they were where they were supposed to be, especially m the mommg. Lucy
commented:
The students should be m the cafeteria normally waiting for the bell to ring.
I am always surprised at how many parents drop off theu kids around 7:00
a.m. when I'm the only one here with the janitors. I make sure they sit ui the
cafeteria quietly to wait for breakfest if they eat at school.
I asked Lucy how she knew to monitor the students this way. She responded that "no
one specifically told me to do it." She mdicated that she "felt responsible for the kids'
safety." So, when she arrived m the morning, she made it part of her "morning routine to
check on the kids arriving earlier than the rest." Lucy's response indicated that she had
determined for herself two aspects of her role as elementary assistant principal:
•

identifying potential safety concems,

•

estabUshing a routine.

Since safety is such an important factor to consider in the public schools, Lucy's decision
to monitor those children in the cafeteria seemed to me to be especially pmdent. Lucy
took the mitiative to make this a part of her role by estabUshmg her "morning routme."
The source of this understandmg was Lucy's own professional judgment.
Lucy also walked around Stratford at other pomts durmg the day. She explamed:
When I get a chance, I walk around here [Stratford] during the day for two
reasons. I'm looking for student behavior and teacher routme and mstmctional
methods. It also helps that when I am m the rooms, teachers approach me
with their requests or concems. That lets me help them from outside the office.
The office can get so busy sometimes.
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Lucy's observation suggested that she had made a decision about how she could best
address her role m monitormg student behavior and helpmg teachers, and meet the needs
of the teachers and students. By monitoring the builduig, away from the office, she saved
staff members the trip to the office, cuttmg down on the amount of "busy-ness" gomg on
there. In addition, she was a visible admmistrator, out m the buildmg monitormg student
behavior. I asked Lucy how she had come to determme this aspect of her role. She
repUed:
I watched as Dr. Boyer monitored by walkmg the buildmg, peekmg mto
classrooms, and talkmg to teachers and students. But, my first principal, Mrs.
HaU, also didthat. I just thought it was a good idea.
The source of Lucy's determination of her role in monitoring student behavior appeared
to be her direct observation of her current and former principals.
I asked Lucy for more information about monitoring student behavior in the
aftemoons. Lucy explained:
When the beU ruigs at the end of the day, I like to get out of the buUding to
monitor people and automobile traffic. As a teacher, I never knew how busy
the outside of a school could be at the end of the day. This way, I can help
teachers, parents, and kids. Bamey requires the teachers to go outside at the end
of the day to help make sure kids leave the school grounds safely. So, I do my
part to help, too.
Another source of Lucy's determination of her role m monitoring was the principal's
policy requumg teachers to be outside to make sure students leave the school grounds
safely. Lucy assisted with that responsibility. I asked Lucy if she thought it was
appropriate or necessary to be outside at the end of the day. She responded after taking a
moment to think:
I think bemg outside is important, but to teU the tmth, there have been tunes
when I've been mvolved m a situation that keeps me from leavuig the office, so I
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don't always get outside. Other times, kids run in and get me to help them with
some problem out there. I try to encourage them to ask teachers for help, too, but
if I'm closest to them, they come ui for me, an' that's okay.
Lucy's response seemed to indicate that changmg plans or routmes to respond to
"situations" or "problems" was an aspect of her role as elementary assistant prmcipal.
Again, Lucy came to understand this through her own experiences.

Interactions with Others
As I shadowed Lucy during her second semester, I observed that there were
several people with whom she interacted on a more regular basis than others as she
moved about the building to complete various tasks. I began to talk not only to Lucy but
also to those key school personnel with whom Lucy seemed to interact regularly. Lucy's
key contacts were Bamey, the principal; Mary, the school secretary; Steven, the young
male teacher and aspirmg school administrator; and Wilma, the school counselor. Each
of these key contacts had his or her own ejq)ectations regardmg the role of the elementary
school assistant principal based on their own perspectives, mteractions, and work
experiences. These mteractions also shaped Lucy's understanding of her role durmg her
second semester.

Bamey
Bamey is the pruicipal of Stratford Elementary School and Lucy's direct
supervisor. He stands more than sbc feet taU and has close-cropped, sandy colored hau.
He is outgoing by nature, wears glasses, and has a voice that is deep and projects over
noise. He has been m education for 21 years; 13 years were spent as a band director and
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eight years as an administrator. His experiences encompass both secondary and
elementary education. I asked Bamey about the differences between secondary and
elementary admmistration. Bamey responded, "Elementary is a part-time job compared
to being either a band director or an administrator at the secondary level." Bamey
continued by explaming, "Time wise... responsibilities durmg the day, um, I would see
more kids m high school mfifteenmmutes than m a week here [at Stratford]." Barney's
response suggested that he viewed the elementary administrative experience as less
demanding than his secondary experiences m terms of "tune" and "responsibilities during
the day." Bamey's response also suggested that his uiteractions with students, m terms of
discipline, occurred morefrequentlyin secondary school than in elementary school.
I asked Bamey to teilk with me about his part ui Lucy's coming to understand her
role as an elementary assistant principal. Bamey first e5q)lained his understanding of the
role of the elementary assistant principal based on his own experiences as an associate
principal and assistant principal in high school:
Okay. The assistant principal job that I had, I essentially dealt with student
activities and disciplme... So, I did a lot of coordmatmg activities, keeping
of the calendar, running of elections.. .which arefeirlycontroversial at the
high school level because everybody thinks that they should wm.. .Then,
of course, just discipline... As an associate principal, I did the master schedule
for the buildmg.. .trymg to coordmate 110 teachers and conference periods...
That was pretty rigorous. Plus, stUl did attendance and discipUne, though to a
lesser degree probably, than as an assistant principal...in both cases, have to
sponsor activities. You go to work at 6:30 m the mommg then you go untU 3
or 4 o'clock. You get m your car, you drive to sponsor a basketball game. You
get back m at 1:30 am., and you start it aU agam at 6:30 m the mommg. I mean,
there's just no end to the things that are going on.
Regarding Lucy's role as elementary assistant prmcipal, Bamey said:
Well, to be honest with you, she does everything...She runs the school. That
is her job. She runs the school. My job is more, um, to try to be proactive
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... and to be on caU when emergencies arise.. .her job is very task oriented.
My job is very problem-solving oriented.
Barney's response mdicated that he thought of Lucy's role ui very general terms - Lucy
"runs the school." In addition, Bamey's response indicated the "task oriented" nature of
Lucy's work.
Bamey continued.
Whenever my mail comes ui at the end of the day it'U be two to three inches
thick. I write someone's name on it and put it ui his/her box. And I don't give it
another thought.
Bamey's response suggested that he sees delegatmg the work that needs to be done as
part of his role as prmcipal. Once Bamey has delegated the work, he doesn't "give it
another thought."
Bamey described more of Lucy's work:
She does the appraisals for the secretaries, and we collaborate on that, but
essentially, her name's at the bottom of the paper. I do that for several reasons:
number 1, I'm not trymg to run her out of the busuiess. But, if she's gonna be a
prmcipal, she needs to have a perspective about what that's aU about. If I Umit
her and just say, "all you're gonna do is deal with instmction," it's not being feu
to her.. .there may be an aspect of this job that she just doesn't have the stomach
for, now I don't think that that's the case. I've not found anything that, in all
honesty, that she can't do better than I can do. She's mcredible.
Bamey's description indicated that an aspect of Lucy's role as elementary assistant
prmcipal is personnel appraisal. Bamey coUaborates with Lucy on the secretaries'
appraisals, but Lucy's "name's at the bottom of the paper." Bamey's response also
indicated that he considered the work of an elementary assistant principal as preparation
for the next step, the prmcipalship. Bamey appeared to see his role m Lucy's preparation
as trymg to give her a "perspective about what that's aU about" by not Umiting her to
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working "with mstmction" only. Bamey's response also appeared to mdicate that he
thought highly of Lucy's skills, "she's incredible."
I asked Bamey to name typical tasks assigned to Lucy. Barney mdicated the
following:
•

caUmg to verify that substitutes have been placed for teachers who wUl be out
of school for a variety of reasons,

•

working "with the custodian.. .keepmg the marquee current" regarding
important dates and events,

•

working with grants,

•

working with the campus improvement plan,

•

working with the site-based decision-making team made up of teachers,
parents, community, and neighborhood representatives [Generally, a team
meets on a monthly basis to make decisions about problems encountered on
campus, and to decide buUding poUcy and procedures],

•

Evaluatmg teachers, teaching assistants, and other office personnel,

•

Handluig discipline,

•

Organizmg the bookroom, textbooks, and audio-visual equipment.

Bamey noted,
I feel guUty because she does so much. But, we have an agreement that if I put
somethmg in her box, and she either doesn't have the tune to do it or whatever,
she just gives it back to me and that becomes the checks and balances.
Bamey added, "If I had enough confidence ui her to put it [the task] in her box, I need to
have enough confidence m her to do it." Bamey's comment suggested that much of what
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Lucy identifies as part of her role comes directlyfromthe principal, Bamey. Barney also
believed that the assistant principal's role "is learning how the district works as well," m
order to "work withm the system." Bamey admitted, "It becomes a little bit of a lesson m
patience and tolerance...because change is very difficult." Barney's comment suggested
that adjustmg to change was also part of the elementary assistant principal's role.
In addition, Bamey has noticed that Lucy has ideas for change at the campus
level. For example, the student support team is "probably going to be restmctured for
next year, so it wUl work more efficiently." The student support team is a campus group
that fimctions to assist teachers as they experience difficulties with children. The group
meets to discuss difficulties of a student with a subject or teacher. AU the teachers who
serve on the committee offer suggestions to try with the student. If none of the ideas
work, there is a district student support team with additional resources at their disposal to
assist m making the learning environment successful for the teacher, the student, and the
rest of the students who might also be affected by a student's negative behavior.
Bamey mdicated that there was a skUl he would like Lucy to develop more, that
of delegation. Bamey stated, "She is gomg to have to leam Uke we aU had to learn, the
art of delegation." Bamey then explained his philosophy of delegation:
People want to be involved, and people are reinforced by you gomg to them
and saying, "Can you help me?" It makes them feel lUce you have confidence
m them, so it's almost Uke you're domg something for them.
Bamey's statement mdicated that he believed delegation was a form of recognition, a
demonstration of "confidence" in another's abilities.
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Bamey brought up the topic of Lucy's assignment to Stratford for four days of the
week. Bamey firmly believed that she could work all five days at Stratford. Bamey
reasoned:
There will not a week go by that I will not be m a meeting somewhere doing
something. If that happens to be the day that Lucy isn't here, then you know, I
have a great staff, but it's just not the same. I mean, there is a certam confidence
when they look out in the parkmg lot and see both of our cars. Especially if
there's a situation when a chUd or parent goes baUistic. There needs to be a
calming force on hand.
Bamey's explanation suggested that an aspect of the role of elementary assistant
pruicipal, Uke the role of the principal, was providing a "cahning force" m the school.
Bamey went onto describe characteristics of the successful elementary assistant
pruicipal:
I think the wUlmgness on the person's part to do the job, the wUlingness of the
person to be open to the way that things have been done but open to changes. I
think a person's decision-makuig skills come underfire,too. A coach of mine
told me before, "You will know a person's tme colors when you back him/her
into a comer."
Bamey's comment suggested that bemg open to the ways things have come to be
done in a school, together to bemg open to change, was an aspect of the assistant
principal's role. Making decisions was also important, particularly when one was backed
"mto a comer." Bamey commented that Lucy was "focused, flexible and task oriented,"
aU complementary characteristics to the role of the elementary assistant principal.
Bamey typically drewfromhis experiences m elementary and secondary
administrative positions, together with his philosophy or expectations of the role of
elementary assistant principal, m order to determine what he wanted Lucy to do as she
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came to understand her role. While Barney viewed Lucy's role globally - "she runs the
school," he also had specific tasks in view:
•

appraismg personnel,

•

callmg to verify that substitutes have been placed for teachers who wUl be out
of school for a variety of reasons,

•

working "with the custodian.. .keepmg the marquee current" regardmg
important dates and events,

•

working with grants,

•

working with the campus unprovement plan,

•

working with the site-based decision-makuig team made up of teachers,
parents, community, and neighborhood representatives [Generally, a team
meets on a monthly basis to make decisions about problems encountered on
campus, and to decide buUding policy and procedures],

•

evaluating teachers, teaching assistants, and other office personnel,

•

handlmg disciplme,

•

organizing the bookroom, textbooks, and audio-visual equipment,

•

learning how the district works,

•

adjustmg to change,

•

preparing for the principalship,

•

delegatmg tasks,

•

providing a "cahnuig force" in the school.
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•

bemg open to the ways thmgs have come to be done in a school, together to
being open to change,

•

making decisions.

Bamey typically designated tasks for Lucy based on his view that the assistant
prmcipalship was task-oriented m comparison to the principalship, which he viewed as
more oriented to problem-solvmg. Additionally, Bamey typicaUy delegated tasks to
teachers and staff because he believed delegation was a form of recognition, a
demonstration of "confidence" in another's abUities.
Mary
One of the first people (other than the prmcipal) to assist Lucy m the Stratford
Elementary School office was Mary, the secretary. Mary stood about five-feet-sixmches taU with brown shoulder length hair and blue eyes. Every time I saw Mary, she
was smiling. She always seemed glad to help m any way and would offer to help if she
was not asked first. Mary's desk was m the office, so that is where I saw her when I
visited Stratford. If she left the area, it was not when I visited. Mary came m around 7:30
a.m. each morning and left at 4:30 p.m. each aftemoon. Mary summarized her own job
e3q)eriences as foUows:
This is myfifteenthyear with the school district, and I have been ui a lot of
different schools, starting with junior highs and then I went to high schools.
Now, I'm m elementary. I was the [text] book-keeper over at one of the junior
high schools. I enjoyed that. It was less stressfiil [than bemg a secretary].
Because Mary had experience with textbooks, I asked if she had been able to help
Lucy when the new books came m. She answered, "I didn't even thmk about it." She then
made a silly face intended to demonstrate her pretend dismay at the oversight in helpmg
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Lucy with the books. She giggled. Mary's giggle came across as a result of a combmation
of nervousness and playfulness. All the tunes I visited Stratford, Mary could be counted
on, typically, to greet me and say somethmg playfiil At the same tune, she was helpfiil m
her first year as the campus secretary. Last year she had been the attendance clerk and
had been located across the aisle from where she sat now as the secretary. When I asked
her if she knew how Lucy took on the textbooks as part of her role as the new assistant
principal, Mary responded:
I think we just kind of said, "You're ui charge." (giggle) "You're m charge of the
book inventory." Uh, um, I thmk Bamey just kuida told her. Uh, I think building
principals kmd of designate what everybody's m charge of 'Cause I know it
depends on what buUdmg you're m, who the principal is, uh, what jobs you're
assigned to. But, uh, I just kinda said, "Lucy, I think you're m charge." And she's
going, "Oh, my gosh." And I think she's also m charge of the bookroom over at
Birkenhead Elementary.
Mary's e^qjlanation uidicated that she had seen other principals "designate what
everybody's m charge of" Mary's response also mdicated that Bamey may not have told
Lucy that she was ui charge of textbooks, but simply delegated the task. Mary also
provided the uisight that Lucy was "ui charge of the bookroom over at Birkenhead
Elementary" as weU.
Regarding Lucy's assignment to two schools, Mary observed, "How she does
that, I don't know." Mary explamed her relationship with Lucy m this way:
We just kmda visit and kinda talk things through.. .and I reaUze there are
tunes that, uh, she's gomg, "Oh my gosh, I'm m charge of this. Or um, help me
out, what do I need to do 7'
I asked Mary how she helped Lucy. Mary responded:
It's so funny, because I can sit at my desk. She can sit at her desk, and we'U
lean over and kmda, I guess it's more body cues, [leanedfromthe waist to
demonstrate what she described] Ah, she does hand gestures, Uke "What now?"
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[spreads hands out bent at the elbows and raised eyebrows to demonstrate the
gestures]. And uh, "Am I m charge?" And I go, "Yeh, you're m charge." So, I
guess... [we] basically kmda help each other out because we're both new in our
positions and she, I admire this lady.
It appearedfromMary's response that she and Lucy had quickly developed a level of
rapport that allowed them to communicate nonverbally. This rapport seemed to be based,
m part, on the feet that they were both new to their positions. Mary's response seemed to
confirm the ambiguity that Lucy had described m her role, "What now?.. .Am I m
charge?" Mary's response also uidicated her respect for Lucy, "I admire this lady."
Mary perceived Lucy's mteractions with others as purposefiil and fiiiitful. Mary
observed, "[Lucy] just knows what she wants and how to go about domg it and getting
results." Mary also noticed that Lucy "looked out" for the whole school. Mary noted:
Like at the end of school, I know that she went around looking for books, and
she found books, I mean, because otherwise we would have had to pay for 25
books because they were in a room, and the teacher kinda forgot to tum
them in. But, we just kinda helpmg each other, and she's really good about that.
Mary has observed that Lucy believed in helping others not only because it helped that
person, but because it helped the school, too. The relationship between Mary and Lucy
appeared to aUow them to work together easUy, to seek assistance when needed from
each other, and to feel a sense of mutual comfort and respect. Mary said, "She really is
pretty good about saymg, 'Let me just type up a memo or note. You have so much other
to do. Why don't I type up the memo and get it out?' And she does it." Mary appeared to
perceive Lucy's wUluigness to help with tasks m the office and to do the "whatever" she
needed to do to be of assistance.
Additionally, Mary commented that Lucy had an answeruig machme m her office
to record caUsfromteachers with mformation about days they would be out of the
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buildmg, iU, or otherwise absent. The district had an automated substitute system m
which the teachers are pre-registered. The teachers then place a call accordmg to the
prescribed menu choices for substitute teachers. Mary explained:
Teachers are supposed to caU Lucy's machine and leave a job number for the
assigned substitute teacher. Teachers call for their own subs and then teU Lucy
on her machine. If a teacher gets sick during the day and needs to go home, I
make the caU for a sub, and Lucy makes a decision of what to do if there is no
sub available. She coordinates with the other teachers.
I asked Mary if she had anything she would lUce to add about Lucy's role. Mary
responded:
I just know that it seems lUce there's a lot of responsibility on an elementary
assistant principal sunply because in the secondary they're kuid of divided up.
Like you have one for activities, one for discipluie, one for instmction. They're
aU, it's kinda all channeled mto the assistant principal at the elementary. She
has to handle the discipluie, which we don't have too much of but she does have
to handle that. And the uistmction, if someone has a problem with a book or
needs a book or a teacher, I mean. Or if somebody comes in to register, she has
to be able to stop what she's domg and teU them, "ok, this is the format that we
foUow," and then take care of um, some of the things that we're domg for
students. How she gets it aU done, I don't know.
Mary's response seemed to confirm the frequency and diversity of tasks associated with
Lucy's role. Mary also seemed to be a partner ui some of the tasks required of Lucy, e.g.,
caUing substitutes during the day, typmg memos, and registering new students.
Mary's responses confirmed that the principal is the one to "designate what
everybody's m charge of" It also appeared from Mary's responses that Lucy had been
successful ui developmg a quick rapport with Mary. Mary seemed also to be a partner ui
some of the tasks required of Lucy. Lucy was perceived by Mary as being wilUng to do
whatever was needed to "look out for the school" and to help others. Mary's responses
seemed to confirm the breadth and ambiguity of Lucy's role - "there's a lot of
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responsibUity on an elementary assistant prmcipal," and Lucyfrequentlyasks, "What
now?... Am I in charge?"
Mary appeared to come to her conclusions about Lucy's role based, ui part, on her
own experiences and observations of secondary admmistrators and, m part, on her
mteractions with Lucy m general and through the tasks they shared. Mary added, "I think
she's [Lucy's] doing a super job, uh, she just has a lot of responsibility and uh, I adnure
her." Like Bamey, Mary seemed to admire Lucy's ability to do her job.
Wilma
Wilma's experience in education spans 25 years as a teacher, instmctional
specialist, appraiser, readmg consultant, and counselor. WUma works as the counselor
fuU tune at Stratford Elementary School. Wilma is a petite woman with short dark hair
and a quiet demeanor. With twenty-five years of experience, Wilma has seen many
assistant principals on the job.
Wilma and Lucy worked on the student support team together. This team was
composed of the nurse, assistant principal, counselor, content mastery teacher, and
teacher of the student bemg referred to the team. Wihna conducted testing of the student;
the nurse checked the student's hearuig and eyesight beforehand. The content mastery
teacher also assessed the student for ability level on a general mtelUgence test, and the
classroom teacher filled out the paperwork for the referral. According to Wilma, the
assistant principal "gives a lot of mput" m the form of "particular msights mto programs
available m the district or alternative suggestions to improve the student's ability to
experience success m the classroom." Wihna's observation suggested that one aspect of
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Lucy's role as elementary assistant prmcipal was collaboration with other school
professionals. Another aspect of Lucy's role was as a resource for special and alternative
programs available in the district to unprove student success.
Additionally, Lucy worked closely with Wilma on standardized testing. I asked
Wilma how a new elementary assistant principal would know to assist with standardized
testing. Wilma responded, "I think the principal probably teUs her she has to do it."
Wilma noted, "The prmcipals who come m, generally have the same expectations of the
elementary assistant principal, and that mcludes coordmating [testing]." Wilma
contmued:
Lucy and I work closely together. We go to meetuigs together, check m materials
together, and pack the [tests] for retum to the state capitol. It's pretty much
team work. It really helps when there are two of us. We can tram the staff easier,
too.
Wilma was located ui the office right next to Lucy. WUma had an opportunity to
observe Lucy as she acclimated to her role as the elementary assistant prmcipal. I asked
Wilma how the assistant principal knows what to do and when. Wilma responded:
I thmk the pruicipal leads, guides, and directs. I can remember when Lucy
first came; she spent a lot of tune with the prmcipal.. .a lot of conference tune.
And a lot of times, when Barney had parent conferences, or when he had someone
from downtown come or just different thuigs that he was doing, he would mvite
Lucy in, and she would visit and just kind of observe. He was real good about
training her, I think rightfromthe very start, to be a prmcipal.
Wilma's response provided insight mto the principal's role m Lucy's developmg
understandmg of her role as elementary assistant prmcipal. The principal "leads, guides,
and directs" the elementary assistant principal. He spends a lot of tune with her, allowing
her to observe. He identifies "different thmgs" she must see and do. Through aU of these
tasks and mteractions, he is "trainmg her." Wilma added, "Bamey is real good about
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helpmg her [Lucy] to be able to do all the different kinds of thmgs involved m mnnmg a
school." Wilma contmued, "I would say that the assistant principal is probably mvolved
in ahnost everything that the principal is mvolved in, just on a smaller scale."
A common task that Wihna observed was discipluie. WUma commented, "Lucy
did a lot of disciplme, a lot of workmg with chUdren m that area." Wilma went on to
characterize Lucy:
Lucy is very mtelligent, very bright, has a very good sense of logic and sense of
problem solving. She is good at workmg with students, parents, and the staff. She
is very cahn. I think she is a very strong woman. She is able to take care of the
staff, students, and parents. I think that is a very difficult job. Lucy is very fair,
very firm, and very organized. She is good about working with the secretary and
attendance clerk and about delegatmg tasks.
It appeared to WUma that Lucy brought several skills to her role in disciplme:
mteUigence, "a very good sense of logic and sense of problem solving," calm, fairness,
firmness, and organization. WUma's observation also suggested that she thought highly
of Lucy, "she is a very strong woman. She is able to take care of the staff, students, and
parents." WUma's characterization indicated that Lucy had developed good working
relationships with the secretary and attendance clerk as weU. When Lucy was aspuing to
school administration, she talked about the unportance of relationships. Mutual respect
and professionalism were identified as unportant to Lucy as she envisioned the
elementary assistant principal's role. WUma's observation suggested that by the second
semester, Lucy had been successfiil m relationship buUdmg with students, parents, and
staff.
Early ui her conceptuaUzation of her role, Lucy had expressed that even though
she might fill m for the principal, otiiers may not perceive she had as much authority as
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the principal. Again, Wilma's observations about Lucy's working relationships with
students, parents, and staff suggested that Lucy was accepted as m charge. In feet Lucy
had become more skilled at "delegatmg tasks." Lucy, it seemed, had made progress ui the
area that Bamey had indicated needed development in the first semester.
Wilma said, "[Lucy] seems always to know her place, what she was supposed to
do, and when she was supposed to do it.. .Lucy is wUluig to do whatever she needs to do
to complete a task, mcluduig coUaboration." When Lucy envisioned her role as
elementary assistant principal, she had articulated her understanding of the role very
generally, as domg 'Svhatever needs to be done." Wilma's observation offered validation
that by the second semester Lucy had mastered her earUest conceptualization of her role.
Steven
The aspuing administrator whom Lucy was assigned to mentor is Steven. Steven
is aboutfive-feet-ten-uichestaU with short brown, close-cropped hair. Steven has eight
years experience as afifthgrade teacher. He has just completed his Master's degree and
mid-management certification; both would facilitate his becoming an elementary
assistant principal. He has a quiet demeanor and is aware of his environment. I observed
that he typically mamtamed eye contact for uiterviews and with Lucy when makmg
requests or working with her.
Steven has a defmite idea about what the elementary assistant principal does at
school. He told me:
FacUitate teachers when they have problems with disciplme and need help
makmg a decision or someone with more authority to caU home and talk to
parents. With instmction, see them as someone who can go to as a source for
answers, can arrange for workshops or if you have more questions, can give
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information and share her own experiences, teU the best way to do somethmg.
At Stratford does the announcements daily, does administrative stuff lUce the
bookroom at the beginning and end of the year, visible uiside and outside the
buildmg before and after school, talks to parents, attends ARD's, talks to students
for counseling when the counselor is out and when they are m trouble. Evaluates
teachers, sits m on CPOC, doesn't run staff meetmgs but adds mformation as
necessary, works with the budget and the campus improvement plan, goes over
the [test] scores with the prmcipal, attends meetmgs downtown, but not as many
as the principal, and there must be other stuff they do that we don't see.
Based upon Steven's observations of Lucy, Steven's view of the elementary assistant
prmcipal's job duties is very comprehensive. Steven's response also validated Bamey's
observation that Lucy "runs the school."
Steven sees the elementary assistant principal as both "autonomous and directed
by the prmcipal" He explained:
When it comes to teachers and students, when there is a problem, she is given the
freedom to make decisions. Bamey teUs her to do after school duty and the
textbooks. There are a lot of administrative things she does; she just knows.
Bamey probably just reminds her to do things and advises her of deadUnes and is
there as a resource if she needs help. If you do what you are supposed to do,
Bamey won't look over your shoulder. Have to be flexible.
Steven's response suggested that he understood the principal to be the primary authority
directmg Lucy's work. At the same time Steven observed that there are things that Lucy
"just knows" and in which Lucy has the "freedom to make decisions."
Steven also identified skills he perceived were necessary for Lucy to e5q)erience
success m her role. Steven noted, "Really good communication...self
control.. .eloquence.. .organization, and tunelmess." Stevenfiuthernoted that Lucy was
"not real duective, moreflexible,and not coercive." Steven gave an example:
Lucy usually will find me to ask for my help m this mentorship. Smce I have a
student teacher, I can help Lucy. The key to our communication is that she asks
me for help even though she could teU me. Because of the way she asks me, I
want to help her anytime she asks.
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Steven's response appeared to provide an insight mto Lucy's success m building
relationships and delegatmg tasks. Lucy "asks.. .for help even though she could teU"
mdividuals to do a task. "Because of the way" Lucy asks, people "want to help her
anytime she asks."
Steven continued:
Even though I know she has a lot on her mind, I can go ask her advice, for
example, about when to apply for a position as an assistant, and she will stop
what she is doing to look at me and answer my question. If she doesn't know
the answer, she usually finds out and gets back to me.
Steven is interested in becoming an elementary assistant principal; Lucy has been his
mentor, and Steven has been watching Lucy particularly closely. Steven's response
suggested that Lucy has been avaUable to him as a mentor - "she will stop what she is
domg to look at me and answer my question."

Interaction Analysis
Increasingly throughout the second semester, Lucy became more intemaUy
focused on understandmg her new role. Certainly, Lucy's growmg experience ui her role
uifluenced what she understood about it. However, archival data (memos, notices, etc.)
and key mformants with whom she interacted on a daily basis (ie., Bamey, Mary,
Wilma, and Steven) also mfluenced Lucy's conceptuaUzation of her role. Three
categories emerged m characterizmg these influences: (1) communication and
supervisory tasks; (2) skUls and characteristics; and (3) feelmgs and beliefs. As each
piece of data was exammed and member-checked for authenticity, these categories
soUdified. In other words, withm these general categories, mterviews with Lucy, archival
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data (i.e., memos, notices, etc.), and interviews with key informants repeatedly reinforced
the appropriateness of the categories, which, in tum helped organize the data.
To present the data, each category was divided mto its two complementary
components to create s k tables: Communication ui Table 11; Supervision m Table 12;
Skills m Table 13; Characteristics m Table 14; Feelings m Table 15; and Beliefs m Table
16. At the top of each table the sources of data are listed, i.e., Lucy, Archival Data (A.D.),
Bamey, Mary, Wihna, and Steven. Identified below each source is the phase of study m
which the source participated (PI to P3). Listed down the left side of each table are
components of the elementary assistant principal's role as Lucy came to understand it.
An 'X' m a cell signifies that a source provided an affirmative response for the
component. In other words, the component was mentioned or Usted m the source.

Communication and Supervisory Tasks
Communication-mtense tasks are listed in Table 11. The tasks occurred either
school-wide, with small groups, or with mdividuals. School-wide communication
occurred, for example, during the morning announcements or when coordinating or
supportmg school activities (e.g., Westem Day). Small group communication included
speakmg with the office staff or addressmg conflicts between students and/or teachers.
Individual communication mcluded explammg poUcy to an individual (e.g., when Lucy
explained to one student the poUcy of havmg a parent fill out a form a day ahead of time
for a parent requested excused absence). Each time a data source mcluded or mentioned a
communication-mtense task, that task was counted m Table 11. The numbermg of the
items is consecutive for the tasks Usted ui Tables 11-16.
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Table 11 mdicates that Lucy's role is mfluenced by many different sources. The
table also uidicates that sources do not aU have the same experience with or expectation
of Lucy's role. Steven had noted m an uiterview that "there must be other stuff they
[elementary assistant principals] do that we don't see." Table 11 would appear to support
Steven's observation.
The tasks which appeared to be most commonly reported in multiple sources (4 or
more) were: consuks with office staff (4 sources), consults with and shares uiformation
with principal (4 sources), and coordinates and participates m activities with students (4
sources). Mary had noted ui an mterview that Lucy and she consultedfrequentlyabout
day-to-day tasks. Mary observed, "We just kmda visit and kmda talk things through."
Wilma had indicated in an mterview that Lucy "spent a lot of tune with the pruicipal.. .a
lot of conference tune." Wihna had also noted that "Lucy did a lot of discipline, a lot of
working with chUdren in that area." The "disciplme" mcluded a good deal of monitoring
of students' behavior in varymg school activities. Table 11 would appear to support
these key informants' observations of Lucy's role.
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Table 11
Communication-Intense Tasks
TASK
1. Explains
policy
2. Consults
w/office staff
3. Conducts
school tour
4. Consults
w/teachers to
improve their
efficiency
5. Mwning
aimouncements
6. Consults
w/teaching &
workroom
assistants
7. Consults
witii &
shares
information
w/principal
8. Greets
students &
teaches
9.Coordinates&
participates in
activities
w/students
10. Supports
extracurricular
activities

Lucy
Pl-2
X

A. D.*
P2-3
X

Mary
P2

X

X

X

X

Bamey
P2

Steven
P2

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X
Asst.
Supt.
Elem.
Operations

X
X

X

X
X
Gifted
and
Talaited
X
Gifted
and
Talented

Wihna
P2

Lucy
P3
X
X

X

X

X
X

X

X

X

11. Addresses
conflicts

*A.D. = archival data
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Table 12 Usts supervisory tasks. Table 12 agam mdicates that Lucy's role is
influenced by many different sources and that sources do not aU have the same
experience with or expectation of Lucy's role. In general supervisory tasks appeared to be
morefrequentlymentioned than communication-mtense tasks. The tasks which appeared
to be most commonly reported m muhiple sources (4 or more) were: student discipluie
(6 sources), mamtains textbook inventory and disbursement (5 sources), observes people
traffic (4 sources), evaluates teachers and staff (4 sources), coordmates retentions and
district paperwork (4 sources), and ARDs (4 sources).
Student discipline, evaluating teachers and staff, and ARD (Admission, Review
and Dismissal) meetings are the kuids of activities that Bamey beUeved would teU
whether or not Lucy had "the stomach" for the job, the kmd of tasks where a "person's
decision making skills come under fire." Other supervisory tasks are paper and pencil
tasks, e.g., mamtammg the textbook inventory. Observmg people traffic requires time
and visibility before, during, and after school. StUl other supervisory tasks include
attendmg meetings on campus, e.g.. Admission, Review and Dismissal (ARD) meetings
and district paperwork.
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Table 12
Supervisory Tasks
TASK
12. Oversees
marquee update
13. Mediates
14. Mentors
aspiring
administrator
15. Oversees
cafeteria staff,
custodian &
nurse
16. Attends
Student Support
Team meetings
17. Observes
people traffic
18. Runs the
school
19. Monitors
substitutes
20. Maintains
C & I focus

Lucy
Pl-2

Mary
P2

Bamey
P2

Steven
P2

Wilma
P2

Lucy
P3

X
X

X

X

X

X

X

x

X
Guidance &
Counseling
X

X

X

X
X
Asst. Supt. of
C.&I.
X
Prof Dev.
Dept.
X
Personnel Dept.
X
Student Assess.
Dept.
X
Persoimel
Department
X
District
Textbook
Facilitator

22. Evaluates
teachers & staff
23. Completes
test-related duties
24. Conducts
walk-through
observations
25. Maintains
textbook
inventory and
disbursement
26. Coordinates
AV equipment
27. Handles
student discipline

X
X

X

21. Trains staff

X
X

X

X

X

X

X
X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X
X
District Supt. &
Info. Systems

X

X

X

X

X

X

28. Monitors
teacher personal
request days
29. Works with
school budget
30. Coordinates
retentions and
district
paperwork
31. Attends ARD
meetings

A. D.*
P2-3

X

X
Finance
Department
X
Asst. Supt. of
Elementary
Operations
X
Special Educ.

X

X

X

*A.D. = archival data
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X

X

X

X

SkiUs and Characteristics
Table 13 Usts skills that mformants or archival data indicated were unportant for
the elementary assistant principal's role. Table 13 again uidicates that Lucy's role is
mfluenced by many different sources and that sources do not all have the same
experience with or expectation of Lucy's role. The skUls which seemed to be most
commonly reported m multiple sources (4 or more) were: does everything well, a jack-ofaU-trades (6 sources); works with grants and the campus unprovement plan (4 sources);
and flexibility or the ability to juggle many tasks (4 sources).
In envisioning her role as elementary assistant principal, Lucy had uidicated that
she anticipated bemg a "jack-of-all-trades," basically domg "whatever needs to be done"
in order to be of assistance m the school. Four of the key mformants (Bamey, Mary,
Wilma, and Steven) expressed their admiration for Lucy's ability to do so many thuigs
weU.
Within Lucy's role m developing grants and the campus improvement plan, she
would use other skills listed in Table 13. These are: maintaining a curricular and
instmctional focus, training staff, workmg with the school budget, and coordinating
district paperwork. Table 13 provides msight mto the embeddedness of Lucy's skUls and
tasks. In other words, one skUl may mclude other skUls; the completion of one task may
include concurrent completion of other tasks and evidence of multiple skUls.
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Table 13
Important Skills
Skill

Lucy
Pl-2

32. Grants &
Campus
Improvement
Plan
33.People
skillsempathic
34.
Awareness
35. Does
everything
well (jadc-ofall-traies)
36. Leam to
delegate tasks
37. Delegates
tasks
38. Juggle /
flexibility
39. Decisionmaking skills
40. Focused
41. Ability to
prioritize
42..Using &
observing
body
language
43. EfBcient
use of time
44. Gobetween for
teachers

A. D.*
P2-3
X
Planning &
Development

Mary
P2

Bamey
P2
X

Steven
P2
X

Wihna
P2

Lucy
P3
X

X
X

X

X
Asst. Supt.
for Elem.
Operation

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X
X

X
X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X
X

*A.D. = archival data
Table 14 shows the personal characteristics observed and reported about Lucy, by
Lucy, in archival data, or by other key informants. The most important characteristic
reported was self-duected (4 sources). Table 14 also mdicates that Bamey and Lucy are
responsible for notitig most of the varied characteristics Usted in the table. This would
make sense in light of Wilma's observation that Bamey and Lucy spent a great deal of
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tune together as Lucy was leamuig her role as elementary assistant principal. Bamey and
Lucy had the closest, day-to-day working contact and working relationship.
Table 14
Important Characteristics
Characteristic
45. Task oriented
46. Friendly &
supportive
47. Sense of
hiunor
48. Willing to do
what's necessary
49. High
profile/active
50. H i ^ stress
tolerance
5 L Self directed
52. Problem
solver
53. Calmness

Lucy
Pl-2

AD.*
P2-3
X

Mary
P2

Bamey
P2
X

Steven
P2
X

Wilma
P2

X

Lucy
P3
X

X

X

X

X
X

X

X

X

X

X

X
X

X

X

X
X

X

X

X
X

X

*A.D. = archival data
Feelings and Beliefs
Table 15 Usts the feelmgs attributed to Lucy by Lucy or by other key mformants.
Table 15 mdicates that Lucy, Bamey, and Steven appeared most able to describe Lucy's
feeluigs. In his role as prmcipal Bamey spent a lot of tune with Lucy; in a mentoring
relationship Steven also spent a lot of tune with Lucy. It makes sense that these two key
uiformants would have a closer view of Lucy and her feelmgs.
Table 15 also indicates that three of the feelmgs attributed to Lucy (unsure about
douig job well, confidence in abilities, and job satisfection) were noted by three
informants, Lucy herself and two others. Of the key informants Wihna made no
attributions of feeluigs to Lucy.
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Table 15
Feelings
Feeling

Lucy
Pl-2

54. Unsure
about doing
job well /
scared
55.
Confidence in
abilities
56. Job
satis&ction
57. Sense of
autonomy
58.
Relationships
are important

X

X

A. D.*
P2-3

Mary
P2
X

Bamey
P2

Steven
P2

Wilma
P2

Lucy
P3

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

*A.D. = archival data
Table 16 lists what is characterized as beUefs. Beliefs are tenets for action or
behavior. Table 16 again mdicates that not every source attributes the same beliefs to
Lucy. The skills beliefs that seemed to be most commonly reported ui multiple sources
(4 or more) were: mutual respect is required (5 sources), office staff help each other (4
sources), and show caring (4 sources). These most commonly reported beUefs would
appear to validate the unportance that Lucy placed on relationships m her early
envisioning of her role as elementary assistant prmcipal.
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Table 16
Beliefs
Belief
59. AP is step
before
Principal.
60. Principal
directs AP how
to work within
system.
61. Principal
decides what
AP does.
62. Principal
and AP are
separate
positions.
63. School
couldn't run
without AP.
64.APhas
authority.
65. It's OK to
call on
colleagues for
help.
66. Teachers
want
involvement
67. Mutual
respect is
required.
68. Office staff
help each other.
69. Show
caring.
70. Don't
change what
doesn't need
fixing.
71. Teacher
efficiency is
important.
72. Central
Office staff are
helpfiil.
73. Consider
self a learner.

Lucy
Pl-2

AD.*
P2-3

Mary
P2

X
District Policy
Manual

Bamey
P2
X

Steven
P2

X

X

X

X

X

Wilma
P2

Lucy
P3

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X
X

X

X

X
X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X
StaffDev.
Catalog

*A.D. = archival data
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Section Summary
In Lucy's second semester she continued to be busy in her role and appeared to be
gammg mcreased understanding of her role as elementary assistant principal, not only
through the tasks she was required to accomplish (e.g., her understandmg of the need to
identify potential safety concems from her task of monitoring student behavior), but also
through her interactions with others in the school. Interviews with key informants
indicated that they had their own understandings and expectations of Lucy's role.
Through their uiteractions with Lucy, they communicated these understandings and
expectations, and Lucy came to understand new aspects of her role or had existuig
understandings confirmed.
An interaction analysis revealed three categories that characterized the
understandmgs that Lucy developed about her role through her mteractions with self,
archival data, and key mformants. These categories were: (1) communication and
supervisory tasks; (2) skUls and characteristics; and (3) feelings and beliefs. An
examuiation of the number of items occurring m Tables 11 through 16 reveals that m
order offrequencyLucy's role is shaped by: supervisory tasks (20 items), beliefs (15
items), skUls (13 items), communication tasks (11 items), characteristics (nine items), and
feelings (five items).
Durmg her second semester as elementary assistant principal, Lucy had developed
specific understanduigs of her role. Data coUected m uiterviews with key mformants, m
archival data, and m mteraction analysis suggested that aspects of Lucy's role were
embedded m other aspects of that role (e.g., one skill may mclude other skUls; the
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completion of one task may include concurrent completion of other tasks and evidence of
multiple skUls).
Data collected m uiterviews with key mformants, ui archival data, and in
interaction analysis also suggested that others with whom Lucy worked had developed
specific understandings of Lucy's role as well. These understandings, however, were not
necessarUy the same for aU, thus addmg to the complexity of Lucy's role as elementary
assistant principal. Despite this complexity, Lucy seemed to be mtemalizing her
understanduigs of her role and acting on them.

Phase 3 - Lucy's Reflections on Her Role m Year 2
I interviewed Lucy at the beginning of her second year as elementary assistant
prmcipal. The purpose of the mterview was to encourage Lucy to reflect on her first year
and what she had come to understand about her role. We met in her office at Stratford
Elementary School. Lucy began with a smile on her fece. Her demeanor showed more
confidence than the first tune we spoke the year before. Lucy seemed less stressed as
displayed by her relaxed posture, her calmness as she thoughtfiilly considered her
responses, her duect eye contact, and her laughter. She was able to answer questions with
assurance. Not only did Lucy reflect on her own behaviors durmg that first year, but on
her relationships and mteractions with others as well.
I went back to Lucy's mterview for the position and asked her what influence, if
any, the interview process had on her understandmg of the elementary assistant
prmcipalship. Lucy reported that the mterview process helped her gam a perspective of
what the district expected of her. However, she said, "Once you get in the buildmg with
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the principal, and even though there's the big umbrella of what is expected, ui reality, it is
different."
Accorduig to Lucy, there is a "big umbrella" of expectations, but reality differs
from these "umbrella" expectations. I asked Lucy to reflect on a comment that had been
made by the Assistant Superuitendent for Curriculum and Instmction: ".. .the mam focus
for the elementary assistant principal should be toward curriculum and mstmction (C & I)
more than toward daily admmistration of the school." Lucy, reflected:
In a perfect world, that would be the prunary focus of the assistant principal.
However, m the reaUstic world that we Uve in, unfortunately, that cannot be the
only focus of the assistant principal... One of the unportances of bemg an assistant
prmcipal is to leam all aspects of the schoolfromthe adnunistrative standpouit. If
your only focus is C&I, then you know later on when you become principal, you
won't know anything about the administrative side of it
it's real important
when a person is an assistant principal looking to go into a principalship that they
have some of the other experiences as weU.
I asked Lucy for a specific example, and Lucy replied:
When I have helped teachers look at different types of curriculum or different
types of teaching styles to meet the needs of uidividual students or maybe the
needs of theu whole class, it's important to know the essential skiUs that have to
be taught and how the curriculum can fit into that.
Lucy's responses mdicated that her perspective on her role had changedfromher
earUest envisionmg of the role of elementary assistant principal. Before she had the
position, Lucy had envisioned that "mstmction would be at the top of the Ust" and that
Lucy would be helpmg teachers "with whatever they are needing." Lucy's first-year
experience had helped her to be more "reaUstic" about her role. LUce Bamey, Lucy now
placed importance on learmng "all aspects of the schoolfromthe admmistrative
standpouit." Like Barney, Lucy now saw the elementary assistant principal's role as a
stepping stone to the prmcipalship. Lucy's focus had shifted from helpkig teachers with
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mdividual problems to a more global view of curriculum and mstmction m general. They
key was on developing the ability to see how thmgs "can fit" uito that broader picture.
Lucy and I revisited Lucy's early expectations of the elementary assistant
prmcipal's role. She expected to "assist the principal in any form orfeshion...to be a
'jack-of-all-trades' with whatever needs to be done, to be able to pitch m and do it." In
this mterview at the begitmmg of Lucy's second year, Lucy commented:
.. .there are tunes when you are the custodian, lunch room monitor, nurse, you just
have to fill m and do what has to be done. And then not to mention the tunes that
you have to go substitute in a classroom. Every grade.
I asked Lucy why an assistant principal might have to do aU these thmgs. She repUed:
Who else will do them? These are aU things that need to be done, and it makes
sense that the assistant principal would be the one to help. My time is more
flexible. I am not tied mto 45 minute periods of the day.
Lucy's response, together with the tasks and mteractions portrayed earlier in this chapter,
would appear to confirm that Lucy's envisioning of the role of elementary assistant
principal as a "jack-of-aU-trades" was accurate.
Before Lucy had the position, she expected the principal to be unportant in her
role. Lucy's first year experiences had confirmed for her the importance of the principal
m shapmg the elementary assistant principal's role. Lucy described her workmg
relationship with Bamey. She said, "We have a very good working relationship, a very
honest relationship, where he can say, 'Lucy, you messed this up. Let's go back and redo, or he can say 'Great, way to go, keep on'." Early on m her envisioning of the role of
elementary assistant principal, Lucy had commented on her hope that a principal would
be straightforward with her and provide her with specific feedback. If she had not done
somethmg well, Lucy wanted to be told, so she could "leamfromthe experience and
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improve for the next tune." It appeared that honest and straightforward feedback had
been characteristic of her relationship with Bamey and that Lucy contmued to value this
feedback.
Lucy recalled once agam that she had known Barney prior to being placed in his
school as assistant principal. Lucy explamed:
ActuaUy I first met him when I was fortunate to go through [state professional
appraisal] training with my former principal, and Bamey was teachmg it. Then it
came tune to hire for [a summer school program], and he was kuid enough to hire
me for the program, so I kuid of had a, you know, I was in his building for three
weeks out of the summer, so I had a Uttle bit of knowledge there.
When Lucy heard that she had been assigned to Bamey's school as the assistant
principal, she talked to him on the phone, and he asked her to come over to the school the
foUowing week to be shown around the building and to get keys. At that tune Bamey had
given Lucy "some thuigs to go ahead and start workmg on." Because of their previous
opportunities to work together, Lucy felt that Bamey "feh comfortable with me in the
same way I felt comfortable with him."
As Lucy thought about her first year as elementary assistant principal, she
mdicated that she felt she had been "very, very fortunate" to have worked with Bamey
because of his "professional, butfriendlymanner, not threatenmg m any way." Lucy gave
an example of a problem that had occurred. Before the official first day of school, Lucy
was approached by a parent to move her child from one fourth grade class to another
even though the grade level was departmentaUzed. Lucy decided to make the situation
easier for the parent and "make a parent happy, and this child can stop cryuig." However,
when she discussed her decision to move the student to another class with Bamey, he
asked her if she had thought about the desk situation in the grade level because as a
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departmentaUzed grade level, all the teachers would need a desk for the students rotating
mto the room. Lucy had not thought "about that at all." She said Bamey "was very
professional m the way that he addressed it." Lucy had to go check the numbers of desks
to verify each class had room for aU the students. Lucy fiuther reported thatfromthe
administrative perspective, knowledge she had looked forward to developuig and usmg,
"It was a good lesson to leam, and it's somethmg I hadn't thought about...we
[administrators] tend to just get to looking at numbers."
Lucy also expected to "leam a lotfromthat experience, take that knowledge that I
gain and use it again later on." Lucy's former experiences as a special education teacher
greatly influenced her role, according to Lucy. This was especially tme m Admission,
Review and Dismissal (ARD) meetmgs. ARDs are annual meetuigs held for every
identified special education student to determine if educational needs are stUl bemg met
by the modifications m curriculum or instmction being used (ie., proximity to teacher,
shortened tests or assignments, highUghted texts, etc.). Lucy observed that
"...specialists...are operatmg on everybody's schedule, and everybody else's schedule is
revolvmg around wiien students come to the special class for assistance." Attending
ARD's caused Lucy to reaUze skills she needed, skiUs "to see different mannerisms to
watch for, different ways to read people, know which ones [parents] you can approach
better and which ones [parents] you might have to find the back door." Lucy's responses
confirmed that Lucy gamed understandmg of her role through her own prior knowledge
and experience, through the task itself, and through her mteractions with others.
However, Lucy's example also mdicated that the adnunistrative perspective provided
Lucy with broader skUls. Lucy commented:
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I think you have to be a counselor at times, not only to students, but staff
members, and I thmk it's more than work related thmgs, more personal issues too,
that you're someone they can tmst to come talk to...
In her first uiterview with me, Lucy talked about how unportant it was to her that
she retaui her "teacher's standpouit." It was unportant to her that she not forget how to
look at classroom situationsfromthe knowledge and experience of a teacher when she
stepped into the role of elementary assistant principal. As a language enrichment teacher
in one building before becoming an unofficial helper to the principal one year, Lucy
worked out a schedule which allowed her to take certam students and help improve theu
language fluency and abilities. She had to make sure that the students she was teaching
were not missing theu own instmctionfromthe classroom. Lucy's contact with teachers
was minimal, just planning the schedule for their students. As an elementary assistant
principal, even though Lucy spent tune with students, she spent more tune with teachers
(i.e., monitoring their teaching strategies and lesson plans, conferencuig with them about
students for whom they had concems, etc.).
In her first year experiences as elementary assistant principal, Lucy's perspectives
were broadened. Lucy came to understand that teachers tend not to understand aU the
aspects of other teachers' jobs. At tunes, teachers would be late pickmg up a class of
students, thereby uitmdmg on the aUotted tune allowed for the foUowing class. As an
assistant principal, Lucy was able to see that this kuid of behavior was not isolated and
happened more often than she had previously realized as a classroom teacher.
However, even though this lack of consideration occurs, Lucy felt that if a
"teacher is happy, she feels good about herself, she feels good about the job that she's
155

domg, her level of mstruction will reflect this positive attitude." However, if a teacher is
unhappy, "I think it's Uke that m life m general, and if you're not happy domg what
you're domg, then you're probably not gomg to do a good job." Lucy observed, "...as
long as teachers are happy and excited about where they are, and love to come to work
every day, then it wUl be reflected in what the students are leamuig, how weU they're
learning, and how much they're learmng."
I asked Lucy about her relationships with teachers. Lucy commented:
I would say that our relationships have developed through individual situations
that have come up, and they've seen how I handled that. I'm gonna do everything
I can to stand by a teacher. Unfortunately, there are situations when it's very hard
to do that. If I am talkmg to a parent, I'm gonna do everything that I can to make
it appear that I'm supporting the teacher 100%. In my mmd I might be thinking
we should have done this another way. And at that point I'U go back to the
teacher and ask why we are domg something 'this' way.
Lucy's response mdicted that she stUl retains her earlier perspective, the elementary
assistant principal is a helper, a supporter of teachers, but not to the detriment of students.
Lucy's response also suggested that "help" and "support" are not blind. In other words,
sometimes questions need to be asked and other ways of doing thmgs need to be
explored. Lucy also mdicated that she does not want to spend time "fixing anything that
does not need fixing." She asserted that she had enough to do without adding
unnecessary work. However, Lucy indicated that by knowing why a teacher does
something m a particular way, Lucy can explam the teacher's reasoning to an irate parent
who does not seem to understand the teacher's perspective. At the same tune Lucy can
help a teacher explore "why we are domg somethmg 'this' way." Lucy acknowledged
that m a large buildmg, with 70 staff members and 35 regular classrooms:
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It is impossible to know the exact way somebody does everything. You're not
onlyfigurmgin curriculum, you'refiguringm discipluie issues, general
classroom procedure issues, um, communications issues. They, by no means,
expect me to know everything.
Lucy has expectations of the teachers as they have of her, but not unreasonable
expectations. The teachers do not state this openly to Lucy, she explams, but she has
noticed that when she does not know an answer to a question asked and offers to find an
answer from another source, the teachers seem accepting by the way they wait patiently
for her response, thus reassuring her ui knowmg she is doing the right thing for them. As
an elementary assistant principal, I also have found that teachers only ask questions for
which they need to know answers, so if an answer is required, then I feel a need to find
the answer as soon as possible. Teachers have consistently expressed thanks for helping
over my years of experience. Lucy stated the same for her first year as an elementary
assistant principal. Teachers would waUc up and teU her softly how much they appreciate
her taking care of something for them.
Before she had her position, Lucy mdicated that her primary source of support
would be caUmg others for help. Lucy had said, "I wouldn't hesitate to pick up the phone
and caU a coUeague and say, 'help me.'" Lucy had ako mdicated that she expected that
even central office would be wUluig to give "a Uttle support and help." In this uiterview
Lucy and I talked about a source of support that had become unportant to her m her first
year - the district poUcy manual Lucy shared her perspective on the poUcy manual:
'Course you know the phone is always handy, but sometunes it's nice if you can
just look it up, and for me personaUy, if I can see it in writmg, I can remember it
and wiU remember it better next tune.
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I asked Lucy for an example. Lucy mdicated that she had accessed the policy
manual for attendance and tardiness issues. Lucy explamed:
I sent letters. We have a general attendance letter that we send and ask for their
[parents']response. I give them a week or two to straighten it out, get back on the
game plan. When they [students] don't change behaviors, we arrange a
conference with the parents and the quadrant attendance officer. Sometunes it
takes something legal to get a responsefromparents.
Lucy's response mdicated that she had been able to use the "legal" aspects of the
attendance and tardiness poUcy to gam leverage with parents of students who had not
changed behaviors.
Lucy further explamed that she had learned how to complete this task by workmg
with the school attendance clerk to follow up on students missing too much school. Lucy
added:
I asked the attendance clerk what had been done before, and then unproved on
That system. We kept a record of each letter sent out so that we would know
when to advance to the next step, the quadrant attendance office.
Lucy's response suggested that Lucy had used the attendance clerk's prior knowledge
and e?q)erience to inform Lucy's role. Lucy's response also mdicated that Lucy had made
the process and role her own by "unprovmg" on the system. It appeared that Lucy had
come mto her own, so to speak, as elementary assistant principal

Chapter Summary
This study was guided by the question: How does a begmnmg elementary school
assistant principal come to understand her role? Data were coUected during a two-year
period: spring semester, 1999; the 1999-2000 school year; and faU semester, 2000. The
focus of this study was Lucy, a begmning assistant prmcipal m an elementary school m
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West Texas. Thefindmgspresented m this chapter were organized foUowmg the phases
of Lucy's novice experience m the elementary school assistant principalship. First,
Lucy's understandings of the role of elementary school assistant principal as she aspired
to that role were explored. Next, Lucy's understandmgs of her role that developed during
her first year experiences and uiteractions with prunary others in her school were
exammed. FuiaUy, Lucy's reflections on her understandmgs of her role as she entered
her second year experience were presented.
Lucy had begun thmkmg about beuig a school admmistrator m her fust year of
teaching. She perceived school admmistration as a way to "reach out to more children,
parents, and teachers." In her envisioning of the role of elementary assistant principal,
Lucy tended to think ui very general terms (e.g., a jack-of-aU-trades, learning from
e)q>erience, problem solving, building relationships, askmg for help). Lucy's
understanding appeared to be based on her own perceptions of what would be expected of
her, perceptions leamed from her observations of other principals and assistant principals.
Lucy's first semester as elementary assistant principal provided her with many
understandings about her role through the tasks she was required to accomplish and from
many people and organizational stmcturesfromwhom mformation and tasks came.
Lucy's understandings of her role were increasing m both number and specificity (e.g.,
interpreting urformation for self and others, monitormg student behavior and school
activities). In addition, the sources of Lucy's understanduigs were diversified (e.g.,
mformation, documents, and directivesfromthe district or state; experiential knowledge
held by others; duectives from the principal; mteractions with people at the school;
Lucy's own knowledge gained from her experiences as elementary assistant principal;
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district departments and district admmistrators; technological sources; memos and
notices).
In Lucy's second semester interviews with key uiformants uidicated that they had
their own understandmgs and expectations of Lucy's role. Through their mteractions
with Lucy, they communicated these understandings and expectations, and Lucy came to
understand new aspects of her role or had existuig understandings confirmed. An
interaction analysis revealed three categories that characterized the understanduigs that
Lucy developed about her role through her interactions with self, archival data, and key
uiformants. These categories were: (1) communication and supervisory tasks; (2) skills
and characteristics; and (3) feelmgs and beliefs. An examuiation of the number of items
occurring in each category revealed that in order of frequency Lucy's role was shaped by:
supervisory tasks, beliefs, skUls, communication tasks, characteristics, and feelings.
Data coUected in interviews with key informants, m archival data, and m
mteraction analysis also suggested that aspects of Lucy's role were embedded in other
aspects of that role (e.g., one skiU may include other skUls; the completion of one task
may include concurrent completion of other tasks and evidence of multiple skills). In
addition, others with whom Lucy worked had developed specific understandings of
Lucy's role as well These understanduigs, however, were not necessarUy the same for
all, thus addmg to the complexity of Lucy's role as elementary assistant principal
Fmally, Lucy's reflections on her first year revealed that in some cases Lucy's
earUest envisioning of her role as elementary assistant principal had been confirmed (e.g.,
the jack-of-all-trades nature of her work, the importance of the principal m shapmg the
elementary assistant principal's role, the importance of feedback in order to leam from
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one's experiences). However, Lucy also discovered that some of her earliest expectations
about her role had changed (e.g., her view of uistmction as bemg at the top of the Ust in
an elementary assistant pruicipal's priorities, and her expanded view of teachers). Most
importantly, Lucy had come to "own" her role, taking the knowledge and experiences of
others, together with her own knowledge and experience, and "improving" on the system.
Chapter V explores these finduigs ui relation to the Uterature reviewed m Chapter
II and to the theoretical perspectives of phenomenology and symbolic mteraction.
Chapter V also discusses implications for the preparation of assistant principals and
fiuther mquuy.
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CHAPTER V
DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS
Introduction
This study was guided by the question: How does a begmnmg elementary school
assistant principal come to understand her role? Data were collected during a two-year
period: spring semester, 1999 (Phase 1); the 1999-2000 school year (Phase 2); and feU
semester, 2000 (Phase 3). The focus of this study was Lucy, a begmnmg assistant
prmcipal m an elementary school m West Texas. In spruig 1999, Lucy was workmg as a
teacher, but she uiterviewed for an assistant principal's position m her school district. In
the 1999-2000 school year, Lucy was afirst-yearassistant principal assigned to two
elementary schools. This study focused on the four days a week that Lucy spent at
Stratford Elementary School, the larger of the two schools with a student population of
about 750. In faU 2000 when Lucy began her second year as assistant principal, I met
with Lucy to engage her in reflective conversation about herfirst-yearexperience.
The findings presented in Chapter IV were organized foUowing the three phases
of Lucy's novice experience m the elementary school assistant prmcipalship. First,
Lucy's understandmgs of the role of elementary school assistant principal as she aspued
to that role were explored (Phase 1). Next, Lucy's understandmgs of her role as it
developed duruig her first semester and second semester experiences through tasks and
interactions with key mformants m her school were examined (Phase 2). Finally, Lucy's
reflections on her understandmgs of her role as she entered her second year in relation to
her initial envisioning of the elementary assistant principalship were presented (Phase 3).
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Lucy had begun thinkuig about bemg a school admuiistrator m her first year of
teaching. She perceived school administration as a way to "reach out to more children,
parents, and teachers." In her envisioning of the role elementary assistant principal, Lucy
tended to think m very general terms (e.g., a jack-of-all-trades, leamuigfromexperience,
problem solvmg, buildmg relationships, askmg for help). Lucy believed that her top
priority as elementary assistant principal would be instmction - helpmg "a
teacher...having problems ui her classroom...helping with whatever they are needmg."
Lucy's understanduig appeared to be based on her own perceptions of what would be
expected of her, perceptions learned from her observations of other principals and
assistant principals.
Lucy's first semester as elementary assistant principal provided her with many
understandings about her role, particularly through the tasks she was required to
accomplish and the sources of those tasks. Lucy's understandmgs of her role were
increasmg m both number and specificity (e.g., mterpreting uiformation for self and
others, monitoring student behavior and school activities). In addition, the sources of
Lucy's understandings were diversifymg (e.g., uiformation, documents, and directives
from the district or state; experiential knowledge held by others; directivesfromthe
principal; uiteractions with people at the school; Lucy's own knowledge gamed from her
experiences as elementary assistant principal; district departments and district
administrators; technological sources; memos and notices).
Lucy's second semester contmued to broaden her understandmg of her role,
particularly through mteractions with key mformants at Stratford Elementary School and
through Lucy's emerging mtemalization of her role. Interviews with key informants
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mdicated that they had their own understandmgs and expectations of Lucy's role.
Through their mteractions with Lucy, they communicated these understandmgs and
expectations, and Lucy came to understand new aspects of her role or had existuig
understandmgs confirmed. An uiteraction analysis revealed three categories that
characterized the understandmgs that Lucy developed about her role through her
mteractions with self, archival data, and key mformants. These categories were: (1)
communication and supervisory tasks; (2) skills and characteristics; and (3) feelmgs and
beliefs. An examination of the number of items occurring in each category revealed that
in order offrequency,Lucy's role was shaped by: supervisory tasks, beliefs, skUls,
communication tasks, characteristics, and feelmgs.
Data coUected in interviews with key informants, in archival data, and in
interaction analysis also suggested that aspects of Lucy's role were embedded in other
aspects of that role (e.g., one skUl may include other skUls; the completion of one task
may uiclude concurrent completion of other tasks and evidence of multiple skUls). In
addition, others with whom Lucy worked had developed specific understandmgs of
Lucy's role as well. These understandmgs, however, were not necessarUy the same for
all, thus addmg to the complexity of Lucy's role as elementary assistant principal. Her
prunary task m the second semester was the mtemalization of her understandmgs and
expectations, and others' understandmgs and expectations, to "own" her role.
Fmally, Lucy's reflections on her first year revealed that m some cases Lucy's
earliest envisioning of her role as elementary assistant principal had been confirmed (e.g.,
the jack-of-all-trades nature of her work, the unportance of the principal m shapmg the
elementary assistant principal's role, the unportance of feedback ui order to leam from
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one's experiences). However, Lucy also discovered that some of her earliest expectations
about her role had changed (e.g., her view of mstmction as beuig at the top of the list m
an elementary assistant prmcipal's priorities, and her changed view of teachers). Most
importantly, Lucy had come to "own" her role, takmg the knowledge and experiences of
others, together with her own knowledge and experience, and "unprovmg" on the system.

Discussion of the Fmdmgs in Relation to the Literature
In this section, thefindingswill be discussed m relation to the literature. The
discussion will be organized foUowmg the three phases of development of Lucy's
understanding: her early understanding of the role before she entered the position (Phase
1), her first and second semesters (Phase 2), and herfinalreflections as she entered her
second year as elementary assistant principal (Phase 3).
Lucy's Initial Understanding of Her Role
Lucy had begun thinking about bemg a school administrator in her fust year of
teaching. She perceived school administration as a way to "reach out to more children,
parents, and teachers." Three of Lucy's early understanduigs are unportant m relation to
the Uterature.
Fust, Lucy placed considerable emphasis on mstmction and helpmg teachers with
students' leamuig needs. Doud's (1998) summary of a series of surveys of K-8 principals
commissioned every decade by the NAESP mdicated that principals consistently "gave
staff supervision and contact theu highest priority, foUowed by student
disciplme/management and interactions with students" (p. 2). As Lucy aspued to the
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role of elementary assistant pruicipal, she envisioned working with teachers as a prunary
aspect of her role, but she saw her role more as helpmg rather than supervismg.
Second, Lucy's early understandmg of the elementary assistant prmcipal's role
was that she would be a "jack-of-all-trades," assistmg the principal "m any form or
fashion... with whatever needs to be done." Lucy's observation suggests that she
expected to be told what to do by the prmcipal She also expected the principal to be her
prunary source of feedback. Lucy indicated that she expected the principal to "be open
with me, to teU me if I'm on the wrong track or how I could do something better or do it
differently." Lucy's expectations support Terry's (1998) assertion that the role of the
assistant principal appears to depend largely on the perspective and needs of the
principal.
Lucy's expectation also supports the difficulty noted ui the Uterature in defining
the assistant principal's role. Kelly (1987) observed, "School district poUcies and job
descriptions notwithstanduig, the role of the assistant principal was almost always
determined by the prmcipal" (p. 12). Perhaps this perspective of the assistant principal
bemg dependent upon the whun and direction of the principal contributes to the
ambiguity of the role.
A third unportant aspect of Lucy's early understandmg was her ejqiected
subordination to the principal. This subordination included an e5q)ectation of bemg lesser
m authority. Lucy noted, "I know I might have to fill m sometunes, and I don't exactly
have the authority, as much authority as the pruicipal does."
As early as 1867 an assistant was designated to take charge when the "master
[prmcipal]" was absent. The choice of the title "master" is both interestmg and teUuig m
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light of the subordmate role that Lucy anticipated m relation to her principal. Lucy's
early understandmg of her authority relationship to the prmcipal would seem also to
support Hartley and Brown's (1981) study that observed.
Board members tended to see the assistant principals as second-class citizens.
Chief school administrators saw them as "stand-ms." Staff members saw the
assistant principal as "second best"; the one you go to if you can't get to the
prmcipal.
First Semester
Lucy's first semester as elementary assistant prmcipal provided her with many
understandmgs about her role through the tasks she was required to accon:q)lish and from
the sources of those tasks.
Fust, in her mitial semester Lucy understood the elementary assistant principal's
role as:
•

receiving information,

•

uiterpretmg uiformation for self and others,

•

completing required paperwork (e.g., discipline referral reports),

•

understanding central office administrators' roles,

•

understanding who is responsible for school-level administrative tasks (e.g.,
Lucy's responsibility for recorduig disciplme referrals m the office bmder and
the attendance clerk's responsibility for recording the same information m the
onUne data report),

•

using existuig knowledge to mform the new role,

•

seeuig old mformation from a new "administrative perspective,"
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•

dealuig with ambiguity,

•

handlmg unexpected tasks,

•

buildmg a workuig relationship with staff,

•

learning routine tasks,

•

distributmg information,

•

building a working relationship with the pruicipal,

•

taking on small day-to-day tasks (e.g., morning announcements) to free the
prmcipal up for other activities (e.g., beuig out in the school monitoring
student behavior in classrooms),

•

monitoring student behavior,

•

supporting teacher's expectations of students,

•

maintaining an awareness of the potential for trouble,

•

mentoring an aspumg administrator,

•

monitoring school activities (e.g., westem day),

•

knowmg what is gomg on in the school m general,

•

responding to questions from teachers, staff, parents, and students,

•

identifying routuie or recurring tasks,

•

identifying and interpretmg district poUcy or procedure,

•

identifymg school personnel designated to complete tasks,

•

identifying district priorities (e.g., professional development, school
improvement planning).
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Lucy's understandmgs confirm Mintzberg's (1973) classic study of managerial activity.
Lucy's role was characterized by "a great deal of work, done at an unrelenting pace m an
unpredictable envuonment of stimulus and response, characterized by variety,
fragmentation, and brevity" (cited by Hartzell et al., 1995, p. 154).
Second, Lucy's understanduigs of her role can also be viewed m relation to the
themes identified in previous literature regarduig the elementary assistant principal's role
(see Table 4 in Chapter I):
1. Shared responsibility
Table 4 uidicated that one early study (Burr et al., 1963) reported that
sharing responsibility with the pruicipal on the majority of tasks was an
aspect of the elementary assistant principal's role. While Lucy completed
many tasks at Bamey's duection, Lucy did not articulate an understanding
of these tasks as "shared" responsibility with Bamey for leadership and
management of Stratford Elementary School, and neither did Barney.
2. Role determined by the principal
Table 4 mdicated that four studies (Dowiimg, 1983; Greer & MuUen,
1971; Hartley & Brown, 1981; NAESP, 1970) reported that the
elementary assistant principal's role was kirgely determmed by the
prmcipal. This study would confirm this aspect of the elementary assistant
prmcipalship. Lucy received many duectives from Bamey; these
undoubtedly shaped her role. However, Lucy she also received overt
direction from other sources (e.g., uiformation, documents, and directives
from the district or state; district departments and administrators;
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technological sources; memos and notices), which also shaped her role. In
addition, Lucy's role was uifluenced by other, more subtle shapers (e.g.,
Lucy's recollections and reflections on her prior knowledge and
experience; experiential knowledge held by others; uiteractions with
people at the school; Lucy's own knowledge gainedfromher
experiences). The role-shapuig mfluences of overt directionfromsources
other than the pruicipal and from other more subtle influences were not
previously reflected in the literature on the role of the elementary assistant
principal.
3. Task-orientation
The findings of this study indicate that task-orientation was important in
Lucy's role as elementary assistant principal Lucy's tasks in her first
semester were characterized by the completion of paperwork, the handling
of unexpected tasks, and the identification and leamuig of small, routuie,
or recurring tasks. Task-orientation was not uicluded m any of the
previous studies of the role of the elementary assistant principal (see Table
4).
4. Discipline
Two previous studies (Hartley & Brown, 1981; Wolcott, 1973) Usted m
Table 4 reported that the elementary assistant principal was prunarily
responsible for student disciplme. Disciplme was confirmed as an aspect
of Lucy's role. Lucy's prunary role m disciplme uicluded monitoring
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student behavior, supportuig teacher's expectations of students, and
mamtainmg a general awareness of the potential for trouble.
5. CoUaboration
Collaboration was not mcluded as an aspect of the role of the elementary
assistant principal m previous studies (see Table 4). Collaboration,
however, was part of Lucy's role. In Lucy's first semester collaboration
largely entaUed the building of relationships, particularly buildmg a
working relationship with the principal and staff. In addition, Lucy was
directed by her pruicipal to mentor an aspiring admmistrator.
6. SkiU-based orientation
The unportance of developmg skiUs was not mcluded as part of the role of
the elementary assistant principal in any of the previous studies (see Table
4). The importance of developing skills in the elementary assistant
principal's role was, however, unportant m Lucy's role. Four skUl areas
appeared to be important m Lucy's fust semester: (a) understandmg
central office administrators' roles and school-level administrators' and
staff roles; (b) identifying and mterpreting district policy or procedure; (c)
using existing knowledge to mform the new role and seeuig old
mformation from a new "adnunistrative perspective"; and (d) deaUng with
ambiguity.
7. Second-m-command
Table 4 mdicated that m two previous studies (Greer 8c MuUen, 1971;
Wolcott, 1973), the elementary assistant principal's role was second-m171

command to the principal. Lucy understood that she might have to step
into a situation for the prmcipal if Bamey was not m the building.
8. Managerial
Table 4 mdicated that the earUest study of the elementary assistant
prmcipal (Burr et al., 1963) reported that the nature of the elementary
assistant principal's role was managerial. Lucy's first semester confirmed
the managerial nature of her role. Lucy's managerial role entailed
monitoring school activities, knowuig what is gomg on in the school in
general, identifying school personnel designated to complete tasks, and
identifymg district priorities.
9. Curriculum and instruction
In Lucy's early understandings of her role prior to her assignment to the
elementary assistant principalship at Stratford Elementary School, Lucy
envisioned mstmctional leadership as a key aspect of the elementary
assisteint principal's role. This was not, however, where Lucy spent her
tune in her first semester as elementary assistant prmcipal. Table 4 also
mdicated that in previous studies of the elementary assistant principalship,
curriculum and instmction was not an aspect of the role.
10. Aspumg to the principalship
Table 4 mdicated that two of the earUest studies of the elementary assistant
principalship (Burr et al, 1963; NAESP, 1970) reported aspumg to the
principalship as an aspect of the role of elementary assistant principal In
her first semester m the role, Lucy did not specifically articulate an
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understanding of her role as elementary assistant prmcipal as a Imk or
steppmg stone to the principalship.
Communication is a category which emerged in this study but which had not been
identified m previous studies reported in Table 4. An unportant aspect of Lucy's role as
elementary assistant principal ui her fust semester was communicatuig with school-level
and district-level personnel and participants. Communication uivolved receivmg
mformation, uiterpretmg information for self and others, distributuig mformation, and
respondmg to questions from teachers, staff, parents, and students.
Third, Lucy's role was highly ambiguous. The day-to-day lUcelUiood of
unexpected requests and tasks was often frnstratuig for Lucy. This findmg provides
insight mto HartzeU et al.'s (1995) assertion that many of those entermg the assistant
principalship say they are not prepared for the demands of the job. The lack of consistent
definition of the role in the literature would prompt one to ask, what job? In addition, the
lived ambiguity of the role of elementary assistant principal as Lucy experienced it
creates a formidable learning envuonment for those novices placed ui the elementary
assistant principal's role.
Fourth, the sources of Lucy's understandings during her first semester appeared to
be based on the foUowing:
•

information, documents, and directives from the district or state,

•

Lucy's recoUections and reflections on her prior knowledge and ejq)erience,

•

experiential knowledge held by others,

•

duectives from the principal,

•

interactions with people at the school,
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•

Lucy's own knowledge gamed from her experiences as elementary assistant
principal,

•

district departments (e.g.. Professional Development Department, Student
Assessment Department; Plannmg and Development Department; Personnel
Department; Information Systems Department),

•

district admmistrators (e.g.. Elementary Assistant Superuitendent,
Supermtendent, Administrative Assistant, Executive Council),

•

technological sources, e.g., school district website,

•

memos and notices.

The Uterature clearly mdicated that the principal is a guiduig force, "key" to the role of
the assistant principalship (Gorton, 1987; Kelly, 1987; Panyako & Rorie, 1987). Lucy's
early understandings of her role prior to her initial semester confirmed her expectation of
the primacy of the principal, and Lucy's first semester experiences would confirm that
Bamey was "key" in Lucy's experiences of her role as weU. However, the findings of
this study also indicate that the principal was but one source influencmg Lucy's
understandmg of her role as elementary assistant principal. The unportance of these
multiple sources of mfluences, some duect and overt, and others, more subtle, became
clearer m Lucy's second semester.

Second Semester
In Lucy's second semester mterviews with key mformants mdicated that they had
theu own understanduigs and expectations of Lucy's role. Through their mteractions
with Lucy, they communicated these understanduigs and e^qDcctations, and Lucy came to
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understand new aspects of her role or had existuig understanduigs confirmed. HartzeU
(1991) stated that "the neophyte admmistrator is bemg socialized to the profession and is
creatmg a personal conception of the role of an admmistrator, and specificaUy of an
assistant principal." (p. 77) The fmdmgs of this study would support this perspective.
An unportant additional findmg m this study is that the understandmgs of key
informants with whom Lucy interacted were not necessarUy the same for aU, thus addmg
to the complexity of Lucy's task ui developmg her own understandmg - her own personal
conception - of her role as elementary assistant principal. The Uterature makes it clear
that the assistant principal has had muhiple titles (Bates & Shank, 1983; Burr et al., 1963;
NEA, 1969), akeady causuig confusion and ambiguity toward the position. Lucy lived
the same ambiguity where each stakeholder held an mdividual perspective of Lucy,
largely dependent on each person's expectations and needs of her in that role.
An interaction analysis revealed three categories that characterized the
understandings that Lucy developed about her role through her interactions with self,
archival data, and key uifonnants. These categories were: (1) communication and
supervisory tasks; (2) skUls and characteristics; and (3) feelmgs and beliefs. An
examuiation of the number of items occurring ui each of the three categories revealed m
the mteraction analysis mdicates that m order offrequencyLucy's role was shaped by:
supervisory tasks, beliefs, skUls, communication tasks, characteristics, and feelings.
These categories can also be examined m relation to the previous studies of the
elementary assistant principal's role reported m Table 4:
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1. Shared responsibility
While Table 4 indicated that Burr et al. (1963) reported that the
elementary assistant pruicipal and pruicipal shared responsibility for tasks,
Lucy's first semester did not confirm that understanduig. A key belief that
Lucy developed and reported ui her second semester was that the principal
and assistant principal are separate positions.
2. Role determined by principal
Table 4 uidicated that four studies (Downing, 1983; Greer & MuUen,
1971; Hartley & Brown, 1981; NAESP, 1970) reported that the
elementary assistant principal's role was largely determined by the
principal, and Lucy's first semester experiences confirmed this aspect of
her role as elementary assistant principal. Lucy's second semester
experiences would again confirm this aspect of the elementary assistant
principal's role. Lucy clearly understood that the principal decides what
the assistant principal does. Lucy also understood that the principal duects
the assistant principal m how to work within the school systentL This
intemal-to-the-school versus extemal-to-the-school perspective extends
the finduigs of previous studies.
3. Task-orientation
Lucy's first semester experiences uidicated that task-orientation was
unportant m her role as elementary assistant principal Task-orientation
was not uicluded m any of the previous studies of the role of the
elementary assistant principal (see Table 4). Lucy's second semester
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experiences contmued to confirm this aspect of her role. However, the
mteraction analysis revealed that Lucy's tasks generally took two forms,
communication and supervision. Communication tasks uicluded, for
example, explaining poUcy, talkmg or consulting with others,
communicating information about activities, and addressing conflicts.
Communication tasks were not reported ui previous studies as part of an
elementary assistant principal's role (see Table 4). Supervisory tasks
mcluded, for example, overseeuig and monitoring various school tasks,
events, and staff assignments; coordinatmg and mamtammg school
records, reports, and equipment; and attendmg Student Support Team
meetmgs and ARD meetmgs. These supervisory tasks could be viewed as
managerial m nature. Some supervisory tasks also mcluded elements of
the more traditional curriculum and mstmction focus (e.g., conductmg
walk-through observations, evaluatuig teachers and staf^ and mentoring
an aspumg administrator). However, while Doud and Keller's (1998)
study found that "staff supervision and contact" were given the highest
priority by Doud and Keller's respondents, Bamey's experiences had
taught hun that the elementary assistant principal's role was more than
uistmction. So, for Lucy, whose role was largely determmed by Barney's
perspectives through his choice of tasks and activities delegated to Lucy,
"supervisory" tasks included student disciplme and general management
or oversight of people and activities ui the school

177

4. Disciplme
Two previous studies (Hartley & Brown, 1981; Wolcott, 1973) listed m
Table 4 reported that the elementary assistant prmcipal was prunarily
responsible for student discipline, and Lucy's first semester experiences
confirmed this aspect of her role. Handluig discipline was a common
supervisory task m Lucy's second semester.
5. Collaboration
CoUaboration was not included as an aspect of the role of the elementary
assistant principal m previous studies (see Table 4). Collaboration,
however, was an aspect of Lucy's role ui both her first and second
semesters. Lucy often called on colleagues and central office staff for
help. Lucy believed that teachers' involvement in school decisions was
important, and that mutual respect is required for coUaboration.
6. SkiU-based orientation
The unportance of developing skiUs was not mcluded as part of the role of
the elementary assistant principal m any of the previous studies (see Table
4). The importance of developuig skUls m the elementary assistant
principal's role was, however, important ui Lucy's role in her first
semester. In Lucy's second semester new skUls became important: (a)
flexibility and jugglmg many tasks and expectations at once; (b)
delegatmg tasks; (c) prioritization and efficient use of tune; (d) decision
makmg skills; (e) people skUls, i.e., awareness, empathy, and observing
and usmg body language; f) bemg a go-between for teachers; g)
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understandmg and completuig the campus unprovement plan; and (h)
grantsmanship.
7. Second-in-command
Table 4 mdicated that m two previous studies (Greer 8c Mullen, 1971;
Wolcott, 1973), the elementary assistant prmcipal's role was second-uicommand to the principal, and Lucy's first semester experiences mdicated
that she understood that she might have to step uito a situation m Bamey's
place. In Lucy's second semester she came to beUeve that the assistant
principal has authority and is recognized by others as having authority.
This was an unportant realization for Lucy who anticipated in her early
understandings of her role that her authority would be questioned by
others.
8. Managerial
Table 4 mdicated that the earUest study of the elementary assistant
principal (Burr et al., 1963) reported that the nature of the elementary
assistant principal's role was managerial, and Lucy's first semester
confirmed the managerial nature of her role. Lucy's second semester
experiences, particularly the unportance of supervisory tasks, confirmed
again this aspect of her role. However, the perspectives of key persoimel
and Lucy's own belief also confirmed the unportance attached to the
elementary assistant principal's role. In short, all agreed that the school
could not run without the assistant principal.
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9. Curriculum and instmction
In Lucy's early understandings of her role, Lucy envisioned mstmctional
leadership as a key aspect of the elementary assistant prmcipal's role. In
Lucy's first semester this was not where she spent her tune, and Table 4
mdicated that in previous studies of the elementary assistant principalship,
curriculum and mstmction was not an aspect of the role. Lucy's second
semester experiences, however, together with the perspectives of key
personnel, indicated that Lucy was prunarily responsible for certam
supervisory tasks that were of a more traditional curriculum and
instruction focus (e.g., conducting walk-through observations, evaluating
teachers and staff, and mentoring an aspiring administrator).
10. Aspirmg to the principalship
Table 4 uidicated that two of the earUest studies of the elementary
assistant principalship (Burr et al., 1963; NAESP, 1970) reported aspumg
to the principalship as an aspect of the role of elementary assistant
principal. In her first semester ui the role, Lucy did not specifically
articulate this understanduig. However, ui her second semester Lucy
developed the beUef that the elementary assistant pruicipalship was a step
before the principalship. This was also a beUef articulated by key
personnel.
The interaction analysis revealed three other categories that Lucy and key
personnel understood as unportant aspects of Lucy's role as elementary assistant
prmcipal: personal characteristics, feeluigs, and beUefs. Personal characteristics were
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important dispositions or attitudes that enabled Lucy to enact her understanding of her
role as elementary assistant principal. These characteristics included task-orientation,
problem-solvmg orientation, self-duection, a willingness to do whatever was necessary,
high activity, high stress tolerance, calmness, a sense of humor, and a friendly and
supportive demeanor. Feelmgs were emotional responses to the day-to-day enactment of
Lucy's role. Some feelings were positive (e.g., confidence in one's abilities, job
satisfaction, a sense of autonomy, satisfaction ui relationships). An often expressed
negative feeling was insecurity about douig the job weU and fear of failure. BeUefs were
value statements that were foundational to Lucy's enactment of her role. For example, as
discussed previously, Lucy's beUef that:
• the prmcipalship and assistant principalship were separate positions,
• teachers' involvement in school decisions was important,
• mutual respect is required for collaboration,
• the assistant prmcipal has authority and is recognized by others as
having authority,
• the school could not run without the assistant principal, and
• the elementary assistant principalship was a step before the
principalship.
An important finding that had not emerged ui other studies was that aspects of
Lucy's role were embedded m other aspects of that role (e.g., one skiU may mclude other
skills; the completion of one task may mclude concurrent completion of other tasks and
evidence of multiple skills). Certainly, previous literature acknowledged that the duties of
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the assistant principal were multiple and varied (Marshall, 1990; Scoggins & Bishop,
1993). However, the embeddedness and uiterrelationship of skill and skUl, skill and task,
and task and task were not considered.
As busy as Lucy was throughout the school year, mterviews with key mformants
during her second semester revealed that her role as elementary assistant principal was
important to Stratford Elementary School. This would support existuig Uterature that
asserts the unportance of the assistant principalship to schools m general (Brottman,
1981; Calabrese & Tucker-Ladd & Tucker-Ladd, 1991; Marshall, 1990; Marshall, 1992;
Mclntyre, 1988; NASSP, 1991; NEA, 1970; Pawlas, 1989; Peterson etal, 1987; Terry,
1998).
Glanz, as reported by Terry (1998) stated that over 90% of assistant principals
"reported dissatisfaction with their jobs." Lucy mdicated:
I definitely have a sense of accomplishment. I felt lUce every day, even if I didn't
accomplish one bloomin' thmg at work, I feh like I had accomplished some thmgs
personaUy.
In addition, the literature has suggested that the rewards of the assistant principalship are
scant (Marshall, 1990). An important question raised by Lucy's observation is, how do
assistant principals find satisfaction ui theu work? Lucy's fiilfUlment m her work did not
come from completion of tasks, yet her role was very task-oriented. AccompUshment
came from something more personal as she came to understand her role. Even this needs
fiuther exploration.
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Reflections at the Begmnmg of the Second Year
Lucy's reflections on her fust year revealed that m some cases Lucy's earliest
envisionmg of her role as elementary assistant prmcipal had been confirmed (e.g., the
jack-of-all-trades nature of her work, the unportance of the principal m shapmg the
elementary assistant prmcipal's role, the unportance of feedback m order to leam from
one's experiences). However, Lucy also discovered that some of her earliest expectations
about her role had changed. An important fmdmg was Lucy's changed perspective on the
importance of mstmction m the elementary assistant principal's role. In her early
understanduig of the role of elementary assistant pruicipal, Lucy envisioned mstmction as
the "top priority." In fact, the district's Assistant Supermtendent for Curriculum and
Instmction had stated,".. .the mam focus for the elementary assistant principal should be
towards curriculum and mstmction (C & I) more than towards daUy admmistration of the
school." Lucy reflected, however:
In a perfect world, that would be the primary focus of the assistant principal.
However, m the reaUstic world that we Uve m, unfortunately, that cannot be the
only focus of the assistant principal.. .One of the importances of being an assistant
principal is to leam all aspects of the school from the administrative standpouit. If
your only focus is C&I, then you know later on when you become principal, you
won't know anything about the administrative side of it.
Lucy's realization echoed concems expressed by elementary assistant principals in North
Carolina (Downing, 1983) where lack of mvolvement m the uistmctional process was a
prunary concem.
The Texas Elementary Principals and Supervisors Association (TEPSA) issued a
statement regarding the unportance of the role of the elementary assistant principal,
particularly m relation to instmctional leadership. The statement noted, "One of the most
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widely identified reasons for hiruig an assistant prmcipal is the mcreased mstmctional
leadership role required of campus admmistration [evaluation, coachmg/mentoring,
training]" (see Appendbc A). Even though Lucy was a member of TEPSA, when she saw
the organizational statement about elementary assistant principals duruig this study, she
reported, "I've never seen this before." So, while the statewide context as reflected m the
TEPSA statement may mdicate a value for mstmctional leadership, and though some of
Lucy's supervisory tasks mcluded elements of mstmctional leadership (e.g., conductuig
walk-through observations, evaluating teachers and staff, and mentoring an aspuing
admmistrator), Bamey's mfluence on Lucy's understandmg of her role changed Lucy's
view of the priority of mstmction "m the real world." Bamey's experiences had taught
him that the elementary assistant principal's role was more than instmction; this is the
understandmg of the role that Bamey passed on to Lucy. It is not only that Lucy's view
of the priority of uistmction "m the real world" had changed; it is also that Lucy's view
of the nature of her relationship with teachers also changed.
When I have helped teachers look at different types of curriculum or different
types of teachuig styles to meet the needs of individual students or maybe the
needs of their whole class, it's important to know the essential skiUs that have to
be taught and how the curriculum can fit into that.
Lucy's responses mdicated that her perspective on her role had changed from her
earUest envisioning of the role of elementary assistant principal. Initially, Lucy had
envisioned her relationship with teachers as an individual helpmg relationship, helpmg
teachers "with whatever they are needmg" to meet students' learmng needs. Lucy's firstyear experience had caused her to expand her view. Lucy had discovered that there was a
broader picture and a broader responsibility outside the mdividual teacher. There were,
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for example, "essential skills" that were not negotiable as they came from district or state
requirements. The focus was not just the mdividual teacher's needs but how the
mdividual teacher and the mdividual student "fit" into that broader picture. This shift m
perspective from mdividual to a more comprehensive view had not been discussed
previously m the Uterature.
Hartzell (1995) observed that the assistant principalship was "lost ui the shadow
of the principalship" (p. 23). An important uisight gamed m this study was the
development of Lucy's emergmg belief ui the assistant principal's authority and
importance to the school. As Lucy came to understand her role, she also came to "own"
her role, taking the knowledge and experiences of others, together with her own
knowledge and experience, and "unprovmg" on the system.

Discussion of the Findmgs in Relation to the Theoretical Framework
Literature supports the need for more studies to clearly describe and explam the
many aspects of the role of the elementary assistant prmcipal (Downuig, 1983; Pawlas,
1989). With a minimal number of studies focused on the elementary assistant
prmcipalship (Brottman, 1981; Burr, Coffield, Jenson, & Neagley, 1963; Downing, 1983;
Hartley 8c Brown, 1981; NEA, 1969; Pawlas, 1989), this study seemed particularly
appropriate. However, the analysis of the data would not have been as comprehensive
without the theoreticalframeworksof phenomenology and symbolic mteractioa
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Phenomenology
A phenomenological study focuses on the "essence or stmcture of an experience"
(Mertiam, 1998, p. 15). It is the "appearance of things" (Moustakas, 1994, p. 58) that is
important. This framework guided the focus of this study on the on appearance of thmgs
at Stratford Elementary School m relation to Lucy's role as elementary assistant
prmcipal. Detailed description of the envuonment, people, and activities occurring onsite provided an "essence" of Lucy's role.
A phenomenological study also focuses on the "uiherent meaning" of a
phenomenon (Farber, 1943, p. 213). Meaning derives from appearance and essence
through mtuition and reflection on conscious experience, leaduig to ideas, concepts,
judgments, and understandings (Moustakas, 1994). Spenduig extended tune uithe field,
observing and talking with Lucy provided a way to capture Lucy's experiences and the
meanings she constructed from them. Fuidmg the meaning Lucy attached to her role was
cmcial to this study. Phenomenology asserts that the self and world are interrelated,
inseparable con^onents of meaning (Moustakas, 1994).
This assertion made me more attentive to my questions and more aware of my
own biases. My research journal allowed me to make observations and record my
thoughts and feelmgs immediately after a visit, conversation, or formal mterview, so that
as I analyzed data, I could consuh that journal to help me sort out understandings. An
important question always was, are these my understandings of the role of elementary
assistant principal or Lucy's?
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Svmbolic Interaction
Prus (1996) defined symbolic uiteraction as "the study of the ways m which
people make sense of their Ufe-situations and the ways ui which they go about theu
activities, ui conjunction with others, on a day-to-day basis" (p. 10). Ponticell and
Zepeda (2000) suggested that "human experience is mediated by uiterpretation. Thmgs,
people, situations, events, and experiences do not have theu own meanings. Rather,
meaning is conferred upon them as mdividuals encounter and experience things and
mteract with others.. .people act toward thuigs on the basis of the meanings that things
have for them. Meanings...are constantly constmcted and reconstmcted by individuals
duruig experiences and social interactions" (p. 3).
Key mformant mterviews and observation of mteractions between Lucy and the
key informants (Bamey, Mary, Wilma, and Steven) were unportant to uncovering the
perspectives, actions, and uiteractions contributmg to Lucy's understanding of her role as
an elementary assistant principal. A fiindamental premise of symbolic interaction is that
we mteract purposively ui social processes (Bastien & Hostager, 1993). So, I chose to
speak to these key mformants based upon my observations that they had frequent enough
mteractions with Lucy that they were constmctuig their own understandmgs of Lucy, her
role, and theu part m her role conceptualization.
I beUeve these key mformant observations and mterviews were critical to the
study. The Uved ambiguity that Lucy experienced based on the multiple understandmgs
of the key uiformants regarduig her role, together with the unplications for the
complexity of Lucy's task m developmg her own understanduig - her own personal
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conception - of her role as elementary assistant prmcipal, would not have been uncovered
through the phenomenological lens alone.
In addition, a phenomenological lens alone would not have led to an mteraction
analysis which revealed the three categories that characterized the understandmgs that
Lucy developed about her role through her interactions with self, archival data, and key
mformants. Without the mteraction analysis, the embeddedness and uiterrelationship of
skUl and skiU, skill and task, and task and task would not have been uncovered. Stryker
(1980) asserted that, "Interactions with others serve to vaUdate or chaUenge definitions,"
constmcted by actors m a given context. Symbolic mteraction, ui combmation with
phenomenology, proved to be an unportant theoretical framework for this study.

Conclusions
Based upon this case study of Lucy, a begmnmg elementary assistant principal,
the foUowing conclusions might be drawn from the findmgs of this study:
1. A beginning elementary assistant principal may enter his/her first position
with a preconceived, very general understanduig of the role. That
understanding may be based on his/her own perceptions of what would be
expected, perceptions that were leamed from observations of other principals
and assistant principals.
2. Tasks that a beguming assistant principal is requued to accomplish and the
sources of those tasks shape the mdividual's understanding of the role. The
number, nature, and diversity of tasks increase the specificity of an
individual's understanding of the role.
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3. The principal is a key determmer of the tasks assigned to the begmnmg
assistant principal. However, tasks are also assigned by other sources (e.g.,
mformation, documents, and directives from the district or state; district
departments and administrators; technological sources; memos and notices).
4. Interactions with key personnel at the school shape the begiiming elementary
assistant principal's understanding of the role. Key persoimel are likely to
have their own understanduigs and expectations of the elementary assistant
prmcipal's role. Through their mteractions with the begmnmg elementary
assistant principal, these key personnel communicate these understanduigs
and expectations, and the beginning elementary assistant principal comes to
understand new Jispects of the role or has existing understandings confirmed.
5. The beginning elementary assistant principal's recoUections and reflections on
his/her prior knowledge and experience, together with experiential knowledge
held by others and leamed through uiteractions with people at the school, and
the begmning elementary assistant principal's own knowledge gamed from
his/her experiences also shape his/her understandmg of the role.
6. The begmnmg elementary assistant principal's role is Ukely to encompass the
foUowuig:
•

task-orientation,

•

student disciplme,

•

coUaboration,

•

skUls (e.g., [a] understanding central office admmistrators' roles and
school-level administrators' and staff roles; [b] identifymg and
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uiterpretmg district policy or procedure; [c] usmg existuig knowledge
to mform the new role and seeuig old mformation from a new
"admuiistrative perspective"; [d] dealmg with ambiguity; [e] flexibUity
and jugglmg many tasks and expectations at once; [f] delegatmg tasks;
[g] prioritization and efficient use of tune; [h] decision makuig skiUs;
[I] people skUls, i.e., awareness, empathy, and observmg and usmg
body language; [j] bemg a go-between for teachers; [k] understanding
and completing the campus improvement plan; [1] grantsmanship),
•

managerial roles (e.g., identifying school persoimel designated to
complete tasks; overseeing and monitoring various school tasks,
events, and staff assignments; coordinating and maintaining school
records, reports, and equipment; attending Student Support Team
meetings and ARD meetmgs),

•

communication (e.g., receiving information, interpreting mformation
for self and others, and distributmg uiformation; explammg policy;
talkmg with or consultmg with others; addressmg conflicts),

•

curricular and mstmctional supervision (e.g., conducting walk-through
observations, evaluatmg teachers and staff, and mentoring an aspumg
admmistrator),

•

preparation for the principalship.

7. The begmnmg elementary assistant principal's enactment of his/her role is
enhanced or mhibited by personal characteristics, feeUngs, and beliefs. This
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was demonstrated by the way that Lucy's perceptions and understandings
evolved as she contmued in her position.
8. Aspects of the begmnmg elementary assistant principal's role are Ukely to be
embedded m other aspects of that role (e.g., one skill may mclude other skUls;
the completion of one task may mclude concurrent completion of other tasks
and evidence of multiple skUls).
9. The role of the begmning elementary assistant principal is complex, and the
learning curve is high.
10. An unportant outcome of the begmning elementary assistant principal's first
year in the role is the internalization of his/her understandings and
expectations, and others' understandings and expectations, to "own" the role.

Imphcations for Practice
ImpUcations for practice can be viewed from four perspectives: a begiiming
elementary assistant principal, a principal, a school district, and administrative
preparation/Ucensure programs.

Begmning Elementary Assistant Principal
1. A begmnmg elementary assistant principal should clarify his/her
understandmg of the role, the principal's understandmg of the role, and key
personnel understandmgs of the role.
2. A begmnmg elementary assistant principal should be prepared for role
conflict, i.e., pomts m tune when recoUections and reflections on his/her prior
191

knowledge and experience and understandmgs of the role clash with
experiential knowledge and role expectations held by others at the school.
3. Because the pruicipal is the prunary shaper of the elementary assistant
prmcipal's role, the begmnmg elementary assistant principal would be wellserved by regular communication with the prmcipal to help clarify the
parameters, authority, and accountability of the role.
4. The begmnuig elementary assistant pruicipal should prepare for a high
learmng curve and actively seek additional task-based and skill-based trauiing.

Principal
Gates (1988) asserted that the "leadership potential of the assistant principal"
should be "maximized," as the principal has a vested uiterest m makmg the assistant
ready for the principalship (p. 21). KeUy (1987), however, asserted that the belief that
the assistant principalship was a "proper and usefiil training ground for the principalship"
was a "myth of education" (p. 12). Thefindmgsof this study uidicate that both Bamey
and Lucy believed that the elementary assistant principalship was a step toward the
principalship. An interestmg caveat here, however, is that Bamey viewed the principal's
primary role as "problem-oriented," while he viewed the assistant principal's role as
"task-oriented." In holding this viewpoint, Bamey's selection of tasks for Lucy
consistently focused on the detaUed tasks of "miming the school" versus problem solving
opportunities. Was Bamey training Lucy for the assistant principalship or the
principalship?
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Given the findmgs of this study, there are several questions a prmcipal should ask
when workmg with a begmnuig elementary assistant principal:
1. What is my understandmg of the role of the elementary assistant principal?
What is the beguming elementary assistant prmcipal's understanduig of the
role?
2. Do I openly address role conflict between the beginning elementary assistant
prmcipal's understandmg of the role, my understandmg of the role, and key
personnel understandmgs of the role, so that there is a shared understandmg of
the role at my school campus? Do I clarify often the parameters, authority,
and accountability of the role?
3. Do I select tasks, responsibilities, and opportunities for the assistant principal
that would build his/her ability to be successful ui his/her role as assistant
prmcipal and also m the elementary prmcipalship?
4. Do I provide regular feedback to the assistant principaL and do I identify
training opportunities to buUd the assistant principal's skills?
5. Do I assist the assistant principal ui understanding his/her role m relation to
the principalship, to district-level administration, and to state poUcy,
regulation, and accountability?
6. Do I help the assistant prmcipal "own" his/her role?

School District
Fmduigs of this study suggest that there is a critical disconnect between, or vutual
absence of, state and/or district role expectations and guideluies, prmcipal expectations
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and guideluies, stakeholder expectations and guideluies, and mdividual expectations and
guideluies for the elementary assistant prmcipal's role. A school district would be weUserved by developuig a basic role description for the elementary assistant principalship.
Previous Uterature and this study confirm that the pruicipal is a guiduig force,
"key" to the role of the assistant prmcipal (Gorton, 1987; Kelly, 1987; Marsh, 1981;
Panyako & Rorie, 1987). So, what one leams about the assistant pruicipal's role and the
principal's role is lUcely to be prmcipal- and school-specific. A basic role description for
the elementary assistant principalship and the elementary pruicipalship would provide a
basic set of parameters within which an mdividual prmcipal works with a novice assistant
prmcipal. This basic set of parameters could then be enhanced with site-specific
expectations, guidelines, tasks, responsibilities, and opportunities to prepare the novice
elementary assistant principal for the enactment of the role m a particular school. This
combination of both broad and specific parameters might serve a school district weU
when administrators must be transferred between schools to address student and
community needs.
Because the principal tends to be key in the development of the elementary
assistant principal, a school district should ask, how have we developed the mentoring
skUls of our principals? How do we ensure quality on-the-job trainmg and mentoring?

Admmistrative Preparation/Licensure Programs
An aspumg admmistrator generaUy earns a degree m the field of educational
admmistration or educational leadership. The degree generally provides the course work
and uitemship experience needed for state certification or Ucensure as a school prmcipal.
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Then the novice administrator enters a school-level position, commonly an assistant
prmcipalship where he/she experiences the job firsthand and leamsfromthose
experiences, together with knowledge and experience and interactions with muhiple
sources of uiformation, policy, directive, and example. So, whUe most school
administrator trauiing is general, socialization occurs withm the specific position
(HartzeU, 1991). Important questions for administrator preparation/Ucensure programs
are, what is the fit between the university preparation program and on-the-job role
expectations and requirements? What is the role of the university in additional
professional training beyond licensure?

Further Inquuy
In addition to unpUcations for practice, there are several possibiUties for fiuther
mquuy based upon the findmgs of this study. First, this is a smgle-case study; this is
Lucy's story at this particular school at a particular pomt ui tune. To determme the
transferability offinduigsm this study to the elementary assistant principalship more
generally, more suigle-case studies need to be conducted, and comparisons need to be
made across these studies.
Second, the Uterature review and thefinduigsof this study pomt to the complexity
of the assistant principal's role. However, the literature did not examine the relationship
between the position of the assistant principal and the position of pruicipal. Furthermore,
no research has been conducted on the relationship between the prmcipal's understanduig
of his/her role and the assistant principal's understanduig of his/her role. What was
Bamey's understanduig of his role as principal?
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Thud, if, as the literature review asserted repeatedly and this study validated, the
pruicipal is the prunary mfluence ui the professional experience and growth of the role of
the elementary assistant prmcipal, then there is also need for fiuther study to determme
how the principal can best serve as mentor or facilitator for the development of the
elementary assistant prmcipal, and how and where the principal leams and refines these
mentormg skills.
Fourth, if as this study suggests the elementary assistant principal's role is taskoriented, then muhiple case studies or statistical studies of elementary assistant
prmcipals' understanduig of theu tasks need to examuie the sunilarity, if any, among
tasks done by many elementary assistant prmcipals. In addition, fiuther mquuy needs to
be conducted to determine tasks specific to those assigned to the position of the
elementary assistant principal m specific contexts. Would urban, suburban, rural, or
other geographic areas make a difference in tasks?
Fifth, the interaction analysis revealed three categories that characterized the
understandings that Lucy developed about her role through her interactions with self,
archival data, and key informants. These categories were: (1) communication and
supervisory tasks; (2) skills and characteristics; and (3) feeluigs and beliefs. An
examination of the number of items occurring m each of the three categories revealed ui
the interaction analysis indicates that m order of frequency Lucy's role was shaped by:
supervisory tasks, beliefs, skUls, communication tasks, characteristics, and feelings. This
conceptual framework could be tested out through additional mterviews and re-analysis
of existuig data collected for this study, through the creation of a survey and the conduct
of a validation study, through meta-analysis of existmg literature on the elementary
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assistant principalship, or through the conduct of additional case studies of elementary
assistant principals.
Fuially, Downuig (1983) found discrepancies between female and male assistant
pruicipal expectations. This study did not explore gender unplications of Lucy's and key
mformants' expectations of the elementary assistant prmcipal's role, but gender as an
mterpretive lens might raise mteresting questions. For example, would Lucy's
conceptualization of her role be different if her fust prmcipal had been female? If
Steven's first position was with Barney, would Barney mentor Steven m the same way he
mentored Lucy? Would Steven's conceptualization of the role of elementary assistant
principal be similar to Lucy's?
This case study, combuiing the theoretical frameworks of phenomenology and
symbolic mteraction, provided insights mto the ways ui which an elementary assistant
prmcipal came to understand or conceptualize her role. The study is a begmnmg m an
area virtually absent in the literature on the assistant principalship. The study, however,
is just a beguming. There are many more questions that might be asked to mcrease our
understanduig of how an elementary assistant principal, or any school admuiistrator,
conceptualizes the role. Increased understanduig may provide better insights uito the
preparation and professional development of school leaders.
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APPENDIX
THE ASSISTANT PRINCIPAL IS ESSENTIAL
For schools to improve the instruction necessary to enable students to be successful in 21^ century
careers, the needed educational dianges require an increased investment in tune, energy and strong
leadership to pull all these competing factors together. In many cases the assistant principal is a critical
element in the constant improvement of school. He/she enables the principal as a leaderdiip team member
in addressing the increased legal, |jrogrammatic and societal problems previously listed above.
In the absence of the principal, the assistant principal assumes the role and responsibilities of the
principal.
•

Assistant Principals Duties - The currait job requires the assistant principal to work an average of
215 days a year, vWiicii involves working 49 hours a week (often two n i ^ t s a wedc). During that time,
they do a variety of complex activities, each varying according to die unique needs of the studraits cm
that particular campus.

•
•

The assistant principal can provide the time required to get a new educational program started.
The implementation of site-based decision-making, which was mandated in Texas in 1990, is scheduled to be fiilly implemented
by all schools over the next several years. Site-based decisiiHi-niaking requires:
administrative leadership's time for intensive discussions.
someone to gather background information, conduct the follow-up and to coordinate the date.
the administration to provide the opportunity to empow»' people to have responsibility for the decisions made on a campus.
increased administrative time and support for effective decisions to be made and impl^nented on campus.

I.

•
•
•
•

n.

•

•

•

New Programs Needed to Improve and Change Schools

Staff Development-Improving Instructional Leadership - One ofthe most widely
identified reascxis for hiring an assistant {sincipal is the increased insbnctional lead^ship
role Tcqaired of c^ampus administiaticm. Elemaitary school principals and cam{»is
administrators are now being used extaisively in the state accreditation program, w4iich
is a prcx«ss to assess the ciuaUty of performance of schools. It is a valuable but timeintaisive program.

Evaluation - An evaluation of all teachers' performance requires extensive interaction between administrators and teachers in
observing das^-ooms, holding sumnmtive and formative conf^raices and in responding to challenges regarding the apfoaisal
scores received. It is an extremely time-intensive program. As^stam principals play a ortical role in appraising teacbo?,
assessing teachers, nortnring teaches and developing individnal growth strategies for teacher improvement.
Coaching/Mentoring - Assistant principals are needed to help with theformativerole of teacher development, such as, cognitive
coaching. Schools are now responsiUe in many ways for finalizing the training of new teadiers and administrators. These
added responsibOities, as well as campus mentoring programs, place additional duties on administration.
Training- The loss of staff development days has increased campus responsibility. In 1991, campus administration gained the
expanded respcmsitnlity of staff development as a resah ofthe elimination of staff develcqnnent days by the legislature. The
dimination of these days now forces campuses to reorganize and redirect their efforts to provide additional staff developmoit;
likewise. SBDM expanded the role and needs at the campus for professional developmoit While schools have made attempts
to accomplish this goal, it has been a time-intensive responsibility on the part of campus administration.

REQUIREMENTS FOR JOB - PROFESSIONAL TRAINING
To be certified by the state as an elementary principal requires a Master's degree in Education
from an approved institution plus additional certification in Mid-Management The average assistant
principal has elevoi (11) college hours beycmd a Master's Degree. Additicmally, he/stie has been in
echicaticai fc»-17 years, of which mwe than 10 years have been as an elemaitary school teacher. Also,
he/die has been trained in state-approved programs in instructional leadadiip, appraisal training and
manag^nent training.

Elementary School Assistant Principals - Critical to School Success
Texas Elemaitary Principals and SupCTviscjrs Asscxaation
501 East 10* Street, Austin, Texas 78701-2697 1-800-252-3621 (512) 478-5268 FAX (512) 478-1502
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