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ABSTRACT 
 

This study described how principal leadership, consisting of both capacities and 

practices, advanced a climate of academic optimism among faculty to improve the achievement 

of all students including those from low-income family households within two public elementary 

schools in southern Arizona.  Participants in the multiple embedded replication case study 

included one principal, five teachers, and one parent from each school.  Semi-structured 

interviews, school observations, and document analysis were incorporated within the study.   

Findings revealed that peer observations helped build collective efficacy among teachers 

and required principal leadership to occur in a systemic manner.  Interpretive analysis further 

demonstrated that principal leadership was valuable in developing academic emphasis within the 

school.  Moreover, the principal was a powerful role model for cultivating trust between teachers 

and parents.  An unexpected finding was that the leadership capacities and practices were not as 

precisely divided or separated as indicated by the conceptual framework.  Rather, the capacities 

and practices were highly interrelated and mutually reinforcing. 

Based upon the analysis of patterns across cases, it was determined that the principals’ 

leadership capacities and practices influenced the climate of academic optimism.  As a specific 

example, the principals studied utilized the bureaucracies within their schools to enable the work 

of teachers.  Furthermore, the principals’ capacities of self-awareness and internalized moral 

perspective guided their vision of schooling.  Compelling evidence was found for each capacity 

and practice detailed within the conceptual framework, and they were demonstrated in unique 

ways based on the specific circumstances of the site as well as the principal’s individual 

leadership style.  The conceptual generalization from this interpretative qualitative case study 

suggests that, in terms of principal leadership, both “Who you are, and what you do, matter.” 
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Chapter 1 

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

 This study examines successful principal leadership in high performing public elementary 

schools with a climate of academic optimism.  The two schools studied were located in a 

suburban district outside a metropolitan city in southern Arizona.  A multiple embedded 

replication case study design involved one principal, five teachers, and one parent at each public 

elementary school and included semi-structured interviews and follow-up with participants, 

school observations, researcher notes, and document analysis.  This exploratory case study 

describes the role of the public elementary school principal in creating a climate of academic 

optimism among faculty in order to improve achievement for all students including those from 

low-income family households.   

Historical Background and Context 

 The 1966 US Government nation-wide Report on Equality of Educational Opportunity 

was interpreted as finding that for “American Indian, Mexican American, Negro, Oriental 

American, Puerto Rican and white” students, their family background status was a primary 

determinate of academic achievement in the public schools (Coleman, 1966 p. iii).  Coleman also 

found that academic achievement was less connected to the quality of students’ schools, and 

more related to the social composition of the schools’ student bodies, students’ sense of control 

of their environments, and the personal, social, and academic characteristics of teachers 

(Coleman, 1966 pp. 12, 356). Notable among the findings was that “Negro students and 

teachers” were largely and unequally segregated from their white counterparts, and that the 

average minority student achieved less and was more affected by the quality of his or her school 
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than the average white student (Coleman, 1966 p. 3).  Of note, verbatim quotes of the Coleman 

Report are included to demonstrate the nomenclature and implicit racism of the time.   

 These controversial findings ignited a debate over the school’s impact on learning that 

continues to this day in similar and different forms such as achievement gaps, concerns about 

growing resegregation of public schools, and the diversity of student demographics that 

challenges principals and teachers (Bohrnstedt, et al., 2015; Fiel, 2013; Orfield, Kuscera, & 

Siegel-Hawley, 2012). Many politicians and citizens are concerned that public schools in the 

United States do not adequately educate all students, particularly those from low-income family 

households.  In 2013, some 21 percent of school-aged children were in families living in poverty 

(Kena, et al, 2015 p. 50), 21 percent of public school children attended low-poverty schools, and 

24 percent of children attended high poverty public schools (Kena, et al, 2015 p. 110).  The 

concern for educating students in poverty is well documented and evidence-based (Harris, 2007).   

“Low poverty schools are 22 times more likely to be high performing than high-poverty schools 

and low-poverty, low-minority schools are 89 times more likely to reach this performance level 

compared with their high-poverty, high minority counterparts” (Harris, 2007, p. 389).      

In response to Coleman’s finding, researchers began to study outlier schools, specifically 

high poverty, high minority, inner-city elementary schools with high levels of student 

achievement, and found school effects such as strong instructional leadership by the principal 

that impact student achievement more than socioeconomic status (Lezotte, Edmonds & Ratner, 

1974).  However, Purkey and Smith (1983) critiqued this literature based upon the 

methodologies used and the conflicting evidence found.  Different researchers concurrently 

viewing the same literature produced varying characteristics of effective schools.  Furthermore, 

while Effective Schools Research described the characteristics found in outlier schools, it did not 
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explain how to develop these characteristics in schools where they were not already present.  For 

example, the difficulty of the change process within schools was completely ignored and the 

importance of school climate was not considered.  The Education Trust (1999) moved from 

Effective Schools Research and identified “high-flying schools,” schools where over 50% of 

students qualify for free and reduced lunch that outperform schools with similar student 

populations, in order to share exemplary practices that these schools have in common.   

Contemporary researchers have also found emergent school effects, such as collective 

teacher efficacy (Bandura, 1993; Goddard, 1998, 2001, 2002; Goddard, Hoy, & Hoy, 2000; 

Tschannen-Moran, & Barr, 2004; Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 2001), faculty trust in parents and 

students (Bryk & Schneider, 2002; Goddard, 2001; Goddard, Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 2001; 

Goddard, Salloum & Berebitsky, 2009; Hoy, 2002; Tarter & Hoy, 2004; Tschannen-Moran, 

2004) and academic emphasis (Alig-Mielcarek & Hoy, 2005; Bryk, Lee, & Holland, 1993; Hoy 

& Hannum, 1997; Hoy, Hannum & Tschannen-Moran, 1998; Hoy & Sabo, 1998; Goddard, 

Sweetland, & Hoy, 2000) that are within the control of educators and impact student 

achievement beyond socioeconomic status.  These three characteristics; collective teacher 

efficacy, faculty trust in parents and students, and academic emphasis; have been found to 

represent varying dimensions of academic optimism, a single latent construct (Hoy, 2012; Hoy & 

Miskel, 2005; Hoy, et. al., 2006a, 2006b).  Academic optimism signifies school-wide confidence 

that students will achieve academic success.  It constitutes a shared belief among teachers in the 

importance of academic achievement, their collective capacity to ensure learning, and trust 

between parents, students and teachers.  Furthermore, scholars have found that principals who 

create a school climate characterized by enabling structure or professional community enhance 

academic optimism (McGuigan & Hoy, 2006).  In addition to school effects, scholars have 
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studied the indirect effects of principal leadership on student achievement leading to wide 

agreement that principal leadership matters (Leithwood, Seashore Louis, Anderson & 

Wahlstrom, 2004; Robinson, Hohepa & Lloyd, 2009; Silins & Mulford, 2002; Waters, Marzano, 

& McNulty, 2003) and can positively impact students who live in poverty (Ylimaki, Jacobson & 

Drysdale, 2007).   

The construct of academic optimism is rooted in the positive psychology movement.  In 

fact, recent developments in positive psychology hold promise for the work of principals and 

teachers.  Hoy and Tarter (2011, p. 434) call for scholars in educational leadership to embrace a 

positive psychology research agenda, “Positive psychology can bring coherence, focus, 

discovery, integration, and innovation to the field.  It can inform the study of schools and 

contribute a basis for theorizing and explaining important aspects of school behavior.” 

Embracing academic optimism involves positive scholarship for organizational theory and 

managerial practice. (Fineman, 2006; Roberts, 2006).  Positive scholarship suggests capturing 

and creating the full picture of organizational life characterized by equity, integrity, truth, 

inclusion, and fulfillment (Roberts, 2006 p. 292). However, as a cautionary note, to study 

academic optimism, researchers have to be looking for elements of positive psychology in school 

contexts beneficial to aspects of student learning as well as aspects unfavorable or negative to 

student learning (Held, 2004).  Methodologically, the study of academic optimism appears to be 

locked into a deterministic, individualistic framework of hard social science experimentation and 

pre-structured measures that are restrictive (Seligman, 2002). Conversely, positive scholarship 

postmodern approach suggests exploring fine-grained meanings and fluctuations of sociocultural 

human experiences by means of interpretive analyses, discourse analyses, and phenomenological 
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inquiries (Christopher & Hickinbottom, 2008: Fineman, 2004, 2006). The author favors this 

approach. 

Positive psychology.  In this section, I will provide a brief historical perspective of the 

field of psychology describing how positive psychology grew as a necessary correction to the 

pendulum swing towards disease and pathology after World War II.  Then, I will describe and 

define the scholarship of positive psychology. Next, I will examine the positive psychology 

research being done about institutions and the people who work in them through positive 

organizational psychology (Donaldson & Ko, 2010).  Finally, I will critique positive psychology, 

and discuss the study of poverty through a positive psychology lens.  

Historical perspective.  Historically, the field of psychology has had three specific 

purposes:  treating mental illness, helping people lead more fulfilling and productive lives, and 

growing talent (Seligman, 2002).  Shortly after World War II, the founding of the Veterans 

Administration led to increased funding for the treatment of mental illness. Around the same 

time, the Institute of Mental Health was created and began to provide grant funds to academics to 

study pathology along a medical disease model (Maddux, 2002; Seligman, 2002).  The field may 

have focused on negative outcomes for reasons beyond funding availability.  For example, it is 

known that negative instances tend to have a greater effect on individual emotions and behavior 

than do positive ones (Baumeister, Bratslavsky, Finkenauer, & Vohs, 2001).  Since people in 

general pay more attention to negative occurrences, academics may be naturally more apt to 

study them.  For all of these reasons, the work of practitioners and academics alike within the 

field of psychology gave almost exclusive attention to mental illness, disease, and pathology 

during the 50 years following World War II resulting in a deficit bias (Seligman, 2002).  The 

focus was on discovering what is wrong with people and then treating them.   
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At the 1998 American Psychological Association (APA) meeting in San Francisco, 

Martin Seligman, then President of the APA, elicited the need for balance within the field of 

psychology to begin focusing on prevention rather than solely attending to treatment.  With the 

focus on mental illness, good work was done to treat and alleviate suffering.  However, since 

most people do not suffer psychopathology during their lifetime, this focus does not meet the 

needs of many.  Positive psychology is not intended to completely dismantle the existing field 

but to supplement it through research on positive human aspects such as strength, virtue, and 

resilience (Seligman, 2002).  

A more balanced study of psychology was needed, and positive psychology was 

recommended to address the gap.  “Positive psychology is the study of the conditions and 

processes that contribute to the flourishing or optimal functioning of people, groups, and 

institutions” (Gable & Haidt, 2005, p. 103).  Positive psychology focuses on finding meaning 

and abundance within the human condition through the study of “positive subjective experience, 

positive individual traits, and positive institutions” (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000, p. 5).  

In alignment with this movement, many more academics are researching the positive attributes of 

people including such topics as life satisfaction (Meyers, 2000), positive emotions (Fredrickson, 

2001), resilience (Cowen, 2000; Masten, 2001), happiness (Lyubormirsky, 2001), joy (Vaillant, 

2000), and hope (Snyder, C. Ilardi, S., Michael, S. & Cheavens, J., 2000).  This listing is a mere 

sampling of the work being done in positive psychology.   

Positive organizational psychology.  As my specific study is focused on the school and 

school employees, it is important to further examine the positive psychology research being done 

about institutions and the people who work in them through positive organizational psychology 

(POP) (Donaldson & Ko, 2010).  The theoretical role of positive institutions is to “facilitate the 
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development and display of positive traits, which in turn facilitate positive subjective 

experiences” (Peterson, 2006, p. 20).  The focus of POP is on the development of people through 

traits that can be learned.  Schools are specifically listed as examples of positive institutions 

studied through POP along with families, businesses, communities, and societies (Peterson, 

2006).   

Critique and expanded view of positive psychology.  Perspective is a powerful 

determinant of thought and theory. Positive psychology, being a relatively new field, has yet to 

clearly define its perspective.  Critics caution, “It is our contention that positive psychology is 

doomed to being narrow and ethnocentric as long as its researchers remain unaware of the 

cultural assumptions underlying their work” (Christopher & Hickinbottom, 2008, p. 565).  

Although certain aspects of positive psychology work well for my conceptual framework, it is 

not without limitations.  Scholars of social justice will readily notice the complete absence of 

contextual factors including gender, race and ethnicity.  Schools are peopled organizations and 

contextual features must always be considered.  One may wonder whose positive psychology is 

this.  Critics argue that positive psychology is primarily White, Western, and American (Becker 

& Marecek, 2008; Christopher & Hickinbottom, 2008).  Furthermore, positive psychology has 

been critiqued for its focus on individualism and its lack of consideration for societal power 

differentials. 

Positive psychology’s neglect of social context and its inadequate attention thus 
far to the experiences of diverse social groups, especially those in subordinated 
positions, result at least in part from its allegiance to certain epistemological and 
methodological commitments of North American psychology.  Like most of 
conventional North American psychology, positive psychology typically has 
taken the individual as the object of study without regard for history, society, or 
culture (Becker & Marecek, 2008, p. 598). 
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In contrast, societal movements, such as the American feminist movement or the Latin American 

peasant liberation movement, often seek fair treatment or flourishing for the oppressed by raising 

critical consciousness, dissatisfaction, and righteous anger, qualities that are not considered 

positive by positive psychology (Becker & Marecek, 2008; Freire, 2000; Kravetz, Marecek, & 

Finn, 1983).   

Considering the perspectives and experiences of subordinated groups and racialized 

individuals, creates a more nuanced, textured and complex understanding of positive capacities 

(Becker & Marecek, 2008).  For example, critical psychologists argue that resilience and well-

being cannot be understood without considering a social justice framework (Prilleltensky, 1999, 

2005).  Furthermore, people of color, through their history of struggle against adversity have 

developed adaptive strengths that are not known or understood by white people due to their lack 

of similar experience (Constantine & Sue, 2006). 

Recently, scholars have begun to study poverty-related issues through a positive 

psychology perspective (Biswas-Diener & Diener, 2001; Biswas-Diener & Patterson, 2011; 

Howell & Howell, 2008).  This research stands in contrast to the critique of positive 

psychology’s prior focus on individualism. 

In the end, positive psychology is best served by transitioning from a focus on 
individual well-being to a wider focus on collective success and welfare.  By 
adding a scientific exploration of the good society to the current research on the 
good life, positive psychologists can positively impact the lives of those living in 
poverty as well as more affluent individuals (Biswas-Diener & Patterson, 2011, p. 
138) 
 

Some scholars seek to inform public policies and interventions related to poverty (Diener, et. al., 

2009).  It is hoped that “interventions with impoverished societies can be enhanced by 

understanding the emotional high points of members of the community as well as through the 

traditional focus on problems and needs assessments” (Biswas-Diener & Patterson, 2011, p. 
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127).  Through multi-cultural studies, scholars have found evidence of self-satisfaction, social 

ties, and happiness among those who live in economic hardship (Biswas-Diener & Diener, 2001, 

2006).  The impact of poverty on childhood will be explored next.  

Childhood poverty.  According to The Condition of Education 2015, “Approximately 

10.9 million school-age children 5 to 17 years old were in families living in poverty in 2013” 

(Kena, et al, 2015 p. 50). It is understood from research that living in poverty during childhood is 

related to lower than average academic performance that starts in kindergarten and extends 

through elementary and high school. In addition, living in poverty during early childhood is 

associated with lower than average rates of school completion (Snyder & Dillow, 2015). Poverty 

impacts approximately 23% of children living in the United States (Annie C. Casey Foundation, 

2014).  The percentage of minority students (51%) attending public schools now constitutes the 

majority, and in 40 out of 50 states, at least 40% of children live in poverty (Southern Education 

Foundation, 2015).  The United Nations International Children’s Emergency Fund (UNICEF, 

2007) conducted a study of child well-being in wealthy developed countries. For the study, child 

well-being was analyzed in terms of material well-being, health and safety, education, peer and 

family relationships, behaviors and risks, and children’s own subjective sense of well-being.  The 

United States ranked 20th out of 21 countries studied (UNICEF, 2007) and has a higher 

childhood poverty rate (20%) than any Western or Eastern European country except Romania 

(UNICEF, 2013) and the highest of any advanced, industrialized nation in the world (Smeeding, 

2008).  Additionally, the United States ranks first among Organization for Economic 

Cooperation and Development (OECD) nations for the percentage of its population that is 

permanently poor (Berliner, 2005). 
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Living in poverty creates a host of problems for children such as poor health, childhood 

obesity, alcohol and drug abuse, teenage pregnancy, depression, and violence (Fusarelli, 2015).  

Children in poverty often live in higher-crime neighborhoods and attend poorer quality schools 

(Fusarelli, 2015).  Poor mothers are less likely to receive adequate prenatal care and are more 

likely to have children with low birth weight (Bracey, 2009).  Having a low birth weight puts 

children at increased risk of delayed cognitive and physical development throughout childhood 

(UNICEF, 2007). 

Recently, scientists have begun to study the neuroscience of poverty in children and have 

found disparities in the hippocampus and frontal lobe of children from low-income households 

as compared to their more affluent peers (Hanson, Wolfe, Pollak, 2011; Katsnelson, 2015; Luby, 

et al., 2013) impacting language (Farah, et. al., 2008; Noble, Norman, Farah, 2005), reading 

(Raizada, Richards, Meltzoff & Kuhl, 2008), certain dimensions of memory (Farah, et. al., 2008; 

Noble, et. al., 2005), the ability to regulate thoughts and emotions (Farah, et. al., 2008; Noble, et. 

al., 2005), and attention to auditory input (Stevens, Lauinger, Neville, 2009).   

Scholars have known for many years that childhood poverty affects achievement in 

school (Coleman, 1966; Fusarelli, 2015; Harris, 2007; Katsnelson, 2015; Wagmiller, 2015).  By 

looking at multiple factors of poverty including:  1) the length of time during childhood 

(temporary versus chronic deprivation), 2) the timing within the child’s life (early versus middle 

versus late childhood), 3) and the sequencing of deprivation during childhood (whether the 

family’s income is stable, increasing, or decreasing); scholars have found that early and extended 

poverty is the most detrimental to achievement and that poverty during early childhood is more 

detrimental than poverty later in childhood (Cunha, Heckman, Lochner, & Masterov, 2005; 

Wagmiller, 2015).   The influence of childhood poverty on learning is long lasting not only 
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impacting elementary school performance but also academic readiness for college (Cunha, et. al., 

2005; Jerrim & Vignoles, 2015).  Issues of equitable access to higher education will be explored 

next as broader implications of childhood poverty. 

Broader implications of childhood poverty. Increasing learning and achievement for 

students from low-income families in early elementary school may increase their access to 

higher education settings (Cunha, et. al., 2005; Jerrim & Vignoles, 2015).  It is important for 

students from low-income families to have access to baccalaureate and advanced degrees.  

Higher education offers substantial rewards including higher wages, more prestigious careers, 

employment stability, increased civic engagement, and better health (Cabrera, Burkum, & La 

Nasa, 2003; Groot and van den Brink 2006).  Students from low-income families are 

underrepresented in higher education, particularly in four-year institutions and more selective 

colleges (Hearn, 1984, 1990; McDonough, 1997; Walpole, 2003).  Many students from low-

income families begin their pursuit of higher education at the community college level; however, 

so doing has a negative effect on bachelor degree attainment (Cabrera, Burkum, & La Nasa, 

2003; Wang, 2009).  Lack of academic achievement has been found to be the primary barrier to 

higher education for disadvantaged students (Cameron and Heckman 2001; Carneiro and 

Heckman 2002; Chowdry et al. 2013; Cunha et al. 2005; Ermisch and Del Bono 2012).  In their 

study of higher education participation by students from low-income families in the United 

States, England, Canada, and Australia, Jerrim and Vignoles (2015) found that it is essential to 

improve academic achievement in elementary, middle, and high schools in order to raise 

university participation rates amongst disadvantaged children.  Plans to improve equitable access 

to higher education often focus on grants and loans to mitigate cost; however, meeting economic 

needs alone is insufficient to ensure college enrollment (Cabrera, Burkum, & La Nasa, 2003).  
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Early academic achievement of children from low-income families must also be addressed as a 

means to improve equitable access to higher education (Cabrera, Burkum, & La Nasa, 2003; 

Jerrim and Vignoles, 2015). 

The conversation around equitable access does not go far enough to address the concerns 

for students from low-income families.  Accountability for educational outcomes within higher 

education settings for various student subgroups is often not considered.   

Notably, inequity in educational outcomes in higher education has not been as 
prominent an issue as the educational gaps between minority and non-minority K-
12 students. Unlike the K-12 schools, which under the No Child Left Behind 
legislation are required to report all of their data disaggregated by race and 
ethnicity, comparable requirements for higher education at the national or state 
levels are lacking. In general, the mainstream discourse among higher education 
policymakers and practitioners with regard to educational opportunity for 
underrepresented groups has been framed much more by the standpoints of 
affirmative action and diversity, than by the standpoint of accountability 
(Bensimon, Hao, & Bustillos, 2003, p.2). 
 

Once the barrier of admission is overcome, students from low-income families often continue to 

lag behind their more affluent counterparts, and the goal of social mobility remains beyond their 

reach (Cabrera, Burkum, & La Nasa, 2003; Walpole, 2003).  When compared to more affluent 

peers, these students are found to work more and study less.  They are less involved in their four-

year college and university experience and obtain lower grade point averages.  They are also less 

likely to persist to four-year degree completion or attend graduate school.  Furthermore, the 

students from low-income families who receive graduate degrees receive less prestigious degrees 

and report lower incomes upon graduation than do their more affluent peers.  Clearly, addressing 

the needs of children from low-income families early has broad implications including degree 

attainment, social mobility, and economic viability as an adult. 
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Positionality 

In conducting this research, I will be a cultural insider, being a member of the same 

professional educational community and working as a principal within the same public-school 

district.  This is relevant to my study as positionality refers to the researcher’s “social, locational, 

and ideological placement relative to the research project or to other participants in it” (Hay, 

2005, p. 90).  The principals that I will study are my respected colleagues.  One of the 

participants is a veteran leader having served at the same school site as principal for twenty-one 

years.  He is well esteemed in our district and was recently acknowledged by the superintendent 

with an award for his distinguished service and excellence.  Our schools are in close proximity to 

one another serving students from the same community.  This principal and I have worked 

closely together for the past eleven years carefully developing a spirit of cooperation rather than 

competition.  Believing, “a rising tide lifts all boats,” as quoted from John F. Kennedy (1962), 

we freely share ideas and practices to raise the achievement of both schools.  The other principal 

that I intend to study is relatively new to the role leading the school site for four years.  Her 

school is located in a similar yet geographically separate community serving a different high 

school feeder pattern within the same school district.  Being a novice, at times, this principal 

looks to me and other veteran principals within the district for mentorship.  Additionally, the 

teachers that I will interview are aware of my position within the district as principal.  Madison 

(2005, p. 9) states, “Positionality requires that we direct our attention beyond our individual or 

subjective selves.  Instead, we attend to how our subjectivity in relation to the Other informs and 

is informed by our engagement and representation of the Other.”   

As a veteran principal and student of educational leadership, I have embraced and believe 

in the theory of academic optimism.  My district administers Hoy’s (1987) Organization Health 
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Inventory annually, and I have data for the last ten years for my own school, which demonstrate 

high levels of academic optimism among faculty.  My professional knowledge about academic 

optimism influences my perception; however, Glesne (2011, p. 157) advises that,  

Researchers cannot control positionality in that it is determined in relation with 
others, but they can make certain choices that affect those relationships.  For 
example, entering into research with a mindset of openness, curiosity, desire and 
willingness to interact in collaborative ways is likely to result in a different 
positionality than one in which the researcher maintains a mindset of entitlement, 
self-centeredness, and control. 
 

Although I have views and opinions about how principal leadership creates academic optimism, 

my knowledge is incomplete, and I have much to learn. 

Statement of the Problem 

Public schools are held accountable for student learning and achievement.  Factors 

beyond the school’s control such as socioeconomic status are closely correlated to outcomes on 

standardized achievement assessments (Coleman, 1966; Harris, 2007).  Academic optimism, a 

school-level construct, has been shown to increase student achievement beyond socioeconomic 

status; however, little is known about how to create a climate of academic optimism within 

public schools (Hoy, 2012; Hoy & Miskel, 2005; Hoy, et. al., 2006a, 2006b).  Educators can 

learn from successful principals who have built climates of academic optimism within public 

elementary schools serving students from low-income family households. 

Despite the existence of outlier schools, the finding of school effects and the importance 

of principal leadership, indicators of student achievement continue to correlate closely with 

socioeconomic status.  Little is known about how some public elementary school principals are 

able to impact the school effect of academic optimism and increase student achievement even 

among students from low-income family households; while, so many other principals are unable 

to do so.   
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Numerous prior studies of school effects, transformational leadership and effective 

principal practices have been quantitative in nature.  Scholars of academic optimism have 

identified the need for qualitative studies to further our collective understanding:  

Clearly, more research in a variety of school settings is necessary to build a 
comprehensive theory of academic optimism in schools.  For example, in the 
tradition of the earlier effective schools research, qualitative investigators could 
conduct comparative case studies of schools identified as having high and low 
academic optimism. (Hoy, et. al., 2006b, p. 443b). 
 

In depth analysis and rich descriptions are needed to discover how principal leadership can build 

the academic optimism of the faculty to increase student achievement.  Suggested questions to 

consider include:   

What would these schools look, sound, and feel like?  What are the experiences of 
students, teachers, and parents?  What is the role of the principal in developing a 
culture of academic optimism?  Are leader optimism and hope necessary 
conditions for the creation of academic optimism? (Hoy, et. al., 2006b p. 443).  
 

These questions are complex in nature and require multiple accounts and perspectives from 

various stakeholders, including principals, parents and teachers, in order to obtain data that are 

more authentic.  The case study approach has been used to study academic optimism in a high 

poverty public middle school (Mishoe, 2012).  Further qualitative studies are needed to describe 

how principals who employ effective leadership practices build academic optimism and increase 

student achievement in a public elementary school setting serving students from low-income 

family households. 

Purpose of the Research 

Historically, students from low-income families (at the 10th percentile of income 

distribution) have performed less well than high-income students (starting at the 90th percentile) 

on many measures of academic attainment – including standardized test scores, and grades. 

Countless studies have documented these disparities and examined the many underlying reasons 
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for them including the role of schools, principals, and teachers (Coleman, 1965; Reardon, 2011).  

According to Reardon (2011), what we know is that the income achievement gap has grown 

significantly in the last three decades; income gaps and other measures of educational success 

have grown; and the income achievement gap is already large when children enter kindergarten, 

and it does not grow significantly, as they progress through school.  The purpose of the 

exploratory case study is to examine how successful principal leadership in high performing 

public elementary schools constructs academic optimism among faculty members to improve 

achievement of all students including those from low-income family households. One 

assumption is that high performing elementary schools in Arizona include students from high-

income and low-income families.  

For this examination, successful principals will be selected based on the reputation of 

schools, measures of school climate indicating high levels of academic optimism, and the 

acknowledged success of the principals by their supervisor and their principal colleagues.  

Additionally, the school must have received an “A” or “B” rating on the Arizona Department of 

Education School Report Card.  This research is an exploratory comparative case study (Yin, 

2003) and is framed by positive psychology, social cognitive theory, organizational theory, and 

leadership theories in education.   

Research Question 

The following research question is examined in the study: 

Within the context of public elementary schools in southern Arizona, how does principal 

leadership affect a climate of academic optimism among faculty in order to positively impact the 

achievement of students from low-income family households? 
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Proposition of the Study 

The working proposition of the study follows the positive psychology, social cognitive 

theory, organizational theory, and educational leadership theories that guide the exploratory case 

study and is presented as follows: 

Principal leadership, consisting of both capacities and practices, will advance a 

climate of academic optimism among faculty working with students from low-

income family households and positively impact their achievement. 

The idea of this proposition is that principal leadership is a combination of capacities and 

practices or actions.  With theoretical underpinnings from psychological capital (Luthans, et. al., 

2006; Luthans & Youssef, 2007), authentic leadership (Walumba, et. al., 2008) and educational 

leadership (Jacobson, et. al., 2005; Leithwood, et. al., 2008), capacities include:  hope, 

confidence, optimism, resiliency, self-awareness, internalized moral perspective, open-

mindedness, flexibility and persistence.  Enabling bureaucracy, also known as professional 

community, is a precursor to academic optimism (McGuigan & Hoy, 2006).  Principals who 

actively hinder the work of teachers undermine academic optimism within their schools.  

Principals who create enabling bureaucracies incorporate the following practices into their work:  

facilitating problem solving, enabling cooperation and collaboration, encouraging innovation, 

and protecting participants (Hoy & Sweetland, 2000, 2001).  Additionally, authentic leaders 

practice relational transparency and balanced processing (Walumba, et. al., 2008).  Furthermore, 

successful principal practices include:  building vision and setting direction, understanding and 

developing people, redesigning the organization, and managing the teaching and learning 

program (Leithwood & Jantzi, 2008).  When a principal’s leadership includes the 
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aforementioned capacities and practices, academic optimism among faculty will flourish and 

thereby raise achievement for all students including those from low-income family households. 

Limitations of the Study 

I acknowledge the following limitations of the study: 

1. The findings are not generalizable to other principals, teachers, students, school levels, or 

states. 

2. The principals and teachers are not representative of their colleagues. 

3. The parents are not representative of the entire parent group of the school. 

4. Teachers may be reluctant to answer some questions due to their relationship with the 

principal. 

5. Teachers may be reluctant to answer some questions due to my position as a principal 

within the same district. 

6. The limitations of the study included a purposive sample. 

7. The participants will be limited to elementary principals, teachers, and parents in two 

public elementary schools serving students in grades kindergarten through sixth grade 

within one southern Arizona school district. 

8. The researcher is a principal within the district studied and must guard against bias and 

interpretation of elementary principals’ and teachers’ perceptions. 

Significance of the Study 

Schools are accountable for raising student achievement and closing the gap between 

student subgroups.  Socioeconomic status continues to be closely correlated with academic 

achievement as measured by standardized assessments (Harris, 2007).  Academic optimism has 

been shown to increase student achievement beyond socioeconomic status (Hoy, 2012; Hoy & 
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Miskel, 2005; Hoy, et. al., 2006a, 2006b); however, little is known about how to build the 

academic optimism of teachers within schools.  Quantitative studies have found that when 

principals create enabling bureaucracy within their school the academic optimism of the faculty 

increases (McGuigan & Hoy, 2006).  Unfortunately, these studies do not give clear guidance for 

principals with this task.  Qualitative research, such as this study, is needed to fill this gap in our 

collective understanding (Hoy, et. al., 2006b).  Closing the achievement gap and ensuring 

learning for all children is not only legally required but also morally responsible.  Educators can 

learn from the example of successful public elementary school principals in southern Arizona 

who have built climates of academic optimism and raised achievement for all children including 

those from low-income family households.  Describing their contexts and narrating their 

journeys is a crucial next step for our shared learning and scholarship within educational 

leadership.  

Conceptual and Operational Definitions 

Because key definitions and terms have been used in different contexts with various 

nuances of meaning, it is important to describe them.  This section lists terms and definitions that 

are used throughout and are relevant to understanding.  Other terms are defined within the 

context of the literature review. 

 Public elementary school.  A public elementary school is defined as an education 

institution serving students in grades kindergarten through sixth grade operated by publicly 

elected or appointed school officials and supported by public funds (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010). 

 Principal.  The principal is the formal leader of the school; responsible for curriculum, 

instruction, and management; also known as the educational leader, instructional leader, 

transformational leader, or administrator. 
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 Elementary school teacher.  An elementary school teacher is a professional staff member 

who instructs students in grades kindergarten through sixth grade and maintains daily student 

attendance records (Hoffman & Shen, 2009). 

 Childhood poverty.  In this paper, children from low-income family households, 

childhood poverty, and children living in poverty will all be used interchangeably.  The 

definition of childhood poverty varies significantly in scholarly writing.  Poverty for children not 

only encompasses limited income but also “differences from other children in nutrition and 

prenatal care, parental education levels, neighborhood, and other environmental stressors” 

(Katsnelson, 2015, p. 15531).  Further considerations include the following:  1) the length of 

time during childhood (temporary versus chronic deprivation), 2) the timing within the child’s 

life (early versus middle versus late childhood), 3) and the sequencing of deprivation during 

childhood (whether the family’s income is stable, increasing, or decreasing) (Wagmiller, 2015).   

 Academic achievement. For the purposes of this paper, the definition for improving 

academic achievement is derived from The Elementary and Secondary Education Act Title I – 

Improving the Academic Achievement of the Disadvantaged, Section 101 which states: “To 

ensure that all children have a fair, equal, and significant opportunity to obtain a high-quality 

education and reach, at a minimum, proficiency on challenging State academic achievement 

standards and state academic assessments” (Title I of the Elementary and Secondary Education 

Act of 1965 (20 U.S.C. 6301 et seq.). 

 Achievement gap. According to the National Assessment of Educational Progress 

(NAEP), achievement gaps occur when one group of students (such as, students grouped by 

race/ethnicity, gender) outperforms another group and the difference in average scores for the 
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two groups is statistically significant (that is, larger than the margin of error) (Bohrnstedt, et. al., 

2015). 

 High poverty schools. High-poverty schools are defined as public schools where more 

than 75.0 percent of the students are eligible for free and reduced-price lunch (FRPL), and mid-

high poverty schools are those schools where 50.1 to 75.0 percent of the students are eligible for 

FRPL. Low-poverty schools are defined as public schools where 25.0 percent or less of the 

students are eligible for FRPL, and mid-low poverty schools are those schools were 25.1 to 50.0 

percent of the students are eligible for FRPL (Kena, et. al., 2015). 

Organization of the Study 

Chapter 1 includes the introduction, statement of the problem, purpose of the study, 

research questions, limitations of the study, and definition of key terms.  Chapter 2 presents a 

systematic review of selected literature on positive organizational psychology, school effects that 

influence student achievement, and principal leadership.  The second part of Chapter 2 develops 

a conceptual framework incorporating selected theories of positive psychology, social cognitive 

theory, organization theory, and educational leadership theory.  Chapter 3 describes the research 

design and methodology, including the population and sample, data collection, and data analysis 

procedures.  Chapter 4 consists of the presentation and analysis of the data.  Chapter 5 includes 

the summary of findings, implications, and recommendations. 
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Chapter 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW AND CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

In this chapter, the literature review examines selective theories of positive psychology, 

social cognitive theory, organization theory, and leadership theories in education.  The chapter 

begins with a review of positive organizational psychology focused primarily on the theories of 

psychological capital and authentic leadership.  Next, the review examines the principal’s 

capacity to impact student achievement through leadership and school effects.  The final section 

develops a conceptual framework encompassing the aforementioned theories. 

Positive Organizational Psychology (POP) 

 In this section, I will review and define positive organizational psychology (POP), an 

umbrella term that has been studied under various labels including positive workplace, positive 

organization, and positive psychology at work (Martin, 2005; Turner, Barling & Zacharatos, 

2002; Wiegand & Geller, 2005).  In alignment with Peterson’s theory (2006), Donaldson and Ko 

(2010, p. 6) define POP as “scientific studies on positive subjective experience and traits in the 

workplace and positive organizations, and its application to improve the effectiveness and 

quality of life in organizations.”  Within this emerging field of study, there are two broad areas 

of scholarship and research, positive organizational scholarship, (POS) and positive 

organizational behavior (POB).  POS and POB “categorize previous research and provide an 

organizing frame for current and future research on positive states, outcomes, and generative 

mechanisms” (Roberts, 2006, pp. 292-293).  Although both POS and POB are rooted in the 

positive psychology movement and are similar in their mission to study positive constructs 

within work place environments, each has developed along its own path with differentiated goals 

and outcomes. 
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 Positive organizational scholarship (POS).   Researchers within the tradition of 

Positive Organizational Scholarship use diverse qualitative and quantitative methods to study the 

workplace and work-related outcomes and accomplishments (Luthans & Youssef, 2007). POS is 

defined as  

the study of that which is positive, flourishing, and life giving in organizations.  
Positive refers to the elevating processes and outcomes in organizations.  
Organizational refers to the interpersonal and structural dynamics activated in and 
through organizations, specifically taking into account the context in which 
positive phenomena occur.  Scholarship refers to the scientific, theoretically 
derived, and rigorous investigation of that which is positive in organizational 
settings (Cameron & Caza, 2004, p. 731). 

 

In addition to typical patterns, POS seeks out examples of exceptional positive deviance from the 

norm within organizations (Cameron, Dutton & Quinn, 2003).  This theoretical lens has been 

used to examine leadership (Luthans & Avolio, 2003), organizational change (Cooperrider & 

Sekerka, 2003), social networks (Baker, Cross & Wooten, 2003), and community building 

(Feldman & Khademina, 2003).  One of the stated goals of POS is to ensure that positive 

phenomena are studied and do not go underrepresented in organizational science (Cameron & 

Caza, 2004).  The primary purpose of POS is to examine the positive facets within an 

organizational context that help employees flourish (Cameron, 2005; Bakker & Schaufeli, 2008). 

 Positive organizational behavior (POB).  POB is defined as “the study and application 

of positively oriented human resource strengths and psychological capacities that can be 

measured, developed, and effectively managed for performance improvement in today’s 

workplace” (Luthans, 2002, p. 59).  The strengths and capacities included must be measurable, 

based on theory, must be amenable to growth and development through intentional training 

(state-like), and must have performance impact criterion (Luthans & Avolio, 2009).  

Differentiated from self-help, personal development literature, POB is a scientific, academic 
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pursuit based on theory, research, and valid measurement.  The emphasis is not upon fixed traits 

or talents that are inherent and therefore unchangeable but rather on state-like capacities that can 

be a source of improvement.  The ultimate goal of POB is to impact performance in the 

workplace by offering a clear source of development for employees through state-like capacities.  

POB focuses on micro, individual level constructs rather than the macro, organization as a whole 

(Luthans, et. al., 2007) and has been applied to a variety of multidisciplinary contexts including 

health, education, political science, and social work (Luthans & Avolio, 2009).  POB has been 

criticized for having a “utilitarian and management-driven view” (Bakker & Schaufeli, 2008, p. 

148).  Critics argue that employee health and happiness in and of itself should be a goal of POB 

(Wright, 2003).   

Four state-like psychological resource capacities have been identified for inclusion in 

POB studies including self-efficacy, hope, optimism, and resiliency (Luthans & Youssef, 2007).  

These capacities work together as the multi-dimensional, latent core construct of psychological 

capital (PsyCap).  Each of the four psychological resource capacities will be reviewed 

individually followed by a discussion of the core construct of PsyCap. 

 Self-efficacy (confidence).  I will begin by describing self-efficacy as outlined in 

Bandura’s (1986, 1993, 1997, 2001) social cognitive theory.  I will first explain the construct of 

self-efficacy followed by the benefits and risks associated with self-efficacy.  Next, I will 

describe sources of self-efficacy information through performance attainments, vicarious 

experiences, social influence, and physiological state.  Then, I will examine the relationship 

between self-efficacy and work related performance as defined and utilized for the study of POB.  

Finally, I will compare self-efficacy with optimism. 
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Construct.  In Social Cognitive Theory, Bandura (1986, 1993, 1997, 2001) describes the 

role self-efficacy plays in human motivation.  People have beliefs and make judgments about 

their personal capabilities, and these judgments are task specific.  In other words, someone may 

regard himself or herself as having a high level of efficacy for public speaking but very little for 

playing basketball.  Determining what we are good at, helps us decide what goals to set for 

ourselves and what paths to pursue.  Our behavior, thoughts, and emotional responses are all 

impacted by our judgments of self-efficacy.  Misjudgments in efficacy can lead to self-limiting 

behavior, increased stress, and defeatist attitudes. 

 Benefits.  Self-efficacious individuals enjoy many benefits (Bandura 1986, 1993, 1997, 

2001).  Individuals who judge themselves to be capable are more likely to set challenging goals 

and try harder when initially unsuccessful often ascribing failure to lack of effort rather than 

ability. When confronted with challenges, individuals with high levels of self-efficacy will 

persist longer, try different strategies and give more effort.  This creates a mutually reinforcing 

cycle whereby more effort equals greater success and increased self-efficacy.  Achieving a task 

is usually accomplished by working hard rather than innate ability, and a strong sense of self-

efficacy can lead one to practice and continue trying.  Individuals with high levels of self-

efficacy tend to be more self-assured and do not become anxious or stressed when confronted 

with obstacles or initial failure.   

Risks.  In contrast, perceptions of poor self-efficacy can have disastrous effects (Bandura 

1986, 1993, 1997, 2001).  Individuals with low levels of self-efficacy may perceive tasks as 

more difficult than they actually are.  People who perceive themselves as incapable may set 

lower goals for themselves or choose not to pursue a particular task at all.  In addition, 

individuals with a low sense of efficacy for a specific task have a tendency to give up easily 
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when engaging in that task, often at the first set back.  Attempts at difficult tasks are frequently 

accompanied by doubt in one’s ability, somatic signs of stress, and self-defeating thoughts.  This 

can lead to a downward spiral, which may result in depression, anxiety, and lowered self-

efficacy.  

 Sources of efficacy information.  Individuals may consult various sources of information 

to determine whether or not one is capable of completing a specified task.  The four primary 

sources of self-efficacy information are performance attainments, vicarious experiences, social 

influence, and physiological state (Bandura 1986, 1993, 1997, 2001).  Each will be reviewed in 

turn. 

  Performance attainments, which consist of mastery experiences, are the most influential 

sources of self-efficacy information.  A successful performance raises an individuals’ sense of 

efficacy; whereas, a failed performance, particularly one in which failure was experienced early 

on despite great effort, will lead to a lowered sense of efficacy.   

 Vicarious experiences or observing the performances of others whose abilities are similar 

to your own is another valuable source of efficacy information.  This means that when you 

observe someone succeed at a task that you have never tried, you may become more willing to 

attempt a similar task in the future.  However, seeing someone fail, may lead to self-doubt and 

task avoidance.  Modeling is a weaker source of information than direct experience but can still 

have significant influence.  Modeling may also help an individual learn a better strategy after 

experiencing initial failure. 

 Verbal persuasion or social influence is a third source of efficacy information.  This may 

be the most often used yet least effective.  Well-meaning individuals many times attempt to 

convince others of their abilities and encourage them to try new things; however, this tactic 
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should be employed with care and caution.  When the verbal persuasion is realistic, it can 

improve a person’s sense of efficacy by decreasing self-doubt and increasing effort.  If the 

person is convinced to try hard enough to succeed, he may develop new skills and raise his sense 

of self-efficacy for the task.  In contrast, if the person is convinced to attempt a task and fails, he 

may not trust or believe the persuader.  In fact, the persuader may lose all future credibility. 

 The final source of efficacy information is physiological state.  People get cues from their 

physical bodies about their performance, and these may be interpreted in a variety of ways.  High 

achievers tend to view moderate somatic arousal as encouragement; whereas, low achievers 

often experience extreme levels of somatic arousal and find it to be debilitating.  Physical signs 

such as aches and pains, fatigue and windedness may be seen as indications of inefficacy 

(Bandura 1986, 1993, 1997, 2001).  One’s perspective influences whether or not somatic arousal 

is seen as beneficial or detrimental. 

 Work related performance.  Self-efficacy is a powerful determinant of human motivation 

contributing to our thoughts, behaviors, and emotions.  Making accurate judgments about our 

abilities are important in determining our life paths and goals.  Within the paradigm of POB, 

self-efficacy is defined as “one’s conviction (or confidence) about his or her abilities to mobilize 

the motivation, cognitive resources, and courses of action needed to successfully execute a 

specific task within a given context” (Stajkovic & Luthans, 1998b, p.66).  The terms self-

efficacy and confidence are used interchangeably.  Confident individuals are more likely to show 

initiative, be proactive rather than reactive, surmount obstacles, and invest effort in pursuing and 

mastering challenging tasks and goals (Luthans & Youssef, 2007).  Additionally, “confident 

individuals employ cognitive capacities such as symbolizing, forethought, observation, self-

regulation, and self-reflection toward the accomplishment of their goals” (Luthans & Youssef, 
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2007, p. 329).  Self-efficacy has been found to correlate strongly and positively to work 

performance (Stajkovic & Luthans, 1998a).  Additionally, the relationship between self-efficacy 

and work performance is moderated by both task complexity and situational factors (Stajkovic & 

Luthans, 1998a). 

Comparison of self-efficacy and optimism.  There are links between self-efficacy and 

optimism.  Self-efficacy is synonymous with confidence in one’s ability to complete a specific 

task, and doubt about one’s ability to complete a task can be equated with a lack of self-efficacy.  

While the construct of self-efficacy is associated with highly specific situations, optimism, on the 

other hand, is more generalized. During life in general, optimists have a tendency to persist when 

facing challenges even when difficulties or delays may arise making them more likely to attain 

goals.  Under similar circumstances, pessimists are more likely to give up and quit.  Optimism is 

generalized confidence (self-efficacy), and pessimism is generalized doubt (Carver, Scheier, & 

Segerstrom, 2010).  The construct of optimism will be reviewed in depth next. 

Optimism.  In this section, I will define optimism and explore the benefits of being 

optimistic.  Next, I will explain how an optimistic explanatory style can be a protective factor 

against learned helplessness, pessimism, and depression (Seligman, 2006).   

Definition and benefits of optimism. Optimism and pessimism should not be thought of as 

definitive categories with people fitting solely in one or the other.  It is more beneficial to 

consider people as lying along a continuum between highly pessimistic and highly optimistic.  

Most people have been found to be optimistic but to varying degrees (Solberg Nes & 

Segerstrom, 2009).  Absolute pessimists are a minority.  Dispositional optimism is defined in 

terms of generalized outcome expectancies (Scheier & Carver, 1985).  Optimists generally 

expect good things to happen to them, and pessimists anticipate bad experiences.   
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Indeed, being optimistic does confer many advantages and benefits.  Optimists have 

higher subjective well-being and experience less distress when confronting challenging 

circumstances such as starting college, dealing with a personal medical crisis, or acting as a 

caregiver for someone with a long-term illness (Carver, et. al., 2010).  Optimists employ better 

coping strategies focused on problem solving in controllable circumstances and acceptance in 

uncontrollable situations (Segerstrom & Solberg Nes, 2006).  Pessimists rely more on 

distraction, avoidance, and denial to cope.  Additionally, people with an optimistic outlook are 

more likely to engage in healthy behaviors and take a proactive role in disease prevention 

(Aspinwall & Brunhard, 1996).  Pessimism can lead people into self-destructive behaviors 

including alcoholism (Ohannessian, Hesselbrock, Tennen, & Affleck, 1993), social withdrawal 

when confronted with a health threat (Carver, Lehman, & Antoni, 2003), and suicide (Beck, 

Steer, Kovacs, & Garrison, 1985).  Physical health benefits and increased longevity have also 

been attributed to optimism most likely due to decreased stress response (Carver, et. al., 2010).  

Furthermore, there is some association between optimism and monetary wealth.  Living in 

poverty as a child is positively associated with higher levels of pessimism as an adult (Heinonen 

et al. (2006).  Law students with high levels of optimism are more likely to persist to degree 

completion (Solberg Nes, Evans, & Segerstrom, 2009) and earn a higher income (Segerstrom, 

2007).  In addition, optimistic people are more likely to create broader social networks with more 

friends and acquaintances (Brissette, Scheier, Carver, 2002; MacLeod & Conway, 2005) and 

have greater satisfaction within their intimate relationships (Srivastava, McGonigal, Richards, 

Butler, & Gross, 2006).  In addition to conferring specific benefits to individuals, optimism also 

acts as a protective factor against learned helplessness and depression. 
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Optimistic explanatory style as a protective factor.  Seligman’s earliest work was around 

“learned helplessness,” a term he coined to describe the behavioral response of dogs (Seligman, 

2006).  In his initial experiments, three dogs were yoked together.  Two of the three dogs 

received a mild electrical shock like a static electrical charge and one did not.  One of the dogs 

was given the means to control the shock and turn it off.  The other dog had no control over the 

shock.  After receiving this treatment for a period, all three dogs were placed in a shuttle box.  

One side of the box administered the mild shock, and the other side of the box was a shock free 

zone.  To escape the shock, the dogs simply had to jump over a low barrier in the middle of the 

box.  The dog that had control over the shock in the initial experiment as well as the dog that did 

not receive any shock in the initial experiment, quickly learned to jump over the barrier to the 

shock free zone.  The dog that had no control over the shock during the initial experiment, did 

not attempt to escape the shock, it simply lay down and gave up.  The dog had learned through 

conditioning that it was helpless to stop the shock and did not even attempt to do so in the new 

situation.   

Learned helplessness in people was discovered through a similar experiment with an 

annoying sound rather than a mild electrical shock.  In both experiments, there were people and 

animals that did not develop the learned helplessness response.  In the new situation, they were 

able to escape the shock or turn off the sound.  This called into question why some develop 

learned helplessness while others do not.  Select individuals do not give up or become helpless 

while, others do so quite easily.  Through this inquiry, the learned helplessness response was 

linked to pessimism and depression (Seligman, 2006).  The answer to why some give up and 

why others do not was found in their explanatory style, how people narrate their experiences of 

failure and success (Seligman, 2006).  Some narratives indicate pessimism and a tendency 
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towards learned helplessness and depression.  Other narratives indicate optimism and a healthy 

outlook on life.   

Pessimistic people tend to see failure as permanent; whereas, optimistic people see failure 

as a temporary setback (Seligman, 2006).  The words never and always frequent the pessimistic 

narrative.  When an optimistic person considers the pervasiveness of a failure experience, he 

only looks at a specific instance.  On the other hand, a pessimistic person has a tendency to 

generalize the experience in a universal manner to include all aspects of his life.  When the 

situation appears to be both permanent and pervasive, the pessimist loses all hope, becomes 

helpless, and begins to spiral into depression.  Finally, the pessimist engages in self-blame or 

internalization; whereas, the optimist tends to consider external circumstances as the cause of 

failure.  

Optimistic people tend to give themselves credit for the successes in their lives; whereas, 

pessimistic people see success as accidental or driven by an external force (Seligman, 2006).  

Optimists believe that success will be long lasting and permanent.  They believe the future holds 

mostly good things and many opportunities.  Pessimists believe that positive experiences will be 

short-term and that the next bad circumstance is just around the corner.  People with an 

optimistic outlook allow success in one area of their life to influence every aspect of their life, 

yet those with a pessimistic outlook do not.  

The cure to depression lies in changing one’s primary thought patterns from a pessimistic 

stance to one of optimism (Seligman, 2006).  Seeing life’s challenges as temporary, specific, and 

external allows a person to cope and move beyond the challenge; whereas, viewing the same 

concern as permeant, pervasive, and personal leads to a sense of helplessness, despair, and 

depression. 
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The cognitive component and goal orientation of hope theory (Snyder, 2002) are similar 

to that of optimism (Seligman, 2006).  However, hope differs from optimism in that emotions are 

discussed explicitly rather than implicitly.  Additionally, hope theory is focused on achieving 

positive, future outcomes; whereas, optimism seeks to avoid negative outcomes through goal-

directed thinking.  Hope will be considered next. 

Hope.  At the outset of this section, I will define hope (Snyder, 2002) explaining the role 

played by goals, pathways thinking, agency thinking, and emotions in detail.  I will conclude 

with the benefits of hopefulness.  Hope is defined as “the perceived capability to derive pathways 

to desired goals, and motivate oneself via agency thinking to use those pathways” (Snyder, 2002, 

p. 249).  In this definition, pathways refer to the thought process of understanding and 

anticipating causal sequences or routes to achieve one’s goals (Craig, 1943; Snyder, 2002).  In 

this theory of hope, thinking and cognition are central rather than emotion.  In contrast, others 

have theorized hope to be solely within the realm of emotion (Farina, Hearth, & Popvich, 1995).  

Hope differs from self-efficacy in that the former addresses capability to accomplish a specific 

goal.  Hope, in contrast to the specificity of self-efficacy, is more generalized and enduring 

referring to self-referential thoughts about one’s overall ability and motivation to fulfill any goal 

pursuits.  

Goals.  Goals are the cognitive anchor for hope theory providing “the targets of mental 

action sequences” (Snyder, 2002, p. 250).  The mental manifestation of goals varies from person 

to person and may be perceived as visual images, verbal descriptions, or both.  Goals may also 

be short-term or long-term in nature.  In order to generate hope, goals must be specific and 

valuable.  Vague or negligible goals are not likely to warrant sustained conscious thought.   
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In hope theory, there are two different types of goals (Snyder, 2002).  The first type is 

positive in nature and called approach goals.  Examples include setting a goal to own a home or 

complete a degree.  Approach goals include first time goals, sustenance of on-going goals, and 

increasing or improving upon a goal that was previously obtained.  The second type is negative 

in nature and involves avoiding altogether or delaying a negative outcome.  Examples include 

avoiding an automobile accident while driving or delaying the closure of a company.   

Goals can be further categorized as repair, maintenance, and enhancement goals (Snyder, 

2002).  Repair goals are negative in nature and attempt to fill a void in one’s life or overcome a 

tragedy.  In our day-to-day lives, we use maintenance goals to accomplish our daily living 

agendas; whereas, with enhancement goals, we build upon that which we’ve already 

accomplished.  Enhancement goals are often grandiose in nature.   

Within this theory of hope (Snyder, 2002), there is not merely one circumstance or 

situation that lends itself to hopeful thinking.  Rather hope can be found in all sorts of life 

moments.  Others have theorized that for hope to occur there must be some type of threat, 

damage, or deprivation (Lazarus, 1999).  Furthermore, for hope to be present, it is not necessary 

for the individual to be uncertain about goal attainment.  Accomplishing small, intermediate 

goals along the way actually fuels hope (Averill, Catlin, & Chon, 1990).  In addition, hope can 

occur in both circumstances where goal attainment is almost certain or in contrast virtually 

impossible (Snyder, 2002).  When pursuing goals, whether challenging or easy, one must 

determine which pathway to use.  Pathways thinking will be described next. 

Pathways thinking.  Our sense of time and ability to think about the past, present, and 

future allow us to plan routes to reach our goals (Snyder, 2002).  Goal setting involves trying to 

link our present reality to an imagined and hoped for future.  High hope individuals are able to 
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create specific pathways to reach their goals and have confidence in their chosen path; whereas, 

low hope individuals are less clear and lack confidence.  This makes high hope individuals more 

decisive.  Additionally, high hope individuals are flexible thinkers and able to find alternate 

paths when there is an obstacle or impediment.  People with low hope find it more difficult to 

overcome obstacles and are less flexible.  Developing a pathway to reach a goal is only one part 

of hopeful cognition.  Agency thinking is also required. 

Agency thinking.  Agency thought is “the perceived capacity to use one’s pathways to 

reach desired goals” (Snyder, 2002, p. 251).  Agency leads to motivation and positive self-talk 

which is essential to begin, continue, and complete the pursuit of a goal.  This is particularly 

important when someone encounters an obstacle.  High levels of agency help people to find and 

pursue alternate pathways.  People with low amounts of agency tend to give up on their goal 

pursuit when faced with an impediment. 

Emotions.  Emotions are the outcome of hopeful thinking and cognitive perception 

(Snyder, 2002).  Successful goal pursuits lead to positive emotions. This is true in cases where a 

person is able to achieve a goal with no impediment, and it is also true when an obstacle is 

overcome successfully.  Emotions influence how memories are stored with positive or negative 

associations for future goals based on past goals.  High hope individuals experience more 

enduring, positive emotions and have an upbeat attitude.  They are friendly, happy, and confident 

(Snyder, Sympson, Michael, & Cheavens, 2000) and have better coping strategies when stressed.  

At the outset of a goal pursuit, a high hope person is curious and energized.  Furthermore, they 

remain motivated and focused while pursuing the goal.  They engage in positive self-referential 

talk and enjoy the challenge of achieving the goal at hand. 
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Failure to reach one’s goals leads to negative emotions (Snyder, 2002).  Experiencing 

negative emotions, low hope individuals may become stressed, lethargic, and passive about 

developing and pursuing goals.  At the outset of goal pursuit, they feel apprehensive and 

uncertain.  Low hope individuals are more susceptible to stressors and more likely to disengage 

rather than develop an alternate pathway to goal achievement.  During goal pursuit, negative 

emotions lead to self-critical ruminations and attention is diverted from the goal.   

Benefits.  High hope individuals realize many benefits (Snyder, 2002).   They have higher 

academic achievement from elementary school through college and are more successful in high 

stress athletic competitions.  High hope individuals are more likely to engage in preventative 

health maintenance as well as in proactively addressing health concerns as they arise.  Finally, 

they are well adjusted psychologically.  Even high hope individuals experience challenges and 

disruptions in life.  When this happens, the next construct, resiliency, becomes of import. 

Resiliency.  In this section, I will begin by discussing the three phases of resiliency 

research and theory development.  In the first phase, researchers completed longitudinal studies 

of youth under long-term adverse circumstances to discover who was resilient and why.  The 

outcome of this research was a list of strengths, qualities, assets, or protective factors.  During 

the second phase, resiliency came to be defined more broadly, and researchers sought to find out 

how individuals acquire the protective factors.  The third phase of resiliency research looked at 

the internal motivational force within individuals that leads to successful reintegration from 

disruptions as well as to self-actualization.  Finally, I will describe how resiliency is 

conceptualized in the workplace. 

First phase.  Study of resiliency began with a longitudinal study of 200 children 

designated as high risk due to the following factors:  perinatal stress, poverty, daily instability, 
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and parental mental illness (Werner & Smith, 1992).  Many of the children overcame this 

adversity leading researchers to ask, “Why do many youth thrive despite challenging 

circumstances and hardships while others succumb to those experiences?”  The outcome of this 

initial study and subsequent research was a list of internal and external qualities, also known as 

strengths, protective factors, and developmental assets, found within thriving youth that helped 

them to survive adversity (Bensen, 1997; Garmezy, 1991; Garmezy, Masten, & Tellegen, 1984; 

Rutter, 1985; Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000; Werner & Smith, 1992). 

Second phase.  The next evolution of resiliency research sought to uncover the process 

for attaining the identified resilient qualities and answer the question, “How are protective 

factors developed?”  Resiliency grows out of a life disruption or paradigm shift followed by 

reintegration (Flach, 1988, 1998) and can be accessed through conscious or unconscious choice 

through the resiliency model (Richardson, Neiger, Jensen, & Kumpfer, 1990).   In this theoretical 

linear model, people go through the cyclical stages of biopsychospiritual (mind, body, and spirit) 

homeostasis, disruption, and reintegration.  This process is influenced by the interplay between 

stressors, adversity, and life events with protective factors.  Reintegration varies by choice and 

may result in the development of resiliency, a return to homeostasis, loss, or dysfunction.  Some 

disruptions lead to loss whereby people lose some hope, motivation, or drive as a result.  

Dysfunctional reintegration is when people resort to destructive behaviors such as substance 

abuse to deal with a disruption.  Chronic reintegration through loss and dysfunction leads to life 

digression.  One outcome of disruptions can be a return to homeostasis, which means to heal but 

not grow.  Avoiding disruptions altogether and thereby remaining in a constant and unchanging 

state of homeostasis is not desirable and leads to stagnation.  Resiliency is defined as “the 

process of coping with adversity, change, or opportunity in a manner that results in the 
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identification, fortification, and enrichment of resilient qualities or protective factors” 

(Richardson, 2002, p. 308).  This definition, with its implication for personal growth, contrasts 

with earlier conceptualizations of resiliency as the ability to simply recover or bounce back from 

disruptive events.  Disruptions, either planned (I.E. marriage, graduation, new job, etc.) or 

unplanned (I.E. death of loved one, loss of job, illness, etc.) that lead to resilient reintegration 

result in introspection, insight, interpersonal growth, and the acquisition of resilient qualities and 

are seen as a necessary to life progression.  

Third phase.  The third movement in resiliency study explores the internal energy source 

for reintegration and theorizes that there is an innate or spiritual source of resilience within every 

individual.  Resiliency theory holds that “there is a force within everyone that drives them to 

seek self-actualization, altruism, wisdom, and harmony with a spiritual source of strength.  This 

force is resilience…” (Richarson, 2002, p. 313).  Evidence for the theory is found in 

psychoneuroimmunology, philosophy, physics, psychology, Eastern medicine, and neuroscience. 

Workplace.  Drawing upon and expanding the three phases of resiliency research, 

positive psychology considers resiliency to be a common, ordinary capacity that can be learned 

(Masten, 2001; Masten & Reed, 2002).  Resilient individuals accept the reality of the situation, 

stay true to their values and beliefs, and are flexible and able to adapt to the unexpected (Coutu, 

2002).  Rather than viewing resiliency through a deficit or at-risk lens, it is construed as a natural 

and necessary component of life or work whether or not adversity is present.  Even growth 

opportunities that are positive in nature can be overwhelming and may require resiliency in a 

proactive manner.  For the workplace context, resiliency is defined as “the capacity to rebound or 

bounce back from adversity, conflict, failure, or even positive events, progress, and increased 

responsibility” (Luthans, 2002, p. 702).  The focus is not on merely bringing individuals back to 
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normal after adversity or challenge but to help them learn, improve, grow, and flourish as a result 

of the setback or adverse experience (Bonanno, 2004; Reivich & Shatte, 2002; Ryff & Singer, 

2003).  Highly resilient organizations adapt to changing circumstances in a positive manner and 

are characterized by continuous learning and improvement (Sutcliffe & Vogus, 2003).  In 

addition, resilient organizations are transparent with information and frequently assess their 

progress and performance (Weick & Sutcliffe, 2007).  Resiliency helps the organization function 

smoothly and move toward goals by minimizing errors and overcoming challenges (Weick & 

Sutcliffe, 2007).  Although a potent psychological resource on its own, resiliency is more 

powerful when combined with confidence, hope and optimism. 

 Psychological capital (PsyCap).  The four state-like psychological resource capacities of 

confidence (self-efficacy), hope, optimism, and resiliency work together as the multi-

dimensional, latent core construct of psychological capital (PsyCap) (Luthans, et. al., 2007).   

Each of the identified capacities that make up PsyCap are grounded in theory and research, can 

be validly measured, are relatively unique to the field of organizational behavior, are open to 

development (state-like), and have a positive impact on sustainable performance (Luthans, et. al., 

2006).  PsyCap is defined as  

an individual’s positive psychological state of development characterized by: (1) 
having confidence (self-efficacy) to take on and put in the necessary effort to 
succeed at challenging tasks; (2) making a positive attribution (optimism) about 
succeeding now and in the future; (3) persevering toward goals, and when 
necessary, redirecting paths to goals (hope) in order to succeed; and (4) when 
beset by problems and adversity, sustaining and bouncing back and even beyond 
(resilience) to attain success” (Luthans, et al. 2007, p. 3). 

 

Working in concert as the core construct of PsyCap rather than isolation, confidence (self-

efficacy), hope, optimism, and resiliency, have potential to add value to the workplace.   
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Capital has been considered under various lenses for workplace improvement (Luthans, 

F., Luthans, K., & Luthans, B., 2004).  Firstly, traditional economic capital, finances and 

tangible assets explain what you have.  Secondly, human capital such as experience, education, 

skills, knowledge and ideas show what you know.  Thirdly, social capital including relationships, 

network of contacts and friends, describe whom you know.  Positive psychological capital 

including confidence, hope, optimism, and resilience, expands these conceptualizations of capital 

by describing who you are and who you are becoming.  PsyCap has the potential to help leaders 

and employees grow from their actual selves into their best possible selves through training and 

development (Luthan, et. al., 2006).  Scholars within the field of educational leadership have 

made similar findings through their examination of successful principals.  

Principal traits.  There is some preliminary evidence that specific personal traits, 

dispositions, and personality characteristics help principals to succeed in leadership tasks.  A 

principal’s confidence or sense of efficacy has been found to positively impact leadership and 

decision-making practices (Leithwood, et. al., 2008).  In addition, successful principals keep an 

open mind and are willing to learn from others (Jacobson, et. al., 2005).  They employ creative 

and flexible problem-solving strategies while staying true to their core values.  Successful 

principals are persistent and relentlessly pursue learning and achievement for all students having 

high expectations for staff.  When problems arise, they are resilient and optimistic about success.  

The traits of confidence, optimism, and resiliency overlap between studies of principal leadership 

and psychological capital.  Furthermore, the traits of open-mindedness, flexibility, and 

persistence were found in successful principals.  In addition to identifying, psychological 

resource capacities, scholars of POB have also studied leadership theory, specifically the 

construct of authentic leadership, which will be explored next. 



54 
 

Authentic leadership.  Concerned by the lack of ethical leadership, which has led to 

highly publicized examples of corporate and political malfeasance, business leaders and 

leadership consultants have called for more authentic leadership (George, 2003; George & Sims, 

2007; Cashman, 2008).  Authenticity has roots in the Greek word, “authento” meaning, “to have 

full power” and to the Greek philosophical phrase, “Know thyself” (Gardner, Cogliser, Davis, & 

Dickens, 2011).  Furthermore, authenticity has been described as “owning one’s personal 

experiences, be they thoughts, emotions, needs, preferences or beliefs” (Harter, 2002, p. 382) as 

well as consistency between values, beliefs and actions (Kernis, 2003) which are guided by high 

moral character (Avolio & Gardner, 2005; Chan, Hannah, & Gardner, 2005; Eigel & Kuhnert, 

2005; Gardner, Avolio, Luthans, May & Walumba, 2005; Gardner, Avolio & Walumba, 2005; 

Hannah, Lester & Vogelgesang, 2005; Luthans & Avolio, 2003; May, Chan, Hodges & Avolio, 

2003).   

There have been many different conceptualizations of authentic leadership (for a 

comprehensive literature review see Gardner, et al., 2011); however, for purposes of this review, 

I will focus on the theory developed by scholars of POB who, drawing on Kernis (2003), define 

authentic leadership as follows:  

a pattern of leader behavior that draws upon and promotes both positive 
psychological capacities and a positive ethical climate, to foster greater self-
awareness, an internalized moral perspective, balanced processing of information, 
and relational transparency on the part of leaders working with followers, 
fostering positive self-development (Walumba, Avolio, Gardner, Wernsing & 
Peterson, 2008, p. 94). 

 
In this definition, psychological capacities and a positive ethical climate are not inherent 

components of the construct (George & Sims, 2007).  These factors do however help to 

foster authentic leadership just as authentic leadership helps to develop psychological 
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capacities in followers and a positive ethical climate within the workplace (Walumba, et. 

al. 2008).   

The four components of authentic leadership are self-awareness, internalized 

moral perspective, balanced processing of information, and relational transparency 

(Walumba, et. al. 2008).  Leaders who are self-aware understand their own strengths and 

weaknesses and how they impact others.  They are reflective about their paradigm or 

worldview, understanding how they derive meaning (Kernis, 2003).  Relational 

transparency refers to being open and honest in dealings with others.  When interacting 

with followers, leaders build trust by presenting their authentic or genuine self.  They are 

transparent with information and express their true opinions and thoughts without 

becoming overly or inappropriately emotional (Kernis, 2003).  When engaged in 

balanced processing, leaders look at all sides of an issue and analyze all relevant data, 

intentionally considering viewpoints that contrast with or oppose their own, before 

reaching a decision (Gardner, et. al., 2005).  An internalized moral perspective denotes an 

integrated and internalized form of self-regulation (Ryan & Deci, 2003) Being guided by 

personal ethical standards, a leader with an internalized moral perspective is not easily 

swayed by fads or pressures.  Instead, decisions are consistent with values and beliefs 

(Avolio & Gardner, 2005; Gardner, et. al., 2005). 

Authentic leaders are reflective seeking to understand their own leadership in 

order to serve others better (George, 2003).  They encourage diverse perspectives and 

develop collaborative relationships.  By acting in accordance with their own deeply held 

values and convictions, they are able to build trust and respect among followers 

(Walumba, et. al. 2008).   
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Scholars of educational leadership have recently begun to use authentic leadership 

theory to examine the work of principals in schools and their impact on teacher trust and 

engagement levels (Bird, Wang, Watson & Murray, 2010, 2012; Kulophas, Ruengtrakul 

& Wongwanich, 2015; Wang & Bird, 2011), teacher retention (Bird, Wang, Watson & 

Murray, 2012), withdrawal and citizenship behaviors (Shapira-Lishchinsky & Tsemach, 

2014), and academic optimism (Kulophas, et. al., 2015).  Scholars have also examined 

authentic leadership by superintendents with respect to budget building (Bird & Wang, 

2011) and school improvement (Bird, Dunaway, Hancock & Wang, 2013).  Teacher trust, 

engagement levels, and citizenship behaviors have been found to positively correlate with 

authentic leadership by the principal (Bird, et. al., 2010, 2012; Kulophas, et. al., 2015; 

Shapira-Lishchinsky & Tsemach, 2014; Wang & Bird, 2011). 

Summary 

In summary, positive organizational psychology holds promise for the work of 

principals and teachers in schools.  The latent core construct of psychological capital 

consisting of the state-like psychological resource capabilities of confidence (self-

efficacy), hope, optimism and resiliency has areas of convergence with traits found in 

successful principals as well as the construct of academic optimism.  Furthermore, 

authentic leadership has shown preliminary applicability to educational settings.  

Scholars of educational leadership encourage the future use of constructs from positive 

psychology as a lens for theory development in the field of education (Hoy and Tarter, 

2011).  The capacity of principals to impact student achievement through leadership and 

school effects will be examined in the next section of the literature review. 
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Principal Capacity to Impact Student Achievement through Leadership and School Effects 

In 1966, the U.S. Department of Education commissioned Coleman to conduct a study of 

school effects on student achievement.  His finding that students’ backgrounds and economic 

resources are the primary determinate of achievement, sparked debate and prompted further 

research with the aim of finding school effects that impact student learning despite the negative 

effects of low socioeconomic status.  In this review of the literature, I consider Effective Schools 

Research (Lezotte, et. al., 1974), school effects within the construct of academic optimism (Hoy, 

et. al., 2006a), and enabling bureaucracy concluding that schools do have the capacity to impact 

student achievement through a variety of factors including principal leadership (Leithwood, et. 

al., 2004; Robinson, et. al., 2009; Silins & Mulford, 2002; Waters, et. al., 2003).  Next, I examine 

instructional leadership (Hallinger, 2003) and transformational leadership (Bass, 1985; Burns, 

1978; Leithwood, 1994). Finally, I will describe successful principal practices (Leithwood & 

Jantzi, 2008). 

School Effects Influence Student Achievement  

 In this section, I will begin with a brief review of Effective Schools Research (Lezotte, et. 

al., 1974) followed by each of the components that make up academic optimism (Hoy, et. al., 

2006).  These are academic emphasis, collective faculty trust in parents and students, and 

collective teacher efficacy.   I will conclude with an explanation of academic optimism.  

Effective schools research.  Early research conducted two decades ago on effective 

school practices compared outlier schools, specifically high poverty, high minority, inner-city 

elementary schools with high levels of student achievement, with similar yet poorly performing 

schools (Lezotte, et. al., 1974).  The purpose of Effective Schools Research was to find positive 

school effects that overcome the negative effects of low socioeconomic status.  These studies 
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recommended lists of practices for effective schools including strong, directive instructional 

leadership by the principal; a safe, orderly environment; a clear and focused mission, and data-

driven instruction.  Furthermore, characteristics such as parental involvement, high expectations 

by the teacher, and student time on task were also considered important.  Subsequent to this 

research, schools and districts began to use the Correlates of Effective Schools (i.e. Lezotte, et. 

al., 1974) as a checklist to evaluate their current condition and write plans for improvement.  In 

addition, leadership preparation programs taught the Correlates of Effective Schools to aspiring 

principals.  Although Effective Schools Research described the characteristics found in outlier 

schools, it did not explain how to develop these characteristics in low performing schools where 

they were not already present (Purkey and Smith, 1983).  This gap led to further research and to 

findings of additional school effects, such as academic optimism, that impact student 

achievement despite the negative effects of low socioeconomic status and are replicable in other 

settings (Bandura, 1993; Goddard, et. al., 2000; Tschannen-Moran, & Barr, 2004).  The second-

order latent construct of academic optimism consists of three school effects including academic 

emphasis, collective faculty trust in students and parents, and collective teacher efficacy.   

 Academic emphasis.  Through the study of school climate factors, framed as 

organizational health (Hoy & Feldman, 1987; Hoy, Tarter, & Kottkamp, 1991), academic 

emphasis was found to be positively and consistently correlated to student achievement (Hoy, 

Tarter & Bliss, 1990; Hoy, et. al., 1991) regardless of school level and socioeconomic status 

(Alig-Mielcarek & Hoy, 2005; Hoy & Hannum, 1997; Hoy, et. al., 1998; Hoy & Sabo, 1998).  

Academic emphasis measures a school’s drive for academic excellence stressing lofty yet 

achievable goals and a serious learning environment in which teachers and students respect high 

achievers (Hoy, 2012).  When academic emphasis is present teachers hold high expectations 
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believing that students can learn and achieve.  Additionally, they provide academic rigor 

combined with individualized supports and accountability.  After finding the link between 

academic emphasis and student achievement, researchers began to look for other school effects 

with similar results such as trust. 

 Collective faculty members’ trust in students and parents.  Collective trust is defined 

as follows: “Collective trust is a state in which groups are willing to make themselves vulnerable 

to others and take risks with full confidence that others will respond in positive ways, that is, 

with benevolence, reliability, competence, honesty, and openness” (Hoy, 2012, p. 81).  In this 

definition, there are five essential facets of trust that act together in a coordinated manner.  

Benevolence refers to the belief that the trusted person will act with good intent and not attempt 

to cause harm.  Reliability combines predictability and benevolence so that one can rely on the 

trusted party to readily act in a positive and expected manner; whereas, competence means that 

the trusted party is capable and has the skills required to carry out the needed action.  Another 

component, honesty, is essential to trust and denotes authenticity, truthfulness, and honor.  

Finally, openness indicates transparency of intentions and actions.  In schools, it is important for 

teachers to trust students to learn and parents to support educational efforts.  Collective faculty 

trust in students and parents is correlated to student achievement in elementary schools even 

when controlling for socioeconomic status (Bryk & Schneider, 2002; Goddard, 2001; Goddard, 

et. al., 2009; Hoy, 2002; Tarter & Hoy, 2004; Tschannen-Moran, 2004).  In addition to 

increasing student achievement, collective faculty trust in parents and students promotes a sense 

of organizational justice and fairness within the school. (Hoy & Tarter, 2004).  

Collective teacher efficacy.  Human agency, the basis for Bandura’s social cognitive 

theory, addresses how people exercise control over their lives at both the individual and 
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collective levels.  Central to this idea is efficacy, defined as “belief in one’s capabilities to 

organize and execute a course of action required to produce attainment” (Bandura, 1997, p. 3).  

Highly efficacious individuals and groups are inherently motivated and persist more to attain 

goals despite obstacles.  Conversely, low levels of efficacy can lead to hopelessness and 

demoralization where apathy, discontent, and powerlessness fuel inaction or acquiescence 

(Bandura, 1986). 

The concepts of self and collective efficacy have been applied to the work of educators.  

Teacher efficacy refers to a teacher’s perception of his or her ability to help students learn.  

Highly efficacious teachers possess many positive teaching habits (Tschannen-Moran and Barr, 

2004.  For example, these motivated and enthusiastic teachers have high expectations and set 

challenging benchmarks with incentives for their students’ learning.  Highly efficacious teachers 

also, give struggling learners additional help, provide encouragement rather than criticism and 

work with them for longer periods undaunted.  Their classroom instruction reflects quality 

planning, varied instructional strategies, increased student time on task, and effective classroom 

management.  They are also more likely to solicit parental involvement.  Overall, teacher 

efficacy leads to more innovative teaching and increased student learning (Goddard, et. al., 

2004). 

 Teachers with low levels of self-efficacy experience less success in teaching (Tschannen-

Moran and Barr, 2004).  When students do not learn, less efficacious teachers simply relent, 

often blaming the child or the parent for the failure.  They have low expectations for students and 

spend less time on academic tasks.  Teachers with low levels of self-efficacy tend to have poor 

classroom management skills, experience apathy, and often leave the teaching profession. 
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 Collective teacher efficacy, defined as “the judgment of the teachers that the faculty as a 

whole can organize and execute actions required to have a positive effect on students,” 

(McGuigan & Hoy, 2006, p. 207) is related to teacher self-efficacy.  Several researchers have 

looked at the effects of aggregated teacher self-efficacy and found results to substantiate this 

relationship (Hoy, Sweetland, & Smith, 2002).  Simply aggregating the self-efficacy of teachers 

might be one way to measure the collective teacher efficacy of a school.  However, Bandura 

(1993) posits that aggregating individual teacher efficacy to the school level measures something 

that is different from collective teacher efficacy.  Individual teachers may have confidence in 

their own abilities within their classroom but may not believe that their colleagues will work 

collaboratively to accomplish the school’s mission.  Therefore, researchers have constructed 

specific instruments to measure collective teacher efficacy (Bandura, 1993; Goddard, et. al., 

2000). 

 Bandura (1993) was the first to find significant empirical evidence that collective teacher 

efficacy positively impacts student achievement independent of students’ socioeconomic status.  

Bandura concluded that: 

Adverse student body characteristics influence schools’ academic attainments 
more strongly by altering faculties’ beliefs about their collective efficacy to 
motivate and educate their students than through direct effects on school 
achievement.  Indeed, with staffs who firmly believe that, by their determined 
efforts, students are motivatable and teachable whatever their background, 
schools heavily populated with minority students of low socioeconomic status 
achieve at the highest percentile ranks based on national norms of language and 
mathematical competencies (Bandura, 1993, p. 143). 

 
Furthermore, his research showed that the impact of collective teacher efficacy actually exceeds 

the effects of socioeconomic status.  This was considered groundbreaking research disputing 

earlier findings that schools have little effect on achievement for students from low-income 

family households (Hoy, et. al., 2002).    
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Subsequent research confirmed Bandura’s (1993) findings that collective teacher efficacy 

increases student achievement and is more influential than socioeconomic status (Goddard, et. 

al., 2000; Goddard, LoGerfo, Hoy, 2004).  “Teachers in schools with high collective efficacy do 

not accept low student achievement as an inevitable byproduct of low socioeconomic status, lack 

of ability, or family background” (Tschannen-Moran & Barr, 2004, p. 192).  Educators in 

schools with high collective teacher efficacy can overcome the negative effects of low 

socioeconomic status to help children learn and achieve at high levels.  

Academic optimism.  Academic emphasis, efficacy, and trust are collective, school-level 

variables that work together as the second-order latent construct of academic optimism (Hoy, et. 

al., 2006a, 2006b).  This construct is grounded in the positive psychology theories of hope and 

learned optimism (Seligman 1991, 1998).  Both efficacy and trust contain a collective sense of 

hope, possibility, or optimism for the future.  “Academic emphasis gave collective optimism in 

the school a focus on academics; hence, the name academic optimism” (Hoy, 2012, p. 84).  

Other scholars have reached parallel conclusions.  Byrk and Schneider (2002) in their 

study of twelve public elementary schools in Chicago found that relational trust between teachers 

and parents, teachers and students, and among school colleagues leads to consistency of 

expectations, cohesiveness of effort, and increased student achievement.  They further found that 

trust fosters organizational conditions including a “can do” attitude by teachers (similar to 

collective efficacy), inclusion of and cooperation with parents (similar to collective faculty trust 

in parents and students), and a professional community that incorporates collaboration among 

faculty to create high academic expectations and standards (similar to academic emphasis).  

Having multiple scholars reach analogous findings leads credence to the theory of academic 

optimism (Hoy, 2012). 
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The triadic construct of academic optimism contains cognitive, affective, and behavioral 

components (Hoy, 2012).  Collective efficacy, beliefs about the faculty members’ ability to teach 

students are cognitive in nature; whereas, faculty members’ trust in parents and students is an 

affective response.  Combining efficacy with trust leads to academic emphasis or the behavior of 

faculty, students, and parents necessary for achievement and learning (Hoy, 2012).  The three 

factors that make up academic optimism work together and reinforce one another.  For example, 

when teachers have high levels of trust in students and parents, they are more likely to hold 

rigorous academic standards leading to academic emphasis, which in turn reinforces a sense of 

collective efficacy due to increased student achievement.   

Research of outlier schools and studies of academic optimism both found school effects 

that minimize the negative effects of low socioeconomic status.  Awareness that schools do have 

the capacity to influence student achievement despite disparity of socioeconomic status led to 

further research and an examination of the principal’s role in creating a school climate that 

enables and facilitates teaching and learning. 

Enabling bureaucracy.  As leaders, principals work within the formalized structure or 

traditional bureaucracy (Weber, 1947) of the school.  Within a school setting, there is a clear 

power hierarchy with the principal at the top having direct authority and evaluative responsibility 

over teachers and other employees.  Similar to other bureaucracies, schools have rules and 

procedures governing every aspect of the work of teachers and students.  For example, there are 

set schedules, predetermined curricula, and formal handbooks.  Paperwork abounds with forms 

for attendance, grading, and lesson planning.  There is also clear division of labor with categories 

such as administration, faculty, and support staff.  Despite commonality as bureaucracies 
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(McGuigan & Hoy, 2006), schools differ in terms of structure and processes as well as in terms 

of quality and effectiveness.   

Bureaucracies have been highly criticized for creating unnecessary rigidity and 

conformity (Gouldner, 1954; Merton, 1957), distorting and blocking communication (Blau & 

Scott, 1962), stifling innovation and reducing satisfaction (Arches, 1991; Kakabadse, 1986), 

alienating and exploiting employees (Aiken & Hage, 1968; Scott, 1998), and for being 

unresponsive to stakeholders (Coleman, 1974; Scott, 1998).  In addition, feminists view 

bureaucracies as male inventions emphasizing competition, power, and hierarchy over the 

feminine values of collaboration, care, and equality (Ferguson, 1984).  Within school settings, 

state bureaucracies are faulted for impeding progress at the local level (Hoy & Sweetland, 2001).  

In stark contrast, scholars have also found positive attributes including enhancement of employee 

satisfaction and commitment (Michaels, Cron, Dubinsky, & Joachimsthaler, 1988; Snizek & 

Bullard, 1983; Stevens, Diederiks, & Philipsen, 1992; Stigler & Stevenson, 1992), increased 

innovation (Craig, 1995; Damanpour, 1991), reduced role conflict (Senatra, 1980), enhanced 

performance (Jackson & Schuler, 1985; Podsakoff, Williams, & Todor, 1986), and lessened 

alienation (Moeller & Charters, 1966).    

The concept of enabling bureaucracy (Adler, 1999, 2003; Adler & Borys, 1996) offers 

insight into this apparent difference of findings.  Rather than label all bureaucracy as inherently 

dysfunctional, Adler and Borys (1996) challenged conventional wisdom uncovering aspects of 

bureaucracy that serve useful functions within organizations.  In particular, they examined 

characteristics of formalization; rules, procedures and instructions; determining that certain 

aspects of formalization enable workers whereas others coerce.  In their view, enabling 

procedures build organizational memory, recording best practices, and distributing new learning 
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throughout the organization (Adler & Borys, 1996; Levitt & March, 1988; Walsh & Ungson, 

1991). Similarly, Blau (1995) found that within bureaucracies there can be good procedures that 

become valuable resources for professionals.  According to Adler and Borys (1996), enabling 

procedures provide users with insight into the process and reason for the rules.  Furthermore, 

users often have a role in creating and refining the procedures.  Additionally, enabling 

procedures include clear metrics for employees to evaluate their own performance.  In contrast, 

coercive procedures are designed to force reluctant employees into compliance and thus become 

a substitute for commitment (Adler & Borys, 1996; Walton, 1985).  Such procedures list duties 

and sanctions without giving a rationale.  They are created more to aide supervisors in 

enforcement rather than to assist employees with job completion and refinement (Adler & Borys, 

1996).  

Building upon this work, Adler (1999, 2003) examined enabling formalization, such as 

clear metrics and explicit structures, within the context of a software development firm.  He 

found that enabling bureaucracy enhances commitment, productivity and creativity while 

reducing stress in a high trust environment where employees collaborate to develop the rules and 

procedures leading to strong professional communities.  To be successful, the procedures must 

be designed to guide work processes rather than hinder creativity.  Furthermore, there must be 

extensive differentiation for various jobs and intensive efforts towards integration. 

The conceptual understanding of enabling bureaucracy (Adler & Borys, 1996) has been 

modified and applied to the school setting (Hoy, 2003; Hoy & Sweetland, 2000, 2001; 

McGuigan, 2005; McGuigan & Hoy, 2006).  Focusing on two aspects of bureaucracy, 

formalization and centralization, scholars sought to measure enabling and coercive structures 

within schools.  For this purpose, formalization was defined as the degree of the school’s 
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reliance on formal rules, regulations, and procedures.  Centralization was defined as the extent to 

which principals share decision-making and problem solving with teachers (Hoy & Sweetland, 

2000, 2001; Hoy, 2003).  Initially, considered as separate aspects of bureaucracy, formalization 

and centralization were found to be highly correlated and varied along a bi-polar continuum from 

enabling to hindering (Hoy & Sweetland, 2000).   

In schools with enabling formalization, teachers have input into the creation of rules and 

processes, which embody a common set of expectations and make sense to all (Sinden, et. al., 

2004).  There is a flexible application of rules with a focus on problem solving and learning from 

mistakes.  In contrast, coercive rules are highly prescriptive, punitive, and unbending.  

Procedures that enable the work of teaching and learning are prioritized; whereas, those that 

hinder this work are modified or eliminated. 

There is a clear contrast between formalization that is enabling versus hindering.  For 

example, in an enabling school, educators delight in the unexpected, view problems as 

opportunities, and value differences of opinion; whereas, in a hindering school, educators fear 

the unexpected, view problems as obstacles, and demand consensus.  When enabling procedures 

are in place, teachers engage in interactive dialogue, learn from their mistakes, and trust one 

another.  In contrast, when hindering policies rule, two-way communication is frustrated, 

mistakes are punished, and rules are blindly followed. 

Within this paradigm, centralization itself is not viewed as negative or something to be 

eliminated.  Rather, the focus is on the kind of authority exercised by formal leaders (Sinden, et. 

al., 2004).  In enabling environments, the principal is supportive and focused on facilitating 

growth and success rather than coercing compliance.  There is a high level of trust between 

teachers and between teachers and the principal.  Enabling schools empower teachers, decreasing 
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role conflict, increasing professionalism and deferring curricular and instructional decisions to 

teacher expertise.  Principals and teachers within enabling schools focus on solving problems 

collaboratively and flexibly.  In this environment, actors are open and honest having truthful and 

authentic interactions.  Within a coercive context, the principal’s role is to ensure outward 

compliance often at the expense of commitment.  Coercive environments lack transparency in 

communications and often involve truth spinning. 

As with formalization, there is a clear contrast between enabling and hindering hierarchy.  

Principals who enable the work of teachers create collaborative environments, encourage 

cooperation, and facilitate problem solving; whereas, principals who hinder the work of teachers 

are autocratic, promote control, and frustrate problem-solving efforts.  Enabling principals are 

flexible, encourage innovation, and protect teachers thereby creating a safe environment for risk-

taking and new learning.  On the other hand, hindering principals are rigid, discourage change, 

and discipline subordinates. 

Principals’ actions matter.  As the leader of the school, the principal determines whether 

the bureaucratic processes within the school enable or hinder the work of teachers (Hoy, 2003; 

Sinden, et. al., 2004).  The principal is responsible for how the school is organized and how it 

operates (McGuigan & Hoy, 2006).  “Principals in an enabling school find ways to help teachers 

succeed rather than being obsessed with control and compliance” (Hoy, 2003, p. 92).  In 

addition, scholars have found that principals who create a school climate characterized by 

enabling structure enhance academic optimism (McGuigan & Hoy, 2006).   

Principal leadership.  Today, researchers and school practitioners agree that 

schools do impact student achievement through a variety of factors including principal 

leadership (Leithwood, et. al., 2004; Robinson, et. al., 2009; Silins & Mulford, 2002; 
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Waters, et. al., 2003).  In fact, quality teaching is the only school level factor that 

influences student achievement more than effective principal leadership (Hallinger & 

Heck, 1996; Leithwood, et. al., 2008; Leithwood, et. al., 2004).   Having effective 

principal leadership has the greatest impact in high poverty schools (Leithwood, et. al., 

2004).  Whereas affluent students may learn and achieve at high levels without effective 

principal leadership, it is essential for students in high poverty schools.  

Understanding of school leadership has evolved over time.  In the next section, I will 

review instructional leadership (Hallinger, 2003) and show how critiques of this model led to 

transformational leadership (Bass, 1985; Burns, 1978; Leithwood, 1994), the most common type 

of leadership practiced in schools today (Hallinger, 2003).  Lastly, I will describe successful 

leadership practices built upon aspects of both instructional and transformational leadership 

theories.  (Hallinger & Heck, 2002; Leithwood, et. al., 2008; Leithwood & Jantzi, 2008). 

 Instructional leadership.  Instructional leadership (Hallinger, 2003) was 

developed in response to Effective Schools Research (e.g. Lezotte, et. al., 1974) 

conducted in poor urban elementary schools.  Instructional leadership was popular in the 

1980s and was the model of choice for training educational leaders during that time 

(Hallinger, 2003).  Hallinger’s model of instructional leadership is the most well defined 

and researched (Leithwood, et. al., 2004).  It consists of three sets of leadership 

dimensions including:  defining the school’s mission, managing the instructional 

program, and promoting a positive learning climate.  In this model, principals define the 

school’s academic mission by framing and communicating school improvement goals.  

They manage the instructional program by supervising and evaluating instruction, 

coordinating curriculum, and monitoring student progress.  Finally, they promote a 
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positive school climate by protecting instructional time, promoting professional 

development, maintaining high visibility, and providing incentives for both teaching and 

learning.   

 Instructional leadership is a top-down model in which the principal is seen as a 

charismatic expert and takes a leadership role in curriculum and instruction working 

directly with teachers to improve teaching and learning (Hallinger, 2003).  Instructional 

leaders serve as change agents within the school, influencing and improving the 

curriculum and instruction delivered by teachers.  One of the goals of the instructional 

leader is to standardize the practice of teaching and learning across the school (Marks & 

Printy, 2003).  The principal accomplishes this task through supervising and evaluating 

teachers’ performance during classroom instruction, by coordinating and aligning the 

school’s curriculum, and by monitoring students’ academic progress (Marks & Printy, 

2003).  A culture of continuous learning is characterized by high expectations and clearly 

articulated standards for student learning (Marks & Printy, 2003).  Principals create and 

communicate school improvement goals that are focused on improving student 

achievement (Hallinger, 2003).   

 Strong directive principal leadership is one of the primary characteristics of 

instructional leadership and was deemed necessary due to the inherent challenges found 

in high poverty schools (Hallinger, 2003; Marks & Printy 2003).  Critiques of this model, 

which primarily focus on the lack of teacher empowerment, due to the top-down nature 

of instructional leadership, led to the adaptation of a business model of transformational 

leadership for educational settings by Leithwood (1994). 
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 Transformational leadership.  Transformational leadership was first created for 

use in political arenas (Burns, 1978) and later adapted for leaders in social organizations 

(Bass, 1985).  Leaders operating under transformational leadership utilize the following:  

idealized influence, inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation, and individualized 

consideration to lead their organizations to high levels of performance (Bass & Riggio, 

2006).  Leaders practicing idealized influence build trust and respect in team members 

encouraging them to accept changes necessary for organizational improvement.  

Inspirational motivation involves creating and communicating a compelling vision for the 

organization’s future.  Followers are inspired and motivated to solve problems and seek 

solutions.  The leader uses intellectual stimulation to encourage creative problem solving 

with open-minded solutions.  Finally, the leader provides individualized consideration to 

meet the specific and unique needs of team members.  In so doing, the leader nurtures the 

strengths of others while providing opportunities for growth. 

In response to the restructuring era of the 1990s, transformational leadership, as modified 

for educational settings (Leithwood, 1994), has become the preferred school leadership style 

(Hallinger, 2003).  Principals practicing transformational leadership encourage shared decision-

making and collaboration among teachers.  They also develop human resources, capacity for 

improvement, and provide intellectual direction.  With this approach to school improvement, the 

collaborative efforts of the professionals within the school lead to organizational innovation.  

The principal’s goal is to facilitate capacity for school improvement through teacher 

collaboration rather than to change specific teaching practices.  Improving professional capacity 

through transformational leadership indirectly affects student outcomes by influencing 
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perceptions of organizational learning, teacher commitment, and school characteristics 

(Leithwood & Jantzi, 2008; Ross & Gray, 2006).  

 Building upon aspects of both instructional and transformational leadership, Leithwood 

and Jantzi (2008) describe four successful leadership practices, which include:  setting direction, 

developing people, redesigning the organization and managing the instructional program. These 

practices are used as the theoretical framework for the International Successful School 

Principalship Project (ISSPP) which involves a multi-nation, collaborative research team 

operating from a mutually agreed upon study protocol (Leithwood, 2005).  The goal of the 

project is to better understand what successful principals do regardless of context, as well as to 

better understand the differences that occur because of context.  Now the longest running 

international project for the study of successful principal practices, the project grew out of initial 

research of head teachers in England.  The project began in its present form with a meeting of 

eight countries including Australia, Canada, China, Denmark, England, Norway, Sweden, and 

the United States at the University of Nottingham in the United Kingdom in 2001.  The project 

continues to grow and has gained additional partners over time.  These practices will also be 

used as a component of the conceptual framework for this study and will be reviewed in detail 

next. 

Successful leadership practices.  I will describe each of the successful leadership 

practices, which include:  building vision and setting direction, understanding and developing 

people, redesigning the organization and managing the teaching and learning program (Hallinger 

& Heck, 2002; Leithwood, et. al., 2008; Leithwood & Jantzi, 2008).   

Building vision and setting direction.   In working to create a successful school climate, 

the principal must first create a shared sense of purpose, often referred to as a vision.  To do this, 
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the principal communicates an inspiring view of the future, creates challenging yet achievable 

goals for school improvement, and sets high expectations for the performance of teachers and the 

achievement of students (Leithwood, et. al., 2008).  Developing a shared sense of purpose for the 

organization is essential to motivation and requires the principal to communicate effectively and 

provide ongoing guidance to faculty in order to ensure organizational alignment (Leithwood & 

Jantzi, 2008; Leithwood, et. al., 2004). 

 Understanding and developing people.  Teachers have the most direct influence on 

student learning; therefore, their craft must be continuously improved.  The principal not only 

focuses on the knowledge and skill set of teachers needed to accomplish the school’s goals, but 

also on dispositional factors such as commitment, capacity and resilience to persist towards goal 

attainment (Leithwood, et. al., 2008).  The principal develops people through individualized 

assistance and support, by fostering intellectual stimulation and by modeling appropriate values 

and behaviors (Bass & Avolio, 1994; Gray, 2000; Harris & Chapman, 2002; Leithwood & Jantzi, 

2008; Leithwood, et. al., 2004).   

 Redesigning the organization.  Well-managed, sustainable organizations are collaborative 

in nature; therefore, the principal should redesign the school to provide the structure, time, and 

support necessary for teachers to come together to improve teaching and learning.  Through 

development of a professional learning community, educators work in teams rather than in 

isolation to solve problems, plan lessons, and assess student learning (Leithwood & Jantzi, 2008; 

Leithwood, et. al., 2004).  Shared leadership is required (Marks & Louis, 1997; Marks & Printy, 

2003) and is best accomplished through collaboration by the principal and a team of teaching 

professionals (Marks & Nance, 2007).  Sharing leadership through professional community 

allows teachers to make the most of their motivations, commitments, and capacities (Leithwood, 
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et. al., 2008).  Principals should also build productive relationships with parents and the 

community and connect the school to its wider environment (Leithwood, et. al., 2008).    

Managing the teaching and learning program.  The final category, managing the 

teaching and learning program, involves developing the routines, structures, and procedures that 

make organizational change possible.  The principal staffs the school, provides support for 

teachers, monitors student achievement and the instructional program, and buffers staff from 

external demands that are not related to the school’s priorities and improvement goals (Dukem, 

2004; Leithwood & Jantzi, 2008).  Monitoring of curriculum and lesson plans by the principal 

helps to ensure appropriate curriculum implementation and alignment (Glatthorn and Jailail, 

2009).  

Summary 

In summary, principals have the capacity to influence the academic optimism of teachers 

through enabling bureaucracy and successful leadership practices; however, further 

understanding is needed.  Therefore, in the next section, the tenets, propositions, and 

assumptions from positive psychology, principal leadership, and academic optimism are merged 

into a conceptual framework, which will guide my proposed exploratory case study of how 

principal leadership can affect a climate of academic optimism among faculty within the context 

of public elementary schools in southern Arizona who work with students from low-income 

family households and positively impact their achievement.   

Conceptual Framework  

This section develops a conceptual framework incorporating selected theories of positive 

psychology, social cognitive theory, organization theory and leadership theories in education 

(See Figure I: Conceptual Framework).  According to Yin (2003), “Theory development prior to 
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the collection of any case study data is an essential step in doing case studies.”  The concepts, 

tenets, and propositions of these theories are reviewed from psychological, sociological, 

corporate, and educational leadership perspectives.  The proposed framework focuses on, 

capacities and practices, two aspects of leadership that may be successfully employed to increase 

the academic optimism (Hoy, 2012; Hoy & Miskel, 2005; Hoy, et. al., 2006a, 2006b) of the 

faculty as a collective. 

As a principal, both who you are and what you do matters.  To be successful, a principal 

must embody the psychological capital capacities of hope, confidence, optimism, and resiliency 

(Luthans, et. al., 2007); as well as be open-minded, flexible, and persistent (Jacobson, et. al., 

2005).   Additionally, authentic leaders are self-aware and have an internalized moral perspective 

(Walumba, et. al., 2008).  For clarification, the emphasis within this conceptual framework, as is 

consistent with positive organizational behavior, is not upon fixed traits or talents that are 

inherent and therefore unchangeable but rather on state-like capacities that can be a source of 

improvement and learned through professional development and experience (Luthans, et. al., 

2007).  However, the development of personal capacities alone is insufficient; a principal’s 

actions or practices are equally important.    For example, a principal determines whether the 

bureaucracy within a school will hinder or enable the work of teachers (McGuigan & Hoy, 

2006).  Principals who seek to create enabling bureaucracy facilitate problem solving, 

cooperation, and collaboration.  They apply rules and procedures flexibly and protect participants 

so that they feel safe in taking risks as necessary for innovation to occur.  As authentic leaders, 

principals are transparent and honest in their relations with others (Walumba, et. al., 2008).  

Furthermore, they engage in balanced processing by looking at all sides of an issue and 

considering multiple viewpoints.  Finally, principals engage in successful leadership practices 
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including:  building vision and setting direction, understanding and developing people, 

redesigning the organization to facilitate collaborative professional community, and managing 

the teaching and learning program (Hallinger & Heck, 2002; Leithwood, et. al., 2008; Leithwood 

& Jantzi, 2008).  

As the leader of the school, the principal is responsible for developing a climate of 

academic optimism or professional community (McGuigan & Hoy, 2006).  This triadic construct 

includes the cognitive component of collective efficacy which is the shared belief and confidence 

of the faculty in their ability to achieve academic success (Hoy, 2012; Hoy & Miskel, 2005; Hoy, 

et. al., 2006a, 2006b).  Relational trust among faculty, students, and parents to cooperate in the 

educational process is the affective component.  Finally, academic emphasis is the behavioral 

enactment of efficacy and trust leading to high standards and expectations.  Thoughts, feelings, 

and actions reinforce the construct of academic optimism with the principal setting the tone and 

leading the way. 
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My conceptual framework is represented in a diagram demonstrating the relationship 

between principal leadership and academic optimism.  At the center of the framework is a Venn 

diagram indicating that principal leadership is a combination of “who you are” and “what you 

do.”  State-like capacities from psychological capital (Luthans, et. al., 2007), authentic leadership 

(Walumba, et. al., 2008), and studies of effective principals (Leithwood, et. al., 2008; Jacobson, 

et. al., 2005) all contribute to defining the principal’s personal capacities with arrows pointing 

toward the “who you are” side of the diagram.  Whereas, practices detailed in enabling 

bureaucracy (Adler, 1999, 2003; Adler & Borys, 1996; Hoy, 2003; Hoy & Sweetland, 2000, 

2001; McGuigan, 2005; McGuigan & Hoy, 2006), authentic leadership (Walumba, et. al., 2008) 

and educational leadership (Hallinger & Heck, 2002; Leithwood, et. al. 2008; Leithwood & 

Jantzi, 2008) contribute to the behavioral component of principal leadership with arrows pointing 

toward the “what you do” side of the diagram.  Of note, authentic leadership theory includes both 

capacities and practices (Walumba, et. al., 2008).  Academic optimism is represented by a 

triangle at the bottom of the diagram with arrows showing that each of the components including 

academic emphasis, collective efficacy, and faculty trust are mutually reinforcing and represent 

the behavioral, cognitive, and affective components of the overall construct (Hoy, 2012; Hoy & 

Miskel, 2005; Hoy, et. al., 2006a, 2006b).  Since contextual elements are an important 

consideration in climate, high poverty elementary school context is placed within the center of 

the triangle. A large arrow pointing from the Venn diagram to the triangle indicates that 

academic optimism is an outcome of principal leadership (McGuigan & Hoy, 2006). 

The conceptual framework suggests that principal leadership is a combination of 

capacities and practices that can lead to the development of academic optimism within the 

specific context of public elementary schools serving students from low-income family 
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households.  The conceptual framework structured the dissertation study.  The research design 

and methodology are explained in Chapter 3. 
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Chapter 3 

METHODOLOGY 

Children from low-income family households face unique learning challenges (Fusarelli, 

2015; Harris, 2007; Katsnelson, 2015; Wagmiller, 2015).  Educators are compassionate and want 

to help all students succeed.  Unfortunately, most educators have not been able to close the 

achievement gap between students from low-income family households and their peers from 

more affluent families (Fusarelli, 2015; Harris, 2007).  Scholars have found that academic 

optimism, a construct rooted in positive psychology, raises student achievement even when 

socioeconomic status is considered as a factor (Hoy, 2012; Hoy & Miskel, 2005; Hoy, et. al., 

2006a, 2006b).  Although there is wide agreement that principal leadership is important for 

student achievement (Leithwood, et. al., 2004; Robinson, et. al., 2009; Silins & Mulford, 2002; 

Waters, et. al., 2003), as well as some evidence that principals who enable professional 

community enhance academic optimism (McGuigan & Hoy, 2006), there is much yet to learn 

about how principals build academic optimism among teachers.   

The purpose of this exploratory case study is to examine how successful principal 

leadership in high performing public elementary schools construct academic optimism among 

faculty members to improve achievement of the proportion of students from low-income family 

households. 

This chapter outlines the design and methodology for this qualitative case study.  

Sections include the research design and rationale, interview protocol, participant selection 

criteria, and data collection and analysis methodology. 
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Research Design and Rationale 

 This exploratory case study adopts an interpretive view of research and analysis; the 

process is directed toward observation of messages and coding of those messages from 

interviews about principal leadership capacities and practices for the development of academic 

optimism among faculty.  A theoretical sampling will occur as I follow the process of selecting 

“incidents, slices of life, time periods, or people on the basis of their potential manifestation or 

representation of important theoretical constructs” (Patton, 2001, p. 238). 

 This qualitative study will utilize Yin’s (2009) multiple embedded case study replication 

design and methodology to generate a description of the perceptions of principals, teachers, and 

parents of leadership capacities and practices for the development of academic optimism within 

two elementary schools in southern Arizona.  “Embedded” implies that the research consists of 

more than one unit or object of analysis (Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 2009).  The elementary school 

principals, teachers, and parents are considered the units of analysis in the proposed study.  The 

data gathering method will consist of demographic data, semi-structured interviews, observations 

of school events, and document analysis of school materials.  The procedures allow for the 

examination of principal leadership for academic optimism.  At each of the two sites, a total of 

one principal, five teachers, and one parent will be interviewed. 

 The contextual nature and time of the case study, as illustrated by Yin (2009), provides 

strength in investigating contemporary phenomenon in real-life settings and addressing situations 

in which the boundaries between the phenomenon and context are not evident.  Observations will 

be conducted at each school to gain an insight into the day-to-day operations and interactions of 

the principal with the staff.  This approach is useful for responding to how and why questions 
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about the context and phenomenon of academic optimism within public elementary schools in 

southern Arizona serving students from low-income family households. 

 Researchers have argued that certain kinds of information can be difficult or even 

impossible to obtain by means other than qualitative inquiry such as case study (Merriam, 1998).  

Single case study design can be problematic because of limitations in generalizability and several 

information-processing biases (Eisenhardt, 1989).  Multiple cases, on the other hand, augment 

external validity issues, help guard against observer biases, and add confidence to findings 

(Miles & Huberman, 1994).  Yin (2009, p. 54) argues that the logic underlying the use of 

multiple case studies is based on each case being a whole study and “carefully selected so that it 

either (a) predicts similar results (a literal replication) or (b) predicts contrasting results but for 

anticipatable reasons (a theoretical replication).”  

 In this multiple case study, there are several embedded units of analysis, as shown in 

Table 1: (1) demographic data of the unified school district, (2) demographic data of two schools 

within the district, (3) demographic information, interviews and observations of the principal 

from each school, (4) demographic information and interviews with five teachers from each 

school, and (5) demographic information and interviews with one parent from each school. 

 The initial step in designing this multiple case study consisted of developing a conceptual 

framework focused on the principal’s capacities and practices, two aspects of leadership, which 

may be successfully employed to increase academic optimism within the school.  The basic 

difference between the case study and other qualitative methodologies such as grounded theory 

and ethnography (Corbin & Strauss, 2008) is that the case study is open to the use of theoretical 

or conceptual frameworks that guide the research, data collection and analysis.  Within case 

study research, the theoretical or conceptual framework is derived from the disciplinary 
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orientation or stance that the researcher brings to the study (Merriam, 1998, 2009).  Thus, the 

conceptual framework for this research draws upon the tenets, terms, definitions, models, and 

theories of positive psychology, social cognitive theory, organizational theory, and leadership 

theories in education. 

 The second step is to show that the case selection and the definition of specific measures 

are important steps in the design, specifically the identification of schools with both high levels 

of academic optimism among faculty as well as high achievement among students.  The district 

to be studied has administered the Organization Health Inventory (OHI) (Hoy & Feldman, 1987), 

a measure of school climate, to faculty, support staff, parents, and students since 2006.  For this 

study, I selected two elementary schools that have consistently scored well on the indicators of 

Academic Optimism on the OHI for the past three years.  Additionally, schools within the state 

of Arizona receive a state report card with grades of A-F.  Selected schools received report card 

grades of A or B for at least three years.  Furthermore, I considered the socioeconomic status of 

each school:  29% of students at Saguaro Elementary receive free and reduced lunch and 49% at 

Prickly Pear Elementary.  Finally, since this study examines capacities and practices of the 

principal, it was important to select schools where the principal has served for two or more years. 

 The third step is to conduct the research by collecting and analyzing demographic, 

student achievement and OHI data (Hoy & Feldman, 1987); conducting interviews and 

observations with principals, teachers, and parents; and performing content analysis on school 

documents.  According to Yin (2009), each individual case study consists of a whole study and 

seeks convergent evidence among facts and conclusions between studies.  The school climate 

constitutes a contextual condition that necessitates qualitative study for in depth understanding.  

Conducting a quantitative study with an OHI survey exemplifies the existence of academic 
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optimism within a school (Hoy, 2012); whereas, a comparative case study allows the researcher 

to understand how and why this real-life phenomenon has occurred (Yin, 2009).  Contextual 

conditions are defined as the “structural conditions that shape the nature of situations, 

circumstances, or problems to which individuals respond by means of 

action/interaction/emotions.  Contextual conditions range from the macro (community) to the 

micro (school)” (Corbin & Strauss, 2008, p. 87).  Table 1 depicts each case, the contextual 

conditions, units of analysis, and data collection in this multiple embedded case study. 

Table 1 

Multiple Embedded Case Study Using Replication Design 
Case Study Context: Elementary 

Schools 
Units of Analysis Data Collection at 

Different Levels 
1 Sonoran Desert 

School District and 
Saguaro Elementary 

(a) District and 
school settings 

Demographic, OHI, 
and student 
achievement data 

  (b) Principal Interview, direct 
observation, 
document analysis 

  (c) Five teachers Interview 
  (d) Parent Interview 
2 Sonoran Desert 

School District and 
Prickly Pear 
Elementary 

(a) District and 
school settings 

Demographic, OHI, 
and student 
achievement data 

  (b) Principal Interview, direct 
observation, 
document analysis 

  (c) Five teachers Interview 
  (d) Parent Interview 

 
A case study design, according to Yin (2009), is best to use with unique or unexplored 

cases.  Case study methodology allowed me to use a conceptual framework to guide the study 

(Meyer, 2001).  The context is the same for both schools allowing the researcher the ability to 

analyze the data within, between, and across all subunits.  This in-depth analysis provides a 

deeper understanding of the case (Yin, 2009).  Semi-structured interviews were used to explore 
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the perspective of principals, teachers, and parents on principal leadership for academic 

optimism and to understand how they came to have that perspective (see Appendices L, M, and 

N for interview questions). 

In addition to semi-structured interviews, this multiple embedded case study will include 

data from two direct observations in each elementary school in which the principal is present 

(building leadership team meeting and/or faculty meeting) and data from a collection of 

documents including archival data.  Observing the principal interacting with teachers in 

contextualized settings will allow the researcher to validate or invalidate data obtained during 

interviews.  District and school document analysis will include, but is not limited to, OHI data, 

Arizona school achievement rating of “A” or “B,” demographic data, school website, Facebook 

posts and written communications to parents.  The documents will allow the researcher to 

triangulate the data from interviews and direct observation (Meyer, 2001). 

I conducted a pilot study in an elementary school in southern Arizona within the same 

school district as the schools participating in the dissertation study.  I interviewed the principal 

and one teacher using a semi-structured interview protocol.  During the interview, I asked the 

principal about his leadership capacities, the success of the school, indicators of academic 

optimism, and professional community among teachers.  Similarly, I asked the teacher about the 

principal’s leadership capacities, the success of the school, indicators of academic optimism, and 

professional community among teachers.  I employed purposive sampling using common criteria 

to select the school.  Specifically, I chose a school with a record of outstanding student 

achievement as indicated by a rating of “B” on the Arizona State Report Card as well as 

demonstration of high levels of academic optimism among faculty through the Organization 

Health Inventory (Hoy & Feldman, 1987). 
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I found the pilot study valuable for designing and conducting the larger study (Yin, 

2009).  For example, based on the pilot study several interview questions were rephrased and 

other questions were added.  As a result of the pilot study, I felt more confident and prepared for 

the dissertation research. 

Interview Protocol 

Two principals, ten teachers, and two parents in public elementary schools will 

participate in the study and serve as a purposive sample.  The principals will be full-time current 

veteran employees.  The teachers will be full-time current employees who serve in leadership 

roles among the faculty.  One actively involved parent from each site, as recommended by the 

principal, will also participate.  Semi-structured, in-depth interviews will be conducted with each 

of the principals, teachers and parents.  According to scholars, 

If what you need to find out cannot be answered simply or briefly, if you 
anticipate that you may need to ask people to explain their answers or give 
examples or describe their experiences, then you rely on in-depth interviews 
(Rubin & Rubin, 2005, p. 3). 

 
The interviews will be focused on the capacities and practices of the principal in developing a 

climate of academic optimism among the faculty within the school. 

 Interviews will be conducted in the school setting and will last from one to two hours.  

Each participant will be interviewed with the understanding that (1) an audio device will be used 

to record the interview, (2) the findings will be used for a paper, (3) their names, school, grade 

level information will be protected using pseudonyms, and (4) the findings could be broadly 

published.  Participants will be given an opportunity to review the consent form, ask any 

questions before the interviews begin, and indicate their consent to the interview by signing the 

informed consent form.  Upon the completion of the interview, participants will be thanked for 

their participation and asked if they have any additional information or comments to share. 
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Participant Selection Criteria 

Case study participants will be selected from a purposive sample of two elementary 

schools serving students in kindergarten through sixth grade in two K-12 districts in Southern 

Arizona (Marshall & Rossman, 2006).  The participants will consist of one principal, five 

teachers, and one parent from two public elementary schools in the Sonoran Desert School 

District.  All participants will be recruited through recommendations by the principal.  All 

teacher participants must serve in school leadership roles such as the Building Leadership Team, 

Instructional Learning Team, or Positive Behavior Intervention Supports Team.  Pseudonyms 

will be used to preserve and protect the participants’ anonymity and confidentiality.   

Table 2 

Saguaro Elementary School Participants 

Name Age 
Group 

Degrees Ethnicity Intention 
to Pursue 
Other 
Degrees or 
Certificates 

Gender Race Occupation Years at 
Current 
School 

Years in 
Education 

Sue 
Brown 

60-65 AA Child 
Development, 
BA Early 
Childhood 
Education, 
MA Lang., 
Reading, and 
Culture 

W N F C Teacher 18 38 

Janet 
Davis 

45-50 BA 
Elementary 
Education  

H Y F C Teacher 12 16 

Maria 
Flores 

40-45 BA 
Elementary 
Education 

H Y F C Teacher 3 9 

Robert 
Jones 

50-55 BA Business, 
MA 
Educational 
Leadership 

 N M C Principal 21 28 

Lucille 
Miller 

40-45 BA 
Elementary 
Education, 
MA 
Educational 
Leadership 

 Y F C Teacher 4 12 

Sally 
Smith 

25-30 BA 
Elementary 
Education 

 Y F C Teacher 5 8 

Penelope 
Williams 

55-60 BA Child 
Psychology, 
MA 
Education 

 N F C Teacher 12 21 
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Table 3 

Prickly Pear Elementary School Participants 

Name Age 
Group 

Degrees Ethnicity Intention 
to Pursue 
Other 
Degrees or 
Certificates 

Gender Race Occupation Years at 
Current 
School 

Years in 
Education 

Rose 
Anderson 

45-50 BA 
Elementary 
Education 

W N F C Teacher 2 18 

Suzanne 
Baker 

35-40 BA Music 
Education 

W Y F C Teacher 13 13 

Hannah 
Clark 

35-40 BA Arts 
Education 

 N F  Teacher 10 11 

Pamela 
Hall 

45-50 BA Family 
Studies, 
MA 
Education 

 Y F C Teacher 9 9 

Rita 
Moore 

45-50 BA 
Elementary 
Education 

W Y F C Teacher 17 23 

Mary 
Taylor 

40-45 BA Liberal 
Studies, 
MA 
Educational 
Leadership 

W Y F C Principal 3 19 

 

Data Collection and Analysis Procedures 

 I selected the Sonoran Desert School District for the dissertation study; because, 

information about academic optimism was readily available.  This district has administered and 

analyzed the OHI (Hoy & Feldman, 1987) to measure school climate since 2006.  To select sites 

within the Sonoran Desert School District, I reviewed demographic, student achievement, and 

climate survey data for the past three years.  I chose schools with economically disadvantaged 

student populations that ranged between 29% and 49%.  Additionally, the schools had 

consistently scored high on indicators of academic optimism for at least three consecutive years.  

In Arizona, schools receive a state report card grade of A-F based primarily on achievement on 

standardized measures of reading and mathematics.  I chose schools that received a grade of B 

for the past three years.  The selected sites varied in principal tenure; however, both principals 

were at the site for at least two years prior to the study. 
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 Once the school sites were identified, I contacted the Executive Director of Research and 

Development for preliminary approval prior to beginning the University of Arizona Institutional 

Review Board (IRB) process.  I met with him in person and was granted preliminary approval to 

proceed.  I received written approval from the Superintendent to conduct the study (See 

Appendix H). Upon completion of my comprehensive examination, I applied for IRB approval 

for access to the sites prior to conducting the dissertation study.  I recruited participants via e-

mail (See Appendices D, E, F, and G) and obtained their informed consent (See Appendices A, 

B, and C).  Information about the study and the study questionnaire was sent to participants via 

email prior to the interview.  I personally conducted, recorded, and transcribed all interviews to 

ensure accuracy of the participants’ responses.  The research took place between August 2016 

and September 2017. 

 The study’s questionnaire construct validity was addressed through the use of multiple 

sources of evidence, data triangulation, and use of feedback loops (Meyer, 2001).  To address the 

construct validity of the interview questionnaire, I conducted a pilot study.  After the pilot study, 

I asked one of the participants to review and offer feedback on the interview questions and 

answers.  After I completed the exploratory case study, I further addressed the construct validity 

by having participants review and provide feedback or clarification on their transcripts for 

accuracy.  I reread the transcripts repeatedly to determine trends and observations.  Data from 

interviews, observations, and written materials was triangulated to increase credibility and 

validity of the results in order to explain the complexity of how principals and teachers 

understand academic optimism within their public elementary school and to give a detailed and 

balanced illustration of this concept in practice.  Triangulation allowed me to view the data from 

multiple perspectives and crosscheck the results from principals, teachers, parents, observations, 
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document analysis, audio transcripts, field observation and researcher notes to search for 

commonalities and differences in the data (Marshall & Rossman, 2006; Yin, 2009).  

Triangulation throughout the study increased dependability, consistency, and trustworthiness of 

the research and data. 

 To address reliability, the case study protocol and documentation of procedures was 

followed from the pilot study to the subsequent study (Yin, 2009).  All changes recommended 

during and after the pilot study were made prior to the exploratory case study.  To further address 

validity and reliability, I reflected on my bias as an elementary principal within the district of 

study.  Although I have views and opinions, framed by scholarship and practice, about how 

principal leadership creates academic optimism and impacts the achievement of students from 

low-income family backgrounds, I acknowledge that my understanding is incomplete and that I 

have much to learn.  I approached the study with a mindset of openness and curiosity (Glesne, 

2011). 

Data Analysis 

In case study methodology, data analysis involves examining, categorizing, tabulating, 

and testing the data (Yin, 2009).  In the dissertation study, data was examined through the lens of 

a conceptual framework.  Relying on theoretical propositions is one of the five specific 

techniques recommended for analyzing case studies (Yin, 2009).  The data from interviews was 

transcribed using the voice recognition capability of a Chromebook, and data within the 

transcription was coded and organized using themes.   

The data was transcribed verbatim and a search conducted for recurring words and 

phrases.  Transcripts were read first for immersion in the data, then coded, and reread to identify 

emerging themes or patterns (Seidman, 2006).  In analyzing the interviews, a coding system was 
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used that identified the following:  common words or phrases, codes, potential categories, and 

possible themes.  Next, the text was reduced by marking the passages that contained evidence of 

interest.  Once the text had been marked and coded, the passages were grouped into categories 

and studied for thematic connections in and across the data (Galman, 2007).  Using the iterative 

process, common themes were identified and linked back to the research questions.  Multiple 

data sources were triangulated, and alternative conclusions were considered. 

The final steps included explanation building followed by testing the data to ensure 

reliability and validity (Yin, 2009).  Interpretation of the data happened near the end of the 

process.  During this step, the data were evaluated for their usefulness in supporting the 

emerging story (Marshall & Rossman, 2006).  During the interpretative stage, I made sense of 

the findings, offered explanations, and made connections to the conceptual framework.  Lastly, I 

reflected on the analytical process (Seidman, 2006). 

My goal was to present an effective research design that provided data regarding the 

research question.  The analysis of the data allowed me to identify recurring themes and patterns 

to show how principal leadership influenced the climate of academic optimism among faculty 

serving students from low-income family households to positively impact their achievement.  

This research intersected practice with the scholarship of positive psychology, social cognitive 

theory, organizational theory, and leadership theories in education. 
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Chapter 4 

PRESENTATION AND ANALYSIS OF DATA 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study is to examine how successful principal leadership in high 

performing public elementary schools constructs academic optimism among faculty members to 

improve achievement of the proportion of students from low-income family households.  This 

multiple embedded case study used a replication design while still treating each school as a 

single case study (Yin, 2009).  I analyzed data from individual semi-structured interviews, 

observations of school meetings, my notes and reflections, data accuracy checks with 

participants, and school documents.  I used Eisenhardt’s (1989) recommendation of a within-case 

analysis in order to describe each case as related to the study’s research question.  I then searched 

descriptive data for patterns across cases, paying attention to similarities and differences as 

related to research questions to discover themes.  My analysis of interview data, document 

analysis, and observations allowed for a pattern from one data source to be corroborated by the 

evidence from another, increasing the strength of the finding.  When my evidence conflicted, I 

reconciled it through deeper probing of the meaning of the differences.  These cross-case 

searching tactics enabled me to go beyond initial impressions and use a more diversified lens to 

review the data.  This strategy improved the trustworthiness and accuracy of the findings. 

The data were transcribed verbatim and a search conducted for recurring words and 

phrases.  My initial reading was for immersion in the data.  Then, I reread the transcripts multiple 

times to identify emerging themes or patterns (Seidman, 2006).  In analyzing the interviews, a 

coding system was used that identified the following:  common words or phrases, codes, 

potential categories, and potential themes.  Next, the text was marked and coded.  Then, the 
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passages were grouped into categories and studied for thematic connections in and across the 

data (Galman, 2007).  Using the iterative process, common themes were identified and connected 

to the research question.   Multiple data sources were triangulated, and alternative conclusions 

were considered.  The next step was explanation building.  This was followed by testing the data 

to ensure reliability and validity (Yin, 2009).  Data interpretation was the final step.  During this 

step, data was evaluated for its usefulness in supporting the emergent story (Marshall & 

Rossman, 2006).  Making sense of the findings, building explanations, and making connections 

to the conceptual framework took place during the interpretative stage.  Lastly, I reflected on the 

analytical process (Seidman, 2006). 

My goal was to present an effective research design that provided data to answer the 

research question.  The analysis of the data allowed me to identify recurring themes and/or 

patterns to demonstrate how the capacities and practices of principals supported a climate of 

academic optimism in public elementary schools.  This analysis also provided an in-depth view 

of the principals’, teachers’, and parent’s perceptions and experiences. 

Chapter four begins with descriptive profiles constructed for each case.  The descriptive 

profiles include demographic data available from the school district, Arizona Department of 

Education, U.S. Census Bureau, and other sources.  For each case, the demographic profile 

represents data about the district, community, school, principals, teachers, and students.  I used 

pseudonyms for the names of the participants, schools, and school district to provide anonymity 

and maintain confidentiality in presenting the findings of this study. 

Secondly, I provide descriptive findings as related to the studies’ research question.  I 

consider the principals’, teachers’ and parent’s diverse voices and personal and professional 
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experiences as valuable learning evidence.  Throughout the analysis, I strived to honor and 

respect their stories and words through accurate representation.  I analyzed the data to gain 

insight into ways in which the principal’s leadership had influenced the climate of academic 

optimism at the school site.   

Case Study I:  Saguaro Elementary School 

Sonoran Desert School District covers a large geographic area of 550 square miles 

containing rural, urban, and suburban areas.  The district lies in a community considered middle-

class by the Census Bureau with both established and new homes as well as apartment 

complexes.  According to the 2010 census, the community surrounding Sonoran Desert School 

District had approximately 34,961 people.  The ethnic breakdown of the community was white, 

82.0%; black or African American, 2.5%; American Indian and Alaska Native, 1.2%; Asian, 

3.8%; Native Hawaiian and Other Pacific Islander, 0.1%; persons reporting two or more races, 

3.7%; and Hispanic or Latino 22.1%.  There were approximately 14,726 housing units.  The 

owner-occupied housing unit rate from 2011 to 2015 was 74.0%.  The median housing value was 

$212,600, and the median household income was $74,438.  The average person per household 

was 2.73.  Family households consisting of their own children under the age of 18 were 78%.  

Family households with a husband and wife were 83%.  Male households with no wife and their 

own children under 18 were 6%.  Female households with no husband and their own children 

under 18 were 11%.  The community comprised an area of 121.47 square miles.    

Sonoran Desert School District consisted of 12 elementary schools, 2 middle schools, 2 

high schools, and 1 alternative high school.  The district served 11,938 students in kindergarten 

through twelfth grade.  There were approximately 155 English Learners and 1,916 students with 
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Individual Education Plans serviced through special education.  The student ethnic breakdown 

was as follows:  white 54.52%; black or African American, 2.10%; American Indian or Alaska 

Native 1.39%; Asian, 1.60%; Hawaiian or Pacific Islander, 0.19%; and Hispanic or Latino, 

36.67%.  The sample from this district included two elementary schools.  Saguaro Elementary 

School was case study one.  The participants from the school included one principal, five 

teachers, and one parent. 

Saguaro Elementary School opened in 1996 and was located on the east side of the 

district.  The school was named an A+ School of Excellence by the Arizona Educational 

Foundation.  The school received a report card grade of B from the Arizona Department of 

Education.  The school was situated in an established community with average cost of housing at 

$234,000.  There were several apartment complexes in the community.  Major grocery stores, 

childcare centers, an urgent care and other businesses were scattered in sections of the 

community. 

Saguaro Elementary School consisted of 492 students in kindergarten through sixth 

grade.  There were approximately 6 English Learners and 81 students with Individual Education 

Plans serviced through special education.   The ethnic breakdown was as follows:  white 52.13%; 

black or African American, 0.41%; American Indian or Alaska Native 0.81%; Asian, 4.26%; 

Hawaiian or Pacific Islander, 0.00%; and Hispanic or Latino, 37.93%.  The free and reduced 

lunch rate was 34.15% in 2017.  There were 21 classroom teachers at Saguaro Elementary 

School in kindergarten through sixth grade (20 females and one male in fifth grade), one male 

principal, one male assistant principal, three special education teachers (two female and one 

male), two female speech and language pathologists, one female school psychologist, one female 

gifted teacher, one female reading specialist, one female English learner teacher, one female 
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librarian, two female preschool teachers, one female preschool instructional aide, four female 

music teachers, one female physical education teacher, three female aides, thirteen female 

special education instructional aides, one female counselor, one female secretary, one female 

attendance clerk, one female health assistant, one male building maintenance, and one male 

groundskeeper.  Teacher workforce at the school was stable. 

Participants 

This section describes the principal, teacher, and parent participants interviewed for the 

study.  All participants met eligibility and protocol primary inclusion criteria (UA HSPP Section 

3 #6 p. 5; see pages 70 and 71).  I begin the section by describing participant responses to 

questions about personal and professional background information submitted in writing on the 

“Participant Demographic Data Questionnaire” (See Appendix K).  On the questionnaire, 

participants self-identified gender, race, and ethnicity.  Then, I share participant responses to an 

interview question about the success of their school.  This study examines principal leadership 

for school climate in terms of academic optimism, and participants’ views about their school’s 

success are of import.  I asked each of the teachers and principals the following question, “To 

what do you attribute the success of your school?” The similarity of the answers was striking 

with all attributing success to the principal and the sense of family within the school.   

Principal profile.  Robert Jones has been the principal of Saguaro Elementary School for 

21 years.  Mr. Jones opened the school and has been the only principal for its entirety.  He has 

been in education for 28 years and attended college at a private Christian liberal arts college out 

of state first receiving a bachelor’s degree in business and later earning teacher certification.  He 

has a master’s degree in educational leadership and has Arizona Principal Certification.  Mr. 
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Jones loves being the principal of Saguaro Elementary School and hopes to remain in this role 

until retirement.  Mr. Jones attributes the success of Saguaro Elementary School to the collective 

commitment of everyone within the school.  “It’s the excellent staff, and I think it’s also the 

community and what’s happening at home before the kids even show up at our doorstep.”  He 

further described working together towards a common mission and vision. 

Teacher profiles.  For this study, I interviewed five teachers, all serving in leadership 

roles at Saguaro Elementary School.  Four of the five teachers were classroom teachers, and one 

was a reading specialist.  All of the teachers were white females.  They ranged in age from 

twenty-nine to sixty-one.  Their teaching experience ranged from eight to thirty-eight years.  I 

asked each of the teachers to answer a question about the success of the school. 

Mrs. Smith, a kindergarten teacher, has been teaching for five years at Saguaro 

Elementary and has eight years total teaching experience.  She earned a bachelor’s degree in 

education from a local state university after initially starting at a community college.  In the 

future, she would like to pursue a master’s degree in special education.  Mrs. Smith attributed the 

success of Saguaro Elementary School to the principal.  She said, “Bob’s continual support and 

leadership is definitely what makes our school successful.”  She also spoke of the “family 

atmosphere” of the school. 

Second grade teacher, Ms. Brown, has been a teacher for thirty-eight years with the last 

eighteen years spent at Saguaro.  She obtained a bachelor’s degree in early childhood education 

and a master’s degree in language, reading, and culture from two local state universities.  She is 

nearing retirement and does not plan to further her education.  When asked about the success of 

the school, she responded,  
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It is a family culture.  Our children know that they are in a safe environment.  It’s 
an environment of learning that they can take risks with their knowledge and with 
their learning, and that I as a teacher can take risks with my teaching and helping 
my students with their learning.  

The motto of the school is, “We are family.”  Ms. Brown attributes the development of a family-

oriented culture to the principal, Mr. Jones.  

Mrs. Williams, a third grade teacher, has taught for a total of twenty-one years with the 

last twelve years at Saguaro Elementary.  She attended college out of state at a state university 

for her bachelor’s degree in child development and psychology.  She attended a local state 

university for her master’s in education.  She has a reading endorsement and has earned National 

Board Certification.  Although she does not plan to pursue further education, she is committed to 

supporting teachers who seek National Board Certification both within the Sonoran Desert 

School District and more broadly through the regional educational service center.  When asked 

about the success of the school, Mrs. Williams responded,  

It just goes back to Mr. Jones.  His inner mission, if you will, is that our school 
feels like, sounds like – a family.  We often talk about that.  Everyone has their 
own family, but here at Saguaro we’re a family where we take care of each other. 

Fourth grade teacher, Mrs. Miller, has taught for 12 years off and on since 1996.  She has 

taught the past four years at Saguaro Elementary School.  She earned a bachelor’s degree in 

education and a master’s in educational leadership at local state universities.  She is considering 

pursuing a doctorate.  She also attributes the success of the school to the principal; “One, we do 

have an awesome leader.”  She went on to describe how the principal is welcoming, listens to 

teachers, and has created a family atmosphere within the school. 

Mrs. Davis, a reading specialist, has taught at Saguaro Elementary for 12 years and has 

been an educator for a total of 16 years.  She earned a bachelor’s degree in education from a 
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private Christian university in another state.  She also has certification in Reading Recovery and 

has earned National Board Certification.  She is currently working towards a master’s degree in 

reading.  In describing the success of the school, Mrs. Davis stated, “I really do think it comes 

down to our principal’s attitude and encouragement.”  She also mentioned the strong parental 

base. 

Parent profile.  Mrs. Flores, the parent that I interviewed had two children who attended 

Saguaro Elementary School, and she also taught at the school for three years.  The parent was 

female.  Her race was white, and her ethnicity was Hispanic.  She had obtained a bachelor’s 

degree in education from a local state university, and had nine years’ experience as a teacher. 

She described the school as a warm environment for her children. 

You can walk onto campus in the morning and spend time with your students 
before the first bell rings.  People always say, “Hi,” in the hallways, and greet 
you.  I think that’s something different that Bob has done with his school that’s 
unique and welcoming to families.  He has this slogan, “We are family,” and I 
think he truly lives by that. 

Case Study II:  Prickly Pear Elementary School 

Prickly Pear Elementary School, case study two, is also contained within Sonoran Desert 

School District and is located on the west side of the district.  Opened in 1993, Prickly Pear 

Elementary School recently became one of the first Code to the Future Computer Science 

Immersion schools in Arizona.  At Prickly Pear, students learn computer coding and have one-to-

one computing devices.  The school earned a report card grade of B from the Arizona 

Department of Education.  The school was situated in an established community with the 

average cost of housing at $222,000.  There were also homes for rent and apartment complexes 

in the community.  A charter school, grocery stores, childcare centers, and other businesses were 

scattered in sections of the community. 
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Prickly Pear Elementary School consisted of 520 students in kindergarten through fifth 

grade.  There were approximately 16 English Learners and 88 students with Individual Education 

Plans serviced through special education.  The ethnic breakdown was as follows:  white 49.71%; 

black or African American, 1.91%; American Indian or Alaska Native 0.19%; Asian, 2.49%; 

Hawaiian or Pacific Islander, 0.19%; and Hispanic or Latino, 40.72%.  The free and reduced 

lunch rate was 46.73% in 2017.  There were 21 female classroom teachers at Saguaro 

Elementary School in kindergarten through sixth grade, one female principal, one female 

assistant principal, three special education teachers (two female and one male), one female 

speech and language pathologist, one female speech technician, one female school psychologist, 

one female gifted teacher, two female reading specialists, one female English learner teacher, 

two part-time female librarians, three female music teachers, one male physical education 

teacher, three female aides, six female special education instructional aides, one male counselor, 

one female secretary, one female attendance clerk, one female health assistant, one female grant 

coordinator, one female building maintenance, and one male groundskeeper.  Teacher workforce 

at the school was stable. 

Participants 

Similar to case study one, this section describes the principal, teacher, and parent 

participants interviewed for the study.  I begin the section by describing their responses to 

questions about personal and professional background information.  Next, I share their responses 

to a question about the success of the school.  At Prickly Pear, the unanimous response for the 

success of the school is the hard work, dedication, and passion of the teachers. 
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Principal profile.  Mary Taylor has been an educator for nineteen years, and she has 

served as the principal of Prickly Pear Elementary School for three years.  She has a bachelor’s 

degree in liberal studies from an out of state university and a master’s in educational leadership 

from a local state university.  She hopes to pursue a doctorate sometime in the future.  Ms. 

Taylor has Arizona Principal Certification.  When asked, “To what do you attribute the success 

of your school?” She responded in a matter of fact manner, “The teachers.”  She went on to say, 

“We have a really hard-working staff.  The teachers are willing to do whatever it takes to help 

kids to be successful.” 

Teacher profiles.  For this study, I interviewed five teachers, all serving in leadership 

roles at Prickly Pear Elementary School.  Four of the five teachers were classroom teachers, and 

one was a music teacher.  All of the teachers were white females.  They ranged in age from 

thirty-seven to forty-eight.  Their teaching experience ranged from nine to eighteen years.  I 

asked each of the teachers to answer a question about the success of the school. 

Second grade teacher, Mrs. Moore, has been teaching for twenty-three years and has 

spent the last seventeen years happily teaching at Prickly Pear Elementary.  She has a bachelor’s 

degree and a reading endorsement from a local state university, and she plans to pursue a 

master’s degree to further her career.  In describing the success of the school, Mrs. Moore 

described how the entire community works together including teachers, community members, 

and business partners to educate children.  She stated, “It takes a family to raise a child, a 

community to raise a child.  So, we really take it to heart.” 

Mrs. Clark, a third grade teacher, has eleven years of teaching experience with the 

majority, ten years, spent at Prickly Pear.  She earned a bachelor’s degree in art education from a 
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local state university.  She would also like to pursue a gifted endorsement.  In describing the 

success of the school, she says, “It’s really all the staff together.  We have a very supportive 

environment.  We all respect each other and trust each other.” 

New to the school, Mrs. Anderson has taught kindergarten and then fifth grade at Prickly 

Pear for the past two years.  She has eighteen years of teaching experience overall.  She has 

received a bachelor’s degree from an out of state university.  She has also earned an early 

childhood endorsement and National Board Certification.  Mrs. Anderson also attributes the 

success of the school to the teachers. 

I think it’s the commitment that a lot of the teachers have.  There are many 
teachers that have been here since the school opened.  They have strong 
relationships.  I feel like it’s rooted in relationships and family ties.  It’s a close-
knit group. 

Sixth grade teacher, Mrs. Hall, has spent her entire teaching career of nine years at 

Prickly Pear Elementary School.  She has a bachelor’s in family studies from one local state 

university and a master’s in education from a different local state university.  She is considering 

pursuing a master’s in educational leadership.  In discussing the success of the school, she 

described the hard work of the teachers, their commitment to take on new challenges without 

complaint, and their willingness to do whatever is best for students.  She also talked about the 

partnership between the principal, teachers, and parents.   

Mrs. Baker, a music teacher, has also spent her entire career of thirteen years teaching at 

Prickly Pear.  She has received a bachelor’s degree in music education from a local state 

university and would like to pursue both a master’s degree and National Board Certification in 

the future.  Mrs. Baker attributes the success of the school to the passionate approach of the 

teachers. 
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Parent profile.  I was not able to gain access to a parent at Prickly Pear for this 

component of the study.  Several of the teachers that I interviewed did have children who 

attended the school; however, I did not ask these teachers the parent interview questions. 

Descriptive Findings 

The preceding information depicted the districts’ and schools’ demographic data and 

provided accounts of the participants’ opening responses to personal and educational background 

experiences based on initial semi-structured interview questions.  This section shares my analysis 

and interpretation of evidence from participants’ responses to in-depth, semi-structured interview 

questions combined with my observations, notes, reflections, and analysis of school documents 

as data sources.  I conducted the semi-structured interviews at the participant’s schools or 

location of the participant’s preference.  Observations took place at faculty or leadership 

meetings.  District and school document analysis included OHI data, Arizona school 

achievement rating of “A” or “B,” demographic data, school web site, Facebook posts, and 

parent communications.   

The triangulation of data sources guided my interpretation of findings and emerging 

themes in connection with the study’s proposition, research question, and conceptual framework.  

The research proposition and question centered on how principal leadership influences a climate 

of academic optimism among faculty within the context of public elementary schools in southern 

Arizona who work with students from low-income family households and positively impact their 

achievement.  The conceptual framework of the study emphasizes the tenets, propositions, and 

assumptions from positive psychology, principal leadership, and academic optimism that 

supported and informed the research.  
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The multiple embedded case studies used replication, designed to collect research at 

different levels within the schools, while still treating the school as a single case study.  Multiple 

case studies treat each case as a “whole study” (Yin, 2009, p. 54).  As a design in structuring the 

cases, I employed Eisenhardt’s (1989) recommendation to use within-case analysis and search 

for patterns across cases to present descriptive findings. 

Research Question 

Within the context of public elementary schools in southern Arizona, how does principal 

leadership affect a climate of academic optimism among faculty in order to positively impact the 

achievement of students from low income family households?  This research question was 

addressed by the principal’s, teacher’s, and parent’s responses under leadership for academic 

optimism within the interview protocol. 

Academic Optimism 

Academic emphasis, efficacy, and trust are collective, school-level variables that work 

together as the second-order latent construct of academic optimism (Hoy, et. al., 2006a, 2006b).  

This construct is grounded in the positive psychology theories of hope and learned optimism 

(Seligman 1991, 1998).  Both efficacy and trust contain a collective sense of hope, possibility, or 

optimism for the future.  “Academic emphasis gave collective optimism in the school a focus on 

academics; hence, the name academic optimism” (Hoy, 2012, p. 84).  The triadic construct of 

academic optimism contains cognitive, affective, and behavioral components (Hoy, 2012).  I will 

explore each in further depth.   

Collective teacher efficacy.  Collective teacher efficacy is defined as “the judgment of 

the teachers that the faculty as a whole can organize and execute actions required to have a 
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positive effect on students,” (McGuigan & Hoy, 2006, p. 207).  One source of efficacy 

information comes from vicarious experiences or observing the performance of others whose 

abilities are similar to your own (Bandura 1986, 1993, 1997, 2001).   

Academic emphasis.  Academic emphasis measures a school’s drive for academic 

excellence stressing lofty yet achievable goals and a serious learning environment in which 

teachers and students respect high achievers (Hoy, 2012).  When academic emphasis is present, 

teachers hold high expectations believing that students can learn and achieve.  Additionally, they 

provide academic rigor combined with individualized supports and accountability.   

Faculty trust in parents.   Collective faculty trust in students and parents is correlated to 

student achievement in elementary schools even when controlling for socioeconomic status 

(Bryk & Schneider, 2002; Goddard, 2001; Goddard, et. al., 2009; Hoy, 2002; Tarter & Hoy, 

2004; Tschannen-Moran, 2004).  In addition to increasing student achievement, collective 

faculty trust in parents and students promotes a sense of organizational justice and fairness 

within the school. (Hoy & Tarter, 2004).   

Evidence from case studies.  As a condition of participating in this study, schools were 

required to demonstrate the presence of academic optimism through survey data (Administered 

annually by the Sonoran Desert School District since 2006).  For this reason, during interviews, I 

did not ask questions designed to determine whether or not these qualities existed within the 

school; however, I was interested in learning more about how the tenets of academic optimism 

are developed and strengthened.  I specifically wanted to learn the role the principal played in 

this development.  In this section, I will examine the evidence surrounding the construct of 

academic optimism which encompasses collective teacher efficacy, academic emphasis, and 
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faculty trust in parents (Hoy, 2012; Hoy & Miskel, 2005; Hoy, et. al., 2006a, 2006b).  Each 

section of the triad will be examined in turn for each case, and then I will examine patterns 

across cases.   

Case Study I:  Saguaro Elementary School  

Collective teacher efficacy.  Teachers at Saguaro Elementary have had some 

opportunities for peer modeling for professional growth particularly for novice teachers. 

However, the school, through the Instructional Learning Team, is in the beginning stages of 

implementing school-wide peer observations for purposes of fidelity of implementation of the 

Gradual Release of Responsibility Model and hopes to make this a more consistent process in the 

future.  Mr. Jones explained, “We have wrestled with, but we are on the threshold of doing many 

more teacher visits through the ILT process.”  He went on to explain how he is working to build 

trust prior to implementing this practice fully.  He reflected, “That process took probably a full 

calendar year of making sure that people knew that was not an evaluation visit, and they were not 

evaluating one another or feeding information to their evaluator.”  He further described how 

some teachers had expressed reservations about peer observations:  

I also had a teacher say, “Well I don’t worry as much when an administrator 
walks in; because, I know the tool, and I know what you’re looking for and that’s 
fine.  I get more nervous or concerned when a peer walks in because it's someone 
who's in the trenches with me.” 

The principal values peer observations as a learning tool and is currently laying the groundwork 

to make this a more routine and consistent practice. 

The teachers interviewed spoke about how Mr. Jones encourages teachers to observe one 

another.  “We always know that we can go to any grade level, any person,” Mrs. Williams stated.  

During the interviews, teachers did not express reservations about the process; however, I only 
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interviewed teacher leaders on campus, and they may simply not share the apprehensions of 

some of their colleagues.  One teacher, Mrs. Miller described logistical barriers within the 

schedule that needed to be resolved to facilitate peer observations.  Several teachers spoke of 

having conversations with others in lieu of actually observing.  In general, the teachers I 

interviewed spoke as though the opportunity for peer observations was widely encouraged and 

available; however, none offered a specific example of direct personal experience in having 

actually observed a peer.  The collective efficacy within this particular school seems to have 

developed more through peer collaboration than through direct observation. 

Academic emphasis.  The school emphasizes academic excellence and celebrates 

student achievement in a variety of ways.  There was consistency among interview responses 

from the principal, the parent, and the teachers.  The principal leads a quarterly awards ceremony 

called, the “Celebration of Excellence.”  Parents attend, and the principal recognizes students for 

academic achievement.  This response by Mrs. Davis describing the “Celebration of Excellence” 

was similar to others,  

We have our quarterly awards, and he is always present. A big deal is made of it. 
He teaches the kids how to shake hands. He invites the parents, I'm guessing 
through email and social media, to make sure they know their kids are being 
honored.  

In addition, there is a student of the month program where selected students eat lunch with the 

principal.   

 “Coyote Compliments” are positive behavior tickets that students receive for abiding by 

the school rules.  Students put their incentive tickets into a mailbox in the office for prize 

drawings.  The school also has a weekly assembly to recognize students for a wide variety of 
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positive efforts and accomplishments.  Mr. Jones sees the weekly assembly as central to the 

school.  He described it this way,  

Our biggest at-a-boy time is during the Friday weekly assembly.  It is rare that we 
don’t have an assembly, so I would say it is very consistent, and we have the 
students lead the assembly. We welcome any kind of recognition. We just 
recently recognized the kids whose artwork was in the town calendar for storm 
water.  Anything… 

There is clear evidence that Mr. Jones sees promoting student achievement through recognition 

as vital to the school’s climate. 

In addition to promoting and celebrating academic achievement, there are also systems in 

place at Saguaro to intervene when students experience academic struggles.  Professional 

Learning Communities (PLC), the Positive Behavior Intervention and Supports (PBIS) 

committee, and the Child Assistance Team (CAT) each provide supports to students.  The PLC, 

or grade level team, is first to make intervention recommendations to homeroom teachers for 

students.  The reading specialist, Mrs. Davis, explained that the principal has “encouraged us to 

problem solve through our PLC’s first,” prior to referring a student for further support through 

CAT or PBIS.  Several teachers and the principal mentioned CAT as a group of professionals 

who work together to provide interventions for students who have academic struggles.  The 

principal leads the CAT meeting.  This comment by Mrs. Smith was typical, “With our CAT 

team, we’ll meet and come together to make a plan to help those students be successful.”  One of 

the teachers, Ms. Brown, explained that when students are experiencing persistent behavioral 

difficulty, the PBIS committee convenes to create an intervention plan.  The principal described 

how these two teams work in tandem with one another; “This year we are trying something a 

little bit different through child study where we tweak child study more towards the direction of 
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academic concerns and the PBIS towards more of the behavioral support systems.”  Saguaro has 

developed a comprehensive system of support to facilitate student success. 

Faculty trust in parents.   Parents are highly involved at Saguaro Elementary, and the 

principal models a trusting attitude towards parents as an exemplar for teachers to follow.  Mr. 

Jones explained how he likes to “build relationships through face-to-face conversation” with 

parents.  Teachers confirmed this statement.  For example, one of the teachers, Mrs. Smith, 

explained the principal’s role in trust development.  She shared,  

Mr. Jones is very good at letting parents know that we appreciate them and 
respect them as parents.  We all have the same goal in mind for their child.  
Parents know that when they bring their kids here that not only do the teachers 
want their child to be successful, but Bob wants their child to be successful, too.   

Another teacher, Mrs. Davis, shared how the principal helps with relationship building during 

challenging parent teacher conferences.  She said,  

Bob is always available, busy as he is, for a parent conference that might be tense.  
If a teacher needs him at a conference, he will make a way to be there to support 
the teacher and to help the family. 

This teacher’s words demonstrate that the principal is able to assist both the teacher and parent 

even when their needs and interests differ. 

I had an in-depth conversation with one teacher, Mrs. Williams, about the issue of teacher 

trust in parents.  She explained how most parents help students with projects at home while some 

do not.  I asked her whether she has lowered her expectations due to issues of trust.  She 

responded,  

I’m a big advocate of empowering my students.  I might even have conversations 
with them. I’m going to be positive, and really empower them, but my message 
and my words are, “You can still get your homework done.” Because I think later 
in life, that's a life skill. No matter what's going on in life, you can still overcome.  
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In general, Mrs. Williams expects parents to help students with large projects at home.  She is 

aware that some students will not receive the expected support; however, she does not therefore 

lower her expectations for the entire class or for the individual student. 

 Mrs. Flores, the parent that I interviewed expressed a high level of trust in her child’s 

teacher. She responded, “Yes,” when asked, “Does your child’s teacher trust you to support your 

child’s education?”  To the follow-up question, “How can you tell?” she answered,  

I knew that we had a very open relationship and that she was honest with me.  If 
there was an area that Matt, my son, needed assistance with or she noticed 
something, she would tell me right away; so that, we could work together from 
the get go and try to eliminate any challenges or obstacles that might prevent him 
from succeeding. 

This quote shows that the teacher and parent had open and honest communication.  Both 

parties also worked toward the common goal of educating the child.  One of the teachers, 

Mrs. Brown explained the high level of trust between teachers and parents in this way, 

“The parents know that we love their child, and their child is in a safe environment and 

will be receiving the best education.”  

Case Study II:  Prickly Pear Elementary School 

Collective teacher efficacy.  Peer observations are used extensively at Prickly Pear 

Elementary.  The school’s Instructional Learning Team (ILT) has facilitated structured collegial 

observations to build collective efficacy and consistency of practice around the Gradual Release 

of Responsibility Instructional Model.  The principal, Mary Taylor, explained the process; “Each 

cycle we go through, we typically have an observation form where they go to observe the lead at 

each grade level.  Then, the lead goes to observe them, and give them feedback.”  Mrs. Hall, a 

member of the ILT, explained that the principal supports peer observations by ensuring coverage 

of classrooms.  Another teacher, Mrs. Moore, made similar comments.  She said, “The principal 
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makes sure that we are given the opportunity to have the aides come in to watch our kids so that 

we can have those opportunities to go observe.”  Mrs. Baker explained the process in detail:  

We have the ILT, the Instructional Learning Team, at our site.  We've done it for 
at least two years now fully in place where we have one teacher from each grade 
level who is the ILT leader, and they're the ones that others from that grade level 
or within the building can go and observe at certain times. We've set up so that we 
have a Friday meeting, and we talk about an initiative that relates to professional 
learning and to our growth model. Then, following that for the next one or two 
weeks, we can go and observe that teacher. 

Mrs. Anderson explained how peer observations have assisted her in transitioning to a new grade 

level; “It's been really helpful to me since I'm on a new grade level this year to be able to see 

what my colleagues are doing and what the norms are.” 

Teachers also observed one another to build collective efficacy for teaching computer 

coding as a part of the school’s Computer Science Immersion Code to the Future, new this 

school year.  Many teachers initially had very little efficacy or understanding of how to teach 

computer coding due to lack of experience.  Mrs. Clark’s comments about the challenges of 

Computer Science Immersion were typical of other teachers within the school.  She recounted,  

With the computer science curriculum, it definitely was a huge challenge. We 
didn't find out that we were having Chromebooks until a few weeks before the 
end of the previous school year, and so, it was a huge learning curve. A lot of us, 
myself included, felt like a first-year teacher all over again.  

The principal explained how peer observations occurred naturally as a support mechanism within 

the school.  She reflected,  

With our use of computer science right now, we will sometimes have the strong 
teacher at that grade level go co-teach or teach another class.  For example, in 
third grade, I have a teacher who went and taught the other teacher’s class when 
she needed some extra support with how to code. I have a fifth grade teacher, who 
is very strong, and he has helped fourth and sixth grades; so, he's kind of gone 
into model. They have just naturally helped each other a little bit with that as well. 
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A teacher explained that the principal has encouraged teachers with strong technology skills to 

model for others even though they are not serving in a formal role on the school’s ILT. Mrs. Hall 

said,  

Some teachers we have are from different districts who have done Chromebooks 
or Google Classroom, more than we had, and they aren’t on ILT, but she also 
encouraged allowing them to be part of that which is helpful.  It was good to bring 
in other people who are doing great things to model for all of us, and she was all 
for that, too. 

Mrs. Clark expressed appreciation for being able to assist peers.  She said, “There are 

some that struggled with the computers this year, and we were able to help each other.”  

Another teacher, Mrs. Moore, shared how observations have not only helped her but her 

students as well. 

With the Code to the Future, we were given the opportunity to take our class into 
a higher level to see where it's going to progress. So, not only did I get to observe, 
my kids got to observe, and they got to see where they were headed in the future 
when they got older. That was really cool. 

Prickly Pear Elementary has fully implemented routine and consistent peer observations 

for a variety of purposes.  There is strong evidence that this mechanism is working to enhance a 

sense of collective efficacy among teachers within the school for the implementation of new 

instructional practices.  By the end of the year, teachers felt more confident about teaching 

computer coding and integrating technology into instruction.  Mrs. Hall said, “I'm excited about 

the things that we're doing.  This year was great with the Chromebooks.  I loved it in sixth 

grade.  I loved the things that they [students] were doing.” 

Academic emphasis.  Mrs. Taylor shared that when she began as principal, Prickly Pear 

Elementary did not have a formal award system to recognize students for academic achievement.  

She created criteria for both “Honor Roll” and “Principal’s List.”  Mrs. Hall confirmed that Mrs. 
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Taylor was the one who started these awards; because, she wanted to “make sure that that’s part 

of our culture.”  One of the teachers, Mrs. Clark, explained the criteria, “Honor Roll is when kids 

have MS and ES combined grades in the core subjects, and then, Principal's Honor Roll is where 

they have straight ES’s in all the core subjects.”  All of the teachers mentioned the school’s 

award program as one of the ways that students are encouraged to strive for academic 

achievement.  Several teachers talked about how the principal personally motivated students 

through this recognition.  For example, Mrs. Moore said, “She [Mrs. Taylor] comes in and talks 

to the kids about the Principal’s List and the Honor Roll and no matter what, you can try harder 

the next quarter to make sure that you're on it.”  The principal also talked about this; “I talk with 

teachers about really having their kids set goals each quarter and working to achieve those and 

really being transparent about those goals.” 

The principal shared that she prioritizes and encourages regular school attendance to 

increase and improve academic achievement.  She reminds students, “You can't learn if you're 

not here.”  She explained how she has adjusted the attendance incentive to encourage more 

students: 

It used to just be perfect attendance, and I changed it to perfect or excellent; 
because, I don't want a kid to give up if they miss one day. If a kid has excellent 
attendance, they get like a little ice cream coupon or whatever we happen to have 
donated.   

Mrs. Baker, one of the teachers confirmed this award; “We have an excellent attendance award, 

and we have a perfect attendance award that comes out quarterly.” 

 The principal and teachers also made note of the school’s PBIS system for encouraging 

students to give academic effort.  The school’s overarching rules are “The Four P’s” and include, 
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“Proud, Polite, Prepared, and Productive.”  The principal recognizes one student from each class 

monthly at a school assembly for “The Four P’s.”  Mrs. Anderson explained,  

They all line up on the stage, and we cheer, and then they also all get their picture 
taken holding their award, which that gets sent home with them.  I think that's 
probably the best part.  Then, the principal has lunch with them. 

In addition to the monthly assembly, students are recognized with good behavior tickets, and 

these are entered into a drawing for prizes.  The principal and all of the teachers considered PBIS 

recognitions to be an important mechanism within the school to encourage scholarly behavior 

and to promote learning.   

Prickly Pear Elementary has designed intervention systems to assist when students 

experience academic difficulties.  The school offers a variety of after school classes for 

enrichment as well as tutoring through a 21st Century Learning Grant.  Mrs. Hall said, “She [Mrs. 

Taylor] definitely wants to have as much tutoring as possible with our grant classes that we 

offer.”  Several other teachers and the principal also mentioned after school tutoring as an 

intervention.  One teacher, Mrs. Clark, mentioned small group instruction within the classroom.  

Mrs. Moore described how the principal recruits community members to assist students,  

We try to find everybody and anybody within the community, and Mary 
really has a good rapport with the community.  She jumps on board with 
those kids who really need a lot of help.  I guess Costco had a program, 
too, where they had different people wanting to come in and volunteer; so, 
she reached out to Costco and had them to come in, too.  
 

The principal described extra support personnel including reading specialists, special education 

teachers, a teacher for English Learners, the counselor, and the gifted teacher.   

All of the teachers and the principal cited the school’s Child Study Team as an effective 

intervention process for struggling learners.  Mrs. Anderson explained how the principal follows 

through with individual student issues discussed during the meeting.   
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I've been impressed with Mary on how when she is sitting in on those meetings 
she will follow through with kids.  I don’t know how she remembers it. But I have 
one little guy that needs to wear his glasses all the time, and she will see him 
when she walks through my classroom and say, “Where are your glasses?” and 
when he’s at lunch, “I want to see those.” She keeps up with asking them, “Why 
didn't you go to tutoring today?” or “How was it?” or looking out for that. 

Similarly, another teacher, Mrs. Moore described how the principal personally helped a child.  

She said, 

I had a student a couple of years back, and he had a rough family situation going on, and 
I turned him around. I could say I turned him around, but it wasn't I, it was Mrs. Taylor. 
He loved Mrs. Taylor.  He had a lot of problems with his home life, and I could say it 
was all me, but it was not me. He absolutely adored and loved our principal. I mean she 
really bonded with him. So really, it comes down to her. He felt a bond with her, and he 
asked to go see her every once in a while.  His successes were our successes. He started 
off with a lot of anger issues and everything. We worked really hard with him, and he 
flourished.  
 

The school has effective systems in place to support students; however, the principal’s leadership 

is also a factor. 

Faculty trust in parents.  When asked about trust in the school, several teachers and the 

principal explained that communication is essential to building and maintaining trust.  The 

principal attributed trust to “being open and communication.”  She also spoke about the 

longevity of the teaching staff and the continuity of families and how maintaining relationships 

over time builds trust.  She said,  

Some families have had kids with us all the way up through high school.  Parents 
have come to know us; because, a lot of our staff stay here for many, many years.  
I think it is that trust over time because of how well the teachers have worked 
with those families and helped to support students. 

According to the principal, building trust is an ongoing process, 

There are always those challenges with trust.  I think that that is an ongoing 
challenge of making sure we are communicating as well as we can to help them 
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see that we are working hard to help their children succeed.  We want them to be 
successful, and we want to help them in any way possible. 

The principal views trust between faculty and parents as requiring intentional attention.  One 

teacher spoke about how the principal takes advantage of opportunities to build trust.  Mrs. Hall 

said, 

She always talks with the parents at the beginning of the year about partnership.  “You 
have a role as parents.  We have our role as teachers and as principal.”  Really trying to 
foster with parents that, “We want the best for your child.  We will work hard for that, 
but we need your help and your involvement as well.” 

There is continuity between what the principal wants to communicate to parents and the 

recollection of the teacher about what she has actually communicated. 

One teacher explained how the principal builds trust by empathizing with the difficulties 

that parents are experiencing in their lives.  Mrs. Anderson recalled,  

For example, I was in an IEP [Individual Education Plan meeting] this morning 
and the mother had six children and one of the concerns is the homework and 
attendance, but not just brushing over the fact that she has six children and that 
she’s struggling being a single mom and making ends meet.  Just to kind of 
prioritize or empathize with her. 

Another teacher spoke about how the principal builds trust through relational transparency with 

parents.  Mrs. Clark said, 

Open communication is the key.  The principal is always there to advocate for the 
teachers but also for the parents as a parent.  On occasion, parents do want to talk 
to Mary about different things, and she is always good to get both sides of the 
story so that everybody knows what is going on.  The parents really feel that she 
cares and wants the best for their kids, and she can relate to them; because, she’s 
got young children of her own that attend Prickly Pear.  It is just very transparent 
in that way. 

The principal has common experiences with the parents that she serves, and she is able to 

empathize and understand their situations from a parent perspective.  Doing so builds trust. 
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Patterns Across Cases 

Collective teacher efficacy.  Vicarious experiences, such as peer observations, are 

theorized to increase efficacy (Bandura 1986, 1993, 1997, 2001).  In the first case study school, 

Saguaro Elementary School, teacher leaders were open to the idea of peer observations.  The 

principal, however, shared that teachers in general were reluctant to be observed by peers.  

Although the principal had spent a year building trust and laying the foundation for collegial 

visitations, the practice was not widespread within the school.  Teachers were more comfortable 

having conversations about practice than in doing actual observations.  Logistical concerns such 

as scheduling also prevented widespread peer observations. 

In contrast, within the second case study school, Prickly Pear Elementary School, peer 

observations were a routine practice within the school.  Teachers were able to build both self-

efficacy and collective efficacy for specific instructional practices by observing one another 

teach.  Teachers reported finding collegial observations as beneficial and helpful. 

Academic emphasis.  There was continuity of practice between Saguaro and Prickly 

Pear Elementary Schools in terms of academic emphasis.  At both schools, the principals played 

a major role in formal recognition of students for academic achievement.  PBIS was cited as a 

factor at both schools for creating a learning focused environment.  Assemblies were held more 

frequently at Saguaro (weekly) than Prickly Pear (monthly).  Both schools offered a luncheon 

with the principal as an incentive.  The intervention team meetings were congruent at both sites.  

Prickly Pear had greater capacity for after school tutoring through the 21st Century Learning 

Grant.  In summary, the school principals at both schools value and emphasize academic 

achievement and learning. 



117 
 

 Faculty trust in parents.  Parents develop trust or distrust in the school primarily 

through their relationship with their child’s classroom teacher.  At both schools, principals 

modeled the trust building process for teachers and encouraged teachers to be proactive in their 

communications with parents.  Both principals have empathy for parents and often serve as 

mediators between parents and teachers when communication breaks down.  The comments from 

both cases were strikingly similar and demonstrated that the principal played a major role in the 

trust development process. 

Document Analysis 

 As a part of the data collection, I analyzed documents to corroborate and augment 

evidence from interviews and observations.  I reviewed data sources that contained information 

relevant to the research question and conducted the analysis in a systematic manner (Marshall & 

Rossman, 2006; Merriam, 2009; Yin, 2009).  I began by reviewing demographic, student 

achievement, and climate survey data.  This information assisted me in determining eligibility of 

the schools for participation in the study.  Next, I reviewed the school web site, parent 

communications, and Facebook.  The records that I reviewed were created for specific purposes 

and audiences and not specifically for this study; therefore, I used sensitivity in interpreting the 

usefulness and accuracy of the data sources (Yin, 2009).   

Demographic, Student Achievement, and Climate Survey Data 

Historically, students from low-income families (at the 10th percentile of income 

distribution) have performed less well than high-income students (starting at the 90th percentile) 

on many measures of academic attainment – including standardized test scores and grades. 

Countless studies have documented these disparities and examined the many underlying reasons 
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for them including the role of schools, principals, and teachers (Coleman, 1965; Reardon, 2011).  

The purpose of the exploratory case study is to examine how successful principal leadership in 

high performing public elementary schools, construct academic optimism among faculty 

members to improve achievement of the proportion of students from low-income family 

households. One assumption is that high performing elementary schools in Arizona include 

students from high-income and low-income families.   

In selecting schools to study, I considered the socioeconomic status of each school:  29% 

of students at Saguaro Elementary receive free and reduced lunch and 49% at Prickly Pear 

Elementary.  Additionally, schools within the state of Arizona receive a state report card with 

grades of A-F.  Both schools received report card grades of B for the past three years.  Finally, 

the district studied has administered the Organization Health Inventory (OHI) (Hoy & Feldman, 

1987), a measure of school climate, to faculty, support staff, parents, and students for many years 

starting in 1996.  Both Saguaro and Prickly Pear have scored consistently well on the indicators 

of Academic Optimism on the OHI for the past three years.   

School Web Sites 

 Saguaro Elementary School.  The school web site featured an attractive photo of the 

school with students and parents arriving for the day.  The home page of the web site contained 

announcements, upcoming events, and news highlights.  In the principal’s message, Mr. Jones 

made connections between his own family and the school’s mission.  For example, after 

introducing the members of his personal family, he said,  

As our oldest daughters reflect on their college life we are reminded of the 
necessity of a quality foundation which includes a strong educational experience.  
It is my desire to partner with our parents, students, the community and district 
personnel to help provide that positive educational experience for our students. 
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The principal’s message was consistent with the school’s motto, “We are family.”  The welcome 

also validated the family focus.  It read, “We believe our parents and community are members of 

our school family and we welcome your involvement as we prepare our future leaders.” 

 Prickly Pear Elementary School.  The Sonoran Desert District has a common template 

for school web sites and as such, Prickly Pear was identical in format to Saguaro; however, the 

content was specific to the school.  In addition, to a photo of the school entrance, the words, 

“Computer Science Immersion by Code to the Future” were displayed prominently on the 

Prickly Pear site.  In the principal’s message, Mary Taylor introduced herself and her family 

giving several personal details.  She also focused on elements of academic emphasis.  She wrote, 

To help all students achieve their full potential, they must be provided with a safe, 
caring, and academically focused environment that I know is already present at 
Prickly Pear Elementary. Our school uses Positive Behavioral Intervention and 
Support (PBIS) to assist students in making quality decisions each day. Our 
expectations are that students are Proud, Prepared, Polite and Productive. 
Individual students, as well as entire classrooms, will be recognized for their 
excellent behavior and attendance on a regular basis, as both of these elements are 
necessary to create a culture of learning. 

This message was consistent with evidence from participant interviews.  The web site also 

contained a welcome statement, and this statement featured information about the innovative 

practices happening at the school around computer science immersion. 

Parent Communications 

Saguaro Elementary School.  For the document analysis, I reviewed four weekly 

newsletters written by the principal to the parent community of Saguaro Elementary during the 

first few weeks of school for the 2017-2018 school year.  The newsletters provided several 

illustrations of leadership for academic optimism.  For example, three of the four newsletters 
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contained a heading entitled, “Academic Focus,” and shared information about the school’s 

academic emphasis.  One of the newsletters explicitly discussed the need for trust.  It stated,  

We see this an important time to build trust with our families as the new school 
year is starting. Trust between your school and your family is important to us. 
Together we make a powerful and effective team when our foundation is built on 
trust. 
 

Faculty trust in parents is one of the components of academic optimism, and the principal 

also wants to cultivate parents’ trust in faculty.  Several of the newsletters also encouraged parent 

involvement through the school’s parent support organization, Parents Teachers and Friends 

(PTF).  The principal was consistent with the school’s motto, “We are family” when inviting 

grandparents to the school for an annual event.  The principal wrote, 

We are a strong school because of the strong families that support and encourage 
the students.  Grandparents have a legacy that is built through the passing down of 
family values and traditions.  One of our favorite traditions is to honor the family 
during this special time together.  

 
This consistency between the interviews and the document analysis serves as a source of data 

triangulation for the study. 

Prickly Pear Elementary School.  For continuity, I also reviewed four parent 

newsletters written by the principal at Prickly Pear Elementary during the start of the school year 

for evidence of academic optimism.  Each of the newsletters for Prickly Pear contained a 

trademark for Code to the Future.  In addition, the school vision, “Learners today, leaders 

tomorrow” was listed on the bottom of each newsletter and was consistent with data found 

during interviews.  One of the first newsletters invited parents to attend a meeting of the school’s 

parent support organization, Parents Teachers and Friends (PTF), along with an invitation to the 

school’s 21st Century Community Learning Center Orientation, describing the many before and 
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after school tutoring and enrichment opportunities available to students.  The third newsletter 

also focused on parent involvement with reminders about the first BBQ Dad lunch of the year, 

grandparents’ day, and “A Night at the Museum” Mother and Son Event.  The final newsletter 

that I reviewed, in addition to focusing on parent involvement, showed evidence of academic 

emphasis with a paragraph about students having a positive attitude and a growth mindset.   

Facebook 

Saguaro Elementary School.  I reviewed the Facebook posts from August 27, 2017 

through September 8, 2017 for evidence of academic optimism.  The most recent post featured a 

video of the student body singing at a school spirit assembly and photos from the grandparents’ 

day event.  There was another post requesting books for a Girl Scout book drive.  These posts 

provided evidence of parent and community involvement with the school.  One of the posts 

showed teachers during a professional development day, and read, “Our teachers are working 

together to plan innovative ways to use instructional technology and the many amazing tools we 

have this year!”  This post offers evidence of academic emphasis. 

Prickly Pear Elementary School.  I reviewed the Facebook posts from August 25, 2017 

through September 9, 2017.  There was evidence of parent and community involvement.  The 

first post showed photos of grandparents visiting classrooms with their grandchildren during a 

grandparents’ day celebration.  Another post featured a dad volunteering as the first Watch DOG 

(Dads of Great Students) for the school year.  There were posts about the school’s dance team 

and peacemakers group.   

Several posts provided evidence of academic emphasis.   One post featured a school 

bulletin board teaching optimism, perseverance, and growth mindset.  Another post showed a 
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photo of the teachers during a recent professional development day and read, “Prickly Pear 

teachers had a productive day collaborating and working with a variety of technological tools to 

help enhance student learning!”  A third post was about Code to the Future.  Finally, there was a 

post about the STEM Community of Practice of which Prickly Pear is a member. 

Patterns Across Cases 

The schools studied were similar in that both have high student achievement as 

demonstrated by state assessments and high levels of academic optimism as demonstrated by 

survey data.  The schools differed in terms of socioeconomic status.  Prickly Pear had a higher 

level of students receiving free and reduced lunch than did Saguaro.  The web sites for the two 

schools were similar and both provided evidence of principal leadership for academic optimism.  

Saguaro’s site emphasized family involvement; whereas, Prickly Pear’s site highlighted 

academics.  The newsletters at both schools featured articles concerning family involvement and 

academic emphasis.  The newsletter at Saguaro also referred to trust.  There were a variety of 

photos included in the Facebook posts at both Saguaro and Prickly Pear Elementary Schools.  

Both schools had recently celebrated grandparents’ day and both shared posts about teachers’ 

professional learning.  At Prickly Pear, there were also posts providing evidence of academic 

emphasis for students. 

Nonparticipant Observations 

 I obtained permission and conducted two nonparticipant observations at each of the case 

study sites.  I followed an observation protocol (See Appendix O) to help focus my examination 

and to ensure that the observation data was collected in a systematic manner (Merriam, 2009).  I 

took descriptive notes (purpose, portraits attendees, activities, time, location, and duration of 
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meetings) and reflective notes (researcher’s thoughts, impression, hunches or broad themes that 

emerge, etc.) of the principal’s presentation and discussion at staff meetings (Creswell, 2009).  

The principal’s message was the unit of analysis (Neuendorf, 2002); however, I also paid 

attention to the principal’s non-verbal actions.  The observational data represents my firsthand 

encounter and account of the meetings.   

 Saguaro Elementary School.  I examined two meetings at Saguaro Elementary School.  

On February 20, 2017, I observed a Building Leadership Team Meeting led by the principal.  

The meeting started at 2:15 p.m. and lasted for approximately one hour.  It was held in the school 

library.  There was a teacher from each grade level, specialists, and support staff representatives 

in attendance.  The participants at the meeting followed a written agenda.   

The meeting began with an item of concern that had been forwarded to the BLT from the 

PBIS Committee about supervision of the courtyard after school during dismissal.  Multiple 

teachers participated in the discussion by describing the concern and proposing varying 

solutions.  Next, the group discussed whether it was necessary for teachers to supervise students 

as they returned from the playground to class following recess.  They also talked about 

reminding students to take advantage of recess as an opportunity to use the restroom.  Much of 

the meeting time was dedicated to this discussion about supervision and behavioral expectations.  

The principal asked BLT members to talk about these issues with the larger school community to 

gain additional input.  He tabled the items for further discussion at the next BLT Meeting.  At the 

end of the meeting, the principal went around the room for a “Good of the Order” open topic 

discussion. 
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The agenda also included informational items for the representatives to discuss with their 

teams after the meeting.  The following informational items about academic concerns were listed 

on the agenda:  information about an upcoming Depth of Knowledge (DOK) Training including 

date, time, location, trainer, and directions for preparation; notification of Data Warehouse 

Training for BLT members; and praise about completion of PLC Smart Goals.  Communication 

with parents was included within three of the agenda items including information about the 

weekly parent newsletter, expectation of timely responses to e-mail, and a request to update 

teacher web sites.  There were a few items about school logistical concerns including yearbook 

signing, barbecue celebrations for students at lunch, bus seating charts, and quantity of materials 

copied.  Finally, the agenda contained feedback from administrative classroom visitations.  The 

feedback included the following as written on the agenda: “Evidence of common planning, 

growing number of DOK Level 3, lots of Productive Group Work opportunities, work observed 

was congruent to posted Content Goals, teachers revisited the Content Goal during the lesson.” 

The agenda also included the dates for future BLT meetings.   

I completed a second observation at Saguaro Elementary School on Friday, March 31, 

2017 at 1:20 p.m. in the school library.  On this date, I observed an entire faculty meeting.  The 

teachers engaged in professional development about Google Classroom led by a district person.  

The principal introduced the speaker and set the tone for the presentation.  There were snacks 

available.  This brief meeting (approximately 30 minutes) was followed by a collaborative 

meeting between Saguaro Elementary and two other district elementary schools to discuss a new 

delivery model for gifted education.  The meeting was co-led by the principals of the three 

schools, along with the district’s Gifted and Talented Education Coordinator, and lasted about 

one hour.  There were four teachers from each of the two other schools in attendance.  The 
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majority of the faculty from Saguaro Elementary stayed to participate in the discussion about 

gifted education.  Teachers asked questions and voiced concerns about the new model through an 

informal discussion format.  There was wide participation. 

The data gathered during the nonparticipant observations was consistent with data from 

interview responses and document analysis.  All of the components of academic optimism were 

represented as a part of either the agenda or discussion.  For example, agenda items around 

parent communication align to building trust between parents and teachers.  The professional 

development that was provided or mentioned provides evidence of academic emphasis within the 

school.  The feedback from administrative classroom visits also provided evidence of academic 

emphasis.  The BLT members, through engaging in conversations about how to solve common 

school-wide problems, demonstrated collective teacher efficacy.  It was clear to the researcher 

that the faculty believed they had the collective knowledge and resources to improve the current 

state. 

The principal demonstrated several leadership capacities and practices during the 

nonparticipant observations.  He was comfortable and confident in leading the meetings.  

Additionally, he listened with open-mindedness as BLT members discussed courtyard 

supervision, and he did not advocate for any particular solution.  He also engaged in balanced 

processing by looking at all sides of the issue and encouraging multiple solutions to be 

considered.  Through the BLT structure, the principal facilitated problem solving and encouraged 

cooperation.  The BLT agenda also provided examples of developing people and managing the 

teaching and learning program. 
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 Prickly Pear Elementary School.  I observed two faculty meetings at Prickly Pear 

Elementary School.  Both meetings lasted about one hour.  The first meeting was held after 

school at 2:15 p.m. in the school library on Wednesday, March 8, 2017.  All certified staff 

members attended the meeting, which was led by the principal.  During the meeting, the 

principal wore a blue hat with blinking lights to advertise the upcoming student Fun Run Event.  

The principal provided snacks and door prizes at the end of the meeting.  One of the door prizes 

was a jar of candy.  Teachers submitted guesses about how much candy was in the jar, and the 

one that got the closest won the jar of candy.  The meeting began with an energizer.  Teachers 

used a small square grid to design pixel art.  The energizer mimicked some of the tasks that 

students were completing with computer coding through Minecraft.  The principal led a 

discussion about the next Epic Build, a showcase of student’s Minecraft projects in computer 

labs for the parent community.  The principals asked staff members to share “Good news.”  

Next, the Superintendent and Chief Financial Officer gave a presentation about the need for a 

capital bond override for digital curriculum.  Then, the principal explained that the state had 

reduced the funding for 21st Century Learning Grants for all schools for the current school year 

by twenty percent.  She explained her current thinking about potential solutions.  One solution 

was to end after school classes for students in April instead of May.  Another solution was to 

request tax credit funds from families to cover the budget shortfall.  At the end of the meeting, 

the principal gave the teachers directions for completing the annual school climate survey.  She 

provided teachers with access to a computer lab and time to take the survey.  She left the room 

while teachers completed the survey to provide for confidentiality of responses.   

 I attended a second faculty meeting on Wednesday, April 19, 2017 at 2:15 p.m. in the 

school library.  The principal also led this meeting, and it began with an energizer.  During the 
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energizer, teachers worked in teams to complete several challenges with Oreo cookies.  There 

was a lot of laughter, and everyone appeared to have fun playing and competing with one 

another.  The principal had a complicated process for keeping score during the challenge.  The 

score keeping became an analogy for grading practices later in the meeting.  The principal shared 

a presentation about grading practices that had been created by a district committee, and then, 

she led a discussion about the presentation. 

The data gathered during the nonparticipant observations was congruent with data from 

interview responses and document analysis and demonstrated all of the components of academic 

optimism in some way.  The principal and teachers showed collective efficacy, perseverance, and 

resiliency by overcoming challenges outside of their control (and detailed through interview 

responses) to prepare the showcase for parents.  The showcase also provides evidence of parent 

involvement a component of building trust.  The presentation about grading practices provided 

evidence of academic emphasis.   

The principal demonstrated several leadership capacities and practices during the 

nonparticipant observations.  She displayed the capacity and practice of flexibility by offering 

two different solutions to address the unexpected budget shortfall from the state for the 21st 

Century Learning Grant.  She also demonstrated understanding and developing people through 

the energizers.  Several agenda items addressed aspects of managing the teaching and learning 

program (grading practices, 21st Century Learning Grant, and Epic Build).  

Patterns Across Cases   

In examining patterns across cases, I found evidence in support of leadership for 

academic optimism at both sites.  Additionally, there was some evidence of leadership capacities 
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and practices.  At Saguaro, the principal demonstrated the capacities of confidence and open-

mindedness.  He further demonstrated the practices of balanced processing, facilitating problem 

solving, and enabling cooperation.  The principal at Prickly Pear exhibited the capacities of 

perseverance, resiliency, and flexibility.  Both principals demonstrated the practices of 

understanding and developing people and managing the teaching and learning program. 

Internal Validity  

The multiple methods of data collection provided for the triangulation of data.  Sources 

included the interviews of principals, teachers, and one parent; observations at school meetings; 

and document analysis.  Multiple methods of data collection provided a means to compare and 

crosscheck data collected at various times, in multiple places, and from people with different 

perceptions to clarify meanings, verify the repeatability of my observations and interpretations 

(Stake, 2000).  I performed a member check by soliciting feedback on emerging preliminary 

findings from the perspectives of the principals that I interviewed.  For example, I communicated 

with both principals in person to ensure that my preliminary findings, regarding their building 

climate, were accurate.  This was an important way for me to identify my own biases and 

misunderstanding of how I interpreted the interview data and observations (Merriam, 2009). 

Chapter 4 described the research contexts and presented an analysis of selective narrative 

data from interviews with the principal, teacher, and parent participants; document analysis; and 

nonparticipant observations.  I organized and analyzed the data according to the components of 

the research question and further categorized the data by schools and participants.  My case 

studies revealed information from participants in their respective school context.  The primary 

findings from Chapter 4 are: 



129 
 

1. Peer observations can build collective efficacy among teachers for instructional practices 

and require principal leadership to occur in a systemic manner. 

2. Principal leadership plays a strong role in developing academic emphasis within the 

school. 

3. The principal is a powerful role model for developing trust between teachers and parents. 

Through the analysis of data, interpretation of the findings, and my theoretical understanding 

of the phenomenon under study, patterns and themes emerged that were interrelated across 

cases.  These themes occurred and reoccurred in the analysis of the in-depth interview 

responses of participants and my observations.  The patterns and themes emerged while 

addressing the proposition and the research question.  They were pervasive across both cases 

of principal practices, and they were expressions of the way educators operated in two 

different public elementary schools in southern Arizona.  They naturally connoted the 

fundamental tenets that I investigated and described about principal leadership for academic 

optimism.  Specifically, that principal leadership consists of two parts:  capacities (who you 

are) and practices (what you do).  The themes follow: 

1. The principals’ leadership capacities influenced the climate of academic optimism among 

faculty. 

2. The principals’ leadership practices influenced the climate of academic optimism among 

faculty. 

Chapter 5 includes an overview of the study, a detailed summary of findings, a discussion of 

findings, and implications and recommendations for future research. 
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Chapter 5 

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS, DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS, IMPLICATIONS, AND 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

This chapter presents a summary of the findings, discussion of the findings, implications, 

and recommendations.  The study investigated successful principal leadership in high performing 

public elementary schools with a climate of academic optimism. 

I examined the following research question in the study:   

Within the context of public elementary schools in southern Arizona, how does 

principal leadership affect a climate of academic optimism among faculty in order 

to positively impact the achievement of students from low-income family 

households?   

My proposition states:   

Principal leadership, consisting of both capacities and practices, will advance a 

climate of academic optimism among faculty working with students from low-

income family households and positively impact their achievement. 

Backed by confirming evidence supporting the research question and connected to the 

proposition, I concluded that principal leadership did advance a climate of academic optimism 

among faculty.  Principal leadership was conceptualized as a combination of capacities and 

practices.  In other words, “Who you are” or “What you do.”  The evidence supported this 

conceptualization of principal leadership theory as related to psychological capital (Luthans, et. 

al., 2006), authentic leadership (Luthans, et. al., 2006), and other educational leadership theories 
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(Hallinger & Heck, 2002; Jacobson, et al.; Leithwood, et. al., 2008).  In terms of school climate, 

the study specifically addressed academic optimism, which consists of three parts:  collective 

teacher efficacy, academic emphasis, and faculty trust in parents (Hoy, 2012; Hoy & Miskel, 

2005; Hoy, et. al., 2006a, 2006b).  Through the evidence gathered, I learned more about how the 

tenets of academic optimism may be developed and strengthened through the capacities and 

practices of the principal. 

After interpretation of the findings and theoretical understanding of the phenomenon 

under study, I located themes that emerged consistently across the two cases.  The themes 

naturally connoted the fundamental tenet examined and supported my conceptual framework, 

research question, and proposition.  The key findings supported the following themes: 

1. The principals’ leadership capacities influenced the climate of academic optimism among 

faculty. 

2. The principals’ leadership practices influenced the climate of academic optimism among 

faculty. 

I begin the discussion of findings for these themes with principal leadership capacities followed 

by principal leadership practices. 

Theme One:  The principals’ leadership capacities influenced the climate of academic 

optimism among faculty  

Principal Leadership Capacities 

Authentic leadership.  There are two capacities outlined within the theory of authentic 

leadership (Walumba, Avolio, Gardner, Wernsing & Peterson, 2008) internalized moral 
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perspective and self-awareness.  An internalized moral perspective denotes an integrated and 

internalized form of self-regulation (Ryan & Deci, 2003).  Guided by personal ethical standards, 

a leader with an internalized moral perspective is not easily swayed by fads or pressures.  

Instead, decisions are consistent with values and beliefs (Avolio & Gardner, 2005; Gardner, et. 

al., 2005).  Leaders with self-awareness understand their own strengths and weaknesses and how 

they influence others.  They are reflective about their paradigm or worldview, understanding 

how they derive meaning (Kernis, 2003).   

Psychological capital. The four state-like psychological resource capacities of 

confidence (self-efficacy), hope, optimism, and resiliency work together as the multi-

dimensional, latent core construct of psychological capital (PsyCap) (Luthans, et. al., 2007).   

PsyCap is defined as  

an individual’s positive psychological state of development characterized by: (1) 
having confidence (self-efficacy) to take on and put in the necessary effort to 
succeed at challenging tasks; (2) making a positive attribution (optimism) about 
succeeding now and in the future; (3) persevering toward goals, and when 
necessary, redirecting paths to goals (hope) in order to succeed; and (4) when 
beset by problems and adversity, sustaining and bouncing back and even beyond 
(resilience) to attain success” (Luthans, et al. 2007, p. 3). 

 

PsyCap has the potential to help leaders and employees grow from their actual selves into their 

best possible selves through training and development (Luthan, et. al., 2006).  Scholars within 

the field of educational leadership have made similar findings through their examination of 

successful principals.  

Capacities of principals There is some preliminary evidence that specific personal traits, 

dispositions, and personality characteristics help principals to succeed in leadership tasks.  A 

principal’s confidence or sense of efficacy has been found to positively impact leadership and 

decision-making practices (Leithwood, et. al., 2008).  In addition, successful principals keep an 



133 
 

open mind and are willing to learn from others (Jacobson, et. al., 2005).  They employ creative 

and flexible problem solving strategies while staying true to their core values.  Successful 

principals are persistent and relentlessly pursue learning and achievement for all students having 

high expectations for staff.  When problems arise, they are resilient and optimistic about success.  

The traits of confidence, optimism, and resiliency overlap between studies of principal leadership 

and psychological capital.  Furthermore, the traits of open-mindedness, flexibility, and 

persistence were found in successful principals (Jacobson, et. al., 2005).   

Evidence from case studies.  Next, I will examine the evidence that aligns with the 

theories described within the conceptual framework around capacities including theories of 

authentic leadership (Walumba, Avolio, Gardner, Wernsing & Peterson, 2008) psychological 

capital (Luthans, et. al., 2006), and capacities of principals (Jacobson, et. al., 2005; Leithwood, 

et. al. 2008) found in educational leadership theory.  I will describe the evidence within each 

case, and then, look for patterns across cases.  

Case Study I:  Saguaro Elementary School   

Authentic leadership.  In this section, I will review the components of authentic 

leadership including internalized moral perspective and self-awareness.  I will examine the 

evidence at Saguaro Elementary School. 

Internalized moral perspective.  The principal’s internalized moral perspective was a 

theme that ran throughout the responses.  During the principal interview, Mr. Jones described 

how he came from a family of educators, and how his work and home life were blended in his 

own mind.  He also explained how his Christian faith is interwoven through his leadership style, 

and how he uses faith to connect with faculty and parents.  One teacher, Mrs. Williams, 



134 
 

described a tenet of the principal’s internalized moral perspective as “honoring the absent.”  This 

meant that gossiping about others was discouraged within the school.  She went on to explain 

how the faculty is “big into the Golden Rule of treat others how you want to be treated.” 

When asked to describe his leadership capacities, Mr. Jones answered, “The first phrase 

that comes to mind is servant leadership. What can I do to help you do your job and not putting 

me first or my position or my priorities ahead of others?”  Teachers also perceived this attitude 

of service from the principal.   As described earlier, all of the participants spoke about how Mr. 

Jones has created a caring, family-oriented climate within the school.  Fourth grade teacher, Mrs. 

Miller, said, “He wants it to be a fun place, a friendly place, where people can come and feel 

loved, definitely a sense of caring and family here.”  The parent, Mrs. Flores, praised the 

principal and described how he “lives by” the school’s motto, “We are family.”  Mrs. Williams, a 

third grade teacher, described the family-oriented culture on campus as “genuine,” and further 

clarified, “It just goes back to Mr. Jones.”  She also described the principal as being driven by an 

“inner mission.”  Ms. Davis, the school reading specialist, spoke of his positivity, “I think he has 

a very positive attitude.  I have seen him in situations that look overwhelming, and he still keeps 

a positive attitude.  He has perseverance and optimism.” Ms. Brown said, “How can you not 

adore Bob?  I mean, he has a heart of gold.  He loves what he does.  He’s very spirit oriented, 

and I think that comes across.”  She went on to say, “Families know that he’s going to be loving.  

He’s going to be caring, and he’s that towards students and towards adults.”   Similar to others, 

Mrs. Smith, a kindergarten teacher, spoke in a heartfelt manner,  

Bob’s continual support and leadership is definitely what makes our school 
successful.  Bob is very honest.  He cares about all people that are involved in our 
school; so, the kids, the teachers, the families.  Everybody is important to him.  
He’s very positive and very encouraging, and he is very kind hearted.  He cares 
about the school. It’s his school. 
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Her comments affirmed the servant leadership qualities that the principal strives to attain.  She 

described the principal as kind, caring, and positive.  Another teacher’s comments also spoke to 

the tenets of servant leadership, Mrs. Williams said, “His energy and time is endless. We always 

know coming to school, he’s always there for us.  His support is endless.”   

Self-awareness.  In the interview with the principal, he demonstrated the capacity of self-

awareness when recounting his hopes, dreams, and aspirations for the school.  While explaining 

his vision for a family-centered school, the principal described how his sense of self influenced 

his decision-making.  He reflected,  

I have always wanted and sought that family feel.  I think we all bring our own 
baggage – good and bad.  Mine has been very positive.  I also come from a family 
of educators; so, I didn’t know there was a difference between your work life and 
your home life.   

These comments demonstrate that Mr. Jones is aware of how his views and background 

experiences have influenced his vision for the school.  The principal’s self-reflection was 

corroborated by Mrs. Williams.  Her remarks indicate that the principal has frequently shared his 

vision for a family-centered school with the faculty, “We have often talked about that.  Everyone 

has their own family, but here at Saguaro we’re a family where we take care of each other.”  Mr. 

Jones has created a school family that mirrors his own personal, positive family experience.  Ms. 

Brown explained that Mr. Jones’ vision extends to the students, “Our students have ownership 

for that – to be family.” 

Psychological capital and capacities of principals.  The capacities identified within the 

theories of psychological capital and capacities of principals are similar and will be explored 

together beginning with open-mindedness. 
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Open-mindedness.  Mrs. Miller identified open-mindedness as one of Mr. Jones’ 

capacities.  She explained how he is willing to listen to suggestions and seek resolutions for 

concerns.  She stated, “If I have issues or concerns, he’s open.  He’s always willing to listen to 

you.  He’s always willing to talk.  You can always go to him.”  In corroboration, Mrs. Smith 

said, “He encourages teachers to give input.  He’s not afraid to ask.”  She went on to explain that 

he is open to teachers bringing forward concerns and to finding solutions together.  Similarly, 

Mrs. Williams shared, “I can think of some staff meetings where Mr. Jones would say, ‘I want to 

hear from you.  You may not agree with me.  Send an email.  I’m glad to meet with you one-on-

one.”  During the principal interview, Mr. Jones explained how he encourages teachers to bring 

out issues combined with potential solutions.   

 The school is currently undergoing a change initiative with their service delivery model 

for gifted students.  Many teachers are uncertain about the proposed changes, and there is a lot of 

discussion and disagreement about how to best move forward.  Several teachers discussed this 

topic in response to the questions within the interview protocol.  Mrs. Smith’s response 

illustrated the capacity of open-mindedness by the principal.  She described her experience 

through a one-on-one conversation with Mr. Jones, 

I had some concerns about the new model.  As a parent of an incoming 
kindergartener, I was kind of on the fence about certain things, and I brought it to 
him as a parent and as a teacher.  He was very good about listening to it, and he 
doesn’t disregard anybody. 

Mr. Jones is open-minded and willing to consider the views of others. 

Flexibility.  One of the third grade teachers, Mrs. Williams, described how the principal 

demonstrated flexibility in providing her third grade students with access to a reading 

intervention teacher.  Due to budget cuts, the school district had reduced the number of reading 
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specialists serving the school.  This limited resource was then focused on early intervention for 

students in kindergarten, first, and second grades.  Mrs. Williams was concerned; because, many 

of her third grade students needed reading support, too.  She made a tax credit donation to the 

school and proposed to the principal that the funds be used to hire a part-time reading teacher to 

support third grade students.  The principal agreed and reallocated other tax credit funds along 

with federal “Move on When Reading” funds for this purpose.  The principal demonstrated 

flexibility in the use of several budget streams to fill a need.  Mrs. Williams summarized by 

saying, “I am very grateful that we were able to start that program; because, third grade is kind of 

a transition year.”  Next, I will present evidence for the capacities of persistence and resiliency. 

Persistence and resiliency.  Several teachers described the principal’s capacities of 

persistence and resiliency concerning an ongoing school issue.  In Arizona, parents have the 

opportunity to choose a school for their child, and there are several charter schools within the 

Sonoran Desert School District boundaries.  Two years ago, a charter school was built in close 

proximity to Saguaro Elementary, and Saguaro has declined in enrollment by approximately 100 

students as a result. Both Mrs. Miller and Mrs. Williams talked about the principal’s response to 

the increased competition.  Mrs. Miller described how Mr. Jones hopes to use this competition to 

make Saguaro an even better school.  She said,  

He wants us to be the best school in the world.  I think he is feeling some pressure 
from some charter schools; because, they are so close.  So, I think he wants us to 
be able to compete with all the others, which is a big thing. 

Mrs. Williams explained how Mr. Jones focuses on the positive rather than speaking negatively 

about the competing charter school. 

What we are seeing is kind of a decline in enrollment, and it is due to charter 
schools.  What I see of Mr. Jones is acknowledging it.  He is a big advocate of 
honoring the present, who is here in this room.  So, he’s advocated for us not to 
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go down a path where we’re trash talking, or talking negative or going outside the 
building.  It’s always been to acknowledge, “Yep, this is a fact. What can we do 
about it?”  I’ve not heard him, nor could it be inferred that it’s kind of, “Woe is 
me.”  It’s always been, “Here are some facts.  We are going to go forward.” 

This narrative also speaks to the principal’s authentic leadership capacity of internalized moral 

perspective mentioned earlier.  Although the competition caused by charter schools has created a 

true challenge for the school in terms of student enrollment, the principal persists with a positive 

attitude and remains solution focused.  Mr. Jones’ alluded toward the competition in this way, 

“You and I have talked about having students choose our schools versus just because we are 

down the street.  I also want and pursue that notion of excellence - the best school in the 

universe.” He is resilient, and sees competition as a driver for excellence. 

 Hope, confidence and optimism.  Like resiliency, the other capacities described by 

psychological capital theory; specifically, hope, confidence and optimism; were evident in Mr. 

Jones.  Mrs. Davis, who has worked at the school for twelve years, narrated a story that 

illustrated these capacities. 

I think a lot of the success of our school is because he has a positive attitude.  
There are a lot of stressful things that have happened over the years, and he keeps 
smiling.  He also expects us to be positive, not to ignore problems, but to be 
positive about it.  We have a very, very challenging kindergarten this year.  He’s 
encouraged us to, yes, we need to look at the problem, but we also need to have 
high hopes for these kids. 

He is hopeful that children will learn despite challenges.  He is also confident and optimistic that 

the faculty will serve these children well.  Ms. Brown also described his positive, optimistic 

nature.  She said, “As far as attitudes, he's always upbeat. I've only seen him upset a few times, 

but usually he has a smile on his face.” 

In another example, Ms. Brown described a scenario involving a mandatory report for 

child abuse.  “No matter what the challenge is, he stays calm, and he helps you feel confident in 
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what you’re having to do; because, as a teacher having to make a mandatory report – it’s kind of 

unnerving.”  After explaining the specific scenario, she generalized by saying,  

But as far as a challenge, Bob has always been able to step up and do what he 
needs to do.  Follow his own instincts, and then follow protocol for whatever it 
might be whether it’s school protocol, or district, or legal. 

In this incident, the teacher was able to draw upon the principal’s confidence to bolster her own.  

She felt certain that she would be able to rely upon him again in other stressful situations. 

Teachers at Saguaro recognize these capacities and appreciate Mr. Jones’ leadership 

style.  Mrs. Smith’s comments were akin to those of others, “I think Bob is the most positive and 

encouraging principal that I’ve worked for.  He’s the best principal.  If I could take a picture of a 

good principal that would be the principal.”  Another teacher said it much more succinctly.  She 

told of being asked by a governing board member, “What is it about Saguaro?”  Her response, 

“It’s Mr. J.” 

Case Study II:  Prickly Pear Elementary School   

Authentic leadership.  In this section, I will review the components of authentic 

leadership including internalized moral perspective and self-awareness.  I will examine the 

evidence at Prickly Pear Elementary School. 

Internalized moral perspective.  When asked about her hopes and aspirations for the 

school, the principal, Mary Taylor, spoke from the heart about her inner vision and mission.  She 

spoke about being “true to the roots of the school” and maintaining a “community feel” and a 

“strong academic focus” while continuing, “to look forward to how we best help our kids to 

prepare for their futures.”  In discussing her priorities for the school, she went on to say,  

I think that the Computer Science Immersion process has really helped change our 
thinking and help us make sure that we are preparing kids for their future in all 
academic areas. I want us to continue to be a place that really supports the whole 
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child though.  We have more and more families coming to us with foster kids, 
kids in need of things, homeless and what not, and I just want to make sure that 
we’re doing everything we can to make sure that they know that they are cared for 
and supported while they’re here and to provide that stability that they might not 
have outside of our walls.  
 

She explained how she was able to obtain a 21st Century Learning Grant to provide 

extracurricular classes for students both before and after school.  Additionally, the school is 

implementing computer science immersion to teach coding to students during the school day to 

enhance their future career opportunities.  The principal’s inner drive and caring for students was 

evident.  As she spoke about her hopes and aspirations for the school, her tone was passionate 

and student-centered.  She ended by saying that she wants to make sure that the school team is 

“providing everything we can for kids both academically, socially, and mentally.”   

Teachers noticed and respected the principal’s internal drive, passion and commitment.  

The school music teacher, Mrs. Baker said, “She is passionate about what she knows that we as 

teachers or the students need.”  She also said, “Our principal is really excited for all the 

opportunities that can be presented not only to the staff but to the students.”  A second-grade 

teacher, Mrs. Moore, stated, “She really puts her whole heart into it.”  A third teacher, in 

reference to the principal’s motivation for bringing computer science immersion to the school, 

reflected, “[She] really wanted to give our kids opportunities to learn and increase that learning 

and excitement for learning.”  The teachers not only noticed the principal’s external actions but 

also understood the internal moral perspective that drove those actions, her care and concern for 

the children’s wellbeing now and in the future.   Next, I will explore the principal’s capacity for 

self-awareness. 

 Self-awareness.  At the time of the interview, Prickly Pear Elementary School was 

undergoing a school-wide, systemic change initiative in becoming a Computer Science 
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Immersion School.  During this time of increased stress, it was critical for the principal to 

understand how her leadership decisions affected those around her.  She spoke about the need to 

provide teachers with “continual support” and let “them know that what they were doing was 

okay” as they worked to learn this new skill set.  At regular intervals throughout the year, the 

teachers and students presented coding showcases to the parent community.  There were 

obstacles with delayed curriculum and resources that made these difficult to prepare.  The 

principal talked about intentionally, “helping them feel better about themselves.”  She has 

noticed that as a staff they expect “perfection” from themselves, and that “they are very hard on 

themselves.”  As principal, she saw the need to play the role of encourager and “cheerleader” to 

help teachers persist through difficult challenges. 

 One of the sixth grade teachers, Mrs. Hall, spoke about her stress in preparing for the 

final epic build, or community showcase, without adequate time and resources.  She said, 

Our last epic build, some of my kids never even got there because there was the 
challenge of it being in a computer lab and not on our Chromebooks made it 
difficult to get all the time we needed to be there.  And she [Mrs. Taylor] at the 
end, said, “Do whatever you can.  That will be great.”  So, I didn’t feel the 
pressure of, “Oh my gosh, all my kids didn’t get to the end.” She handled that 
pretty well.  

Other teachers reflected about the principal’s support during this difficult change initiative.  Mrs. 

Clark, a third grade teacher, recalled, 

With the computer science curriculum, it definitely was a huge challenge. We 
didn't find out that we were having Chromebooks until a few weeks before the 
end of the previous school year and so it was a huge learning curve. A lot of us, 
myself included, felt like a first-year teacher all over again. It was very stressful, 
and she knew that. She would ask us, “How are you doing? What can I do to 
help?” I know for myself, and I'm sure the other staff, we were very honest in 
how overwhelmed we were feeling, and she was very careful not to add anything 
else on to our plates so that we could learn one thing at a time. 
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Similarly, another teacher, talked about how difficult the initiative was at times.  The principal’s 

support helped her and others to persist when obstacles arose.  She declared, 

I think the technology was a huge challenge for our school. The Code to the 
Future was a huge task to take on, and she listened to us grumble. She talked to 
the Code people about how to make it easier for us and about what she could do 
to help us out in the end. Really, I have to say after doing it, it was very 
successful, and it was really for the benefit of the children and where they're 
headed in their lives. She took it on with a passion, and she had us take it on with 
passion. I think that once you get your teachers on board with something, you 
can't stop us. 

The principal’s support helped the teachers to embrace this challenge and make the initiative 

succeed. It is clear from the interview evidence that the principal gave thought to how her 

leadership decisions would influence teachers and provided the support that was needed to help 

teachers to embrace the changes and give their all. 

Psychological capital and capacities of principals.  The capacities identified within the 

theories of psychological capital and capacities of principals are similar and will be explored 

together beginning with open-mindedness. 

Open-mindedness.  The principal spoke about her capacity for open-mindedness.  She 

said, “The computer science immersion process has really helped change our thinking and help 

us make sure that we are preparing kids for their future in all academic areas.”  She views 

educational priorities differently after experiencing computer science immersion.  Teachers share 

the principal’s open-mindedness.  Mrs. Hall reflected, "Whatever's best for kids, we’re willing to 

do, but you need to have leadership to help with that positivity and going back to what's best for 

kids; and teachers who absolutely think that way, too.”  Another teacher, Mrs. Clark, referred to 

the principal’s open-mindedness in terms of allowing innovative practices.   

Pretty much anything that we are willing to take on ourselves, she will say yes to. 
A great example is that I want to do Skype in the classroom next year, and she's 
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all for it. That is not something that anyone else on the campus is doing, but it is 
something that I am willing to take on and try, and she is supportive of that.  

A third teacher, Mrs. Anderson, shared how the principal listened to a suggestion from a PBIS 

committee member in response to misbehavior in the cafeteria.  The principal displayed an open-

minded attitude and allowed the change in practice to go forward even though it ultimately 

failed.  The committee reconvened and tried other things. 

One teacher, Mrs. Moore described how the principal is open-minded and listens to 

perspectives that differ from her own.  She relayed the following story: 

When I come to her, I'm there for the benefit of a child.  She knows I'm not there 
just for me. I'm there for the kids.  I will fight tooth and nail for my kids, and she 
knows that. If I start arguing with her about it, it's not like she's going to hold a 
grudge against me for the rest of my life. She knows where I'm coming from, and 
I know where she's coming from. She knows that I'm passionate about my job, 
about what I'm doing. She knows, and we always walk out smiling; because, we 
know where each other, where we’re coming from, which is nice. You can put 
yourselves in each other's shoes kind of thing.  
 

This teacher is not afraid to have a frank and honest discussion with the principal.  She is willing 

to candidly disagree and argue her point of view knowing that the principal will listen with an 

open mind.  Similarly, the music teacher, Mrs. Baker, spoke about the principal’s openness in 

general: 

As a teacher principal relationship, she has an open-door policy. You can go in 
and talk to her, and sit down and say, “This is my concern. Please listen.” Then 
she'll think about it, and she'll work on it. She is not afraid to talk to you one on 
one, and she wants the staff to know that you can go in and talk with her. You can 
go in with a friend and talk with her, but you can go in by yourself, and she will 
listen, and she will work on it and get it done. 

Teachers within the school know that when they have a concern the principal will listen with 

open-mindedness. 
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Persistence.  Mary Taylor, the principal at Prickly Pear Elementary School, consistently 

displayed persistence.  At the time of the interview, the school was engaged in a school 

restructuring initiative, Code to the Future, and was becoming a Computer Science Immersion 

School.  There were obstacles and challenges throughout the process, and the principal met each 

one head on with persistence.  The principal described the difficulties: 

Biggest challenge I faced ever as a leader was this year with Computer Science 
Immersion. It rocked our world. It was like learning a whole new language; 
because, they were learning how to use a Chromebook for the first time. They 
were learning what a Google document was, what a Google slide was. “How do 
you save these files in your Google account? Well, if I don't get a Chromebook, 
how can I be part of this and teaching kids.”  And learning that, “No Google Docs 
and your files are anywhere on any computer. You're fine.”  But just partnering 
that along with teaching computer science and programming, basically coding, all 
at once was just a huge change.  First quarter was really stressful for all of us just 
because, we were only trained the Thursday/Friday right before school started, 
and then we had that ongoing coaching. Beginning of the year, anytime, is a little 
bit stressful, but that added layer really made it a challenging time. 

Mrs. Hall, a teacher at Prickly Pear, also described the numerous challenges experienced 

by teachers with the Code to the Future initiative: 

I would say the challenge has been not having curriculum right away, the steep 
learning curve for all the teachers, and not having a lot of training.  Taking those 
two days when we are supposed to be getting ready for school and taking those as 
our training days made for some grumpy teachers.  Even if you get paid for an 
extra day, you still don’t feel ready.  So, I think that was a big challenge. 

Historically, in the Sonoran Desert School District, veteran teachers return to work two days 

before students, and they use those days to plan lessons and set up their classrooms.  This year, 

the teachers at Prickly Pear Elementary received training about computer coding during those 

two days.  They were also paid to return from summer break one day earlier in order to prepare 

for students.  The teachers had much to learn and very little time to prepare.  Additionally, 

teachers did not receive the curriculum in a timely manner.  Despite the delay, they were still 
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required to present coding lessons.  The principal explained the curriculum delay further during 

her interview.  She said,  

For example, there were points when we didn't have the curriculum on time. So 
when we started they didn't have curriculum books. In Phase Two, we didn't get 
our curriculum until January, which was a month after the first phase ended. So 
they were a month without the actual printed documents and so it's been hard 
because they're frustrated and so I really do my best to try to get what they need, 
but because we're dealing with an outside vendor, I can't always do that. It's been 
a real challenge. 

The principal did not have total control over this change initiative.  Mrs. Hall described how the 

principal used persistence to get the needed resources for teachers: 

I think she really fought for us with Code to the Future and with Senior Staff and 
kept saying, “We need this. We need curriculum. We need it within this time 
frame.”  I feel like she went to bat for us like she really kept emailing and kept 
calling and kept saying, “My teachers need this. You need to provide this for 
them.” 

Another teacher, Mrs. Baker, spoke about the principal’s persistence with computer 

science immersion: 

She needed more kits for the Code to the Future initiative. We didn't have them; 
so, fundraising with PTF and asking administration.  Asking our parents, “Hey 
does anybody have any connection with businesses to help us.” An initiative for 
this coming school year is that she would like to have laptops on carts to help us 
do our third epic build. So, asking the district, “Is it possible with the new rollout 
of computers? Can we have laptops on carts? This is what we need. This is what I 
would like to have us have for those opportunities for the kids at our school.” She 
goes out, and she pushes for it.  She is a very non-stop worker, and for better or 
for worse, she just keeps pushing and does a lot at our site. 

Rolling out computer science immersion was not the only change initiative that required 

persistence on the part of the principal.  In addition, the entire school was refurnished in order to 

provide a more engaging and collaborative learning environment for students.  The furniture 

vendors were not able to provide the furniture during the summer and the delivery was delayed 
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several times.   The music teacher, Mrs. Baker, spoke about the principal’s persistence with 

admiration:   

My principal is a non-stop worker. She will take it on and push for what she 
believes in. And she's been told she's pushy. She's been told she's bossy, that she 
asks for too much, that she needs to slow down…but she is passionate about what 
she knows that we as teachers or the students need. For example, all the furniture, 
pushing for it to be in place for the start of the school year. She was told, “That's 
too soon. That's too much.” But she did it. She went for it, and then eventually we 
got it over Fall Break.  The students love it, and they are thankful for the 
opportunity to have flexible seating and that new experience. 

Persistence and flexibility.  Another teacher, Mrs. Anderson, described both the 

principal’s persistence and flexibility.  She said, 

I guess the furniture was one of our big problems.  It was supposed to come over 
Labor Day weekend, and it kept getting backordered.  Teachers were panicked 
about having to come in over the weekend.  “Are we going to have to rearrange 
our room on a weekend?”  She heard all of us panicking over this and made sure 
that it was delivered the week of Fall Break so not on a weekend.  But, she had to 
hold it.  So, she contacted people to make sure they held it until that date, even 
though it was available earlier. We just couldn't handle that. So, we all 
appreciated that.   

When the furniture was backordered, the principal worked with the vendor to make sure that it 

was delivered during a weeklong break, rather than on a weekend, so that teachers would have 

adequate time to set up their classrooms for students.  She used the capacities of persistence and 

flexibility to make the mid-year furniture delivery manageable for teachers.  Mrs. Baker summed 

up the principal’s persistence in this way, “If it is something that we are passionate about, she's 

going to help find a way for it to happen for us at our school.”  The principal, herself, echoed this 

sentiment, “I'm always willing to do things no matter how hard they are.”   

 The principal also showed flexibility in seeking resolution for another school-wide 

problem.  Prickly Pear was scheduled to highlight students’ coding projects to the parent 

community.  Teachers were stressed about meeting this deadline due to delays with curriculum 
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and limited access to the computer lab.  The principal gave teachers the choice of displaying the 

partially completed projects or rescheduling the event.  This flexibility relieved stress and helped 

teachers to move forward.  

 Resiliency.  Through all the difficulties, the principal was supportive and modeled 

resiliency for teachers.  Mrs. Taylor described her intentionality in providing support: 

Having them [teachers] see that I'm there, navigating with them.  I attend all the 
trainings with them. I make sure that when our coach is on campus, I'm popping 
into rooms. When they’ve had some frustrations with that process, I've been sure 
to kind of go to those steps above. Keep Dr. Hardy informed, and keep the Code 
to the Future staff informed as well. They just know that they can come to me I 
think, and that it's okay to vent, and I will help in any way possible.                                                                                                                                   

 
Teachers noticed and appreciated the principal’s support; Mrs. Clark recalled,  
 

It was very stressful, and she knew that. She would ask us, “How are you doing?  
What can I do to help?” I know for myself, and I'm sure the other staff, we were 
very honest in how overwhelmed we were feeling.  She was very careful not to 
add anything else on to our plates; so that, we could learn one thing at a time. 

The principal’s support allowed teachers to overcome challenges.  The principal also recognized 

resiliency within the faculty; “If there are people who are struggling, they help each other.  It’s 

just a really special thing.”  The principal and teachers were resilient despite many challenges, 

and in the end, the school successfully navigated the change process to become a Computer 

Science Immersion School. 

 Confidence.  In addition to resiliency, the principal exuded confidence in herself and 

others. At the end of the interview, Mrs. Clark described her principal’s support and confidence 

by saying,  

I like how we are allowed to challenge ourselves as much as we are comfortable 
with.  There are some [teachers] that struggled with the computers this year, and 
we were able to help each other.  Then there are some of us, like myself, who just 
drove straight in and tried to swim. Regardless of where we are at, Mary is always 
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encouraging us, and saying, ‘You can do it,’ and asking how she can help and 
finding resources to help us when we need it.” 
 

This teacher knew that it was okay to take risks and try new things.  She was confident in herself 

and knew that her principal shared her confidence. 

 Hope and optimism.  Despite the many challenges described earlier, the principal, Mary 

Taylor, displayed a highly positive, hopeful, and optimistic attitude.  Mrs. Anderson said, “She’s 

very energetic and positive.”  Mrs. Hall’s statements were similar, “She is a high capacity leader, 

and because she has a high capacity, she'll take on challenges with the gusto of “We can do this!”  

She's very positive.”  During the interview, the principal made hopeful and optimistic statements 

about the school.  For example, in describing her hopes and aspirations for the school, she said, 

“We continue to look forward to how we best help our kids to prepare for their futures.”  When 

describing the challenges faced as a school during the year, she looked forward with optimism 

rather than back with discouragement.  She anticipated, “I know next year will be a lot better.” 

Patterns Across Cases 

 Authentic leadership.  I found strong evidence of the two aspects of authentic 

leadership, internalized moral perspective and self-awareness, at both schools.  However, each 

capacity was displayed in unique ways.  At Saguaro Elementary, the principal’s Christian faith 

and personal family background heavily influenced his internalized moral perspective; whereas, 

Mary Taylor at Prickly Pear, was driven by a passionate commitment to caring for students.  

Consistent with his internalized moral perspective, Bob Jones’ self-awareness influenced his 

overall vision for the school as family-centered.  In the case of Prickly Pear, self-awareness 

affected the principal’s day-to-day decision-making more so that her overall vision. 
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Psychological capital and capacities of principals.  All of the capacities identified by 

theories of psychological capital and principal leadership were present in each case.  In terms of 

open-mindedness, teachers at both schools felt that their principals were open to divergent 

opinions and solutions.  At Prickly Pear, the principal’s open-mindedness also extended to 

openness to innovative practices.  Each of the principals demonstrated flexibility in solving 

problems.  There was more demand for flexibility at Prickly Pear due to the nature of the change 

initiative at that site concurrent with the study.  This change initiative also required persistence 

on the part of the principal in order to gain needed resources for teachers.  At Saguaro, 

persistence was helpful in responding to increased competition from area charter schools.  

Interestingly, there is also a charter school near Prickly Pear, and although it has also affected 

enrollment, it was not mentioned as a factor during the interviews.  The charter near Prickly Pear 

has been in existence longer than has the charter near Saguaro.  The initiation of computer 

science immersion may have been in part the district’s way of responding to the increased 

competition.  The principals at both schools demonstrated resiliency in response to change.  In 

each case, the principal’s resiliency provided a model for teachers to follow.  Similarly, teachers 

at both sites narrated examples of their principal’s capacity for confidence.  Optimism is 

generalized hope and both capacities were present in abundance at Saguaro and Prickly Pear.  

The principals’ positivity was cited by teachers at each school. 

Theme Two:  The principals’ leadership practices influenced the climate of academic 

optimism among faculty 

Principal Leadership Practices   

 In this section, I will review the theories about leadership practices contained within my 

conceptual framework.  I will begin by describing the components of enabling bureaucracy 
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(Hoy, 2003; Hoy & Sweetland, 2000, 2001; McGuigan, 2005; McGuigan & Hoy, 2006).  Next, I 

explore the leadership practices within the theory of authentic leadership ((Luthans, et. al., 2006).  

Finally, I will examine the leadership practices from scholars of educational leadership 

(Leithwood, et. al., 2008). 

Enabling bureaucracy.  The theory of enabling bureaucracy describes the following 

principal leadership practices:  facilitating problem solving, focusing on solving problems 

collaboratively and flexibly, enabling cooperation, encouraging innovation, and protecting 

participants (Hoy, 2003; Hoy & Sweetland, 2000, 2001; McGuigan, 2005; McGuigan & Hoy, 

2006). There is also a high level of trust within an enabling school (Sinden, et. al., 2004).   

Authentic leadership.  The principal leadership practices of relational transparency and 

balanced processing are defined in the theory of authentic leadership (Luthans, et. al., 2006).  

Relational transparency refers to being open and honest in dealings with others.  Leaders are 

transparent with information and express their true opinions (Kernis, 2003).  When leaders 

engage in balanced processing, they look at every aspect of an issue and analyze all relevant 

data, intentionally considering viewpoints that contrast with or oppose their own, before reaching 

a decision (Gardner, et. al., 2005).   

Leadership practices.  Scholars of principal leadership describe four successful 

leadership practices including:  building vision and setting direction, understanding and 

developing people, redesigning the organization, and managing the teaching and learning 

program (Leithwood, et. al., 2008).   

Building vision and setting direction.  In working to create a successful school climate, 

the principal must first create a shared sense of purpose, often referred to as a vision.  To do this, 
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the principal communicates an inspiring view of the future, creates challenging yet achievable 

goals for school improvement, and sets high expectations for the performance of teachers and the 

achievement of students (Leithwood, et. al., 2008).  

Understanding and developing people. Teachers have the most direct influence on 

student learning; therefore, their craft must be continuously improved.  The principal not only 

focuses on the knowledge and skill set of teachers needed to accomplish the school’s goals, but 

also on dispositional factors such as commitment, capacity, and resilience to persist towards goal 

attainment (Leithwood, et. al., 2008).  The principal develops people through individualized 

assistance and support, by fostering intellectual stimulation and by modeling appropriate values 

and behaviors (Bass & Avolio, 1994; Gray, 2000; Harris & Chapman, 2002; Leithwood & Jantzi, 

2008; Leithwood, et. al., 2004).   

Redesigning the organization to facilitate collaboration and community.  Well-managed, 

sustainable organizations are collaborative in nature; therefore, the principal should redesign the 

school to provide the structure, time, and support necessary for teachers to come together to 

improve teaching and learning.  Through development of a professional learning community, 

educators work in teams rather than in isolation to solve problems, plan lessons, and assess 

student learning (Leithwood & Jantzi, 2008; Leithwood, et. al., 2004).  Shared leadership is 

required (Marks & Louis, 1997; Marks & Printy, 2003) and is best accomplished through 

collaboration by the principal and a team of teaching professionals (Marks & Nance, 2007).  

Sharing leadership through professional community allows teachers to make the most of their 

motivations, commitments, and capacities (Leithwood, et. al., 2008).  Principals should also 

build productive relationships with parents and the community and connect the school to its 

wider environment (Leithwood, et. al., 2008).  
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Managing the teaching and learning program. This category, managing the teaching and 

learning program, involves developing the routines, structures, and procedures that make 

organizational change possible (Leithwood & Jantzi, 2008).  It also involves buffering staff from 

external demands that are unrelated to the school’s priorities and goals. 

Evidence from case studies.  Next, I will examine the evidence around principal 

leadership practices including theories of enabling bureaucracy (Hoy, 2003; Hoy & Sweetland, 

2000, 2001; McGuigan, 2005; McGuigan & Hoy, 2006), authentic leadership (Luthans, et. al., 

2006), and leadership practices (Leithwood, et. al., 2008).  I will look for evidence within each 

case study as well as for patterns across the two cases. 

Case Study I:  Saguaro Elementary School   

Enabling bureaucracy.  In this section, I will examine the findings for enabling 

bureaucracy including:  building trust, facilitation of problem solving, enabling cooperation, 

facilitating collaborative processes, encouraging innovation, protecting participants, and 

applying rules and solving problems flexibly.  These practices work in conjunction with one 

another, and many of the findings overlap.  I will begin with trust. 

Building trust.  The theme of principal trust in the faculty was widely represented in the 

participant’s responses.  For example, Mrs. Miller stated, “He has very strong leadership.  He 

trusts in his staff to let us do our job.”  Ms. Brown explained this further, “Mr. Jones believes 

that because we are certified, and we have all gone through our training at the university - he 

believes that we are capable.”  She went on to say,  

He’s hands on, but he’s not.  He doesn’t try to micromanage, usually.  I mean, he 
has his little moments, but truly, he steps away and says, “You’re the 
professional.  I believe in you, and I believe in your students and in our school.”   
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A third teacher, Mrs. Smith also agreed, “He trusts us as professionals.”  Mrs. William’s 

comments about empowerment and respect also bring trust to mind:  

He really empowers. Part of his leadership skills, if you were to analyze it, he’s 
more hands off, if you will.  He empowers us as teachers.  There’s so much 
respect he has for us.  We also have respect; it’s two-way. 

Further, Mrs. Williams, in reference to a grade level problem and difficult conversations between 

colleagues, quoted Mr. Jones as saying, “I believe in you.  I trust you.  Trust the process.  It can 

work out.”   

In my interview with the principal, Mr. Jones alluded to trust when describing teachers’ 

work in professional learning communities, “I love empowering teachers to pick curricular areas, 

be it math or reading, and then deciding longitudinally on the markers that they want for their 

kids.”  He again described a trusting attitude when speaking of parent concerns.  When parents 

come to him with a concern, he first directs them to the teacher, “Let’s talk with the teacher first, 

and then if we need an assistant principal or principal, we’ll work that in.”  He described how the 

teacher was much more capable of addressing parental concerns.  This was confirmed by Mrs. 

Miller in describing her experience with concerns voiced by parents.  In her words, “[Mr. Jones] 

says, ‘Go to the teacher first.  Don’t talk to me yet.  Go to the teacher; because, that’s the issue.”  

Finally, Mr. Jones spoke about delegating responsibilities and encouraging leadership in others.  

Doing so implies trust.  Cooperative and collaborative problem solving will be examined next. 

 Facilitating problem solving and enabling cooperation.  A change to the district’s gifted 

model was proposed in response to the increased competition from a neighboring charter school 

and the resultant drop in student enrollment.  In reference to this proposed change, Mrs. Smith 

described how Mr. Jones engaged the staff in collaborative problem solving: 
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The new GEM cluster has definitely been a challenge for a lot of our staff, but he 
came to us.  He came to the staff and kind of laid it out there.  [He asked for 
input,] “Share any concerns you have.  Share any ideas you have.  How can this 
be successful?  How can this be something that our whole school can accept?”  
He didn’t have anything that had to happen the way that he wanted it.  He was just 
very much listening to everybody and taking everybody’s concerns and ideas into 
account.  This made everybody more comfortable which in turn created more of 
an accepting atmosphere with the program.   

 For Mrs. Davis, the proposed change to gifted services also came to mind when asked 

how the school approached problems.  She answered, 

I was just thinking of this new endeavor that three schools might be involved with 
–trying to figure out the GEM kids’ needs.  He actually did it through an e-mail.  
He said, ‘Hey, here are the questions that I have.  Would you also list questions 
that you have?’ And it’s not just the people who will be directly involved.  He 
was looking for everybody’s ideas.   

The preceding quotes show how the principal engaged the faculty with a true problem facing the 

school and sought their input in the details of the proposed change.  In doing so, he 

simultaneously encouraged both innovation and collaboration.   

In giving another example of the principal’s approach to problem solving, Mrs. Davis 

conveyed a concern about a particular parent who was explosive at times in the parking lot.  In 

this case, Mr. Jones “reached out to the staff for ideas.  He just kind of put out an all call, ‘Who 

can help us with this family?”  As the school reading specialist, Mrs. Davis, already had a 

positive relationship with the students and volunteered to help.  She became the before and after 

school greeter.  She described how she was able to build trust with the parent over time. 

Another teacher, Mrs. Miller, gave an example of a different challenge that the school 

was currently deliberating at the time of the interview.  Some teachers were concerned about 

student behavior and adult supervision in the courtyard at dismissal time.  She described the 

problem-solving process: 
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We have an issue with the courtyard.  We’re not sure what we’re totally going to 
do.  First, it’s discussed.  We discuss it as a team, and say, “Well, what do we 
want to do?  What’s our solution?”  We usually then will take it back to our PLC 
[Professional Learning Community] teams.  Talk to our individual teams and say, 
“What’s happening here? This is what’s going on.  How do we propose to solve 
it?” 

Mrs. Miller went on to describe how the Positive Behavior Intervention and Supports (PBIS) 

Team and Building Leadership Team (BLT) are working together to solve this particular 

concern.  Of note, the aforementioned process allows for broad input from all stakeholders 

within the school.  In this case, teachers noticed a concern, misbehavior in the courtyard during 

dismissal, and initiated the problem-solving process.   

Ms. Brown described the same process as Mrs. Miller in reference to how school 

problems are solved in general.   

Well, we do have our Building Leadership Team, and we have representatives 
from each grade level.  We have representatives from the specials, and we have 
representatives from our Educational Support Professionals, our classified.  When 
[Mr. Jones] has his BLT meetings, his agenda would include things that would 
need to be looked at and decided on—not necessarily at that moment.  He would 
ask, “Go back and talk to those who you represent.”  So, for school level decision 
making, I think we are all involved.  

Similarly, Mrs. Williams described how the principal, Mr. Jones, encourages teachers to 

participate in problem solving and decision-making.   

He encourages teacher involvement through the BLT and the ILT [Instructional 
Learning Team].  He encourages us to be involved and to have a say rather than 
say, “No, I never had that opportunity.”  He’s always inviting people to come if 
there’s a big decision to be made to be part of that. 

Mrs. Smith reiterated the process for solving problems,  

We do it as a team.  It’s never up to one person or a single group.  Everything is 
always brought to the whole staff.  If something is discussed with BLT or ILT 
members, decisions are never solidified or made until we have the acceptance and 
everybody on board.  Everybody’s involved in decisions.  
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Mr. Jones shared that “the BLT is probably the most common where staff will surface 

cares or concerns.”  He went on to explain, “There is a specific part of the meeting where I just 

go around the table and ask, ‘Is there anything in your department or grade level that we need to 

[address]?”  One of the teachers, Mrs. Davis, explained that for decision-making, Mr. Jones 

“relies heavily on the expertise he has within a building.”  At Saguaro Elementary, collaboration 

is encouraged for other purposes beyond problem solving. 

 Facilitating collaborative processes.  When Mr. Jones was asked, “To what do you 

attribute the success of your school?” he responded, “I think without hesitation it is the fact that 

everybody is pulling.  It is not one person or one team or one department.  It’s collectively 

playing off of each other.”  During his interview, Mr. Jones also mentioned BLT, ILT, PBIS, and 

PLC as teams within the school where teachers collaborate with one another to solve problems 

and achieve goals.  He described the ILT as “a team of teachers internally that really looks at 

how the instruction aligns with the Gradual Release of Responsibility Model.”  He described the 

various collaborative committees within the school as “more grassroots” and “separate from any 

mandates that I might need us to move on.”  He also described the PLC process as “organic and 

teacher driven.” 

According to Ms. Brown, collaboration is an expected and widespread practice at 

Saguaro Elementary School and within Sonoran Desert School District in general.  She said, “As 

far as collaboration, definitely, Bob encourages it.”  She went on to explain how beneficial she 

felt various types of collaboration were for planning and instruction including within grade level 

teams, vertical teams involving multiple grade levels, and from teachers at one school to teachers 

at another.  Mrs. Smith, a kindergarten teacher, echoed these sentiments, 
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Yes, [Mr. Jones] encourages a lot of team collaborations.  During our PLC time, 
when we have common plan time during the day throughout the week, he always 
wants us to try and be on the same page.  He doesn’t make it so that we all have to 
be doing the same exact thing at the same exact time, but he does like that 
consistency.  He is also very into cross-grade level collaboration; so, we have 
PLC weeks where we can meet with first grade and talk with them about things 
that they’re doing or ideas that they have that we could implement in our rooms.  
So, very much into collaboration, not just as a grade level, but also across grade 
levels. 

In her interview, Mrs. Williams also made statements about collaboration within and between 

grade level teams.  Similarly, Mrs. Davis confirmed, “I know [Mr. Jones] wants us to work 

together.”  She described how teachers meet together in professional learning community teams 

twice weekly.  In reference to her grade level team, Mrs. Miller said, “We collaborate 

constantly.”  Next, I will present evidence for the leadership practice of encouraging innovation. 

 Encouraging innovation.  Mrs. Miller explained that the principal encourages teachers to 

adopt innovative practices; “There’s always something new that he’s finding and sharing with 

us.”  She also talked about having the freedom to try new things on her own.  She described a 

new framework for organizing reading instruction, “Power Reading Workshop,” that she is 

implementing in her classroom for the first time this year.   

A couple of teachers recalled specific instances where the principal encouraged 

innovation.  Mrs. Davis described developing a process for reviewing reading data with teachers.  

She described how the principal first asked her to create a data review and then encouraged her 

along the way.  Over time, she created a process that worked well for everyone within the school.  

In talking about this initiative and other innovations in general, Mrs. Davis summarized by 

saying, “I feel like I can try anything. If he thinks it is good for kids, and I think it is good for 

kids, he will really let us try anything here. I think that is huge here.”  Mrs. Smith discussed the 

district’s upcoming one-to-one technology initiative.   She explained that the principal 
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encouraged teachers to prepare for this innovation through professional development offerings.  

She said, “He encourages us to pursue classes and professional development in areas that we 

might be focusing on like now with the Chromebooks or Google Classroom.  He’ very 

encouraging in that aspect.” 

Ms. Brown described how the school environment has been cultivated to support risk 

taking by both students and teachers.  She said, “It's an environment of learning that they can 

take risks with their knowledge and with their learning and that I as a teacher can take risks with 

my teaching and helping my students with their learning.”  Teachers at Saguaro Elementary feel 

encouraged by the principal and confident in their abilities to try innovative practices.   Next, I 

will present evidence for the leadership practice of protecting participants. 

 Protecting participants.  During his interview, the principal, Mr. Jones addressed how he 

works to protect participants.  In describing his problem-solving efforts, he said, “It’s a balancing 

act which will mean lightening their load and trying to take things off their plate but doing so in 

a respectful manner so that they see I’m trying to help them not take over and manipulate or 

overshadow them.  He offered further information about protecting participants when describing 

conflicts between the adults working within a large self-contained special education program for 

children with intellectual disabilities.  There are two teachers and approximately a dozen 

instructional aides working in this program.  At times, there are conflicts between the adults, and 

the principal is asked by the teachers to help find resolution.  In describing this scenario, Mr. 

Jones reflected, “I need to solve the problem, but I need to make sure that I understand what they 

see as the problem before I start throwing out answers.” 
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 At times, the school has to make difficult decisions and not everyone is in agreement.  In 

those instances, Mr. Jones becomes the decision maker in order to protect participants.  He 

explains,  

If someone needs to split a hair and make a decision…that can be seen as the 
principal’s role versus someone else feeling the burden.   I think many people feel 
like that’s a burdensome decision.  That is my role to then split that hair or choose 
that path or be the deciding vote.  Let them be at odds with me not with each 
other. 

Mr. Jones values collaborative decision-making; however, he also seeks to protect participants 

from arguments or negativity that may arise when consensus cannot be reached. 

 Teachers also described how he protects participants.  He encourages wide involvement; 

however, it is a norm within the school that if you choose not to participate in a decision-making 

opportunity, then you cannot later demean the decision or the decision makers. Mrs. Williams 

described this norm, “Honor the people that made that decision, and honor if a person wasn’t 

there and had opportunities.  We don’t really need to trash talk that person.  We just need to go 

on.”  Solving problems collaboratively within a school is challenging work, and it is essential 

that the faculty feel safe in having open and honest discussions and feel protected when 

participating.  Finally, I will present evidence for the leadership practice of applying rules and 

solving problems flexibly.   

Applying rules and solving problems flexibly.  Saguaro Elementary has limited staff and 

resources for reading intervention.  The reading specialist prioritizes students in kindergarten, 

first, and second grades for direct instruction during the school day.  One of the third grade 

teachers, Mrs. Williams, proposed a flexible solution to provide reading intervention to third 

grade students, and Mr. Jones, the principal, accepted her solution.  The school found a way to 

hire a part-time teacher by using several budget streams flexibly.   
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The principal described how he has been flexible with meetings over time.  In the past, he 

has held weekly or monthly staff meetings where all members were required to attend.  Recently, 

he has begun meeting with a representative group.  He relayed,  

My meetings have evolved. There used to be a weekly staff meeting, and then, it 
became the monthly staff meeting.  Then, I realized I probably could be more 
efficient with giving the information out and not tying up you know forty people 
or thirty people. I could tie up seven, eight, or nine people. So, the Building 
Leadership Team process has taken the place of the traditional staff meeting that I 
used to do each week. 

This flexible solution allowed the principal to distribute and discuss the same information while 

giving time back to the majority of the staff.  Next, I will discuss the leadership practices 

contained within the theory of authentic leadership. 

Authentic leadership.  In this section, I will examine the evidence for authentic 

leadership including relational transparency and balanced processing. 

Relational transparency.  Honest and genuine are words used by teachers about the 

principal, Mr. Jones.  When asked to describe her principal, Mrs. Smith matter-of-factly stated, 

“Bob is very honest.”  Mrs. Williams, in describing the family feel at the school, explained, “It 

just goes back to Mr. Jones.  What you feel on campus is exactly, it’s not phony, it is really 

genuine.”  Her words show that the principal sets the tone felt on campus by having relational 

transparency and being genuine in his interactions with others.  Another teacher, Mrs. Davis, 

when asked about the success of the school credited the principal by saying, “I really do think it 

comes down to our principal’s attitude and encouragement.”  Similarly, Mrs. Smith also ascribed 

the success of the school to the principal.  She said, “Bob's continual support and leadership is 

definitely what makes our school successful.” 



161 
 

Leaders who demonstrate relational transparency build trust by presenting their authentic 

or genuine self.  Ms. Brown described how her principal’s loving attitude has built trust within 

the entire school community: 

He’s very spirit oriented, and I think that comes across. He’s not pushy about it or 
anything, but families know that he’s going to be loving.  He’s going to be caring, 
and he’s that towards students and towards the adults. 

She further described how this sense of love and trust permeates the climate at Saguaro 

Elementary. 

When a parent sees their child get on the bus to come to our school, or they drop 
them off, or they walk them, they know that once they come in that gate, they are 
with people who love them.  Their child is going to be loved, and I always tell 
people, “Do what you love, and love what you do, and love who you do it with.” 
They know that as a staff, we care about each other.  The adults care about each 
other, and the adults care about the children. And they are safe.  They will be 
taken care of. If something happens, they will be notified. We don’t just let things 
go. The parents know that we love their child, and their child is in a safe 
environment and will be receiving the best education. 

In her view, the principal’s relational transparency sets an example for other employees within 

the school to follow that extends to the parents and has built a sense of trust in the school to 

uphold the safety, care, and wellbeing of their children.  Mrs. Smith echoed these sentiments,  

Mr. Jones is very good at letting parents know that we appreciate them, that we 
respect them as parents, and that we all have the same goal in mind for their kids. 
So parents know that when they bring their kids here that not only do the teachers 
want their child to be successful, but Bob wants their child to be successful, too. 

These comments not only speak to the success-oriented climate on campus but also demonstrate 

that the principal is perceived as respectful in his interactions with others. 

The warm, trusting climate described by the teachers was verified in the parent interview.  

When asked, “How does the principal involve parents with the school?” the parent responded, 
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He has an open-door policy.  From the moment you walk into Saguaro you feel 
the warm atmosphere starting with first person who greets you which is Ms. Sue. 
She always greets people with a friendly hello. It's very warm. You can walk onto 
the campus in the morning and spend time with your students before the first bell 
rings, and people always say hi in the hallways.  I think that's something that Bob 
has done with his school that’s unique and very welcoming to families.  He has 
this slogan that, “We are family,” and I think he truly lives by that. 

Saying “he truly lives by that,” shows her sense that he is genuine in his interactions.  She also 

described the atmosphere as “warm,” “friendly,” and “welcoming.”  A teacher, Mrs. Davis, 

described how the principal welcomes parents, “He is super friendly when the parents arrive, and 

he immediately engages them in conversation and makes them feel welcome. I guess the word 

would be hospitable like if someone were to come to your house.”   

During the interview, the parent affirmed the trust between teachers and parents at 

Saguaro.  In describing her child’s teacher, she said,  

I knew that we had a very open relationship that she was honest with me so if 
there was an area that my son needed assistance with or she noticed something, 
she would tell me right away so that we could work together from the get-go and 
try to eliminate any challenges or obstacles that would prevent him from 
succeeding. 

There is a strong sense of trust at the school from the principal to the teachers to the parents. 

Mr. Jones’ statements during the principal interview about his internal motivations were 

consistent with how he is viewed by others.  For example, he opened the interview by stating, “I 

have always wanted and sought that family feel.”  He is very transparent and genuine about his 

vision for the school’s climate.  Near the close of the interview, he said, “My ultimate motivation 

is I want your kid to be healthy, strong, and contributing.”  This strong sense of loving and 

caring for children is evident to all.   
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Balanced processing.  In his interview, Mr. Jones discussed his inclusive approach to 

solving problems through collaboration.  He talked about, “bringing people alongside you and 

not always being the pinnacle or source of information” in reference to his openness to the ideas 

of others.  Mrs. Smith confirmed that Mr. Jones welcomes dissent and the voicing of concerns: 

He encourages everybody’s input.  He’s not afraid to ask.  Sometimes we have 
staff that might be a little more concerned about something, but he still goes to 
them.  He is not afraid to have somebody come back with an issue; because, he 
likes to figure out how to solve those issues. 

Her words were similar to statements made by Mr. Jones during his interview when he was 

explaining how he is open to others bringing forward issues.  He said,  

I want you to come ask the question or request a meeting or present the problem; 
because, that’s what I feel like my job is to be ahead of the issue or ahead of the 
curb and find potential solutions. 

Mr. Jones seeks out ideas, even those that are contrary to his own. Mrs. Williams recalled a 

meeting where Mr. Jones specifically asked people to let him know their ideas even if they were 

different from his.  She remembers the principal saying, “I want to hear from you.  You may not 

agree with me.”   

Likewise, when describing the conflict around the new gifted model, Mrs. Smith said, 

“He didn’t have anything that had to happen the way that he wanted it.  He was just very much 

listening to everybody and taking everybody’s ideas into account.”  Similarly, Mrs. Davis 

recalled about the gifted discussion, “It’s not just the people who will be directly involved.  He 

was looking for everybody’s ideas.”  When solving problems or making decisions, the principal 

uses balanced processing by looking at all sides of an issue and intentionally examining ideas 

that are different from his own.   
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Leadership practices.  Next, I will examine the evidence of leadership practices 

including the following:  building vision and setting direction, understanding and developing 

people, redesigning the organization to facilitate collaboration, and managing the teaching and 

learning program. 

Building vision and setting direction.  The first question on both the principal and 

teacher interview was, “What are your principal’s hopes and aspirations for the school?”  The 

answer at Saguaro was highly consistent in referencing the principal’s vision for a school that 

feels like a family.  Mr. Jones’ first statement was, “I have always wanted and sought that family 

feel.”  Ms. Brown said, “Well our motto is ‘We Are Family.” Similar to others, Mrs. Williams 

stated, “It is really family-based.”  Mrs. Smith also commented that the principal desired “a very 

family atmosphere at the school.”  Mrs. Miller said, “Definitely a sense of caring and family 

here.” Although I did not ask the parent about the principal’s hopes and aspirations, she also 

mentioned the family vision during her interview.  In reference to the principal, the parent said, 

“He has this slogan ‘We are family,’ and I think he truly lives by that.”  Thus, the interviews 

offered compelling evidence that Mr. Jones has communicated and created a clear vision for the 

school.  This vision was also corroborated by evidence gathered during the document analysis.  

In the principal’s message on the school web site, the principal spoke of connections between his 

own personal family and his sense of school family. 

Furthermore, the principal has high expectations for the performance of teachers and 

students in the school.  In describing his hopes and aspirations for the school, he said, “I also 

want and pursue that notion of excellence…the best school in the universe.”  Mrs. Miller’s 

words, during her own interview, were quite similar; “He wants us to be the best school in the 

world.”  Additionally, Mr. Jones hopes to communicate the vision and mission of the school in 
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such a way that “people are pulling in the same direction.”  The principal leadership practice of 

understanding and developing people is next. 

Understanding and developing people.  During the principal interview, Mr. Jones 

described promoting professional growth for teachers through leadership opportunities.  He 

observed, “I see that all of our committees and leadership positions have opportunities for 

teachers to get better at their craft.”   Teachers echoed this sentiment.  Mrs. Davis remarked, “I 

think he's very good about bringing out the best in each of us.”  Likewise, Mrs. Williams 

reflected, “He empowers us as teachers.”  In describing how the principal encourages teachers to 

pursue professional development, Mrs. Smith noted, “He wants us to have as many opportunities 

to grow as we can.”  Furthermore, Mrs. Williams said, “[He is] always encouraging us to seek 

additional professional development.”   

One teacher, Mrs. Davis, recalled how the principal championed her pursuit of National 

Board Teacher Certification.  “He [Mr. Jones] wanted to know what he could do to support me,” 

said Mrs. Davis.  She further stated, “I just felt like he was totally behind me.”  Another teacher, 

Mrs. Brown, made similar comments, “We’ve had several National Board Certified Teachers, 

and I know Bob has worked with them and helped them with that.”  She went on to explain that 

the support group in the district for National Board Certification meets at Saguaro Elementary 

and is led by two of its teachers, Mrs. Williams and Mrs. Frederick. 

The principal shared how he utilizes evaluation reflection conferences to have in depth 

conversations about the individual teacher’s professional growth. 

I find most often that’s where the conversation comes about:  “What do you want 
to do?  Where is this leading you? What are your hopes, dreams, and aspirations?”  
Most often that’s the one time that we each have where we’ve cleared our 
schedule, and we can have a conversation. 
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Mr. Jones explained how valuable he found these one-on-one conversations for teacher 

reflection.  Principal practices to develop collaboration and community will be discussed next. 

Redesigning the organization to facilitate collaboration and community.  Collaboration 

among professionals at Saguaro was previously discussed in depth within the subsection entitled, 

“Facilitating Collaborative Processes,” a practice within enabling bureaucracy (Hoy, 2003; Hoy 

& Sweetland, 2000, 2001; McGuigan, 2005; McGuigan & Hoy, 2006).  This practice is an area 

of theoretical agreement among scholars of principal leadership (Leithwood & Jantzi, 2008; 

Leithwood, et. al., 2004) and scholars of enabling bureaucracy.  The Building Leadership Team 

(BLT) and Positive Behavior Intervention and Supports (PBIS) committee are two of the many 

collaborative structures within the school. 

The BLT is a representative group that discusses issues and resolves concerns.  

According to Mrs. Brown, a teacher, “We do have the BLT, our leadership group, that helps if 

there are things that come up.”  The principal, Mr. Jones, referenced this team, “The BLT 

consists of a representative from each department including support staff that meets.   This year 

we've been meeting about once a month.”  At the time of the interview, this group was reviewing 

dismissal procedures in the courtyard, and this was mentioned by one of the teachers, Mrs. 

Miller.   

The PBIS committee is focused on establishing the necessary structures, routines, 

supports and interventions in order to provide behavioral supports for all students to maximize 

academic and social achievement.  Mrs. Miller leads the PBIS committee, and in her interview 

she explained how she solicits information from others; “I’m constantly sending out e-mails to 

everyone saying, ‘Are there any issues you need talked about?”  According to Ms. Brown, in 
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addition, to focusing on school-wide concerns, the PBIS team also determines behavioral 

interventions for specific students.  Collaboration within the school is important to student 

success as is building community with parents. 

Cultivating productive relationships with parents is an area of strength at Saguaro.  As a 

leader, Mr. Jones models trust in parents and families.  In describing the school community, Mr. 

Jones reflected, “We have solid families.”  When explaining the many success factors at the 

school, he clarified, “It’s also the community and what’s happening at home before the kids even 

show up at our doorstep.”  One of the teachers in describing her uncertainty about whether or not 

all parents can be trusted to support their children’s education pointed to Mr. Jones as an 

example.  She said, “Mr. J. tells us to kind of trust that they’re doing the best that they can do.  I 

feel that Mr. Jones is very positive and encouraging.  That maybe he can see something different 

that I don’t.” 

There is a high level of parent involvement at the school.  Mrs. Miller said, “Bob’s very 

good.  He wants us to be an open campus.  He lets parents on all the time.  He wants the parents 

involved.”  Mrs. Smith expressed,  

We have lots of involvement.  Bob loves the family atmosphere.  He wants 
families on campus.  He enjoys having parents come in for various activities in 
the classroom. The initial meet the teacher is very important to him. He makes 
sure that he meets parents and greets parents. That we're also very inviting and 
parents are always welcome in our classrooms. Obviously, we'll always be 
available for parents before or after school for conferences if they have any 
questions or concerns. Bob always has his open-door policy. The parents are more 
than welcome to come in and talk to him if they need. You can talk to parents on 
campus, and everybody loves Mr. Jones. Parents who've been here for years or 
who had kids 20 years ago will always say, “Oh, we love Mr. Jones. He let us 
come to school and do this, and we could do that.” So, parents are very involved. 
Always, you always, have parents on campus here. 



168 
 

Another teacher, Mrs. Davis, also spoke positively about parent involvement, “Parents are 

always invited to anything.  They’re invited to walk their kids to class.  They’re invited to help in 

the classroom.”  Finally, Mrs. Brown shared specific ways that parents assist in her classroom: 

“I’ve had parents help with Daily Five.  I’ve had parents organize things, separate my Scholastic 

News.”  She described how both Parents Teachers and Friends (PTF) and Watch DOGS (Dads of 

Great Students) are active at Saguaro Elementary.  Parents are committed to their children’s 

education and highly involved at this school.  Principal practices around managing the teaching 

and learning program will be presented next.  

Managing the teaching and learning program.  There are several collaborative teams 

within the school designed to help manage the teaching and learning program.  These include the 

Instructional Learning Team (ILT), Professional Learning Communities (PLC), and the Child 

Assistance Team (CAT).  The contributions of each will be reviewed. 

The ILT is focused on the implementation of the Gradual Release of Responsibility 

Model.  This team of teachers facilitates professional learning opportunities for their colleagues 

in order to implement the instructional model with consistency and fidelity.  In addition to 

providing direct trainings, peer observations are a planned part of the collegial learning process.  

Mrs. Smith described how the principal facilitates peers learning from peers; 

Our ILT leaders are always available for visitors, and if there is a certain area that 
a teacher needs a little more help in or isn’t being as successful, he [Mr. Jones] 
knows teachers right off the top of his head, “Oh, you can go visit this person.” 
So, he's very open to letting you go. He's more than happy to come in and cover 
classrooms while we go and observe other teachers. If we have questions or 
something, then, we can come to him, and he can answer them. He can refer us to 
a teacher on campus who can answer those questions or help us with certain 
situations. 
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Mrs. Williams confirmed the opportunity for peer observation; “We always know that we can go 

to any grade level, any person.  She further quoted the principal as saying, “We have open 

doors,” in reference to collegial observations.  Despite, the teachers’ positivity during the 

interview about the opportunity for collegial observations, the principal revealed during his 

interview that the school has yet to engage in the practice of widespread peer observations.  The 

practice has been fairly limited; however, he has been laying the groundwork for increased, 

routine observations facilitated by the ILT in the future. 

Within the PLC model, teachers meet in grade level or common content area groups to 

plan instruction, assessment, intervention, and enrichment for students.  During his interview, the 

principal, Mr. Jones, described how the PLC process in his school and district has evolved over 

the years.  It was important to him that teachers felt ownership over the goals and discussion 

within their PLC.  He shared, “I've tried to work this year about how to still have your grade 

level needs met without feeling like you're just going through the rote motion of filling out an 

agenda and satisfying what might be perceived as a top-down initiative.”  Although meeting as a 

PLC is a district requirement, he is hopeful that teachers will use this time in meaningful ways 

and find this work to be helpful.  Several teachers referenced the PLC as a time to collaborate 

with grade level peers as well as between grade levels.  These quotes were presented earlier in 

the “Collaboration” subsection under the “Enabling Bureaucracy” heading and will not be 

repeated here.  In reference to determining academic interventions for struggling students, Mrs. 

Davis, the reading specialist, stated, “He’s encouraged us to problem solve through our PLC’s 

first.”  She went on to explain that the next step would be to refer the child to the CAT. 

The school’s CAT collaborates with teachers to develop intervention action plans in order 

to promote student success.  Ms. Brown referred to this team during her interview when asked 
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how the school solves problems, “If there are academic, social problems or behavior problems, 

we have our Child Assistance Team.”  She went on to explain that the principal, Bob Jones, leads 

the team.  Mrs. Smith described the CAT process in more detail:  

With our CAT team, we’ll meet with the specialists, the special education 
teachers, everybody, and come together to make a plan to help those students be 
successful. Mr. Jones and our associate principal are always at these CAT team 
meetings; so, they know all the students who are really struggling and really 
having issues going on. They’ll make sure that we follow up with the families, 
that we follow up in our classrooms, and that we follow up with the specialists to 
get these kids exactly what they need. 

Mr. Jones also described the make-up and role of the CAT during his interview: 

This year we are trying something a little bit different through child study 
where we tweak child study more towards the direction of academic 
concerns and the PBIS towards more of the behavioral support systems; 
although, there are kids that will cross over. A piece that I have been very 
pleased with over the years is typically those child study teams have ten or 
twelve people there including reading specialists, counselors, classroom 
teachers, and administration all trying to troubleshoot. 

The CAT is truly a collaborative problem-solving team within the school.   

Case Study II:  Prickly Pear Elementary School  

Enabling bureaucracy.  In this section, I will examine the findings for enabling 

bureaucracy including:  building trust, facilitation of problem solving, enabling cooperation, 

facilitating collaborative processes, encouraging innovation, protecting participants, and 

applying rules and solving problems flexibly.  These practices work in conjunction with one 

another, and many of the findings overlap.  I will begin with trust. 

Building trust.  There is trust on many levels within Prickly Pear Elementary School.  

The principal, Mary Taylor, spoke about the importance of trusting those you lead.   

It's really important to me to make sure that I'm supporting my staff and my 
community in any way that I can to help them be successful, and I can't just do 
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that by me making all of the decisions.  I like to empower those around me. When 
I was in another district, I worked for a really good leader, and she said, “You hire 
the best people you can, and then you trust them to do what you hired them to 
do.” That's kind of what I try to do. I have an amazing staff with many skill sets.  
It's my job to help them be as successful as possible. 

Through experience, the principal has come to realize that making all decisions herself limits the 

capacity of the school; whereas, empowering and trusting others strengthens the capacity of the 

school.  The teachers confirmed the principal’s trust in them.  Mrs. Baker stated, “She wants the 

teachers to be leaders at our school.”  Mrs. Anderson said, “People are respected as individuals 

and for their personal strengths that they have to add to the school.” 

 Teachers at Prickly Pear trust that the principal is acting with the best interest of students 

in mind.  Mrs. Moore explained her trust in the principal in this way,  

I think her aspirations are for the betterment of the school…what’s best for the 
school.  She really takes the teachers through it, and she shows us the data.  I 
think that is why we get on board easily; because, she shows us how it is 
beneficial. 

This trust is mutual.  When describing the teachers, the principal said, “The teachers are willing 

to do whatever it takes to help kids to be successful.  The principal’s words were echoed by a 

teacher, Mrs. Hall, “Whatever is best for kids, we’re willing to do.” 

Teachers also trust their colleagues at Prickly Pear.  Mrs. Clark shared, “We have a very 

supportive environment. We all respect each other and trust each other with students and 

materials.  We know that if we are in need of something we all have each other's backs.”  This 

trust also leads to cooperative problem solving which will be discussed next.   

Facilitating problem solving and enabling cooperation.  Determining what will most 

benefit students is the underlying philosophy and impetus for cooperating with one another and 

solving problems at Prickly Pear Elementary.  The principal, Mary Taylor, said that she and the 
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faculty “attack a problem with how can we make it better.”  In agreement, Mrs. Moore stated, 

“We come together and discuss what’s, again for the benefit of the school, not what’s for the 

benefit of us, but what’s for the benefit of the kids and our stakeholders.”   According to the 

principal, positivity is the norm at the school; “There are so many with a positive outlook that if 

there are a few naysayers they are able to help them come around to the ways that we can solve it 

rather than just stay in the problem itself.”  Mrs. Hall’s comments mirrored the aforementioned 

statements from both her colleague and principal: 

We have always talked about, and we have been told how much our teachers 
work hard.  I have heard that from people from other schools who have come in 
and said, “You guys are very much willing to take on challenges without a lot of 
complaints.”  Whatever is best for kids, we are willing to do. I think that has been 
a big part of it; so, I will give teachers credit. However, you need to have 
leadership to help with that positivity and going back to what is best for kids, and 
teachers who absolutely think that way, too. 

There is clear evidence that the teachers do cooperate with one another to solve problems in 

order to benefit students and their learning as well as verification that the principal’s leadership 

influences those efforts. 

 Other teachers described how the school’s Building Leadership Team (BLT) solves 

problems cooperatively.  For example, Mrs. Moore said, “We get together with our BLT, and 

then we really discuss it.”  Similarly, two teachers, Mrs. Anderson and Mrs. Hall, referenced the 

BLT along with the Instructional Learning Team (ILT) as problem solving groups within the 

school.  Of these teams, Mrs. Anderson said, “The problem goes to those two committees first.”  

Mrs. Baker described how the committees within the school and the BLT serve as representative 

groups: 

We have many committees at our school, and our principal has asked at least one 
grade level representative and one specialist or several specialists to be on each 
committee.  Then, she asks us as that representative on that committee talking 
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about those issues to report back to the team members gather their feedback, their 
concerns, their issues, their yeses or no’s and report back to her as the leader 
understanding that conversation that was had during the committee meeting.  So, 
she delegates those assignments and wants the best interest of everybody.  She 
wants us to talk about it, and then come back. She asks us, especially on the 
Building Leadership Team, to make those tough decisions for the school, 
knowing our team of teachers or our specialists group of teachers, and then 
bringing the support that we have from that grade level team back to her. Instead 
of making decisions by herself, she asks us to help with input for those decisions. 

 

The process described by Mrs. Baker demonstrated the cooperation and collaboration involved in 

solving problems and making decisions for the school.  Mrs. Clark described the same process 

more succinctly; “She has leadership teams that meet and discuss.  Then, those teams go back to 

their grade levels and discuss important information.”  Both teachers’ comments are congruent.  

Next, I will further describe the collaborative processes within the school. 

Facilitating collaborative processes.  The principal values collaborative decision-making 

and gave multiple examples of how she over time has transformed decisions from the realm of 

individuals to that of the group.  For example, in the past, two people created the school’s master 

schedule.  Now, the BLT, with representation from all teams, creates the schedule.  The BLT 

also determined the calendar of events for the year.  The principal gave examples of other 

collaborative teams within the school including the Positive Behavior Intervention and Supports 

(PBIS) committee, the ILT, and the Child Study Team (CST).  Teachers lead all of these groups.  

Mrs. Taylor stated, “I have empowered the people who have strengths to make sure that they are 

helping to guide and help make those decisions.” 

Professional Learning Communities provide an avenue for teacher collaboration within 

the school.  The principal described PLC meetings at Prickly Pear: 
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The Professional Learning Communities meet twice a week.  Once a week they 
meet to plan for their language arts, and once for math.  They document their 
notes and share those with me through Google Drive. About every other week, I 
walk through their meetings; because, I don't want them to be sidetracked by me 
coming through.   The assistant principal and I each have a different grade level 
we support, and we make sure that we read those notes and respond every week 
whether they asked us any questions or not so that we’re aware of the content 
goals that are going on and the data that they are looking at as well.  Some teams 
meet longer than others. Sometimes their Friday meeting goes long into the 
evening, but they meet a minimum of two hours a week to collaborate.  

 

One of the teachers explained how the principal supports the PLC process at Prickly Pear.  Mrs. 

Baker said,  

She'll come to the PLC's. She'll listen. She'll involve herself. “What are your 
needs? Where are you at? What does the data show? What can we do from there? 
Where do we need to go forward?” She listens to individuals as well. When 
individual teachers have a concern, or they want to do an initiative, they come to 
her.  However, she does like the team to talk and work together; so that, it is in the 
best interest of all the students at that grade level or in that specialist group. 

 

In addition to relaying how the principal supports the PLC meetings, Mrs. Baker’s words also 

demonstrate the principal’s preference for collaborative rather than individual decision-making.  

Again, as portrayed earlier, this statement references making decisions that are “in the best 

interest of all the students” a common philosophy within the school.  Next, I will describe how 

the principal encourages innovative practices. 

Encouraging innovation.  This year, Prickly Pear Elementary became a Computer 

Science Immersion School by implementing one-to-one technology devices for students and 

integrating computer-coding instruction into the school day.  The principal led and encouraged 

this system-wide innovation.  When speaking about the change, she said, “The Computer 

Science Immersion process has really helped change our thinking and help us make sure that we 
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are preparing kids for their future in all academic areas.”  She also said, in describing the 

disruption of the change, “It rocked our world.” 

The principal built consensus for this massive change by sharing her vision for students’ 

futures.  Teachers echoed the principal’s vision.  Mrs. Baker said this about the principal’s hopes 

and aspirations for the school: 

She's [Taylor] taken initiative to bring in Code to the Future, which is our 
computer science immersion program, and the teachers are learning the 
curriculum, and then, they’re teaching it to the students in the hopes that someday 
they will be the programmers. They will be the consumers and the producers of 
the technology in the future.   

Similarly, another teacher, Mrs. Hall said,  

She [Taylor] wants an excitement for learning 21st Century Skills, and that was 
shown really when she agreed to do the coding this year.  She wants to give our 
kids opportunities to learn and increase that learning and excitement for learning 
that it brought.  So, along with the Chromebooks, the coding I think she sees as 
just wanting her kids to have opportunities that she knows they'll need as they 
keep getting older. 

Through this vision, the principal and teachers are focused on how their efforts today will help 

students excel in their future as adults.  This innovation brought many challenges, and it was 

necessary for the principal to protect the teachers.  Evidence of this aspect of leadership will be 

discussed next. 

Protecting participants.   During the interview, many teachers spoke about how the 

principal supported and protected them through the implementation of Code to the Future 

throughout the school year in a variety of ways.  For example, the company did not provide the 

needed curriculum in a timely manner, and the principal worked to get it for them.  Mrs. Hall 

remembered, 
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I think she really fought for us with Code to the Future and with Senior Staff and 
kept saying, “We need this. We need curriculum. We need it within this time 
frame.” We know that it wasn't her fault. It was the challenge of being new to us, 
and they [Code to the Future staff] weren’t always necessarily on top of it.  So, I 
would say that was a big challenge for our school this year.  I feel like she went to 
bat for us.  She really kept emailing, kept calling and kept saying, “My teachers 
need this. You need to provide this for them.” 

The principal also described advocating for teachers to obtain the needed computer-coding 

curriculum.  She shared, 

For example, there were points when we didn't have the curriculum on time.  
When we started, they didn't have curriculum books. In phase two, we didn't get 
our curriculum until January which was a month after the first phase ended; so, 
they were a month without the actual printed documents.  It's been hard; because, 
they're frustrated.  I really do my best to try to get what they need, but because 
we're dealing with an outside vendor, I can't always do that. It's been a real 
challenge. 

Even though the principal did not have total control over the given situation, the teachers 

appreciated her efforts to support them.  Another teacher, Mrs. Moore described how challenging 

it was to learn how to teach computer coding.  Mrs. Moore said,  

Huge learning curve…especially for me.  It was like “Whoa,” but she listened to 
everything I said.  “It would be great if we had videos, or if we had more 
readings,” and she took everything that I said to heart.  It was amazing by the time 
that we were done.  
 

Mrs. Moore’s comments demonstrate how the principal’s support not only helped her to 

persevere but to thrive and to succeed.  Another teacher described how she protected teachers by 

keeping the focus on computer science rather than allowing many different initiatives to occur at 

the same time.  Mrs. Clark said with appreciation,  

She was really careful not to overload us with new things.  We were very honest 
in how overwhelmed we were feeling, and she was very careful not to add 
anything else on to our plates so that we could learn one thing at a time. 
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The principal also talked about narrowing the focus intentionally to protect participants.  Ms. 

Taylor said, “We really stay focused on just one thing at a time as much as we can so that we're 

not scattered in a million directions.”  Protecting participants was critical for the successful 

implementation of this innovation.   

Applying rules and solving problems flexibly.  During her interview, the principal, Mary 

Taylor shared a story that illustrated her ability to solve problems flexibly.   

Our next Epic Build is next month, and they [teachers] were like, “We didn’t have 
curriculum for a month.  How are we going to get there?” And just telling them, 
“One, we can change it, and we’ll make that decision after our next training 
(which was last week), or two, where we are is fine.  We are doing great and 
whatever we showcase is what we showcase.” 

Teachers were stressed about having to meet a short timeline to publicly display students’ 

projects, and the principal relieved their anxiety by offering a flexible solution, the opportunity to 

delay the Epic Build if necessary.  In the end, teachers decided to keep the Epic Build as 

scheduled.  Mrs. Taylor relayed, “Last week, every grade level that I checked in with said, “Yes, 

we will be ready for the Epic Build.”  She reiterated that it was important to give “them the 

power to know that if we didn't think we were ready, we would have changed things.”  Mrs. 

Taylor knows that running a school requires flexible problem solving.  One of the teachers, Mrs. 

Hall, shared how the principal’s flexible approach relieved her anxiety in preparing for the Epic 

Build.  She complimented the principal, saying, “She handled that pretty well.”  Next, I will 

discuss the leadership practices contained within the theory of authentic leadership. 

Authentic leadership.  In this section, I will examine the evidence for authentic 

leadership practices including relational transparency and balanced processing. 
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Relational transparency. When asked to describe her principal’s leadership skills, fourth 

grade teacher, Mrs. Clark said, “She tries to be very transparent with decisions about where 

we’re going and what her long-term plans are. She really tries to make sure that everyone is on 

board before moving forward.”  This teacher’s words epitomize relational transparency.  Another 

teacher, Mrs. Moore, explained the genuineness that she sees in her principal, “She really puts 

her whole heart into it, and I think we recognize when principals put their whole heart into it, and 

they're invested into it as much as we are.”  The words “whole heart” and “invested” indicate 

evidence of relational transparency.  As another example, Mrs. Anderson explained how the 

principal uses evaluation conferences as an opportunity to build relationships.  She recalled,  

With evaluations, Mary will spend quite a bit of time asking me how I'm doing, you 
know, and I’m new to fifth grade, or my mother-in-law passed away at the beginning of 
the year. Just getting to know me, and it seems like there's a good chunk of time on how I 
am doing just overall. 

 

This teacher appreciated the principal for taking the time to get to know her and care for her on a 

personal level.  Doing so demonstrates relational transparency. 

 The principal also made comments that indicate that she practices relational transparency.  

Ms. Taylor said,  

I am honest with my staff. I work with them to be the best that they can be. I help 
them with those challenging situations, challenging students as much as I can. I 
really try to empower those around me to be able to feel like they can make the 
decisions they need on a daily basis but if they need support, they know that they 
can come to me with anything.  

 

By being honest and genuine with her staff, the principal is also able to be supportive when 

needed. 

Balanced processing.  The music teacher, Mrs. Baker, described how the principal uses 

balanced processing by including others in decision-making. 
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[The principal provides] leadership opportunities for the teachers, asking our 
opinions on committees, and taking our input during meetings, and then thinking 
about it, reflecting on it and delegating the work back out to us and asking for our 
thoughts and our opinions on issues that we have at our school. 

This quote shows that the principal reflects on the opinions of others before making 

substantive decisions.  Another teacher, Mrs. Clark, made similar references,  

She has leadership teams that meet and discuss, and then, those teams go 
back to their grade levels and discuss important information. She also will 
ask within staff meetings, or sometimes, if it is time pertinent, she might 
do an email out, “Hey, how does everyone feel about this?”   

This statement indicates that the principal values the ideas of others.  A third teacher explained 

how the principal uses research and data, a component of balanced processing, when proposing 

new initiatives.  Mrs. Moore said, “She has actually done her research where she knows that the 

statistics are there, and that it is something proven.  She really takes us through it.  She shows us 

the data.” 

Leadership practices.  Next, I will examine the evidence of leadership practices 

including the following:  building vision and setting direction, understanding and developing 

people, redesigning the organization to facilitate collaboration, and managing the teaching and 

learning program. 

Building vision and setting direction.  The leadership practice of building vision and 

setting direction was discussed previously as a finding for encouraging innovation and will be 

further explored here.  The principal’s vision for the school was much broader than merely 

implementing instruction for computer coding.  Her vision was steeped in ethics and was truly 

about providing enriching opportunities to disadvantaged children through schooling.  The 

principal’s vision for the school was pervasive, and both she and the teachers spoke with passion 

throughout the interview about providing students with enrichment in a multitude of ways. 
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This quote from the principal shows her sense of ethics and compassion particularly for 

children who come from lower income families, 

I want us to continue to be a place that really supports the whole child 
though.  We have more and more families coming to us with foster kids, kids in 
need of things, homeless and what not, and I just want to make sure that we’re 
doing everything we can to make sure that they know that they are cared for and 
supported while they’re here and to provide that stability that they might not have 
outside of our walls. So adding the grant on for after school and before school 
classes, that was one of my goals to help kids that might not be able to have those 
experiences like you and I might provide our kids. 

The principal believes that the school has the means to narrow the opportunity and experience 

gap for these children. 

During her interview Mrs. Baker, the music teacher, detailed the principal’s vision as a 

mechanism for opportunity.  She said, “At my school, our principal is really excited for all the 

opportunities that can be presented not only to the staff but to the students.”  She went on to 

describe the many things that the principal has brought to the school for students including a 

Title I food grant, a 21st Century Learning Grant that provides before and after school classes, 

new furniture for classrooms to encourage collaborative learning, and the Code to the Future 

initiative to teach students computer programming. 

Another teacher, Mrs. Moore, described how the many opportunities were made possible 

through community partners: 

I think our school is a family-oriented school. We work not only with each other 
but also with community partners. We really take that to heart. It takes a family to 
raise a child, a community to raise a child. Everybody is involved, all the 
stakeholders and the community. Even businesses have gotten on board with us, 
which is a good thing. 
 

In describing the motivation behind becoming a Computer Science Immersion School, Mrs. Hall 

stated, “[The principal] really wanted to give our kids opportunities to learn and increase that 
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learning and excitement for learning that it brought.”  The principal’s vision encourages faculty 

to view children through a strengths-based lens rather than through one that is deficit-based. 

Understanding and developing people. The principal, Mary Taylor, understands the 

value of building relationships and developing people.  In describing the teachers at her school, 

Mrs. Taylor said, 

I have an amazing staff with a lot of skill sets. It's my job to help them be as 
successful as possible. If they want to move on to another position, it's my job to 
help them get to where they want to be.  I work with them to be the best that they 
can be. 

She went on to describe her role in empowering others to be leaders on campus.  The principal 

encourages professional growth, and teachers corroborated this.  Mrs. Baker recalled, 

I know personally she has asked me as an individual, “Have you considered 
National Board Teacher Certification? Have you considered doing your master's 
degree?” She is very open to knowing who are the leaders on our campus, and 
pushing us to become more. 

Similarly, Mrs. Hall spoke about the principal pressing her growth and development, 

She’ll ask me, “What are your goals? What is it you’re wanting to pursue? Are 
you looking at administration?  Are you wanting to...?  What kind of classes are 
you going to be taking?”  She encourages it one-on-one when we have our 
evaluation meetings with her. 

A third teacher, Mrs. Anderson described how the principal uses evaluation conferences to 

connect with each teacher individually on a personal level to build a positive relationship.  

Redesigning the organization to facilitate collaboration and community.  As discussed 

previously, Prickly Pear operates as a collaborative school community.  The subsection of 

“Facilitating Problem Solving and Enabling Cooperation” detailed how members of the school 

collaborate through the BLT to solve problems and make decisions.  Furthermore, the subsection 

of “Facilitating Collaborative Processes” described how the principal has moved decision 
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making from the realm of individuals to representative groups.  This subsection also detailed 

collaboration at PLC Meetings.  In addition to facilitating collaboration among faculty, the 

principal has also increased community and parent involvement. 

The principal has recruited parents and community members to help with the school’s 

21st Century Learning Program to provide before and after school classes.  The principal noted 

some of the many offerings including Girl Scouts, woodworking, ceramics, sports, and science.   

Teachers verified the practice of recruiting volunteers from the community.  For example, Mrs. 

Moore said, “We work with the community with a lot of partners.”  Similarly, Mrs. Baker stated, 

“We have before and after school grant classes with teachers teaching as well as community 

members teaching.” 

The principal explored the Watch DOGS (Dads of Great Students) Program for Prickly 

Pear as a means of encouraging fathers to volunteer at school.  Mrs. Hall stated, “She [Taylor] 

started the Watch DOGS Program.  Having dads on campus was a big deal.”  Mrs. Baker agreed,  

We have the Watch DOGS Program getting the males on campus whether it is the 
dad, or the grandpa, or the uncle, or the big brother. We are excited to bring that 
and to see more men on our campus and involve them.  

A third teacher, Mrs. Moore, commented about the value of the program.  She said, “A lot of 

kids don’t have dads in their lives, and the male influence is really important.”  She went on to 

explain the role that the principal had in starting the program.  “Mary was a big part of the 

DOGS.  She encouraged the program within our school, and she came to every one of the events 

that we had for the DOGS.”  The program has continued to grow over time.  The principal said, 

“Last semester, we had our highest number of dads here.” 
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 Although the principal was positive in her overall comments about parent involvement, 

emphasizing attendance at family events in the evening, she also commented on the challenges.  

She said, “They come out for the evening events, but during the day, not a whole lot of active 

involvement; because most of our parents are working parents.”  Mrs. Lee made similar 

comments,  

In this day and age, it is getting harder and harder to get parents to come in to 
volunteer; because, the majority of parents are working, and that whole work 
schedule is really tough to get a parent to take time off to come in.  

The principal expressed further concerns about involvement with the school’s parent support 

organization, Parents Teachers and Friends (PTF).  She remarked, “There is very sparse 

attendance at our PTF Meetings.  It is usually as many teachers or more teachers than we have 

parents.”  Another teacher also expressed concerns about parent involvement.  Mrs. Anderson 

said, “I guess parent involvement is not as much as what I have seen at other schools, but we still 

keep positively trying to encourage them to come.”  The principal understands the real-life 

challenges of parents and strives to find ways for them to participate at school. 

Managing the teaching and learning program.  A key component of managing the 

teaching and learning program is buffering the staff from external demands that are not related to 

the school’s priorities and improvement goals (Dukem, 2004; Leithwood & Jantzi, 2008).  As 

stated previously, Prickly Pear was engaged in a system-wide change initiative in order to 

transform the school into a Computer Science Immersion School by Code to the Future.  During 

the interview, the principal and teachers talked about how the principal provided this buffer.  For 

example, the principal talked about how important it was to focus the professional learning for 

the year: 
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We really stay focused on just one thing at a time as much as we can so that we're 
not scattered in a million directions. With Code to the Future, we have a coach 
that comes in every week to work with teachers. He sees half of them one week 
and half of them the next week. He provides ongoing professional development as 
well.  I try to keep us focused so that we don't have so many things going on that 
it doesn't impact what we’re doing. 

Having a focus was helpful to teachers.  Mrs. Clark commented with appreciation, “She was very 

careful not to add anything else on to our plates so that we could learn one thing at a time.”  In 

agreement, Mrs. Anderson stated,  

She prioritizes.  We tend to have a lot of things going on, especially this year with 
computer science, and she'll go through all of these things with high energy of 
what we're going to be doing.  Then, she'll put in there, “Well our priority…What 
we really want to focus on is this;” so, not to get bogged down.  There are so 
many requirements and things that we need to be doing that we need to know 
what is really important.  

Having focus was an important way to buffer the multitude of demands given to teachers. 

 There were challenges along the way with the change initiative, and teachers felt as 

though the principal helped support them through these difficulties.  As discussed previously, the 

principal advocated for the coding curriculum to arrive in a timely manner.  When the school 

was being refurnished, the principal made sure that the furniture was delivered following a 

weeklong break from school so that teachers had adequate time to set up their classrooms.  

Teachers appreciated her support.  Mrs. Baker said, “She fights for what we need.”  Mrs. Moore 

said, “If I come to her with a problem, she takes it seriously.”  Mrs. Hall said, “I feel like she 

went to bat for us.”  The principal served as an important buffer while managing the teaching and 

learning program at Prickly Pear Elementary. 
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Patterns Across Cases 

 Enabling bureaucracy.  Next, I will discuss the patterns of principal leadership across 

both cases in the area of enabling bureaucracy including:  building trust, facilitating problem 

solving and enabling cooperation, facilitating collaborative processes, encouraging innovation, 

protecting participants, and applying rules and solving problems flexibly.   

 Building trust.  The principals at Saguaro and Prickly Pear trust and respect the teachers 

at their sites.  Both principals spoke about empowering teachers, delegating responsibility, and 

encouraging leadership and growth in others.  At Saguaro, this trust led to a more hands-off 

approach by the principal.  At Prickly Pear, everyone shared the same motivation and focus, the 

betterment of students, and this led to widespread trust.    

Facilitating problem solving and enabling cooperation.  Both schools solve school-wide 

problems cooperatively and collaboratively.  The BLT process was similar at each site.  It served 

as a representative group.  At BLT meetings, members discussed problems, and then, they 

gathered feedback and input from the larger school community before reaching decisions.  At 

Saguaro, teachers cited specific problems and explained the problem-solving process through 

those scenarios.  In each example, the principal encouraged broad input and participation 

throughout the problem-solving process.  At Prickly Pear, interviewees discussed how all 

employees within the school are solution focused and seek to make the school better through 

problem solving. 

Facilitating collaborative processes.  Being within the same district, both schools have 

similar structures through which collaboration occurs including BLT, ILT, PBIS, and PLC.  The 

principals at both sites value collaboration and encourage teachers to collaborate with one 
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another for a variety of reasons.  Collaborative processes have been strongly embedded longer at 

Saguaro than at Prickly Pear.  The principal at Prickly Pear described moving certain decisions 

from the individual level to a committee or team approach during her three-year tenure. 

Encouraging innovation.  The teachers and principal at Saguaro Elementary spoke about 

innovation in more general terms.  The teachers felt supported in taking risks and expressed 

having the freedom to innovate.  In contrast, innovation at Prickly Pear Elementary was their 

everyday reality and was focused specifically on becoming a Computer Science Immersion 

School.  The principal at Prickly Pear built momentum and investment in the innovation by 

communicating a compelling vision. 

Protecting participants.  Both principals protected participants.  The focus of the 

protection differed at each site with one being internal and the other being external.  The 

principal at Saguaro wanted to make sure that internal conflict did not arise because of 

collaborative decision-making and problem solving.  In contrast, the principal at Prickly Pear 

protected participants more from external forces or influences outside of the school. 

Applying rules and solving problems flexibly.  Teachers at both schools cited examples 

where the principal applied rules or solved problems flexibly.  The principals’ flexibility 

supported the work of teachers. 

 Authentic leadership.  Next, I will discuss the patterns of principal leadership across 

both cases in the area of authentic leadership including relational transparency and balanced 

processing.  
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Relational transparency.  The principals at both Saguaro and Prickly Pear are viewed as 

honest and genuine with their words and actions.  At Saguaro, there was also a sense of 

spirituality, love, and care emanating from the principal.   

Balanced processing.  Each principal was intentional in seeking the opinions of others 

and in exploring all aspects of an issue before reaching a decision.  At Prickly Pear, teachers also 

noticed that the principal used research and data to inform her decision-making.   

Leadership practices.  Finally, I will discuss the patterns of principal leadership across 

both cases with the following practices:  building vision and setting direction, understanding and 

developing people, redesigning the organization to facilitate collaboration and community, 

managing the teaching and learning program. 

Building vision and setting direction.  The principals at both Saguaro and Prickly Pear 

were effective in communicating a compelling vision and setting direction for their schools.  Bob 

Jones had a family-oriented vision for Saguaro Elementary; whereas, Mary Taylor’s vision at 

Prickly Pear was about providing opportunities for children from lower income families. 

Understanding and developing people. There were striking similarities in how the 

principals at Saguaro and Prickly Pear understand and develop people.  Both principals utilized 

teacher evaluation conferences as an opportunity to have an in-depth conversation with each 

teacher about professional growth.  Teachers at both sites gave the specific example of National 

Board Certification as something that the principal had encouraged or supported for the purpose 

of professional development.  The principals also talked about empowering teachers to lead.  In 

general, the principals at both sites view their teachers as capable and want to maximize their 

potential in every way possible. 
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Redesigning the organization to facilitate collaboration and community.  Both schools 

involve teachers in collaborative decision making through a wide variety of means, and these are 

similar across sites.  Saguaro and Prickly Pear differ in terms of parent and community 

involvement.  Saguaro has an open campus, and there is a lot of involvement by parents during 

the school day.  In contrast, Prickly Pear serves primarily single parents or families where both 

adults work during the school day making it challenging for parents to volunteer in classrooms.  

Prickly Pear has been successful in involving parents through their 21st Century Learning Grant 

and their Watch DOGS Program.  Saguaro also has a successful Watch DOGS Program on 

campus. 

Managing the teaching and learning program.  The focus of my findings for managing 

the teaching and learning program differed at each site.  At Saguaro Elementary, I described the 

many collaborative structures at the school used to manage teaching and learning and gave 

specific details about each.  Although Prickly Pear has similar structures in place, I chose to 

concentrate on a different aspect of managing the teaching and learning program due to the 

interview evidence.  At Prickly Pear, I centered on how the principal protected her staff from 

external forces.  The principal buffered the staff from external demands that were unrelated to 

the school’s priorities and goals.  Both the teachers and principal felt that maintaining a buffer 

was essential to the school’s success throughout the change process. 

Findings Unique to Each Case 

 The themes and findings discussed thus far emerged consistently across the two cases and 

supported my conceptual framework, research question, and proposition.  According to Yin 

(2009), each individual case study consists of a whole study and seeks convergent evidence 
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among facts and conclusions between studies.  However, two findings were unique to each case:  

the influence of the principal’s Christian faith in the first case study and the principal’s work 

ethic in the second case study. 

Case Study I:  Saguaro Elementary School  

 Christian faith.  At the conclusion of the interview, I asked each principal, “What else 

would you like to share about your school?”  Bob Jones, the principal at Saguaro Elementary 

School took this opportunity to talk about how his Christian faith connects with his work as a 

public school principal.   

There is a strong commitment to faith among the staff.  While we are a public 
school, and I understand the guidelines and parameters about keeping faith in its 
proper place, I think it leads into the way families and staff connect and probably 
have some common ground in many cases.   We really try to recognize that many 
of our families come from some form of religious practice or study or 
commitment. I think that allows staff and students to connect.  There are many, 
many appropriate ways for those venues and belief systems to work together, and 
typically, those are all moving students in the same direction to support kids. 

Mr. Jones seeks opportunities to connect with families through religious belief systems.  He also 

uses faith to guide his leadership style preference and practice of servant leadership.  In his 

words servant leadership is, “What can I do to help you do your job and not putting my position 

or my priorities ahead of others.”   

Teachers referenced the principal’s spirituality during their interviews.  For example, Ms. 

Brown commented,  

He’s very spirit oriented, and I think that comes across. He’s not pushy about it or 
anything, but families know that he’s going to be loving.  He’s going to be caring, 
and he’s that towards students and towards the adults. 
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The preceding quote by Ms. Brown indicates that the principal is open with others about his 

personal Christian faith.  Another teacher, Mrs. Williams referenced a Biblical tenant in 

discussing the norms of the school as established by the principal.  She said, “[Our school is] big 

into that Golden Rule of treat others how you want to be treated.”  The word “love” was 

prominent throughout the interview evidence.  Mrs. Miller, in describing the atmosphere that the 

principal strives to attain, said, “He [Jones] wants it to be a fun place, a friendly place where 

people can come and feel loved.”  Similarly, Ms. Brown said, “The parents know that we love 

their child.”  Mrs. Smith reiterated this sentiment, “We [faculty] love your kids just like you 

[parents] love your kids.”  Considering the Christian principles of faith and love as a factor of 

import within a public school is not typical; however, there is evidence that this is the case for 

Saguaro Elementary School through the leadership of the principal, Bob Jones. 

Case Study II:  Prickly Pear Elementary School  

Work ethic.  The principal at Prickly Pear Elementary School has an amazing work 

ethic, and everyone notices.  Mrs. Lee said, “Our principal works very hard.”  Similarly, Mrs. 

Baker said, “My principal is a non-stop worker.”  A third teacher, Mrs. Hall said, “I definitely 

think she leads by example; because, she’ll do the work.  She doesn’t try to put it all on us.  She 

is definitely putting in her time.”  Mrs. Hall declared, “She is a high capacity leader.”  

Furthermore, Mrs. Anderson described the principal as “energetic” and having “high energy.”  

She clarified that the principal is willing to do extra work to acknowledge teachers.  For 

example, the principal often obtains raffle prizes for faculty meetings.  Mrs. Anderson 

commented, “There are always freebies that she uses to show appreciation, but I know they take 

work.”  She also assists teachers in completing award applications.  Mrs. Anderson summarized 
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by saying, “I know she [Taylor] does a lot of things behind the scenes to recognize teachers and 

to support them.”  

The principal verified her own strong work ethic.  Ms. Taylor said, “I am always willing 

to do things no matter how hard they are.”  During her interview, she also recognized the work 

ethic among teachers.  She commented, “We have a really hard working staff.”  She reiterated, 

“Definitely a staff that is going to go above and beyond in any way possible to make sure that 

kids are getting what they need.  They have a passion for what they do, and so, it comes across in 

their teaching.”  Work ethic is strong factor at Prickly Pear Elementary School. 

Discussion 

 There was compelling evidence that all of the leadership capacities and practices outlined 

in the conceptual framework were present in both case studies and did contribute to the climate 

of academic optimism.  An unexpected finding was that the leadership capacities and practices 

were not as precisely divided or separated as indicated by the conceptual framework.  Rather, the 

capacities and practices were highly interrelated and mutually reinforcing.  For example, the 

capacity of flexibility was illustrated through the practice of applying rules and solving problems 

flexibly.  At Saguaro, the principal’s capacity of self-awareness influenced his practice of 

building vision and setting direction.  Specifically, his strong internal sense of family led to his 

vision for a family-oriented school.  Whereas at Prickly Pear, the principal’s capacities of 

persistence and resiliency facilitated her ability to encourage innovation as the school embarked 

on a massive change initiative to become a Computer Science Immersion School by Code to the 

Future.  Furthermore, the capacity of open-mindedness was required for both principals to build 

highly collaborative cultures within their respective schools.  This also makes sense on an 
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intuitive level.  Who you are influences what you do.  This tenant became clear through the 

examination of the evidence provided by the case studies.  It is also important to note that while 

conducting this research, I was a cultural insider.  Being a colleague afforded me a large amount 

of social capital with the teachers and principals that I interviewed during the study.  I found that 

their trust in me as a colleague led to in depth answers and rich descriptions in response to my 

interview questions.   

Implications 

 The construct of academic optimism provides hope to schools serving students from low-

income family households.  Schools are accountable for raising student achievement and closing 

the gap between student subgroups.  Socioeconomic status continues to be closely correlated 

with academic achievement as measured by standardized assessments (Harris, 2007).  Academic 

optimism has been shown to increase student achievement beyond socioeconomic status (Hoy, 

2012; Hoy & Miskel, 2005; Hoy, et. al., 2006a, 2006b); however, little was known previously 

about how to develop the academic optimism of teachers within schools.  My study helps to fill 

this gap in our collective understanding (Hoy, et. al., 2006b) and provides guidance for principals 

seeking to construct a climate of academic optimism within their schools.  Closing the 

achievement gap and ensuring learning for all children is a moral imperative.  Educators can 

learn from the example of these successful public elementary school principals in southern 

Arizona who have built climates of academic optimism and raised achievement for all children 

including those from low-income family households.  Principal leadership matters, and both 

capacities and practices are of import. 
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Recommendations 

 Many schools serving students from low-income family households are plagued by 

pervasive and systemic pessimism.  In these environments, excuses rule the day, and students are 

viewed through a deficit lens.  Comments such as, “These students are so low and cannot 

possibly learn the required curriculum” become typical among faculty.  Believing that students 

are incapable of learning, teachers reduce effort and simply stop trying.  This view becomes self-

fulfilling, overwhelming, and defeating.  Academic optimism offers a refreshing alternative.  In a 

climate of academic optimism, teachers believe they are capable of impacting achievement 

regardless of income.  Furthermore, teachers view students as willing to learn and parents as 

supportive of the school’s efforts. 

 Principals seeking to develop a climate of academic optimism may do so by improving 

the component parts of this construct.  Principals might strengthen the collective efficacy of 

teachers by creating a systematic process for peer observations.  In terms of academic emphasis, 

principals can play a significant role in recognizing and encouraging student achievement within 

the school.  Furthermore, principals may serve as powerful role models for developing trust 

between teachers and parents, often acting as mediators when communication breaks down.   

In addition to focusing on the component parts within the construct, principals may 

strengthen their leadership capacities and practices as outlined within the conceptual framework 

of this study to further develop and enhance academic optimism.  For clarification, the emphasis 

within this study, as is consistent with positive organizational behavior, is not upon fixed traits or 

talents that are inherent and therefore unchangeable but rather on state-like capacities that can be 



194 
 

a source of improvement and learned through experience and professional development 

(Luthans, et. al., 2007).   

The construct of academic optimism has been primarily developed and studied through 

quantitative means by scholars of organizational theory (Hoy & Tarter, 2006a) and psychology 

(Woolfolk Hoy, 2006a).  In contrast, this dissertation study used an interpretive qualitative 

comparative case study to explore how principal leadership influences the academic optimism of 

faculty.  Further qualitative studies of academic optimism are needed to provide in depth analysis 

and rich descriptions in order to advance our collective understanding.  Moreover, positive 

psychology may prove to be an effective lens for the instruction of principal leadership capacities 

and practices as a component of educational leadership programs. 

Summary and Conclusion 

The purpose of this study was to examine how successful principal leadership in high 

performing public elementary schools constructs academic optimism among faculty members to 

improve the achievement of all students including those from low-income family households.  

The cumulative evidence and results of this study demonstrate that for school principals, “What 

you do matters.”  Specifically, the analytical or conceptual generalization from this interpretive 

qualitative case study suggests that engaging in specific leadership practices supported the 

development of a climate of academic optimism in high performing public elementary schools 

educating all students regardless of family household income.  Moreover, the principals studied 

utilized the bureaucracies within their schools to enable the work of teachers (McGuigan & Hoy, 

2006).  Furthermore, principals sought to create enabling bureaucracy to facilitate problem 

solving, cooperation, and collaboration.  In addition, both principals applied rules and procedures 
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flexibly and protected teachers so that they felt safe in taking risks in order for innovation to 

occur.  As authentic leaders, principals were transparent and honest in their relations with others 

(Walumba, et. al., 2008).  Additionally, they engaged in balanced processing by looking at all 

sides of issues and considering multiple viewpoints.  Finally, the principals engaged in 

successful leadership practices including:  building vision and setting direction, understanding 

and developing people, redesigning the organization to facilitate collaborative professional 

community, and managing the teaching and learning program (Hallinger & Heck, 2002; 

Leithwood, et. al., 2008; Leithwood & Jantzi, 2008).  The results further demonstrate that a 

principal’s actions or practices, although important, are insufficient.  The development of 

leadership capacities is equally essential.     

For school principals, “Who you are matters.”  Again, the conceptual generalization, as 

interpreted within this study, indicates that it is necessary to develop specific leadership 

capacities in order to develop and sustain a climate of academic optimism among faculty.  To 

cultivate a climate of academic optimism, it is beneficial for the principal to embody the 

psychological capital capacities of hope, confidence, optimism, and resiliency (Luthans, et. al., 

2007); as well as be open-minded, flexible, and persistent (Jacobson, et. al., 2005).   

Additionally, authentic leaders are self-aware and have an internalized moral perspective 

(Walumba, et. al., 2008).   

One of the primary contributions to scholarship and practice from this study is the 

organization of theories from various disciplines including positive psychology, social cognitive 

theory, organization theory, and leadership theories in education into a well-defined conceptual 

framework.  Within this framework, principal leadership is conceptualized as a combination of 

capacities and practices and provides clear guidance for principals seeking to develop a climate 
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of academic optimism.  The conceptual framework provides a complete listing of specific 

capacities and practices through which academic optimism can be both strengthened and 

developed.   

Based upon the analysis and interpretation of patterns across cases, principal leadership 

capacities and practices were found to be essential to developing and bolstering a climate of 

academic optimism among faculty within public elementary schools in southern Arizona and led 

to increased opportunity and achievement for all students including those from low-income 

family households.  Principals striving to strengthen the climate of academic optimism within 

their schools are urged to examine the capacities and practices detailed within the conceptual 

framework described herein and the exemplar provided by these two case studies.  The 

conceptual generalization from this interpretative qualitative case study suggests that, in terms of 

principal leadership, both “Who you are, and what you do, matter.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



197 
 

APPENDIX A: PRINCIPAL INFORMED CONSENT 
 
 
Study Title:   The Role of the Principal in Developing a Climate of Academic 

Optimism in Public Elementary Schools Serving Students from 
Low-Income Family Households 

 
Principal Investigator:  Dondi L. Luce 
 
This is a consent form for research participation. It contains important information about this 
study and what to expect if you decide to participate. Please consider the information carefully. 
Feel free to discuss the study with your friends and family and to ask questions before making 
your decision whether or not to participate.  
 

You may or may not benefit as a result of participating in this study. It is not anticipated that 
your participation will result in unintended or harmful effects. There are no anticipated benefits 
from your participation other than the opportunity to reflect on your practice.  
 

1. Why is this study being done?  

This study is being conducted to examine how successful principal leadership in high 
performing elementary schools affects a climate of academic optimism among faculty in 
order to positively impact the achievement of students from low-income family 
households. 
 

2. How many people will take part in this study?  

Fourteen people from two schools will participate in this study: Two elementary school 
principals with a minimum of two years’ experience at the school, ten teachers who serve 
in leadership roles (five at each school), and two actively involved parents (one from 
each school).  
 

3. What will happen if I take part in this study?  

If you agree to be in this study and approve your teachers’ and parent’s participation, I 
will conduct in-depth interviews with you, the teachers, and the parents. To complement 
the interviews, I am asking you to allow me to observe two school meetings you manage, 
and to conduct a document analysis of documentation relevant to principal leadership and 
academic optimism (e.g., web site, parent handbook, parent communications, meeting 
agendas, etc.). The interview will include questions about your educational background 
and experiences, your school, students, teachers, and parents. With your permission I 
would like to take notes and audio record the interviews. The questions asked during the 
interviews may cause you to reflect on your administrative practices and teachers’ 
pedagogy.  

a. Participants have the option to have or not to have their interviews recorded. 
Please indicate the option you wish to exercise in this study.  
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Yes, I agree to being audio recorded [ ]  
 
No, I do not agree to being audio recorded [ ]  

 
4. How long will principals be in the study?  

The interview with each principal will take 1-2 hours. 
  

5. Can I stop being in the study?  

Your participation is voluntary. You may refuse to participate in this study at any time. If 
you decide to take part in the study, you may leave the study at any time. No matter what 
decision you make, there will be no penalty to you and you will not lose any of your 
usual benefits. Your decision will not affect your future relationship with The University 
of Arizona. If you are a student or employee at the University of Arizona, your decision 
will not affect your grades or employment status.  
 

6. What risks, side effects or discomforts can I expect from being in the study?  

The things that you will be doing should not have any risks to your personal being, as this 
is not an experimental study. Although we have tried to avoid risks, you may feel that 
some questions [or procedures] I ask may be stressful or upsetting. If this occurs you can 
stop participating immediately. I can give you information about individuals who may be 
able to help you with these problems.  
 

7. What benefits can I expect from being in the study?  

You may have the opportunity to reflect upon your professional practice through 
participation in the study. 
 

8. What other choices do I have if I do not take part in the study?  

You may choose not to participate without penalty or loss of benefits to which you are 
otherwise entitled.  
 

9. Will my study-related information be kept confidential?  

Knowing the close working relationships and involvement between principals, teachers, 
and parents, I will make every attempt to maintain confidentiality about your 
participation as well as the teachers’ and the parent’s participation in the study. However, 
confidentiality cannot be guaranteed. No personally identifying information will be 
collected in this research. Your name and school will not make up the data submitted, 
stored, or analyzed in the study. Pseudonyms will be used in the data submitted, stored, 
or analyzed in the study. Research records will be kept in a locked file; only the 
researcher will have access to the records. Transcripts, consent forms, and other data 
will be stored in a locked cabinet in room 327 of the College of Education. Data will be 
kept for 6 years as per university regulations. If I take notes and audiotape the interview, 
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I will destroy the notes and audiotapes after they have been transcribed, which I 
anticipate will be within several months of their recordings. Efforts will be made to keep 
your study-related information confidential. However, there may be circumstances where 
this information must be released. For example, personal information regarding your 
participation in this study may be disclosed if required by state law.  
 
Also, your records may be reviewed by the following groups (as applicable to the 
research):  

• Office for Human Research Protections or other federal, state, or international 
regulatory agencies  

• The University of Arizona Institutional Review Board or Office of Responsible 
Research Practices  

 
10. What are the costs of taking part in this study?  

Aside from your time, there are no monetary costs associated with taking part in the 
study.  
 

11. Will I be paid for taking part in this study?  

You will not be paid for taking part in this study nor receive any form of compensation 
for your time.  
 

12. What happens if I am injured because I took part in this study?  

It is not anticipated that you will be harmed as a result of the study procedures. If you 
suffer an injury from participating in this study, you should seek treatment. The 
University of Arizona has no funds set aside for the payment of treatment expenses for 
this study. 
 

13. What are my rights if I take part in this study?  

If you choose to participate in the study, you may discontinue participation at any time 
without penalty or loss of benefits. In the interview, you may skip any questions that you 
do not want to answer, ask the researcher to not take notes, and request not to be 
audiotaped for any part or all of an interview.  
 
You do not give up any personal legal rights you may have as a participant in this study.  
 
You will be provided with any new information that develops during the course of the 
research that may affect your decision whether or not to continue participation in the 
study.  
 
You may refuse to participate in this study without penalty or loss of benefits to which 
you are otherwise entitled.  
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An Institutional Review Board responsible for human subjects research at The University 
of Arizona reviewed this research project and found it to be acceptable, according to 
applicable state and federal regulations and University policies designed to protect the 
rights and welfare of participants in research.  
 

14. Who can answer my questions about the study?  

For questions, concerns, or complaints about the study you may contact Dondi L. Luce, 
Principal Investigator and Educational Leadership Doctoral Student, at 520-269-1325. 
For questions about your rights as a participant in this study or to discuss other study-
related concerns or complaints with someone who is not part of the research team, you 
may contact the Human Subjects Protection Program at 520-626-6721 or 
orcr.vpr.arizona.edu/irb. 

 
Signing the consent form  
 
I have read (or someone has read to me) this form, and I am aware that I am being asked to 
participate in a research study. I have had the opportunity to ask questions and have had them 
answered to my satisfaction. I voluntarily agree to participate in this study.  
 
I am not giving up any legal rights by signing this form.  I will be given a copy of this form. 
 
_________________________________ 
Printed name of subject  

 
_________________________________ 
Signature of subject  
 
__________________________ AM/PM 
Date and time 

 
_________________________________ 
Printed name of person authorized to 
consent for subject (when applicable)  
 
 

 
_________________________________ 
Signature of person authorized to consent 
for subject  
(when applicable) 

_________________________________    ___________________________ AM/PM 
Relationship to the subject                   Date and time 

 

Investigator/Research Staff 

I have explained the research to the participant or the participant’s representative before 
requesting the signature(s) above.  There are no blanks in this document.  A copy of this form 
has been given to the participant or to the participant’s representative. 
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_________________________________ 
Printed name of person obtaining consent 

 
_________________________________ 
Signature of person obtaining consent 
 
__________________________ AM/PM 
Date and time 

 
 
_________________________________ 
Printed name of witness  
 
 
 
 

 
 
________________________________ 
Signature of witness 
 
 
__________________________ AM/PM 
Date and time 

Witness(es) – May be left blank if not required by the IRB 
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APPENDIX B: TEACHER INFORMED CONSENT 
 
 
Study Title:   The Role of the Principal in Developing a Climate of Academic 

Optimism in Public Elementary Schools Serving Students from 
Low-Income Family Households 

 
Principal Investigator:  Dondi L. Luce 
 
This is a consent form for research participation. It contains important information about this 
study and what to expect if you decide to participate. Please consider the information carefully. 
Feel free to discuss the study with your friends and family and to ask questions before making 
your decision whether or not to participate.  
 
You may or may not benefit as a result of participating in this study. It is not anticipated that 
your participation will result in unintended or harmful effects. There are no anticipated benefits 
from your participation other than the opportunity to reflect on your practice.  
 

1. Why is this study being done?  
This study is being conducted to examine how successful principal leadership in high 
performing elementary schools affects a climate of academic optimism among faculty in 
order to positively impact the achievement of students from low-income family 
households. 
 

2. How many people will take part in this study?  
Fourteen people from two schools will participate in this study: Two elementary school 
principals with a minimum of two years’ experience at the school, ten teachers who serve 
in leadership roles (five at each school), and two actively involved parents (one from 
each school).  
 

3. What will happen if I take part in this study?  
If you choose to participate in this study, I will conduct an interview with you using 
questions about your educational background and experiences, your school, the principal, 
students, teachers, and parents. In addition, I will observe two meetings in which you and 
other teachers may be in attendance. With your permission I would like to take notes and 
audio record the interviews. The questions asked during the interview may cause you to 
reflect on your teaching practices and the principal’s leadership practices. 

a. Participants have the option to have or not to have their interviews recorded. 
Please indicate the option you wish to exercise in this study. 

 
Yes, I agree to being audio recorded [ ]  
 
No, I do not agree to being audio recorded [ ]  

 
4. How long will I be in the study?  

The interview with each teacher will take 1-2 hours. 
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5. Can I stop being in the study?  

Your participation is voluntary. You may refuse to participate in this study at any time. If 
you decide to take part in the study, you may leave the study at any time. No matter what 
decision you make, there will be no penalty to you and you will not lose any of your 
usual benefits. Your decision will not affect your future relationship with The University 
of Arizona. If you are a student or employee at the University of Arizona, your decision 
will not affect your grades or employment status.  
 

6. What risks, side effects or discomforts can I expect from being in the study?  
The things that you will be doing should not have any risks to your personal being, as this 
is not an experimental study. Although we have tried to avoid risks, you may feel that 
some questions [or procedures] I ask may be stressful or upsetting. If this occurs you can 
stop participating immediately. I can give you information about individuals who may be 
able to help you with these problems.  
 

7. What benefits can I expect from being in the study?  
You may have the opportunity to reflect upon your professional practice through 
participation in the study. 
 

8. What other choices do I have if I do not take part in the study?  
You may choose not to participate without penalty or loss of benefits to which you are 
otherwise entitled.  
 

9. Will my study-related information be kept confidential?  
Knowing the close working relationships and involvement between principals, teachers, 
and parents, I will make every attempt to maintain confidentiality about your 
participation as well as the principal’s and parent’s participation in the study. However, 
confidentiality cannot be guaranteed. No personally identifying information will be 
collected in this research. Your name and school will not make up the data submitted, 
stored, or analyzed in the study. Pseudonyms will be used in the data submitted, stored, 
or analyzed in the study. Research records will be kept in a locked file; only the 
researcher will have access to the records. Transcripts, consent forms, and other data 
will be stored in a locked cabinet in room 327 of the College of Education. Data will be 
kept for 6 years as per university regulations. If I take notes and audiotape the interview, 
I will destroy the notes and audiotapes after they have been transcribed, which I 
anticipate will be within several months of their recordings. Efforts will be made to keep 
your study-related information confidential. However, there may be circumstances where 
this information must be released. For example, personal information regarding your 
participation in this study may be disclosed if required by state law.  
 
Also, your records may be reviewed by the following groups (as applicable to the 
research):  

• Office for Human Research Protections or other federal, state, or international 
regulatory agencies  
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• The University of Arizona Institutional Review Board or Office of Responsible 
Research Practices  

 
10. What are the costs of taking part in this study?  

Aside from your time, there are no monetary costs associated with taking part in the 
study.  
 

11. Will I be paid for taking part in this study?  
You will not be paid for taking part in this study nor receive any form of compensation 
for your time.  
 

12. What happens if I am injured because I took part in this study?  
It is not anticipated that you will be harmed as a result of the study procedures. If you 
suffer an injury from participating in this study, you should seek treatment. The 
University of Arizona has no funds set aside for the payment of treatment expenses for 
this study. 
 

13. What are my rights if I take part in this study?  
If you choose to participate in the study, you may discontinue participation at any time 
without penalty or loss of benefits. In the interview, you may skip any questions that you 
do not want to answer, ask the researcher to not take notes, and request not to be 
audiotaped for any part or all of an interview.  
 
You do not give up any personal legal rights you may have as a participant in this study.  
 
You will be provided with any new information that develops during the course of the 
research that may affect your decision whether or not to continue participation in the 
study.  
 
You may refuse to participate in this study without penalty or loss of benefits to which 
you are otherwise entitled.  
 
An Institutional Review Board responsible for human subjects research at The University 
of Arizona reviewed this research project and found it to be acceptable, according to 
applicable state and federal regulations and University policies designed to protect the 
rights and welfare of participants in research.  
 

14. Who can answer my questions about the study?  
For questions, concerns, or complaints about the study you may contact Dondi L. Luce, 
Principal Investigator and Educational Leadership Doctoral Student, at 520-269-1325. 
For questions about your rights as a participant in this study or to discuss other study-
related concerns or complaints with someone who is not part of the research team, you 
may contact the Human Subjects Protection Program at 520-626-6721 or 
orcr.vpr.arizona.edu/irb. 

 
 



205 
 

Signing the consent form  
 
I have read (or someone has read to me) this form, and I am aware that I am being asked to 
participate in a research study. I have had the opportunity to ask questions and have had them 
answered to my satisfaction. I voluntarily agree to participate in this study.  
 
I am not giving up any legal rights by signing this form.  I will be given a copy of this form. 
 
_________________________________ 
Printed name of subject  

 
_________________________________ 
Signature of subject  
 
__________________________ AM/PM 
Date and time 

 
_________________________________ 
Printed name of person authorized to 
consent for subject (when applicable)  
 
 

 
_________________________________ 
Signature of person authorized to consent 
for subject  
(when applicable) 

_________________________________    ___________________________ AM/PM 
Relationship to the subject                   Date and time 

 
Investigator/Research Staff 
I have explained the research to the participant or the participant’s representative before 
requesting the signature(s) above.  There are no blanks in this document.  A copy of this form 
has been given to the participant or to the participant’s representative. 
 
_________________________________ 
Printed name of person obtaining consent 

 
_________________________________ 
Signature of person obtaining consent 
 
__________________________ AM/PM 
Date and time 

 
_________________________________ 
Printed name of witness  
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
________________________________ 
Signature of witness 
 
 
__________________________ AM/PM 
Date and time 

Witness(es) – May be left blank if not required by the IRB 
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APPENDIX C: PARENT INFORMED CONSENT 
 
 
Study Title:   The Role of the Principal in Developing a Climate of Academic 

Optimism in Public Elementary Schools Serving Students from 
Low-Income Family Households 

 
Principal Investigator:  Dondi L. Luce 
 
This is a consent form for research participation. It contains important information about this 
study and what to expect if you decide to participate. Please consider the information carefully. 
Feel free to discuss the study with your friends and family and to ask questions before making 
your decision whether or not to participate.  
 
You may or may not benefit as a result of participating in this study. It is not anticipated that 
your participation will result in unintended or harmful effects. There are no anticipated benefits 
from your participation other than the opportunity to reflect on your practice.  
 

1. Why is this study being done?  
This study is being conducted to examine how successful principal leadership in high 
performing elementary schools affects a climate of academic optimism among faculty in 
order to positively impact the achievement of students from low-income family 
households. 
 

2. How many people will take part in this study?  
Fourteen people from two schools will participate in this study: Two elementary school 
principals with a minimum of two years’ experience at the school, ten teachers who serve 
in leadership roles (five at each school), and two actively involved parents (one from 
each school).  
 

3. What will happen if I take part in this study?  
If you choose to participate in this study, I will conduct an interview with you using 
questions about your educational background and experiences, your school, the principal, 
students, teachers, and parents. With your permission I would like to take notes and audio 
record the interviews. The questions asked during the interview may cause you to reflect 
on your school’s practices. 

a. Participants have the option to have or not to have their interviews recorded. 
Please indicate the option you wish to exercise in this study.  
 
Yes, I agree to being audio recorded [ ]  
 
No, I do not agree to being audio recorded [ ]  

 
4. How long will I be in the study?  

The interview with each parent will take 1-2 hours. 
5. Can I stop being in the study?  
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Your participation is voluntary. You may refuse to participate in this study at any time. If 
you decide to take part in the study, you may leave the study at any time. No matter what 
decision you make, there will be no penalty to you and you will not lose any of your 
usual benefits. Your decision will not affect your future relationship with The University 
of Arizona. If you are a student or employee at the University of Arizona, your decision 
will not affect your grades or employment status.  
 

6. What risks, side effects or discomforts can I expect from being in the study?  
The things that you will be doing should not have any risks to your personal being, as this 
is not an experimental study. Although we have tried to avoid risks, you may feel that 
some questions [or procedures] I ask may be stressful or upsetting. If this occurs, you can 
stop participating immediately. I can give you information about individuals who may be 
able to help you with these problems.  
 

7. What benefits can I expect from being in the study?  
You may have the opportunity to reflect upon your school’s practices through 
participation in the study. 
 

8. What other choices do I have if I do not take part in the study?  
You may choose not to participate without penalty or loss of benefits to which you are 
otherwise entitled.  
 

9. Will my study-related information be kept confidential?  
Knowing the close working relationships and involvement between principals, teachers, 
and parents, I will make every attempt to maintain confidentiality about your 
participation as well as the teachers’ and the principal’s participation in the study. 
However, confidentiality cannot be guaranteed. No personally identifying information 
will be collected in this research. Your name and school will not make up the data 
submitted, stored, or analyzed in the study. Pseudonyms will be used in the data 
submitted, stored, or analyzed in the study. Research records will be kept in a locked file; 
only the researcher will have access to the records. Transcripts, consent forms, and other 
data will be stored in a locked cabinet in room 327 of the College of Education. Data will 
be kept for 6 years as per university regulations. If I take notes and audiotape the 
interview, I will destroy the notes and audiotapes after they have been transcribed, which 
I anticipate will be within several months of their recordings. Efforts will be made to 
keep your study-related information confidential. However, there may be circumstances 
where this information must be released. For example, personal information regarding 
your participation in this study may be disclosed if required by state law.  
 
Also, your records may be reviewed by the following groups (as applicable to the 
research):  

• Office for Human Research Protections or other federal, state, or international 
regulatory agencies  

• The University of Arizona Institutional Review Board or Office of Responsible 
Research Practices  
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10. What are the costs of taking part in this study?  
Aside from your time, there are no monetary costs associated with taking part in the 
study.  
 

11. Will I be paid for taking part in this study?  
You will not be paid for taking part in this study nor receive any form of compensation 
for your time.  
 

12. What happens if I am injured because I took part in this study?  
It is not anticipated that you will be harmed as a result of the study procedures. If you 
suffer an injury from participating in this study, you should seek treatment. The 
University of Arizona has no funds set aside for the payment of treatment expenses for 
this study. 
 

13. What are my rights if I take part in this study?  
If you choose to participate in the study, you may discontinue participation at any time 
without penalty or loss of benefits. In the interview, you may skip any questions that you 
do not want to answer, ask the researcher to not take notes, and request not to be 
audiotaped for any part or all of an interview.  
 
You do not give up any personal legal rights you may have as a participant in this study.  
 
You will be provided with any new information that develops during the course of the 
research that may affect your decision whether or not to continue participation in the 
study.  
 
You may refuse to participate in this study without penalty or loss of benefits to which 
you are otherwise entitled.  
 
An Institutional Review Board responsible for human subjects research at The University 
of Arizona reviewed this research project and found it to be acceptable, according to 
applicable state and federal regulations and University policies designed to protect the 
rights and welfare of participants in research.  
 

14. Who can answer my questions about the study?  
For questions, concerns, or complaints about the study you may contact Dondi L. Luce, 
Principal Investigator and Educational Leadership Doctoral Student, at 520-269-1325. 
For questions about your rights as a participant in this study or to discuss other study-
related concerns or complaints with someone who is not part of the research team, you 
may contact the Human Subjects Protection Program at 520-626-6721 or 
orcr.vpr.arizona.edu/irb. 
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Signing the consent form  
 
I have read (or someone has read to me) this form, and I am aware that I am being asked to 
participate in a research study. I have had the opportunity to ask questions and have had them 
answered to my satisfaction. I voluntarily agree to participate in this study.  
 
I am not giving up any legal rights by signing this form.  I will be given a copy of this form. 
 
_________________________________ 
Printed name of subject  

 
_________________________________ 
Signature of subject  
 
__________________________ AM/PM 
Date and time 

 
_________________________________ 
Printed name of person authorized to 
consent for subject (when applicable)  
 
 

 
_________________________________ 
Signature of person authorized to consent 
for subject  
(when applicable) 

_________________________________    ___________________________ AM/PM 
Relationship to the subject                   Date and time 

 
Investigator/Research Staff 
I have explained the research to the participant or the participant’s representative before 
requesting the signature(s) above.  There are no blanks in this document.  A copy of this form 
has been given to the participant or to the participant’s representative. 
 
_________________________________ 
Printed name of person obtaining consent 

 
_________________________________ 
Signature of person obtaining consent 
 
__________________________ AM/PM 
Date and time 

 
 
_________________________________ 
Printed name of witness  
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
________________________________ 
Signature of witness 
 
 
__________________________ AM/PM 
Date and time 

Witness(es) – May be left blank if not required by the IRB 
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APPENDIX D: SONORAN DESERT SCHOOL DISTRICT SUPERINTENDENT EMAIL 
RECRUITMENT LETTER 

 
Dear Superintendent,  
 
Thank you for granting preliminary approval for me to conduct a study in the Sonoran Desert 
School District in partial fulfillment of the requirements of the doctoral program in Educational 
Leadership at the University of Arizona.  I am conducting this study to examine how successful 
principal leadership in high performing elementary schools affects a climate of academic 
optimism among faculty in order to positively impact the achievement of students from low-
income family households.  For the purposes of the study, academic optimism is defined as 
school-wide confidence that students will achieve academic success and includes the following 
three school level factors: academic emphasis, collective teacher efficacy, and faculty trust in 
parents. 
 
An institutional review board responsible for human subjects research at the University of 
Arizona reviewed this research project and found it to be acceptable, according to applicable 
state and federal regulations and university policies designed to protect the rights and welfare of 
participants in research. I am prepared to submit my application to your school district review 
board. In my application, I would like permission to extend an invitation for participation in my 
study to a principal, a parent and selected teachers in two of your elementary schools. I 
understand that your principals and teachers are extremely busy and I value their time.  
 
If the principal chooses to participate in this research and approves the parent’s and teachers’ 
participation, prior to the study I will send all participants the informed consent forms to read at 
their convenience. I will answer any questions associated with the consent form or study via e-
mail, telephone, or in person. With the participants’ permission I would like to take notes and 
audiotape the interviews, observe the principal and teachers in two school meetings and conduct 
a document analysis of some school materials (e.g., web site, parent handbook, parent 
communications, meeting agendas, etc.). Confidentiality of the participants will be protected at 
all times throughout the research study. I will inform the participants that knowing the close 
working relationships and involvement between principals, teachers, and parents, as the 
researcher, I will make every attempt to maintain confidentiality about their participation in the 
study however, confidentiality cannot be guaranteed. 
 
Upon completion of the research, if you wish, an electronic copy of the dissertation will be sent 
to you.  I appreciate you for taking time from your busy schedule to consider my request.  Please 
feel free to contact me if you have any questions. 
 
Sincerely, 
Dondi Luce 
Doctoral Student 
Principal Investigator 
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APPENDIX E: PRINCIPAL EMAIL RECRUITMENT LETTER 
 
Dear School Principal,  
 
I am a doctoral student at the University of Arizona and the current principal of Twin Peaks 
Elementary School in Marana. I am conducting this study to examine how successful principal 
leadership in high performing elementary schools affects a climate of academic optimism among 
faculty in order to positively impact the achievement of students from low-income family 
households.  For the purposes of the study, academic optimism is defined as school-wide 
confidence that students will achieve academic success and includes the following three school 
level factors: academic emphasis, collective teacher efficacy, and faculty trust in parents. 
 
An institutional review board responsible for human subjects research at the University of 
Arizona reviewed this research project and found it to be acceptable, according to applicable 
state and federal regulations and university policies designed to protect the rights and welfare of 
participants in research.  
 
I am extending an invitation to you and your school to participate in the study. I understand that 
you are extremely busy, and I want to value your time. If you choose to participate in this study 
and approve your teachers’ and parent’s participation, I will conduct interviews with you and 
will request your teachers’ and parent’s consent to participate in individual interviews. 
Confidentiality of your participation and that of your teachers will be protected at all times 
throughout the research study.  Knowing the close working relationships and involvement 
between principals, teachers, and parents, as the researcher, I will make every attempt to 
maintain confidentiality about yours the teachers’, and the parent’s participation in the study 
however, confidentiality cannot be guaranteed. 
 
To complement the interview data, I am asking your approval to observe you in two school 
meetings in which you manage and to conduct a document analysis of some school materials. 
Examples of the following data could be reviewed and logged for purposes of the research: web 
site, parent handbook, parent communications, agendas from staff meetings, building leadership 
meetings, and other meetings in which the principal and teachers are present. My interview with 
you will include questions about your experiences, your school, students, teachers, and parents. 
The interview will take approximately 1-2 hours. With your permission I would like to take notes 
and audiotape the interviews. The questions asked during the interview may cause you to reflect 
on your administrative practices and teachers’ pedagogy. 
 
Prior to the interview I will send you the consent form to read at your convenience. I will answer 
any questions associated with the consent form or study via e-mail, telephone or in person. In 
addition, a questionnaire related to your background both personal and professional is attached. I 
would appreciate it if you could return the questionnaire to me via e-mail prior to your interview.  
If you wish, upon completion of the study, an electronic copy of my dissertation will be sent to 
you. I hope that you will take the time necessary from your busy schedule to participate. Please 
feel free to contact me if you have any questions.  
 
Sincerely,  
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Dondi Luce  
Doctoral Student  
Principal Investigator  
University of Arizona, Tucson  
D.L.Luce@maranausd.org 
520-269-1325 
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APPENDIX F: TEACHER EMAIL RECRUITMENT LETTER 
 
Dear Teacher,  
 
I am a doctoral student at the University of Arizona and the current principal of Twin Peaks 
Elementary School in Marana. I am conducting this study to examine how successful principal 
leadership in high performing elementary schools affects a climate of academic optimism among 
faculty in order to positively impact the achievement of students from low-income family 
households. For the purposes of the study, academic optimism is defined as school-wide 
confidence that students will achieve academic success and includes the following three school 
level factors: academic emphasis, collective teacher efficacy, and faculty trust in parents. 
 
An institutional review board responsible for human subjects research at the University of 
Arizona reviewed this research project and found it to be acceptable, according to applicable 
state and federal regulations and university policies designed to protect the rights and welfare of 
participants in research.  
 
I am extending an invitation to you and your school to participate in the study. I understand that 
you are extremely busy, and I want to value your time. If you choose to participate in this study, 
I will conduct an interview with you using questions about your education background and 
experiences, your school, the principal, students, teachers, and parents. In addition, with approval 
from your principal, I will observe two meetings in which you and other teachers may be in 
attendance. The interview will take approximately 1-2 hours. With your permission I would like 
to take notes and audiotape the interviews. The questions asked during the interview may cause 
you to reflect on your teaching practices and the principal’s leadership practices.  Confidentiality 
of your participation and that of your teachers will be protected at all times throughout the 
research study.  Knowing the close working relationships and involvement between principals, 
teachers, and parents, as the researcher, I will make every attempt to maintain confidentiality 
about your participation in the study however, confidentiality cannot be guaranteed. 
 
 
Prior to the interview I will send you the consent form to read at your convenience. I will answer 
any questions associated with the consent form or study via e-mail, telephone or in person. In 
addition, a questionnaire related to your background both personal and professional is attached. I 
would appreciate it if you could return the questionnaire to me via e-mail prior to your interview.  
If you wish, upon completion of the study, an electronic copy of my dissertation will be sent to 
you. I hope that you will take the time necessary from your busy schedule to participate. Please 
feel free to contact me if you have any questions.  
 
Sincerely,  
Dondi Luce  
Doctoral Student  
Principal Investigator  
University of Arizona, Tucson  
D.L.Luce@maranausd.org 
520-269-1325 
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APPENDIX G: PARENT EMAIL RECRUITMENT LETTER 
 
Dear Parent,  
 
I am a doctoral student at the University of Arizona and the current principal of Twin Peaks 
Elementary School in Marana. I am conducting this study to examine how successful principal 
leadership in high performing elementary schools affects a climate of academic optimism among 
faculty in order to positively impact the achievement of students from low-income family 
households.  For the purposes of the study, academic optimism is defined as school-wide 
confidence that students will achieve academic success and includes the following three school 
level factors: academic emphasis, collective teacher efficacy, and faculty trust in parents. 
 
An institutional review board responsible for human subjects research at the University of 
Arizona reviewed this research project and found it to be acceptable, according to applicable 
state and federal regulations and university policies designed to protect the rights and welfare of 
participants in research.  
 
I am extending an invitation to you and your school to participate in the study. I understand that 
you are extremely busy, and I want to value your time. If you choose to participate in this study, 
I will conduct an interview with you using questions about your education background and 
experiences, your school, the principal, students, teachers, and parents. The interview will take 
approximately 30-60 minutes. With your permission I would like to take notes and audiotape the 
interviews. The questions asked during the interview may cause you to reflect on practices at the 
school.  Confidentiality of your participation and that of your teachers will be protected at all 
times throughout the research study.  Knowing the close working relationships and involvement 
between principals, teachers, and parents, as the researcher, I will make every attempt to 
maintain confidentiality about your participation in the study however, confidentiality cannot be 
guaranteed. 
 
 
Prior to the interview I will send you the consent form to read at your convenience. I will answer 
any questions associated with the consent form or study via e-mail, telephone or in person. In 
addition, a questionnaire related to your background both personal and professional is attached. I 
would appreciate it if you could return the questionnaire to me via e-mail prior to your interview.  
If you wish, upon completion of the study, an electronic copy of my dissertation will be sent to 
you. I hope that you will take the time necessary from your busy schedule to participate. Please 
feel free to contact me if you have any questions.  
 
Sincerely,  
 
Dondi Luce  
Doctoral Student  
Principal Investigator  
University of Arizona, Tucson  
D.L.Luce@maranausd.org 
520-269-1325 
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APPENDIX H:  DISTRICT APPROVAL LETTER 

 

To Whom It May Concern: 

As the Superintendent of Marana Unified School District (MUSD), I am always interested in 
pursuing evidence-based studies that could benefit our District.  With that in mind, it has come to 
my attention that Ms. Dondi Luce, Principal of Twin Peaks Elementary School and a doctoral 
student, is pursuing a research study that could be beneficial to MUSD. 

Our District uses Hoy’s Organizational Health Inventory to measure school climate.  Research 
has shown that the indicators of Academic Optimism correlate with high student achievement.  
From the survey, leaders can tell the degree to which Academic Optimism is present in schools; 
however, research does not explain how to improve Academic Optimism when it is lacking.  I 
am pleased that Ms. Luce would like to study Academic Optimism in our schools.  Helping 
principals to learn from one another is important.  Ms. Luce has identified two (2) elementary 
schools in our District that have both high student achievement and high levels of Academic 
Optimism.  Through her study, she will explore how the school principal contributed to the 
development of Academic Optimism. 

I support this research project without reservation. 

Sincerely, 

Doug Wilson, Ed.D. 

Superintendent 
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APPENDIX I:  SITE PERMISSION FROM DAN JOHNSON 

 

From: Johnson, Dan  
Sent: Friday, December 09, 2016 11:51 AM 
To: Luce, Dondi 
Subject: Study  

To Whom It May Concern, 

I give permission for Dondi Luce to conduct a dissertation research study at Coyote Trail 
Elementary School between January 2017 and May 2017.  I understand the study will be about 
principal leadership for academic optimism and will involve interviewing principals, teachers, 
and a parent.  Mrs. Luce will also observe two school meetings and review various data. 

Thanks, 

Dan Johnson 

Coyote Trail Elementary School 

520-579-5105 
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APPENDIX J:  SITE PERMISSION FROM DAN JOHNSON 

 

From: Divijak, Andrea  
Sent: Sunday, December 11, 2016 7:39 PM 
To: Luce, Dondi 
Subject: RE: Dissertation Study 

 

Dondi, 

You have my permission to conduct a research study at Quail Run Elementary School.  

Andrea 

 

Mrs. Andrea Divijak 

Quail Run Principal 

4600 W. Cortaro Farms Rd. 

Tucson, AZ 85742 

520-579-4700 

 

Learners Today, Leaders Tomorrow 
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APPENDIX K:  PARTICIPANT DEMOGRAPHIC DATA QUESTIONAIRE 

 

Background Knowledge 

Year you were born: 

Gender: (Optional) 

Race: (Optional) 

Ethnicity: (Optional) 

Occupation: 

How long have you been at your current school? 

How long have you been in education? (Not applicable for parent participants) 

What is your highest level of educational attainment? 

Where did you go to college? 

What college degrees and certifications have you earned? 

When did you earn the degrees and certifications? 

Do you intend to pursue other advanced degrees or certifications in education?  Why? 
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APPENDIX L:  SEMI-STRUCTURED PRINCIPAL INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

1. What are your hopes and aspirations for the school? 

2. To what do you attribute the success of your school? 

3. Describe your leadership skills, attitudes, and capacities. 

4. Describe a challenge that you have encountered as a school leader, and how you dealt 
with it. 

5. How are teachers involved in school-level decision-making? 

6. Do teachers collaborate with one another to achieve goals?  Describe. 

7. How does your school team approach problems? 

8. How do you encourage teachers to grow professionally? 

9. Do teachers have the opportunity to observe successful teacher models in the school?  
Describe this process. 

10. Does your school emphasize student academic achievement?  How? 

11. How do you recognize students who work hard in school? 

12. How do you assist students who do not perform well academically? 

13. Describe parent involvement at your school?  How do teachers involve parents in their 
child’s education? 

14. How do teachers and parents build trust and work toward the common goal of educating 
children? 

15. What else would you like to share about your school? 
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APPENDIX M:  SEMI-STRUCTURED TEACHER INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 
 

1. What are your principal’s hopes and aspirations for the school? 

2. To what do you attribute the success of your school? 

3. Describe your principal’s leadership skills, attitudes, and capacities. 

4. Describe a school challenge, and how your principal handled it. 

5. How does your principal encourage or discourage teacher involvement in school-level 
decision-making?  Give examples of teacher involvement. 

6. Does your principal encourage teachers to collaborate with one another to achieve goals?  
Describe. 

7. How does your school team approach problems? 

8. How does your principal encourage teachers to grow professionally? 

9. Do teachers have the opportunity to observe successful teacher models in the school?  
Describe this process.  Probe for principal involvement. 

10. Does your school emphasize student academic achievement?  How?  Probe for 
principal’s role. 

11. How do you recognize students who work hard in school?  Probe for principal’s role. 

12. How do you assist students who do not perform well academically?  Probe for principal’s 
role. 

13. Describe parent involvement at your school?  How do teachers involve parents in their 
child’s education?  How does the principal encourage parent involvement? 

14. How do teachers and parents build trust and work toward the common goal of educating 
children?  How does the principal help build trust? 

15. What else would you like to share about your school or principal? 
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APPENDIX N:  SEMI-STRUCTURED PARENT INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

1. Why did you choose this school for your child’s education? 

2. How are you involved at school? 

3. How do you support your child’s academic achievement? 

4. Does your child’s teacher trust you to support your child’s education?  How can you tell? 

5. How does the school recognize students who work hard? 

6. How does the principal involve parents with the school? 
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APPENDIX O:  OBSERVATION PROTOCOL 

1. The researcher will observe a principal and take notes at two staff meetings. 

2. The researcher will take descriptive notes (purpose, portraits attendees, activities, time, 
location, and duration of meetings) and reflective notes (researcher’s thoughts, 
impression, hunches or broad themes that emerge, etc.) of the principal’s presentation and 
discussion at staff meetings (Creswell, 2009). 

3. The principal’s message is the unit analysis (Neuendorf, 2002). 

4. Attention to the principal’s non-verbal actions will be noted. 

5. The content analysis of the notes will focus on the observations of the principal’s 
presentations and discussions with staff. 

The coding of the notes is not based on a pre-set coding of the notes contents.  From there a 
coding scheme is established after all notes are collected; then systematic content analysis is 
conducted applying these themes to notes, with appropriate reliability assessment from a 
conceptual framework derived from the theories of positive psychology, social cognitive theory, 
organization theory, and leadership theories in education (Neuendorf, 2002). 

Themes for coding are derived and adapted from theory and research to frame the content 
analysis of notes.  The researcher will examine notes on principal’s presentations and discussions 
that reflected some of the themes.  For the purposes of assisting with coding notes from this 
research themes include: 

• What capacities did the principal demonstrate (Luthans, et. al. 20007; Jacobson, et. al., 
2005; Walumba, et. al., 2008)? 

• Does the bureaucracy within the school hinder or enable the work of teachers (McGuigan 
& Hoy, 2006)? 

• Does the principal demonstrate practices of authentic leadership (Walumba, et. al., 
2008)? 

• Does the principal engage in successful leadership practices (Hallinger & Heck, 2002; 
Leithwood, et. al., 2008; Leithwood & Jantzi, 2008)? 

• Are the characteristics of academic optimism discussed or evident (Hoy, 2012)? 
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