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ABSTRACT

ANYEE PAYNE

INFLUENCES THAT INHIBIT ASSISTANT PRINCIPALS FROM PURSUING THE
PRINCIPALSHIP

Under the direction of EDWARD L. BOUIE, JR, ED.D.

Due to the increased demands placed upon principals, many assistant principals
have chosen not to pursue the principalship. With the number of increased potential
principal vacancies and an increase in those assistant principals who do not desire to
pursue the role, the pool of qualified candidates has decreased. The purpose of the study
was to determine why assistant principals who possessed the credentials and experience
to qualify for the role of principal do not pursue the principalship. Utilizing the lens of
Deci and Ryan’s Self-Determination Theory (1985) and the Job Demands-Resources (JD-
R) model of Schaufeli and Taris (2005), the researcher sought to examine how the
perceptions of the principal’s role, influences assistant principals’ decision to not pursue
the principalship.

The researcher conducted one-on-one interviews with six participants in this
qualitative research study. The findings revealed that assistant principals, although

qualified and experienced, do not pursue the principalship due to the role being perceived

as demanding, overwhelming, unattractive, time consuming, and requiring high

xi



accountability. Recommendations included conducting a similar study in rural and
suburban areas, investigating influences for assistant principals seeking the principalship,

and identifying reasons for principal departure.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

Studies indicated a relationship existed between student achievement and the
quality of instructional leadership provided by the principal (Andrews & Soder, 1987;
Seashore-Louis, Leithwood, Wahlstrom, & Anderson, 2010). Extensive research has also
found a correlation between teacher effectiveness and student achievement (Marzano,
2007). In addition, the importance of principal leadership behaviors as a component of
student achievement has gained attention of researchers at the University of Minnesota,
as well as the University of Toronto, who also linked improved student achievement to
school leadership (Leithwood, Louis, Anderson, & Wahlstrom, 2004).

The Wallace Foundation (2011) research studies showed numerous school-level
factors that affected student achievement. However, the largest results occurred when
these elements combined to make positive impacts on student achievement. The
principal was ultimately responsible for creating opportunities for a combination of these
elements.

This finding supports the conclusion made by Andrews and Soder (1987):
“Foundationally, the principal, often identified as the instructional leader, set the
expectations for continual improvement of the instructional program and actively

engaged staff in development” (p. 9). The Wallace Foundation (2013) noted that

1



effective principals “emphasize research-based strategies to improve teaching and
learning and initiate discussions about instructional approaches, both in teams and with
individual teachers. They pursue these strategies, despite the preference of many teachers
to be left alone” (p. 11).

According to Simkin, Charner, Saltares, and Suss (2010), principal leadership
ranked second out of 21 current educational issues that affected student achievement.
Grubb and Flessa (2006) reported that effective schools have strong instructional leaders.
According to Fullan (2001), as society has become more complex, leadership has become
so as well. With the demands placed upon principals as the instructional leaders of their
buildings, the role of the principal has become multifaceted. To provide a visual
representation of the complexity of the role of principal, Copland (2001) provided an
exaggerated depiction of the many facets of the principalship and the necessary qualities
an individual should possess when serving in that role:

Principal Opening in Anytown School District, USA. Qualifications: Wisdom of a

sage, vision of a CEQ, intellect of a scholar, leadership of a point guard,

compassion of a counselor, courage of a firefighter, political savvy of a senator,
toughness of a soldier, listening skills of a blind man, certitude of a civil rights
activist, charisma of a stage performer, patience of Job. Salary: Lower than you

might expect. (p. 528)

Although Copland exaggerated the job description of a principal, it is clear the
expectations and role of a principal has expanded in recent years. Educators see the

principalship as more challenging and less desirable than the job is worth (Leo, 2015;
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Lindle, 2002; Pounder & Merrill, 2001). The principalship has evolved into a deeper and
broader role, inclusive of managing the curriculum, using data to drive decisions, and
providing and facilitating professional development opportunities for teachers and staff
(King, 2002). With the increase in expectations for principals, the role has become less
attractive. The Wallace Foundation (2013) quoted one principal as saying:

The principalship is not that attractive any more. People see it as a career ender.

Think about it: you go into a failing school, you’re given maybe two years to turn

it around, and if you don’t, you’re gone and no longer have a job. (p. 8)

The United States Bureau of Labor Statistics (2015) predicted a 6% increase in
principal vacancies between 2014 and 2024, largely attributed to the increased demands
placed on principals and the large number of expected retirees (United States Bureau of
Labor Statistics, 2015). Making hiring decisions for critical leadership positions in any
organization can be daunting. In education, attaining effective principals to lead schools
may be even more difficult. Farkas, Johnson, Duffet, Foleno, and Foley (2001)
contended that the complex nature of the role of principal and the accountability
associated with the position caused some candidates to lack the desire to take the risk of
being a principal. Principals, who were able, chose to retire, thus causing increases in the
number of principal vacancies (Farkas et al., 2001).

The failure of qualified candidates to pursue the principalship, due to their
perception of the role being less desirable, created concern in the field of education.
Turnbull, Riley, Arcaira, Anderson, and MacFarlane (2013) suggested that for assistant

principals from districts with strong accountability qualified for the position of principal,



but the lack of job security deterred them from applying for a principalship. Mitgang
(2003) discussed how the expanded roles and responsibilities of the principalship have
become more complex, thankless, and less alluring. Potential candidates were not
choosing to pursue building level administrative roles due to the role being less desirable
than in past years (Turnbull et al., 2013; Young, Peterson, & Short, 2002).
Research Problem

Due to the increased responsibilities and demands placed upon principals, many
assistant principals have chosen not to pursue the principalship (Turnbull et al., 2013).
The United States Bureau of Labor Statistics (2010) found that educators believe that
increased responsibilities of the role of the principal was not commensurate with the
earned salary, thus causing qualified candidates to pursue other careers. This lack of
pursuit by skilled aspirants leads to the prediction of a continuance of insufficient number
of candidates for the principalship (United States Bureau of Labor Statistics (2010).

Pounder and Merrill (2001) conducted a study in which 170 assistant principals in
middle and high schools in a western state responded to a survey in regards to factors that
attracted or failed to attract them to the principal position. Only 30% of those surveyed
indicated a desire to pursue the principalship. Pounder and Merrill (2001) noted several
factors responsible for the failure of assistant principals to pursue the role of principal.
These factors included (a) demands of job and family, (b) quick termination of
employees, (c) job stress, (d) pressure from outside interest groups, (¢) extended work
days, (f) supervising extracurricular activities, (g) teacher grievances, and (h) union

complaints (Pounder & Merrill, 2001).



5

The result of an increased number of potential principal vacancies and decrease in
the number of assistant principals who desire to pursue the role is a decreased pool of
qualified candidates. The failure to address this problem has left some districts and
schools without effective principals. This problem justifies the need to research the
perceptions of assistant principals as they relate to the role of the principal and the
influences that inhibit their decision to pursue the principalship.

Definition of Terms

The following defines the terms used in this study:

Assistant principal is the certified professional who works with the principal to
deal with school management and instructional matters (Hilliard & Newsome, 2013).

Career assistant principal is a person who does not desire to become a principal.
The role of the assistant principal is to create a comfortable working environment by
completing preferred tasks, developing good relationship with stakeholders, and exhibit
pride in this position (Marshall, 2006).

Chronic stress is a term used interchangeably with “excessive stress”, and
“burnout” (Colbert, 2008; Wheeler, 2007).

Principal is “a building level administrator who supervises and facilitates daily
operations of a school and is viewed as the instructional leader” (Andrews & Soder,
1987, p. 9).

Principal shortage is a phenomenon school districts experience when unable to

recruit and attract highly effective principals (Béteille, Kalogrides, & Loeb, 2012).



Principal pipeline is a formal/informal program that focus on principal
preparation (Myung, Loeb, & Hong, 2008).

Narrowing is a phenomenon that occurs when assistant principals receive a
limited range of responsibilities and tasks (Johnson-Taylor & Martin, 2007).

Tapping is an informal recruiting mechanism for assistant principals to become
principals (Myung et al., 2008)

Theoretical Framework

Deci and Ryan (1985) stated Self-Determination Theory (SDT) focuses on the
intensity and the quality of motivation. Motivation is relevant to those behaviors and/or
tasks that people initiate and maintain to the degree that they achieve expected results or
outcomes (Deci & Ryan, 2000). There are three categories of SDT, which include
intrinsic, extrinsic, and amotivation.

Intrinsic motivation is specific to completing a task because the individual finds it
interesting or enjoyable. Extrinsic motivation refers to performing a task to obtain a
certain reward, and amotivation refers to the lack of both intrinsic and extrinsic
motivation. Amotivation occurs typically when individuals do not see a relationship
between the specific behavior or task and the outcome. When this happens, people feel
they are unable to perform the task and fulfill the particular goal (Deci & Ryan, 1985).

Intrinsic motivation is comprised of autonomous motivation, which is an activity
being completed by a person’s volition. On the contrary, extrinsic motivation is
comprised of controlled motivation, when there is an external pressure to engage in the

behavior or task (Deci, 1971). Both intrinsic and extrinsic motivations are in direct



contrast to amotivation; which is associated with an individual’s lack of intention or

motivation (Gagné & Deci, 2005). Figure 1 presents a continuum of amotivation and

extrinsic and intrinsic motivation.

Amotivation Extrinsic Motivation Intrinsic
Motivation
External
Regulatio l
. Integrated
Introjecte Identified gra .
. Regulatio
d Regulatio
Absence of Contingencies Self-worth Importance Coherence Interest and
intentional ofrewardand  contingenton  of goals, values, among goals, | enjoyment of
regulation punishment performance; and regulations values, and the task
€go regulations
involvement
Lack of Controlled Moderately Moderately Autonomous Inherently
Motivation Motivation Controlled Autonomous Motivation Autonomous
Motivation Motivation Motivation

Figure 1. A self-determination continuum expressing amotivation, types of extrinsic
motivation, and intrinsic motivation. Adapted from “Self-Determination Theory and
Work Motivation,” by M. Gagne' and E. L. Deci, 2005, Journal of Organizational
Behavior, 26, p. 336. Copyright 2005 by John Wiley & Sons. Adapted with permission.

Deci and Ryan’s (1985) SDT and Schaufeli and Taris’s (2005) JD-R models

facilitated the creation of the subquestions, which assisted with answering the primary

research question. Deci and Ryan’s (2000) Self-Determination Theory served to

explicate psychological processes that underline the specific demands and resources in

the JD-R model. Thus, SDT functioned as an explanatory model; whereas, the JD-R

model was a descriptive model (Schaufeli & Taris, 2005). While the motivational

process began by having an abundance of resources, it was also noted that job resources



align to extrinsic motivation, which reduces individual job demands, as it assists in
meeting the organization’s goals (Demerouti, Bakker, Nachreiner & Schaufeli, 2001;
Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). Additionally, job resources link to intrinsic motivation, as
basic human needs relate to autonomy, relatedness, and competence (Deci & Ryan,
2000).
Research Questions

To investigate this problem, the researcher developed the following primary
research question:

1. What perceptions of the principal role influence assistant principals’ decision

to not pursue the principalship?

The following guiding questions assisted in answering the primary research

question:

2. What perceptions are influenced from intrinsic, extrinsic, and amotivational

viewpoints?
3. What perceptions are influenced by job demands and resources?
Procedures

After obtaining Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval from Mercer
University, the researcher used purposeful sampling to select assistant principals as
participants from the participating school district. Selected participants engage in one-
on-one interviews composed of semistructured questions developed by the researcher In

order to ascertain the wide range of perceptions and perspectives that are germane to the
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individual. The study was qualitative in nature, utilizing purposeful sampling in order to
gain in-depth, rich perception data.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of the study was to determine why assistant principals who possessed
the credentials and experience to qualify for the role of principal do not pursue the
principalship. The study sought to examine how the perceptions of the principal’s role
influence assistant principals’ decision to not pursue the principalship as framed by Deci
and Ryan’s Self-Determination Theory (1985) and the Job Demands-Resources (JD-R)
model (Schaufeli & Taris, 2005).

Limitations

Simon and Goes (2013) warned that the phenomenological research design, and
similar methodologies, might present limitations over which the researcher has little
control. As the study was qualitative in nature, it possesses potential limitations. Social
desirability normally occurs when humans represent themselves in a most desirable
fashion, as they present themselves in a positive manner (Neely & Cronley, 2004). As
assistant principals responded to interview questions, there was a possibility that they
gave their responses in a manner that presented them in a more favorable light. This
could have affected the results of the study.

To mitigate this potential limitation, the researcher ensured anonymity to
participants by providing a safe atmosphere in which to provide responses to interview
questions. The researcher used pseudonyms to protect the identity of the participants.

The researcher also explained the importance of responding in truth, since their
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perceptions and responses had the possibility to bring awareness to those change agents
in school districts.

Delimitations

Delimitations are decisions made by the researcher to establish boundaries when
conducting the research study. The delimitations of a study are those characteristics that
arise from limitations in the scope of the study while the researcher makes decisions
whether to include or exclude certain factors when developing a plan for the research
study (Simon & Goes, 2013). The decision to include only participants who have served
as assistant principals for three or more years and chosen not to pursue the principalship
served as delimitation. In addition, the researcher chose to select assistant principals
serving in an urban school district in Georgia.

Significance of the Study

This study was significant because there was a need to understand perceptions of
assistant principals as they related to factors that influenced their decisions to pursue the
principalship. Because the assistant principal position is the pipeline for the role of
principal, there was a need to have a deep, rich discovery of the assistant principals’
perceptions and motivations, as they relate to pursuit of the principalship.

Marshall (2006) believed many policymakers do not consider or pay attention to
the fact that the assistant principal role is critical. Most often, many school districts do
not collect data regarding this position, thus creating missed opportunities to make
instructional and leadership impacts. This study sought to provide insight to principals,

central office administrators, and members on boards of education when recruiting,
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interviewing, hiring, and mentoring assistant principals. It also had the potential to assist
stakeholders when making policy and hiring decisions for school-based leadership
positions. Pounder and Crow (2005) purported that the responsibility of developing and
sustaining a pipeline for the principalship with intelligent and passionate candidates
belongs to all. Findings of this study have the possibility of assisting stakeholders in the
development of succession plans.

Summary

Over the years, society has become multifaceted and so has the concept of
leadership (Fullan, 2001). With the demands placed upon principals as the instructional
leaders of schools, the role of the principal has become multidimensional as well. The
role of and responsibilities of principals have expanded and become more complex. In
addition, the job is less appealing and often unrewarding (Mitgang, 2003). Numerous
qualified potential candidates who possess the necessary experience choose not to pursue
building level administrative roles (Young et al., 2002).

With increased principal vacancies and an increase of those assistant principals
not desiring to pursue the principalship, the candidate pool for the role is rapidly
decreasing. If left unaddressed, this problem will lead to a shortage of effective
principals. The perception of the position of assistant principal position as the pipeline
position for the role of principal necessitated an inquiry of assistant principals to have a
deep, rich discovery of their perceptions and motivations as it related to pursuit of the

principalship.
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This qualitative study, conducted through the lens of Deci and Ryan’s Self
Motivational Theory, sought to uncover these perceptions of assistant principals through
one-on-one interviews. This study was significant because there was a need to gain an
understanding of the perceptions of assistant principals to address the problem of a
shortage of effective principals a well as potentially provide insight to central office
administrators when hiring principals and assist stakeholders in the development of

principal-succession plans.



CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

In a study of Massachusetts’ assistant principals, Gajda and Militello (2008)
found there were more administrators who held principal certifications in the state than
there were principal vacancies. Those educators who held licenses were unwilling to
apply for the vacant positions. Gajda and Militello (2008) suggested that more research
should be conducted to identify reasons why people earn administrative credentials, yet
do not pursue the principal positions.

Because of the lack of research that focuses specifically on perceptions of
assistant principals regarding the role of principal and how those perceptions influence
their decision to pursue the principalship, the researcher synthesized the literature review
into categories. These categories include Role of Principal, Role of Assistant Principal,
Principal Turnover, Principal Shortage, Deterrents to Principal Pursuit, and the Job
Demands-Resources Model as it related to the motivations behind the decision to not
pursue the principalship.

Role of Principal

The term principal first appeared in educational reports in 1838 (Harris, 2011).

The duties were not that much different from a regular teacher historically filled the role

(Grady, 1990). The principal position was first created in the mid-nineteenth century

13
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when students were classified by grade and had a single teacher , as explained by
Rousmaniere (2007):

With teachers and students divided into different grade compartments, a head

teacher, or a teaching principal was assigned to act as an

overarching authority to the whole, organizing the separate courses of study,

administering discipline, and supervising the operation of all classes. (p. 7)
Harris (2011) stated principals’ duties included administrative duties, supervision, and
taking attendance.

As instructional leaders, principals had been tasked with positively impacting
student achievement, recruiting and retaining effective teachers, improving teacher
effectiveness, and positively influencing school culture (Grissom & Loeb, 2011). In
addition to improving teaching and learning, the role of the principal was to increase
meet state and federal directives, endure higher levels of accountability, address
discipline issues, connect with skeptical parents and community stakeholders, and
manage budgets amidst cuts in funding (Cushing, Kerrins, & Johnstone, 2003: De Leon,
2006; Whitaker, 1995).

Traditionally, the perception of the role of principal was as an opportunity to
serve as a change agent to help students achieve, while leading the faculty and staff
towards a vision and mission. In addition, the principal worked collaboratively with staff
to make positive impacts on students and the community at large (Malone, Sharp, &
Walter, 2001; Sergiovanni, 1995). Malone et al. (2001) conducted a study amongst 125

principals who identified the positive aspects of their role. The study revealed principals
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who served at the elementary level indicated they found their role rewarding. Of the
principals surveyed, “72.8% indicated they were rewarded by having the opportunity to
positively impact students” (Malone et al., 2001, p. 10).

Although some principals found their roles rewarding, some revealed they were
overwhelmed in their role. When people are exposed to long periods of job-related
stress, even the most rewarding jobs become unsurmountable and detrimental (Boyland,
2011). Principals face various factors that may affect their role negatively, including
intense pressure, high accountability, unbalanced lifestyle, and the inability to appease
stakeholders (Cushing et al., 2003). Mitchell (2010) maintained that the role of principal
was “filled with constant challenges, such as meeting the needs of diverse student
populations, budget cuts, and strict accountability measures” (p. 116).

Combs, Edmondson, and Jackson (2009) used the term “unrelenting” (p. 13) to
describe the role of the principal. Queen and Queen (2005) identified the principalship as
being an “undoable position” (p. 10), citing the complexity of the role as the cause of
chronic stress, a term used in the medical field for excessive stress (Colbert, 2008;
Wheeler, 2007), which often leads to health issues. For school administrators, chronic
stress leads to exhaustion, illness, and burnout (Colbert, 2008; Wheeler, 2007).

Over the years, the principalship has drastically changed (Levine, 2005). The
demands placed upon principals have become multifaceted (Fullan, 2001). In the past,
the role of principal centered on managerial tasks such as scheduling, buses, supplies, and
personnel issues. Currently, the principal role has evolved into an instructional leader,

while still being responsible for the managerial tasks (The Wallace Foundation, 2012).
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The role of principal is often viewed as indispensable, due to the endless demands
(Darling-Hammond, LaPointe, Meyerson, Orr, & Cohen 2005).
Role of Assistant Principal

The first study ever conducted regarding the role of the assistant principal dates
back to 1970, and there has not been much development of the role since then (Glanz,
1994). The traditional role of assistant principal was often associated with such duties as
discipline and managerial tasks and known as a stepping-stones role to other
administrative careers (Pounder & Crow, 2005). This position was often noted as having
little to no impact on school leadership (Bates & Shank, 1983; Smith, 1987).

In the late 1990s, the role of assistant principal began to shift. As many school
districts began to undertake various reforms, assistant principals began to be responsible
for providing instructional materials and establishing duties for teachers (Porter, 1996).
Additionally, assistant principals began coaching to empower teachers, assisting in the
development of goals (Kaplan & Owings, 1999), dealing with external stakeholders, and
leading work surrounding school improvement (Mertz, 2000). Cranston, Tromans, and
Reugebrink (2004) noted the roles of assistant principals as including instructional and
curriculum leadership, management, administration, student issues, parent and
community issues, staffing and operational issues.

According to Walker and Kwan, (2009), as principals moved from traditional
roles, the assistant principal became responsible for more and often contradictory roles
than in previous years. Because of the conflicting roles, many assistant principals

experience frustration because of their new role, which focuses primarily on transforming



17
and restructuring schools. However, they hold positions traditionally developed to resist
change and bring stability to the schoo! (Murphy & Beck, 1994).

The United States Bureau of Labor Statistics (2016) indicated that assisting the
principal with the administration of the school is a simple depiction of the complexity of
the role of assistant principal. Although assistant principals are an integral piece of
transforming schools, many principals relegate their duties to specific tasks that focus on
management. In many cases, they do not receive instructional leadership duties.
Johnson-Taylor and Martin (2007) described this as narrowing, defined as assistant
principals having a limited range of responsibilities and tasks. Their exposure to the full
experience of the principalship is limited (Pounder & Crow, 2005). Assistant principals
often become characterized by the duties they are given by principals, which include
daily operations, bus schedules, lunchroom duty, and building safety (National
Association of Secondary School Principals [NASSP], 2008).

The assistant principal is able to influence both climate and instruction. Fullan
(2011) reported that a supportive assistant principal can impact the effectiveness related
to the implementation of school programs, specifically, when a new principal is assigned.
The act of the assistant principal providing new leadership with data and the level of
instructional implementation can affect instruction also. Kantor (2015) stated that
assistant principals are able to provide new administration with the necessary tools to

begin change, as well as perceptions regarding needed professional development.
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Principal Turnover

Nationwide, principal turnover rates range from 15-30% annually (Béteille,
Kalogrides, & Loeb, 2012; Branch, Hanushek, & Rivkin, 2013; DeAngelis & White,
2011; School Leaders Network, 2014). The average tenure of a principal is three to four
years of service for an average school. In more challenging schools, the tenure is even
less (Seashore-Louis, Leithwood, Wahlstrom, & Anderson, 2010). Additionally, half of
the principals in the United States quit during their third year in the principalship role
(School Leaders Network, 2014). The reasons for the principal departure vary. Federici
and Skaalvik (2012) stated that the demanding tasks required of principals have negative
implications related to burnout and job satisfaction, which causes many to quit. Johnson
(2005) reported on a study conducted by the National Association of Elementary School
Principals, which found reasons for principal turnover were based upon their inability to
impact student achievement due to the following reasons: (a) workload and task
management; (b) physical and mental health; (c) politics; and (d) job isolation.

Johnson (2005) noted that these four factors are of greater intensity at schools of
high poverty, which present more challenges in addition to pressures from district leaders
to increase student achievement. Principals become frustrated because of the lack of
autonomy, due to district mandates, which causes “an increasingly rapid turnover of
school leaders and an insufficient pool of capable, qualified, and prepared replacements”
(Fink & Brayman, 2006, pp. 62-63).

In large, urban schools where there is high poverty, principal turnover has

increased (Burkhauser, Gates, Hamilton, & Ikemoto, 2012). In Miami-Dade County
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