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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



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.



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
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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, Chamer, 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 CEO, 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 o f 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,
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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, (e) extended work 

days, (f) supervising extracurricular activities, (g) teacher grievances, and (h) union 

complaints (Pounder & Merrill, 2001).
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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 (Beteille, Kalogrides, & Loeb, 2012).
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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 o f 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
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contrast to amotivation; which is associated with an individual’s lack of intention or 

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

extrinsic and intrinsic motivation.

Intrinsic
Motivation

Extrinsic MotivationAmotivation

External
Regulatio

Integrated
Regulatio

Introjecte Identified
Regulatio

Absence o f  
intentional 
regulation

Contingencies Self-worth
o f reward and contingent on 

punishment performance;
ego

involvement

Coherence 
among goals, 
values, and 
regulations

Interest and 
enjoyment o f  

the task

Importance 
o f goals, values, 
and regulations

Inherently
Autonomous
Motivation

Lack o f  
Motivation

Controlled
Motivation

Moderately
Controlled
Motivation

Moderately
Autonomous
Motivation

Autonomous
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 o f  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



8

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



9

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.



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.



CHAPTER2 

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



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
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and restructuring schools. However, they hold positions traditionally developed to resist 

change and bring stability to the school (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 (Beteille, 

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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Public Schools, principal turnover was 22%, Milwaukee, 20%, San Francisco, 26%, and 

New York City, 24% (Beteille et al., 2012). The major factor for principal turnover in 

these school districts, which have a low socioeconomic status, is the greater challenges 

presented in the schools in these districts, since they are characterized as low performing 

and serve minority and low-income students (Beteille et al., 2012; Branch et al., 2013; 

Loeb, Kalogrides, & Homg, 2010).

As principals gain experience, they often leave challenging schools and transfer to 

schools that are less challenging (Beteille et al., 2012). Principal turnover causes 

instability within the school district and has the potential to increase training costs for 

new employees, lower employee commitment, and lose instructional memory (Beteille et 

al., 2012). Farley-Ripple, Solano, and McDuffie (2012) stated when there is principal 

turnover, there are negative impacts on a school, including decreased student 

achievement, low morale, a culture resistant to changes, and interruptions to the 

instructional program.

Principal Shortage

Due to negative perceptions, urban school districts face an even greater challenge 

when recruiting candidates for the position of principal (Ellis & Brown, 2015). Districts 

that serve low performing, minority students are unable to recruit and attract highly 

effective principals (Beteille et al., 2012). Additionally, assistant principals with first

hand knowledge of the evolving role and tasks of a principal tend to be skeptical about 

pursuing the position. Assistant principals view the position as less alluring and chose 

not to pursue the role (Blanton, 2013).
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Consequently, when qualified candidates do not pursue the principalship, due to 

their perception of the role being less desirable (Blanton, 2013), it becomes problematic 

for districts to fill principal vacancies. Sheldon and Munnich (2011) reviewed a study 

conducted in Minnesota in which 86% of superintendents reported that they found it 

difficult or very difficult to fill vacancies for the principal position. Bass (2006) 

postulated the principal shortage was due to retirements, resignations, as well as schools 

beginning the year with interim principals. Young and Creighton (2002) conducted 

interviews with superintendents from 376 school districts to ascertain their perceptions of 

the principal shortage. Their findings showed a principal shortage of 90% at the high 

school level, 84% in middle schools, and 73% at the elementary level.

Roza, Celio, Harvey, and Wishon (2003) posited, “Although some districts 

experienced trouble filling vacancies in the principal’s role, there were far more people 

certified to serve as school principals around the nation than jobs for them to fill” (p.

278). Cusick (2002) reported there was a decrease in the number of applicants for the 

principalship; however, that was not due to a lack of qualified candidates. Turnbull, 

Riley, Arcaira, Anderson, and MacFarlane (2013) suggested assistant principals who are 

qualified for the position of principal do not pursue the position due to lack of job 

security. Mitgang (2003) discussed how the expanded roles and responsibilities of the 

principalship have become more complex, thankless, and less alluring. Potential 

candidates choose not to pursue building level administrative roles due to the role being 

less desirable than in past years (Young, Peterson, & Short, 2002). After analyzing 

survey results completed by human resource directors and school superintendents and an
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additional 150 interviews by telephone with district and state officials, Roza et al. (2003) 

found that some districts that were more challenging than others were normally located in 

urban settings, which were avoided by prospective principals. Cushing and colleagues 

(2003) found that the problem in filling positions was not that there were not enough 

candidates becoming certified to become principals; instead, it was the shortage of those 

who actually applied for the position of principal.

Supply and Demand of Applicants 

In many states, the numbers of educators who hold licenses to become an 

administrator are twice as many as principal openings that are available. In 2000, the 

Educational Research Service reported that in Massachusetts, nearly half of those 

administrators who held a license chose not to fulfill the principal role. More 

administrators held principal certifications in the state than there were principal 

vacancies. Gajda and Militello (2008) found that educators who held licenses were 

unwilling to apply for the vacant positions.

In Minnesota, superintendents reported that it was “difficult” or “very difficult” to 

fill principal vacancies (Sheldon & Munnich, 2011). In Maine, 25% of principals 

consistently expressed dissatisfaction with the role of principal and stated if they could do 

it over again, they would choose a different career path (Buckingham, Donaldson, & 

Mamik, 2005). A study conducted by Pounder and Merrill (2001) in a western state,

70% of the 170 assistant principals surveyed indicated they had no desire to pursue the 

principalship. The participants of the study reported, “Balancing the demands of job, and 

family; terminating unfit employees; job stress; pressure from interest groups; the
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extended work day; extracurricular supervision; teacher grievances and union 

complaints” (para. 10) negatively affected their decision to pursue the principal role.

Deterrents to Principal Pursuit 

Cusick (2002) found various factors that have led to the national shortage of 

principals. Those who are qualified and possess experience are reluctant to pursue a 

principalship due to factors as stress, compensation, and politics. Harris (2011) 

conducted a study focusing on the factors that influenced educators in West Virginia to 

pursue the principalship. He found that stress, time commitment, high levels of 

accountability for student achievement, and insufficient compensation are the main 

deterrents to pursuit of the principalship (Gajda & Militello, 2008). Due to assistant 

principals’ vantage point of the principalship, they are able to have a firsthand view of the 

pressures their principals endure. Because of this close proximity, many assistant 

principals have a negative perception of the role and view it as an unattractive career 

(Blanton, 2013; Cusick, 2002; Leone, Wamimont, & Zimmerman, 2009). An assistant 

principal in an exclusive high school in Michigan stated, “I see what my principal does 

and I don’t want to do it” (Cusick, 2002, p. 21).

In addition to the complexity of the role of principal, school demographics has 

also become a factor when assistant principals choose not to pursue the principalship 

(Walker & Kwan, 2009). Pounder and Merrill (2001) conducted a study that revealed 

school factors as deterrents for assistant principals when applying for the principalship. 

They found the reputation, enrollment, location, and socioeconomic status of a school 

affected the decision to apply for a principalship.
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Stress

Queen and Queen (2005) noted the intricacies associated with the role of principal 

produces chronic stress, also known as excessive stress or burnout (Colbert, 2008; 

Wheeler, 2007), which often results in serious health conditions. “The term ‘burnout’ 

first appeared in the 1970s, especially among people in the human services” (Federici & 

Skaalvik, p. 298). Freudenberger (1975) used the term burnout to identify the lack of 

motivation and commitment one may face. Maslach (2003) defined burnout as a 

psychological syndrome that related to an ongoing response to stressors at work. It had 

the propensity to negatively impact an individual’s psychological and physical health, in 

addition to the effectiveness of an organization (Carod-Artal & Vazquez-Cabrera, 2013).

Federici and Skaalvik (2012) noted that principal burnout was related to 

motivation, job satisfaction, and self-efficacy. A high level of emotional exhaustion is 

the most prevalent manifestation of burnout (Maslach, Schaufeli, & Leiter, 2001; Ozer, 

2013; Whitaker, 1995). Burnout has been associated with a reduction in job 

commitment, as well as a decrease in job performance (Tomic & Tomic, 2008).

Friedman (2002) conducted a study that indicated the factors that contributed to principal 

burnout include challenges with teachers and demands from parents. Other influencing 

factors are district rules and policies, self-imposed expectations, too much responsibility, 

lack of autonomy, and increased stresses (Sari, 2005; Whitehead, Ryba, & Driscoll,

2000).

For school administrators, chronic stress leads to exhaustion, illness, and 

symptoms of burnout (Colbert, 2008; Wheeler, 2007). Symptoms of burnout fall into
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five categories: physical (fatigue, exhaustion); emotional (anxiety, depression); 

behavioral (drug/alcohol use, absenteeism); interpersonal (communication); and 

attitudinal (cynicism, pessimism, and intolerance of clients) (Cordes & Dougherty, 1993; 

Kahili, 1988).

Not only do assistant principals view the principal role as stressful, they have also 

articulated this stress had a negative affected on them individually as well as their 

families in regards to their personal lives and relationships with family and friends. 

Assistant principals see this as a deterrent in their decision to aspire for the principalship 

(Bass, 2006). Blanton (2013) contended many principals started to develop feelings of 

guilt for more time at the school than at home with their own family. Gilson (2008) 

posited that when the role becomes hectic and overwhelming, principals are unable to 

juggle the lifestyle of a principal and resign from the position.

Findings from the Ellis and Brown (2015) study align to literature regarding 

assistant principals and their pursuit of the principalship. Ellis and Brown (2015) 

surveyed 1,731 assistant principals in the north region of Texas to determine the 

motivating and inhibiting factors of pursuing the principalship. They found the largest 

inhibitor to pursue the job was the impact work-related stress would have on their family. 

Those assistant principals who considered how the stress of the role, time commitment, 

and the work-life balance would negatively affect them individually, as well as their 

families, collectively, often were dissuaded from applying.
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Compensation

Low pay and benefit differentials are additional deterring factors of those assistant 

principals who might consider the principalship (Tekleselassie & Villarreal, 2011). 

Pijanowski and Brady (2009) conducted a study in Arkansas that compared the pay of 

principals and assistant principals and noticed the following:

The pay changes at different stages of the leadership pipeline are less significant 

as people grow closer to the job. If fiscal incentives diminish as stress increases 

(the transition from assistant principal to principal) compensation will be less of a 

motivating factor. Although the disparity in pay found across the different types 

of schools is worth further study, it is important to consider compensation and 

working conditions together, (p. 39)

In 2015, the United States Bureau of Labor Statistics (2015) reported the average 

salary of a principal as $89,540. Their work schedule was noted as fulltime, with 

attendance requirements for afterschool and weekend events, such as concerts and 

athletic events. Salaries for assistant principals varied, based on geographic regions and 

the size of a school district. The National Association of Secondary School Principals 

(2011) noted that the average salary ranged from $64,398 to $98,079, depending on grade 

band. The highest salaries for assistant principals are found in districts with 25,000 or 

more students, located on the east and west coasts of the United States of America. 

Assistant Principals in school districts with less than 25,000 earned the lowest salaries 

(NASSP, 2011).
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Although excessive responsibilities deter assistant principals from pursuing the 

principalship, salary deters them as well. The calculation of salaries on hourly/daily basis 

reveals a large discrepancy between principal and assistant principals. The annual salary 

is typically $10,000-25,000 more than an assistant principal earns (Cushing et al., 2003; 

Cusick, 2002). Veteran assistant principals earn close to the salary of a first-year 

principal, which also makes the transition unattractive (Viadero, 2009). Bass (2006) 

suggested districts should offer salaries commensurate with the responsibilities in order 

to attract assistant principals to the principalship.

Time

The job of principal has become more complex and in essence has become too 

large of a task for one person (Barty, Thomson, Blackmore, & Sachs, 2005). The 

complexity of the role has made it less desirable for qualified candidates to pursue. 

Fenwick and Pierce (2001) noted that when potential principal candidates consider 

pursuing the role of principal, they reflect on the workload, as well as time commitments, 

and it negatively affects their decision to choose the principalship as a career path.

Whitaker (2001) conducted a study and found the average principal focuses on 

school and community initiatives, programs, and activities, and spends an average of 62 

hours a week completing these tasks (Foster, 2002). Many principals work 60-70 hours 

during the week and are still unable to complete all their tasks (Cushing et al., 2003).

The average principal works 54 hours/week, 240 days/year, which is 20-40 more days 

than an assistant principal works (Cusick, 2002).
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MacCorkle (2004) conducted a study among 667 assistant principals who were 

members of the National Association of Secondary School Principals to determine what 

factors deterred them from pursuing the principalship. MacCorkle (2004) found that 22% 

of the assistant principals indicated their skepticism about applying for the role, due to 

excessive time commitment. West, Peck, and Reitzug (2010) conducted a study amongst 

17 principals and noted how the average weekly hours worked by principals ranged from 

55-80 hours. One principal quit two months prior to the conclusion of the study because 

of the extensive time commitment (West et al., 2010). Table 1 displays the hours that 

urban principals work in a week as well as excerpted quotes of the working principals.
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Table 1

Hours o f  Urban Principals ’ Work Week

Principal Hours Additional Work and Quotes

1 55 “I {also} do a lot of paperwork at home.”

2 “ Left the principalship because too many hours and too much 

stress

3 65 “And that’s not counting work I do at home.”

4 60 “I probably do another 20-30 hours at home.”

5 72 “I’m still working 6 days a week, 12-hour days.”

6 55 Plus weekend hours and work at home

7 70 “And then I spend all afternoon Sunday here.”

8 75 Plus Saturdays and Sundays

9 80 “If something breaks dow n. . .  I can go three 24-hour days

10 60 Plus weekends

11 65 Plus weekend hours and work at home

12 55 Plus some evenings and weekend hours at hone

13 60 “I’m up at 3:30 every morning”

14 75 Plus weekend hours at home

15 55 Plus weekend hours at home

16 65+ “It’s easy for me to spend 20 hours a day up here. I’m here on 

Saturday all day.”

17 75 “If I work Saturdays from 9-2,1 don’t work Sundays.

Note. Adapted from “Limited Control and Relentless Accountability: Examining Historical Changes in Urban School Principal 

Pressure,” by D. West, C. Peck, and U. C. Reitzug, 2010, Journal o f  School Leadership, 20(2), pp. 238-266. Copyright 2010 by 

Rowman & Littlefield. Adapted with permission.
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Too Much Responsibility

Alford, Ballenger, Perreault, and Zellner (2011) noted, “While principals are 

engaged in managerial tasks of the school, securing the building for safety, ensuring bus 

routes, student schedules, and day-to-day management tasks, the instructional needs of 

the faculty and students compete for attention” (p. 29). DiPaola and Tschannen-Moran 

(2003) found principals are often removed from performing tasks that are satisfying and 

switch their focus to duties that are less satisfying to them. Principals often spent time on 

troubleshooting issues and the overall management of the school, rather than leadership 

tasks (Alford et al., 2011). West et al. (2010) conducted a study amongst 17 principals in 

a large urban district to determine the relationship between their daily role and student 

achievement. In the study, principals revealed that the extensive list of responsibilities 

interfered with their preferred area of expertise, which was unanimously instructional 

leadership (West et al., 2010). One principal expressed, “You can get so focused on 

management that you really can’t see the overall pictures of what your goals are” (West 

etal., 2010, p. 246).

Despite the fact that principals are unable to focus adequately on instruction, they 

are responsible for increasing test scores and student achievement (West et al., 2010). If 

principals are unable to produce the desired outcome of student achievement, they 

ultimately face professional consequences (Cushing et al., 2003; Perlstein, 2007; Schoen 

& Fusarelli, 2008). One principal stated, “Your job depends on your progress.. . .

There’s so much pressure right now to just perform through your kids” (West et al., 2010, 

p. 251).
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Marzano, Waters, and McNulty (2005) developed a list of 21 responsibilities of 

principals that are synonymous with effectiveness. These additional duties lead to 

principal burnout, due to 50-60 hour workweeks, constant examination by community 

members, and lack of preparedness (Viadero, 2009). Due to the complexity of the 

principalship, Gumuseli (2001) reported that principals would ultimately struggle as 

compared to previous years. Due to these challenges, they would need to develop 

leadership competencies to assist with these new responsibilities (Gumuseli, 2001).

The Task Force for the Principalship (2000) reported:

The state of the principalship as it currently is constructed—a middle 

management position overloaded with responsibilities for basic building 

operations—fails to meet this fundamental priority, instead allowing schools to 

drift without any clear vision of leadership for learning or providing principals 

with the skills needed to meet the challenge, (p. 1)

Job Demands-Resources Model 

Researchers have utilized the Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) model to determine 

job stress (Schaufeli & Taris, 2005). This model was first used to determine the 

precursors of burnout (Demerouti, Bakker, Nachreiner, & Schaufeli, 2001). Job 

demands, as defined by Demerouti et al. (2001), include “those physical, social, or 

organizational aspects of the job that require sustained physical or mental effort and are 

therefore associated with certain physiological and psychological costs” (p. 501). 

Examples of such demands included work overload, interoffice conflict, and job 

instability. When facing such demands, the individual exerts extra energy to meet the
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given tasks within a role. Continuous exposure to such demands leads to psychological 

side effects, which include fatigue and increased irritability. To recuperate from such 

effects, many individuals take sabbaticals, switch roles, or transition to roles with less 

demanding requirements (Schaufeli & Tareshi, 2005). When this mode of coping is 

insufficient, many suffer from mental and physical exhaustion (Knardahl & Ursin, 1985).

Schaufeli and Bakker (2004) developed a revised version of this model. They 

sought to add job burnout and work engagement to the model, which they perceived as 

mediators to job demands and job resources. This version provided a psychological 

component to the JD-R model. They considered burnout as a negative psychological 

state, while they cited work engagement as a positive psychological state (Schaufeli & 

Taris, 2005).

Schaufeli and Bakker (2004) determined that burnout was a result of having high 

job demands and deprived job resources. Burnout may result in health issues, such as 

depression and heart disease, and psychological issues (Cordes & Dougherty, 1993; 

Kahili, 1988). Schaufeli and Taris (2005) noted that The Health Impairment Process of 

the revised JD-R outlined that “burnout is expected to mediate the relation between job 

demands and employee health and well-being (at least partly), through the gradual 

draining of mental resources (i.e. burnout)” (p. 47). While the motivational process is 

jolted by having an abundance of resources, job resources align to extrinsic motivation, 

which plays a role in reducing job demands, while assisting in meeting the goals of the 

organization (Schaufeli & Taris, 2005). In addition, job resources are tied to intrinsic 

motivation, as basic human needs relate to autonomy, relatedness, and competence (Deci
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& Ryan, 2000). Deci and Ryan’s (2000) Self-Determination Theory, an explanatory 

model, explicates the psychological processes that underline the specific demands and 

resources in the JD-R model, a descriptive model (Schaufeli & Taris, 2005).

Summary

This literature review provided historical background of the role of principal and 

assistant principal. This chapter also provided research that identified factors that 

negatively impacted potential principal candidates decision to pursue the principalship.

As the role of principal has become more complex, the job demands and responsibilities 

have increased. Due to increased responsibilities, there is an increase in principal 

turnover. This rate is higher in urban school districts.

Districts are facing principal shortages and finding it difficult to maintain a large 

pool of candidates to fill the reoccurring vacancies. Research indicates that the deterrents 

of those who are qualified to pursue the principalship do not pursue due to increased 

stress (Ellis & Brown, 2015; Queen & Queen, 2005), inequitable compensation 

(Pijanowski and Brady, 2009; Tekleselassie & Villarreal, 2011), time demands (Barty et 

al., 2005; MacCorkle, 2004), and increased responsibility (Alford et al., 2011; West et al., 

2010).



CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY

The purpose of this study was to determine why assistant principals who possess 

the credentials and experience to qualify for the role of principal do not pursue the 

principalship. Due to the increased responsibilities and demands placed upon principals, 

many assistant principals choose not to pursue the principalship (Turnbull, Riley, Arcaira, 

Anderson, & MacFarlane, 2013). The United States Bureau of Labor Statistics (2010) 

found that educators believed that increased responsibilities of the role of the principal 

were not commensurate with the earned salary, thus causing qualified candidates to 

pursue other careers.

Due to this lack of pursuit by skilled aspirants, there are an insufficient amount of 

candidates for the principalship. This study sought to provide insight to principals, 

central office administrators, and members of boards of education when recruiting, 

interviewing, hiring, and mentoring assistant principals. It also has the potential to assist 

stakeholders when making policy and hiring decisions for school-based leadership 

positions.

This chapter provides a rationale and description of the methods used to answer 

the research question and subquestions. In addition, this chapter includes a description of

33
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the participants. Following this are explanations of the procedure for achieving validity 

and collecting and analyzing data.

Research Questions Reiterated

To determine why assistant principals who possess the credentials and experience 

to qualify for the role of principal do not pursue the principalship, the primary research 

question was:

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

to not pursue the principalship?

The following served as subquestions to support 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?

Research Design

Creswell (2009) explained that qualitative research is a means of exploring and 

understanding the meaning of individuals or groups related “to a social or human 

problem. The process of research involves emerging questions and procedures, data 

collection, data analysis building from particulars to general themes, and the researcher 

making interpretations of the meaning of the data” (p. 4). Because the researcher 

investigated the perceptions of the principalship that influenced assistant principals’ 

decision to not pursue the principalship, a qualitative research was appropriate.

When developing a research proposal, an individual considers and decides upon 

four elements: epistemology, theoretical perspective, methodology, and methods (Crotty,
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1998). Epistemology is the basis for deciding what we know and how we know it 

(Crotty, 1998). The researcher’s choice of an epistemology guides the methodology and 

methods used for a particular study. The way of looking at the world and interpreting it 

is epistemology. For this study, the research chose to utilize constructivism (Crotty, 

1998), since the researcher sought to identify the reasons assistant principals choose not 

to aspire to become a principal. Schwandt (2015) stated that when utilizing 

constructivism “we invent concepts, models, and schemes to make sense of experience, 

and we continually test and modify these constructions in the light of new experience” as 

well as construct “our interpretations against a backdrop of shared understandings, 

practices, language and so forth” (p. 36). Assistant principals provided perceptions of the 

principal role, and how those perceptions impacted their decision to not pursue the 

principalship. Based on their perceptions, the researcher interpreted and constructed 

meaning from their responses.

Secondly, the theoretical perspective was the philosophical foundation, which 

informed the methodology and grounded its logic and criteria (Crotty, 1998). The 

researcher used interpretivism, as the study focused on interpretations derived from 

culture and history of a society (Crotty, 1998). In addition, interpretivists employ a more 

personable and flexible approach to gather information (Carson, Gilmore, Perry, & 

Gronhaug, 2001). Hudson and Ozanne (1988) believed there is a mutual interaction 

between the researcher and those who provide their perspective. The researcher observed 

this while working collaboratively and interdependently with assistant principals as they
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provided their perceptions and perspectives regarding reasons for not pursuing the 

principalship.

The researcher used a qualitative approach to understand the phenomenon of why 

assistant principals who have the credentials and experience choose not to pursue the role 

of principal. The methodology used was phenomenology, which concentrated on the 

experience of a group whose variables were not easily measured (Moustakas, 1994). 

Phenomenologists investigate and explore in detail a person or group’s particular 

experience over a given time period (Grbich, 2013). Moustakas (1994) stated that 

phenomenology was associated with describing things as they exist—understanding 

meaning without using the researcher’s intuition or self-reflection. Phenomenology 

focused on the underlying or implicit structure of meaning that is unobservable 

(Moustakas, 1994). Phenomenological research relies on the experiences and meanings 

of human experiences (Von Eckartsberg, 1986). This study sought to find the underlying 

meanings of assistant principals’ reasons for not pursuing the principalship.

For this qualitative study, one-on-one, in-depth interviews were used as 

“processes and phenomena of the world should be described before theorized, understood 

before explained, and seen as concrete qualities before abstract qualities” (Brinkmann & 

Kvale, 2015, p. 15). By interviewing participants, the researcher gained an understanding 

of their everyday experiences within their culture (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015). Creswell 

(2009) stated the advantages to conducting interviews were that they were useful when 

the researcher cannot observe participants directly, participants are unable to provide 

historical and background information, and/or the researcher is not able to control the line
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of questioning. Incorporating one-on-one interviews assisted the researcher in gaining 

thick, rich detailed information to describe assistant principals’ perceptions of the role of 

the principalship and to understand their decision to not pursue a principal position as a 

career choice, as the foundation of constructivism was based on the individual.

Utilization of the lens of Deci and Ryan’s (1985) Self-Determination Theory 

facilitated focus on the intensity and the quality of motivation. The three categories of 

Self-Determination Theory (SDT) include intrinsic, extrinsic, and amotivation. The 

researcher examined assistant principals’ perceptions of the role of principal and whether 

those perceptions influenced their decision to not pursue the principalship. This question 

was answered through the lens of SDT. Deci and Ryan (1985) stated SDT focused on the 

intensity and the quality of motivation. Interview questions were designed and aligned to 

SDT, which sought to determine whether an intrinsic, extrinsic, or amotivational 

viewpoint influenced the perceptions of assistant principals regarding the role of the 

principalship and their nonpursuit of the role. The researcher used Deci and Ryan’s 

(1985) SDT and Schaufeli and Taris’s (2005) JD-R models to create the subquestions, 

which assisted in answering the primary research question. Deci and Ryan’s (2000) Self- 

Determination Theory was used to explicate psychological processes that highlighted the 

specific demands and resources in the JD-R model. Thus, SDT served as an explanatory 

model; whereas, the JD-R model was a descriptive model (Schaufeli & Taris, 2005).

The researcher identified factors that influenced an assistant principal’s decision 

to pursue the principalship, while aligning their reasons to motivational factors in the 

SDT. The researcher determined if the factors stemmed from intrinsic and amotivation
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(autonomy, relatedness, and competence). If responses aligned more with extrinsic 

motivation, the researcher determined if those themes fell in the various categories of 

external regulation, introjected regulation, identified, regulation, or integrated regulation 

(job demands and resources).

The researcher utilized purposeful sampling to gamer participants. According to 

Gall, Borg, and Gall (1996), researcher use purposeful sampling when seeking to obtain 

rich, detailed, information about a particular phenomenon. Merriam (2009) explained 

that when using purposeful sampling, the researcher identifies and seeks participants with 

the widest range of characteristics that are germane to the study. In phenomenological 

studies, methodologists recommend various sample sizes in order to reach saturation. 

Creswell (1998) stated that 5-25 participants are sufficient.

The researcher sent a demographic questionnaire via email to 35 assistant 

principals in an urban school district in Georgia via their public, school email accounts.

To participate in interviews, the sampling requisites for participants were at least three 

years of experience as an assistant principal in an urban school district and the decision 

not to pursue the principalship. Based on the responses of the questionnaire, the 

researcher sent an email invitation (see Appendix C) to those assistant principals who met 

those requirements and indicated their willingness to participate in one-on-one 

interviews.

Participants in the study were six assistant principals, derived from one of the 

four regions in the district. Within each region, there were multiple clusters, with high 

schools and corresponding feeder middle and elementary schools. Participants were
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diverse, inclusive of gender, grade-band experience, education, and years of experience. 

They also indicated they were not desirous of pursuing the career of principal.

Subjectivity Statement 

As an assistant principal with more than four years of experience, who served in 

an urban school district, the researcher mitigated bias by using the qualitative method of 

bracketing. Bums and Grove (2003) asserted that bracketing occurs when the researcher 

lays aside their personal knowledge of the phenomena under study. The researcher was 

privy to some of the same challenges as the participants. The researcher’s daily 

experiences allowed her to see the many demands placed upon principals, as it related to 

accountability, external pressures from parents and community leaders, managing 

building, budgeting, and transportation issues, all while trying to raise student 

achievement. The researcher possessed the credentials and experience to qualify for 

pursue of the principalship. The researcher did not rely on her experiences, but rather 

sought to understand the experiences of the participants in the study and tailor the data 

collection process towards it. To protect against bias further, the researcher used an 

additional reader to determine if her interpretations were similar to the researcher’s 

interpretations.

Validation

Cresswell (2009) defined validity within qualitative research as the researcher 

checking for the accuracy of findings. From the various methods available, the 

researcher chose bracketing to increase the accuracy of the findings and protect against
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bias. Bracketing biases included the researcher making a conscious attempt to separate 

and suspend past knowledge associated with the given phenomena (Moustakas, 1994).

As an assistant principal in an urban school district, the researcher mitigated 

potential biases as well as ensured accuracy by employing member checking. Member 

checking ensured the participants were in agreement with the findings and felt the results 

were an accurate representation of their perceptions and ideas (Creswell, 2009). The 

process of establishing themes from converging sources of perception data promoted the 

validity of the study (Creswell, 2009). Additionally, inclusion of an external auditor who 

was unfamiliar with the research promoted validity for she was able to provide an 

objective assessment of the study (Creswell, 2009).

Institutional Review Board Approval

The researcher obtained Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval from Mercer 

University (see Appendix A) prior to collecting data. IRB approval was obtained solely 

from Mercer University, as the participants in the study were accessed via public email 

sites from the school district. After receiving IRB approval, the researcher did not make 

substantial deviations from the indicated procedures. The data was labeled as to not 

identify participants, as well as kept in a secured placed, to ensure confidentiality.

Data Collection

In order to ascertain the wide range perceptions and perspectives that were 

germane to the individual, the researcher conducted semi-structured, one-on-one 

interviews. Semistructured interview questions were posed within the one-on-one 

interview sessions. Mathers, Fox, and Hunn (1998) argued that semistructured interviews
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employ open-ended questions based on the topic. They also allowed the researcher and 

the participant to discuss the topics in detail.

The researcher sent an invitation letter to participants notifying them of the 

objective and the purpose of the study. In an attachment to the letter, there was a 

demographic questionnaire. Potential participants identified their years of service, 

educational background, ethnicity, as well as other demographic information. The 

“gateway” question posed was “Do you have any desire to pursue the principalship as a 

career?” If the participants responded “No”, they responded to a follow-up question 

regarding their willingness to participate in a one-on-one interview to gain more 

information about their decision to not pursue the principalship.

After receiving informed consent from the participants (see Appendix B), the 

researcher conducted individual in-depth interviews with participating assistant principals 

who have served in that capacity for three or more years. In-depth interviews are useful 

when trying to obtain detailed information, regarding a person’s thoughts or behaviors. 

One-on-on interviews offer a complete picture of the individual’s experience (Boyce & 

Neale, 2006). Appendix D contains a copy of the interview questions. Following the 

interviews, the researcher coded responses, line by line and reported the data in narrative 

form, including visual representations of charts, tables, and diagrams created by the 

researcher. Appendix E contains a copy of the participants’ responses.

Data Analysis

To analyze the data generated from the study, the researcher used the steps 

outlined in Moustakas’ (1994) phenomenological analysis process. The first step used
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was horizontalization, comprised of expressions or perceptions (horizons) of the assistant 

principals regarding the role of principal that affected their decision to not pursue the 

principalship. In this study, the researcher initially read each transcript multiple times. 

The researcher utilized the audio from the recorded interviews in tandem with the 

transcript in an effort to understand fully all expressions, emotions, and perceptions 

(identified as horizons) of the assistant principals. Secondly, the researcher made initial 

notes within the transcript to capture the essence of the participants. These notes were 

included and separated by a slash on the transcript and noted as invariant constituents. 

Additionally, the researcher developed emergent themes, documenting and organizing 

each repetitive or overlapping unit of meaning into labels or codes. In order to detect 

patterns, the researcher determined whether the theme was repetitive, overlapping, and 

necessary and sufficient for the study. If the meaning unit was irrelevant, the researcher 

eliminated it from further analysis.

Fourthly, the relationships among the identified themes were recognized and 

known as clustering or thematicizing. For each participant, the researcher grouped the 

nonoverlapping ideas and perceptions that made up the core experience of assistant 

principals not wanting to pursue the principalship, since they related to each other. They 

consisted of meaning units, codes, and themes.

The researcher completed steps one through four with each individual case. The 

researcher bracketed the bias from the previous case to ensure consideration and 

interpretation of each participant’s views without bias or influence. Following these 

steps, the researcher looked for patterns across all participants’ transcripts. The
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researcher constructed the descriptions provided by each assistant principal into themes 

and shared them in first-person narratives that restated their perceptions of the role of 

principal, as well as reasons for not pursuing the principalship (Moustakas, 1994). The 

researcher analyzed the textural descriptions to understand both expressed and implicit 

meanings. The researcher alternated between the transcripts and one-on-one interviews, 

as well as interpreting abstract meanings.

Both the textural and structural descriptions were unified to develop a composite 

description, which represented the essence of the group’s experience. Code, themes, and 

interpretations of the transcripts merged to develop a composite description of the 

phenomenon of assistant principals lacking motivation to pursue the principalship 

(Moustakas, 1994).

Chapter 4 reports the results of the study. These results are in narrative form, 

including direct quotes and anecdotes found in the transcripts. Visual representations, 

inclusive of tables, charts, and diagrams, accompany the narratives.

Summary

The researcher conducted a constructivist, qualitative study, utilizing a 

phenomenological lens to study to identify and examine the perceptions of the role of 

principal that influenced assistant principals’ decisions to not pursue the principalship. 

Through the lens of Deci and Ryan’s (1985) Self-Determination Theory, which focuses 

on the intensity and the quality of its nature being intrinsic, extrinsic, or amotivation, the 

study sought to answer why assistant principals who possess the credentials and 

experience to qualify for the role of principal do not pursue the principalship.
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Assistant principals from an urban school district who possessed three or more 

years of experience as an assistant principal and identified themselves as having no desire 

to pursue the principalship were requirements for participation in the study. The 

researcher conducted semi-structured interviews with six participants. One-on-one 

interviews provided thick, rich, detailed information as it related to reasons that influence 

assistant principals’ decision not to pursue the principalship. The researcher transcribed 

participant’s responses, conducted line-by-line coding, and analyzed the data using 

Moustakas’ phenomenological methods. Chapter 4 reports the results in a narrative form 

accompanied by tables and figures.



CHAPTER4 

RESULTS

This chapter provides an in-depth, detailed analysis, written in narrative form, of 

the perceptions of assistant principals of the role of principal and their lack of desire to 

pursue the principalship. The data were extracted from each participant who all had 

experience with the phenomena of assistant principals having the necessary experience 

and qualifications to pursue the principalship, yet choosing not to pursue that career path 

This chapter presents a description of each participant and the school in which he or she 

worked. The purpose of describing these characteristics was to provide background and 

context of the assistant principal and their work environment. In addition, this chapter 

includes the methodology the researcher used to respond to the research questions and 

findings of the research study.

The purpose of the study was to determine why assistant principals who possess 

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. The research 

problem addressed in this study focused on the increased responsibilities and demands 

placed upon principals, causing many assistant principals not to pursue the principalship 

(Turnbull, Riley, Arcaira, Anderson, & MacFarlane, 2013).

45
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This study used a qualitative approach to collect the data. Creswell (2009) 

reported that qualitative research explores and understands the meanings or thoughts of 

individuals and groups related to a problem. The researcher chose a qualitative, 

existential phenomenological method for this study, as the researcher investigated what 

perceptions of the principalship inhibit assistant principals from pursuing the 

principalship. The researcher chose this particular method to glean an understanding of 

participants’ perceptions towards the role of principal and the aspects of the role that 

influenced their decision to not pursue the principalship.

The participants submitted demographic information through Survey Monkey.

The researcher invited those who indicated they lacked the desire to pursue a 

principalship to participate in one-on-one interviews to gain their perspectives, as it 

related to nonpursuit of the principalship. After collecting the data, the researcher 

utilized Dedoose, which is an online data organization and analysis tool useful for 

identifying meaning units (horizontalization), delimiting invariant constituents, and 

clustering and thematicizing (themes). The chapter also provides a discussion of textual 

descriptions, structural descriptions, and textural-structural synthesis.

Review of Research Questions 

The following primary research question guided the study:

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

to not pursue the principalship?

The following questions served as subquestions to support the primary research 

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

viewpoints?

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

Participant Description

The anticipated response rate for the study was 30 to 50 percent. After indicating 

“no desire” to pursue the principalship on the demographic survey sent to 35 individuals, 

10 potential participants who fit the criteria of the study received an email from the 

researcher soliciting their participation in an interview. Eight participants agreed to an 

interview; however, only six participated in the interviews, as two participants were 

unresponsive when the researcher attempted to schedule an interview. Table 2 presents 

the demographics of the interview participants. To protect their identity, the researcher 

assigned pseudonyms to the participants.

Table 2

Participant Demographics

Identification
Code

Pseudonym Gender Age Years of 
Assistant 
Principal 

Experience

Grade
Brand

Highest
Degree

Attained

A Angela Female 41 6 Elementary Ed.S.

B Bella Female 40 3 Middle M.Ed.

C Calvin Male 43 4 Middle M.Ed.

D Danielle Female 39 7 Elementary Ed.S.

E Edgar Male 38 4 Elementary Ph.D.

F Fiona Female 38 4 High Ed.S.
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During the data collection process, semistructured, one-on-one interviews 

required visits to six research sites, as two of the participants were located in one research 

site. The research sites included one high school, one middle school, and four elementary 

schools. Two of the participants served together as assistant principals in one middle 

school. The researcher recorded the interviews digitally. The researcher asked each 

participant 12 interview questions, including follow-up, clarifying questions, when 

necessary. The interview questions, asked in an open-ended manner, averaged 25 

minutes with a range of 20-32 minutes in length. Moustakas’ (1994) data analysis 

process was used to identify the research findings.

Perceptions of the Principalship and Influences of Nonpursuit 

The first step in Moustakas’ (1994) phenomenological analysis process is 

horizontalization, comprised of expressions or perceptions (horizons) of the assistant 

principals regarding the role of principal that affected their decision to not pursue the 

principalship. Using Dedoosem the researcher coded these meaning units and 

documented each horizon that was nonrepetitive and did not overlap, labeling these as 

invariant constituents or codes by determining whether the horizon was necessary and 

relevant for the study. Next, the researcher clustered and thematicized the invariant 

constituents interpretively and then developed possible meanings through imaginative 

variation from the themes presented by the assistant principals. The next sections present 

the final step, which was the development of textual descriptions for each participant that 

consists of meaning units and themes of the actual text (in italics) in a first-person 

narrative that relates the perceptions of the role of principal, as well as reasons for not
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pursuing the principalship, for each individual. The participants’ perceptions of the 

principalship are in terms of their own experiences.

Angela

When asked about her perceptions of the principalship and the influences that 

deterred her from pursuing a principalship, Angela responded,

The principalship is very demanding. I don't see that it has any time constraints. 

There are no boundaries on your time. It's ongoingl You can be home and 

receive phone calls about a child who didn't make it home. It’s just ongoing. 

There’s no limit. The demands are, to me, sometimes just very overwhelming.

It's out o f  the control o f the principal. The principal has to manage every adult in 

the building, and that’s a lot. Very often, staff look to the principal for a solution 

to some of these things and it's a lot. This effects my decision to be a principal.

In having a life o f  my own outside of work, it's too time consuming. At this time, 

again, with a young child, I would truly want to be at a stage where my child can 

take care of himself, where there are not a lot of outside obligations for me to go 

to practice with him, pick him up, help him with homework. Those are critical 

right now and I need to be there for h im .. . .  I look at some of the children who 

don't have the support at home and I don't want to do that to my baby. I don’t 

want work to take precedence over the well-being o f  my child, and then my child 

become a statistic because I wasn't there.

I think everything rides on testing—and it shouldn't be that way. Your job is 

threatened over student achievement or growth, it becomes very stressful for the
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principal. I have watched my principal become anxious, nervous, andfrustrated.

I think the anxiety is just so great, though. She gets very anxious and nervous and 

starts to micro-manage more because she wants to ensure that everything is done 

when things come down on her.

Next, the researcher analyzed the textural descriptions to understand both 

expressed and implicit meanings. The researcher alternated between the transcripts from 

the one-on-one interviews and textural descriptions to interpret the abstract meanings into 

a structural description. This document described the text in a more direct psychological 

language written in the third person. In Angela’s individual text description, she 

described the perceptions of the principalship. She also provided commentary regarding 

her decision to not pursue the principalship.

Angela’s Structural Text Description

Angela repeatedly depicted her present life in terms of empathy o f what she 

assumes the principal is experiencing. She described the role in her own tragic terms: 

demanding, overwhelming, time consuming, testing focused, and reactionary. She was 

actually describing her own life and attitudes. She was the one experiencing stress and 

micromanagement and receiving calls at home. She recalled that the principal was 

responsible for solutions, but she was micromanaged, so she did not have control of her 

time. She reflected on her personal time with her family and what would happen if she 

had less time. Many of her complaints about the role of principal were not about 

leadership but management. Was her principal really a leader or a manager? She was a
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manager. That was her job. How could she gain a vision as a principal when she could 

not see it modeled?

Here was another example of textual descriptions developed for Edgar as he 

restated his perceptions regarding the role of principal, and rationale for not pursuing the 

principalship.

Edgar

When asked about his perceptions of the principalship and the influences that 

deterred her from pursuing a principalship, Edgar responded,

The role of principal is demanding primarily because there is high accountability. 

High-stakes accountability affects my view of the role .. . .  It definitely makes 

you wonder about the decisions you make and the impact the decisions you make 

will have upon student performance. There’s no one you can pass the buck to. 

You can consult with other colleagues, but ultimately the decision is yours. 

There’s a different level of, I believe with the principal position. I think there’s 

more of a political side to being principal, and sometimes the political aspects 

require more appearances, more responses to email—that task can keep you 

occupied on top of doing the day-to-day operations of maintaining school and 

making sure staff and students are all safe and accounted for.

I don’t want to become a principal because it's overwhelming. I think part of the 

challenge or the area where you don't feel comfortable is that that's a lot of 

responsibility. Even though being an assistant principal is a lot of task and things 

to do, being the principal is a totally different level o f  responsibility and that can
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be overwhelming, especially because I have not been properly prepared in certain 

areas that are pertinent to the role of principal such as budget, such as proper 

staffing allocations. Those are things that I have working knowledge of but I 

don't have the operational knowledge that would be needed for the role of 

principal. I also see my principal exhibit stressful behaviors. Sometimes when 

there are tense situations, my principal becomes a micromanager; trying to have 

her hand in everything. I understand that is because when you’re under that much 

pressure you want to make sure it’s done to a certain level. That can be 

frustrating, but I understand why it happens. Sometimes she can be a little short, 

and when pressure hits, her personality can change. Anyone under a certain 

amount of pressure cannot handle it the best way every time they’re faced with 

that. We’ve had conversations about that, and she's talked about it; she’s 

apologized for instances where she was not pleasant to be around.

Edgar’s Structural Text Description

This participant viewed high accountability as a deterrent to pursuing the 

principalship. He viewed the principalship as overwhelming. His apprehension could 

have been attributed to the fact that he was not prepared or even capable of being a 

principal due to his lack of essential knowledge of the principalship. He was not 

confident in his decision-making skills. Additionally, he did not possess operational or 

strong instructional knowledge, nor was he knowledgeable in compiling budgets.

He also resented the way his principal micromanaged him when pressure was 

placed upon her. Furthermore, he commented that she frustrated him when she acted in
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this manner, yet he was empathetic to the underlying causes of the stress and pressure and 

justified his actions. He was uncomfortable with his treatment, yet he justified and 

validated the principal’s action. This provides insight in how he would treat his assistant 

principal if he ever became a principal.

Horizons

The researcher incorporated deductive and inductive analysis to identify initial 

codes from the research questions. After reviewing the transcripts and identifying 

horizons and invariant constituents, saturation was reached, and various themes emerged 

from the data. The horizons, invariant constituents, and themes derived from each 

research question. Analysis of the responses found in the transcripts from the one-on-one 

interviews revealed 45 horizons regarding job responsibilities of an assistant principal. 

Figure 2 presents a summary of the data analysis that includes the horizons, invariant 

constituents, and themes.
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External HORIZONS Internal

*
Responding to Emails 

Parent Concerns/Complaints 
Test Accountability 

State/District Assessments 
Student Achievement/Growth 

Local Politics 
Lack of Funding/Resources 

Lack of Human Capital 
Extracurricular Activities 

PTA/Board Meetings 
Daily Operations 

Safety 
Job Instability

External & 
Internal:

Time
Consuming

Task
Completion

*

1

Time Commitment 
Unreasonable Tasks 

Work Overload 
Lifestyle 

Exhaustion 
Burnout 

Anxiousness 
Frustration 

Micromanagement 
Low Visibility 
Absenteeism 

Family Obligations 
Empathy

INVARIANT CONSTITUENTS

External Demands, Meetings, Extracurricular Activities, Work Overload 
Internal Demands, Self -Imposed Expectations, Illness, Stressful, Work-Life Balance, 

High-Stakes Testing, Lack of Resources

*
THEMATICIZING

Demanding Overwhelming Unattractive Time
Consuming

High
Accountability

Decision to Reject the Role of Principal

Figure 2. Summary of data analysis: horizons, invariant constituents, and themes
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Based on the responses, all of the participants identified discipline as a major 

function in their role as assistant principal. All assistant principals identified evaluating 

certified and noncertificated staff as part of their responsibilities. The assistant principals 

held preconferences, mid-year conferences, and end of year conferences with all staff. 

Additionally, all of the participants conducted two 60-minute observations, as well as 

four 30-minute observations of the certified teaching staff in the evaluation process.

All participants indicated they were responsible for the “day to day” operations of 

their particular school. Those tasks included ensuring the building was safe for students 

and staff. Also included in those duties were bus and cafeteria duties, as well as making 

sure the school day ran smoothly, especially in the absence of the principal.

The responsibility of student information coordinator was an additional role 

added to all study participants. They utilized a database to enter and monitor all 

discipline, suspension, and attendance data. This task was also given to address 

excessive absences, identified as a student accruing six or more absences.

All assistant principals identified serving as testing coordinator as a major 

component of their job role. Testing included the administration and coordination of 

state mandated assessments, benchmarks, growth measure assessments, and gifted 

assessments. Under the supervision of their principal, they were responsible for the 

administration of these assessments.

One horizon purported by the participants was the number of tasks given in the 

role and the frustration and stress they endured. The district deemed scheduling and 

testing as the sole responsibility of the assistant principal. These tasks include serving as
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a testing coordinator, teacher and staff evaluations, school information coordinator, and 

school attendance liaison. These are in addition to the specific tasks and responsibilities 

given by site-based principals.

Due to the number of tasks assigned to the assistant principal, coupled with the 

complexity of the responsibilities, the time to complete them all effectively was limited. 

Participant Fiona indicated the role of assistant principal as “never ending”. When 

referring to the responsibility of testing coordinator, she stated that this responsibility 

could be another job altogether. She shared that administering all of the state, district, 

and school assessments is a “heavy lift”.

Edgar’s statement supported Fiona’s perceptions:

It’s overwhelming. I think part of the challenge or the area where you don’t feel 

comfortable is that it’s a lot of responsibility. Even though being an assistant 

principal is a lot of task and things to do, being the principal is a totally different 

level of responsibility and that can be overwhelming, especially because I have 

not been properly prepared in certain areas that are pertinent to the role of 

principal such as budget, such as proper staffing techniques.

Four of the six study participants indicated their most memorable moment as an 

assistant principal was seeing students with behavior challenges progress and mature over 

time, due to the structures they established. Participant Danielle indicated that seeing the 

current year’s fifth graders promoted to the sixth grade was a memorable moment. The 

participant noted that during her first year as assistant principal, the students were in 

second grade. The participant attributed the success of those students to structures that
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she had put in place. She thought seeing those students promoted was confirmation of all 

of the hard work she had provided to the students

It was important for the assistant principals to establish and maintain positive 

relationships with the students they encounter. When relationships are established, the 

students and parents feel comfortable, and trust is established between the stakeholders. 

When parents trust the assistant principal who is administering the consequences, 

communication pathways are established and both parents and students feel supported. 

Thematicizing

Five themes emerged from the assistant principals’ perceptions of the job of 

principal. These were demanding, overwhelming, unattractive, time consuming, and high 

accountability. This section presents interview excerpts of the participants’ perceptions.

Demanding. Due to the close proximity of the two roles, the assistant principals 

were able to have a more intimate look into the role of principal. All participants in the 

study viewed the role as demanding. Two of the six participants viewed the role of 

principal as “very demanding”. Four of the six participants indicated the principal role 

was “demanding”.

Participant Calvin provided an account of how the role of principal was 

demanding, regarding pressures from external stakeholders. He stated,

It’s very demanding in the sense where you have to wear too many hats. If 

anything goes wrong in the building, the buck stops with you. You have parents 

to deal with, you have community stakeholders, and you also have district leaders 

to deal with. That’s a lot of pressure on the principal.
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Participant Danielle presented the same sentiments regarding demands:

I do think that it’s a very demanding job. I think primarily because in my mind 

the buck stops with the principal. As an assistant principal I feel that my role is to 

assist; however, a principal has to provide vision, fix problems, build culture, and 

raise student achievement.

Participant Angela offered her account of how there are no boundaries on a 

principal’s time: “You can be home and receive a phone call about a child who didn’t 

make it home. It’s just ongoing. There’s no limit. The demands placed on principals are 

very overwhelming.”

Participant Bella stated, “Principals have a lot of demands placed on their plate 

that are unreasonable. Many of the tasks that principals are responsible for require 

supports that the district does not provide.” All of the participants noted that their 

principals experienced excessive stress and pressure. The pressures originated from 

external stakeholders (district leaders, parents, and students). Principal tenure was also a 

factor that caused stress. Many principals’ contracts were dependent on whether or not 

the school made academic gains from year to year. This was a reflection of principal job 

instability.

Overwhelming. Due to many of the assistant principals having close relationships 

with their principals they were able to observe behaviors exhibited by their principals 

when they became overwhelmed. Because of their proximity, a sense of empathy was 

evoked from assistant principals, towards their principals. The participants attributed 

their principals’ feelings of being overwhelmed and their behaviors to external
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stakeholders, including parents, community members and district leaders. Figure 3 

presents a packed code cloud from Dedoose related to behaviors of the principals as 

perceived by the participants.

micro-manager too much 
anxious . 

frustration IbfL
frustrated tired

anxiety forgetful
• • * s n a p p y
i l l n e s s  lowWiwiiy

exhausted

Figure 3. Packed Dedoose code cloud related to perceived principal behaviors

Participant Calvin observed that his principal become overwhelmed due to district 

mandates. He elaborated,

A lot of times she’s stressed when she gets communication from downtown 

regarding incomplete tasks or urgent tasks. When she becomes overwhelmed, her 

patience is very short. She has a short fuse when she’s stressed. She starts to 

micromanage more, but I know it’s because of the consequences she will face if it 

isn’t completed on time.

Participant Edgar shared the same sentiments regarding micromanaging as a 

behavior exhibited when his principal was overwhelmed:

Sometimes my principal becomes a micromanager when she is overwhelmed by 

district demands. She tries to have her hand in everything. I understand that it’s



60

because she’s under so much pressure and wants to make sure it's done to a 

certain level; when pressures come, her personality changes.

Participant Angela also provided an account of micromanaging:

I want to say she demonstrates a lack of control. She starts to feel like, “I can't 

help this. I’m doing all that I can but this is what the outcome is, so it's not my 

fault.” I think the anxiety is just so great, though. She gets very anxious and 

nervous and starts to micro-manage more because she wants to ensure that 

everything is done when things come down on her. It isn’t until things start to 

come down on her.

Other behaviors indicated by participants were anxiety, nervousness, frustration, 

and isolation. Participant Bella indicated that her principal tended to start to work in 

isolation. She suggested that she was able to determine when she becomes overwhelmed 

due to low visibility. In some instances, her principal started to miss days of school and 

even began taking medication for anxiety. Participant Bella stated, “I saw a lot of 

anxiousness, especially during testing season. When our test results were returned, she 

was not visible at all.”

Participant Danielle purported principals have a lot on their plate and the time to 

complete these tasks were unreasonable. There was not enough time to complete various 

tasks and manage the daily operations of a school effectively and efficiently. Schaufeli 

and Tareshi (2005) confirmed these behaviors when they concluded that individuals tend 

to exert extra energy to meet the given tasks within that role when they face 

overwhelming demands. Continuous exposure to those demands lead to adverse
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psychological effects, which include exhaustion and increased irritability. Because of 

these additional pressures and stressors, principals exhibited behaviors inclusive of 

anxiety and frustration. One principal, mentally and physically drained to the point of 

exhaustion, had to take a sabbatical to recover from the pressures she experienced.

All participants identified self-imposed pressure to attain higher test scores from 

principals, physical illness, and other psychological behaviors as being linked to stress. 

These behaviors ranged from fear and frustration, to anxiousness, and even actual illness 

and excessive absenteeism by the principal. Study participants focused on the lack of 

resources principals had to accomplish their jobs. Due to lack of funding, participants 

stated it was difficult for principals to meet the given tasks in their given roles. Without 

funding, the principal was unable to hire additional staff to assist in meeting the goals of 

the school. This meant the principal had to complete majority o f the tasks. Because the 

principal was solely responsible for meeting student achievement or growth targets, 

principals began the practice of micromanagement to ensure successful implementation 

of the plan.

Participant Calvin stated, “When she's stressed, her patience level is very short; 

she will snap in a minute. Her communication becomes short and harsh.”

Participant Angela shared how her principal did not take care of her health as she 

should. She explained, “Just taking a break and eating. At the end of the week, she is 

drained. She doesn’t even stop to eat. I’ve had to make her take off for a doctor’s 

appointment.”
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Participant Bella indicated her principal neglected her health as well: “She gets 

caught up in school and won’t take off for doctor appointments. She feels obligated to be 

here.”

Principal Danielle indicated the lack of medical attention caused her principal to 

become ill. “She didn’t take her medicine as prescribed for her anxiety. She had a 

mental breakdown at school. She was out for six weeks after that. I knew then that being 

a principal was not worth it for my lifestyle.” She observed her principal experience 

these events and concluded that she did not want the same thing to happen to her.

Unattractive. Participant Fiona expressed challenges her principal faced as it 

related to student performance:

One of the things that prohibits me from wanting to take on the principal role is 

that my success depends on what everybody else does. If the teachers aren’t 

successful, neither are the students, or am I. That’s not very attractive to me.

Four of the six participants, who were all female mentioned how the lack of work- 

life balance in the principalship, caused the role to appear unattractive. Participant Bella 

expressed, “I always say that the principal role is not attractive to me, especially when I 

have a middle school impressionable daughter who needs my time.

Participant Angela shared, “I look at some of the children who don't have the 

support at home, and I don’t want to do that to my children. I don’t want work to take 

precedence over the well-being of my child, and then my child become a statistic because 

I wasn’t there.”
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Participant Danielle stated, “Unless you have a really good support system to help 

with your children while you are at school in the evenings, it just won’t work for me”.

The participants shared how continuous exposure to the job demands of a principal lead 

to illness, exhaustion, frustration, anxiety, micromanaging, low visibility, and 

absenteeism.

All six participants lacked motivation to pursue the principalship. All six 

participants unanimously stated that no extrinsic motivator could make them want to 

pursue to the principalship. Participant Danielle explained, “I think my major block in 

pursuing a principal role are my family and my children. They’re my main priorities”.

Participant Angela stated, “There is nothing that would motivate me to become a 

principal at this time. Even more money wouldn’t change my mind. I am satisfied being 

an assistant principal. It’s perfect for my lifestyle.”

Time consuming. Four of the six participants viewed the principal role as time 

consuming. Participant Angela stated, “In having a life of my own outside of work, it’s 

too time consuming. There are too many outside obligations, such as afterschool 

enrichment programs, and community and parent meetings.. . .  It’s just too much time 

required.

Participant Bella indicated, “A lot of times that principal role has to be engaged 

not just in the regular day, but in the evening as well. The amount of hours I see my 

principal put in is just too much.”
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Participant Edgar explained,

There is political side to being principal, and it require more appearances, more 

responses to email, which can keep you occupied, on top of doing the day-to-day 

operations of maintaining school. It can be very time consuming, and there are no 

boundaries on your time.

Participant Danielle indicated, “It's just that I don't have the time to devote to the 

role of principal. There are too many demands on your time”.

High accountability. Participant Angela indicated, “I think everything rides on 

testing—and it shouldn’t be that way. When it comes to test scores, your job is 

threatened. It becomes very stressful for the principal.

Participant Calvin stated, “In some cases, of course as a principal, you’re held 

accountable for everything in the building: test scores, building maintenance issues,

student safety, and everything in between Again, it's stressful.”

Participant Fiona specified, “Well, even when you go and look up state rankings 

of schools, it’s tied to the principal. You never see the assistant principal's name on any 

documents; it's always tied to the principal, good or bad.”

Principal Edgar shared, “Student achievement and testing is tied directly to the 

principal. Principals are nonrenewed for not meeting district expectations for student 

achievement.”

Participant Calvin specified that the “buck stops with the principal”. Whether a 

school is identified as a high performing or low-achieving school, the principal is 

responsible for its successes and failures.
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Participant Fiona indicated, “The principal’s name is on the letterhead.

Everything rises and falls on the principal.”

Participant Edgar noted, “The role o f principal is demanding, primarily because 

the final decision is theirs. There’s no one you can pass the buck to. You can consult 

with other colleagues, but ultimately the decision rests on the principal.” He also 

suggested that high-stakes testing adds pressure to the decisions principals make. He 

stated, “It definitely makes you consider how the decisions you make have an impact on 

student performance.” He offered how changing the master schedule and teacher 

placement can affect student performance. He suggested, “You doubt whether or not you 

really want the responsibility of making those decisions.

Participant Angela explained how parents play a role in placing their expectations 

and demands upon principals. She stated,

I think it depends on the community. Currently I serve a school with high 

maintenance parents; they are very active, and, of course, they also place more on 

the principal. They know who to call to get what they want done.

Participant Fiona stressed how pressure to attain high scores on standardized 

assessments places additional stress on principals. “When you look at the test scores and 

performance on standardized tests, your job is threatened over students’ growth and 

achievement. It becomes very stressful for the principal.”

Participant Edgar indicated how political pressure is also placed upon principals. 

“I also think principals are under pressure politically. Principals have to attend board 

meetings and also give an account to board members for their performance.”
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Summary

The purpose of this study was to examine assistant principals’ perceptions o f the 

principal role and what influenced their decision to not pursue the principalship. The 

perceptions were viewed through the lens o f Deci and Ryan’s (1985) Self-Determination 

Theory (SDT), as well as the Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) model. The researcher 

utilized the qualitative method of conducting one-on-one interviews to gather data related 

to the assistant principals’ perceptions.

In this chapter, the researcher reported the findings in narrative form, while 

utilizing tables and figures to present answers to the research questions. All of the 

participants shared the sentiments of Turnbull et al. (2013) as they perceived increased 

responsibilities and demands placed upon principals as reasons for not choosing to pursue 

the principalship. Chapter 5 presents a summary of the study, as well as a discussion of 

the conclusions, implications, and recommendations.



CHAPTER5

DISCUSSION, CONCLUSIONS, AND IMPLICATIONS

The purpose of the study was to determine why assistant principals who possess 

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. The research 

problem addressed in this study focused on the increased responsibilities Lid demands 

placed upon principals and the fact that many assistant principals have chosen not to 

pursue the principalship due to their perception of the principal role (Turnbull, Riley, 

Arcaira, Anderson, & MacFarlane, 2013). Central office leadership and human resource 

departments can use the findings of the study to determine ways in which the school 

district can recruit, attain, and retain qualified assistant principals to become candidates 

for the position of principal. The following research questions were used to obtain the 

findings of the study.

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

to not pursue the principalship?

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

viewpoints?

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

67
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Findings of Research Question 1 

The participants identified four influences on their decision to not pursue the 

principalship: demands, feelings o f being overwhelmed, job attractiveness, time 

consuming, and high accountability. The Wallace Foundation (2012) identified the 

assistant principal role as the pipeline to the principalship. Due to the close proximity 

and the interaction of the two roles, the assistant principals were able to have a more 

intimate look into the role of principal. Figure 4 illustrates the findings of the first 

research question.
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Figure 4. Findings of RQ1: What perceptions of the principal role influence assistant 
principals’ decision to not pursue the principalship?

All participants in the study viewed the role as demanding. Two of the six 

participants viewed the role of principal as “very demanding.” Four of the six
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participants indicated the principal role was “demanding”. This perception was attributed 

to the many demands placed upon them by parents, community members, and district 

leaders. Each of the stakeholders had different interests and agendas; many of them did 

not align to the other, thus causing inundation of the principal with tasks and requests.

These findings were consistent with the Job Demands-Resources model, which 

included work overload. This was mainly due to the multiple tasks given to principals, 

including board meetings, parent meetings, extracurricular activities, as well as the day to 

operations of a school. The Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) model has been studied to 

determine job stress (Schaufeli & Taris, 2005). In this model, job demands were 

identified as physical, social, and/or organizational aspects of the job that required 

continuous physical or mental effort (Demerouti, Bakker, Nachreiner & Schaufeli, 2001, 

p. 501). Work overload, interoffice conflict, and job instability were examples of job 

demands. Continuous exposure to such demands leads to psychological side effects, 

including fatigue, increased irritability, and frustration. To recover from such effects, 

many individuals accrued absences, switched roles, or transitioned to roles with less 

demanding requirements (Schaufeli & Tareshi, 2005). When this mode of coping was 

insufficient, many suffered from exhaustion (Knardahl & Ursin, 1985).

These findings are congruent with the experiences of the participants’ principals. 

All of their principals exhibited behaviors of work overload. These behaviors included 

frustration as they spoke to the assistant principals in a short, blunt manner. Many 

became micromanagers and became irritable when staff did not complete tasks properly. 

When the tasks or external pressures from stakeholders became overwhelming, the
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principals had increasing absenteeism, due to illness and exhaustion, including taking 

medication for anxiety.

Work-life balance was an influence of nonpursuit of the principalship. This was 

only accounted by female assistant principals. They found the role unattractive, due to 

the inability to balance the role of principal and fulfilling the role of motherhood. The 

four female participants expressed the challenges of raising their family as assistant 

principals. They perceived the demands and extensive time needed to commit to a 

principalship would be even more difficult to manage. They did not want to sacrifice 

their family’s wellbeing as they fulfilled the role of principal.

These findings are consistent in the study conducted by Whitakerin 2001, which 

found the average principal worked 62 hours a week involved in school and community 

initiatives. Cushing, Kerrins, and Johnstone (2003) discovered principals worked 60-70 

hours during the week and were still unable to complete their tasks. Gajda and Militello 

(2008) reported that 22% of the assistant principals indicated their skepticism of pursuing 

for the role, due to excessive time commitments. Fenwick and Pierce (2001) stated the 

workload and time commitments associated with the role of principal deterred potential 

principal candidates from pursuing the principalship.

Student achievement was another layer tied to principal accountability and in 

some cases, job stability. The participants’ principals were concerned about retaining 

their positions. Their primary focus was increasing student achievement and growth. 

District leaders in some cases were vocal about how their principal contracts were tied to 

the level of performance of students on state mandated assessments.
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In an era of high-stakes testing, principal turnover has become a real concern for 

principals. It has also added an additional layer of angst. West, Peck, and Reitzug (2010) 

reported the words of one principal who expressed her feelings regarding how her job 

security connected to student achievement: “Your job depends on your progress.. . .  

There’s so much pressure right now to just perform through your kids” (p. 251).

This was synonymous with the findings of Beteille, Kalogrides, and Loeb (2012) 

that related principal turnover was even higher in urban school districts across the United 

States. The major factors for principal turnover in these school districts, which had a low 

socioeconomic status, were that the schools in these districts were more challenging and 

more difficult to raise student achievement (Beteille et al., 2012; Loeb, Kalogrides, & 

Homg, 2010). These districts, characterized as low performing, served minority and low- 

income students (Beteille et al., 2012; Branch, Hanushek, & Rivkin, 2013; Loeb et al., 

2010). Continuous turnover created a cycle of low-performing schools in urban school 

districts. McDuffie (2012) confirmed continuous principal turnover negatively impacted 

student achievement, morale, and school culture.

Findings of Research Question 2

In this study, the researcher defined intrinsic motivation as an activity completed 

by a person’s own volition. Conversely, extrinsic motivation was comprised of 

controlled motivation, when there is an external pressure to engage in the behavior or 

task (Deci, 1971). Both intrinsic and extrinsic motivations were in direct contrast to 

amotivation, which was associated with one’s lack of intention or motivation (Gagne & 

Deci, 2005). Figure 5 illustrates the three types of motivation associated with Self



73

Determination Theory (SDT) aligned to the themes found in relation to RQ2: What 

perceptions are influences from extrinsic, intrinsic, and amotivational viewpoints.

Figure 5. Findings of RQ2: What perceptions are influenced from extrinsic, intrinsic, and 
amotivational viewpoints?

Extrinsic motivation was encompassed by controlled motivation, which included 

external pressure to engage in a behavior or complete task (Deci, 1971). The 

participants’ decision to not pursue the principalship was motivated by an extrinsic 

viewpoint from the SDT lens. The external demands and pressures placed upon 

principals from stakeholders—including parents, district leaders, and community 

members—proved to weigh heavily on their decision. The participants all watched their
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principals’ disdain, as it related to the engaging in the political element of the 

principalship.

Identified regulation was an element included in extrinsic motivation, which 

focused on the importance of goals and values (Gagne & Deci, 2005). It was clear that 

both the principals and assistant principals did not see the relationships with those 

stakeholders as valuable, important, or enjoyable. They looked upon them as “another 

task” to complete, due to the demands placed upon them by external stakeholders. There 

did not seem to be a partnership, but rather the principals and assistant principals viewed 

the external stakeholders as another group to answer to or appease. The stakeholders 

became an additional “supervisor” to the principal.

Deci and Ryan (1985) suggested that intrinsic motivation is comprised of 

autonomous motivation, which means an activity is completed by a person’s own will. 

Principals did not have the will to complete the tasks, due to health issues they faced. In 

addition, they did not complete the tasks effectively, as they treated those who assisted 

them with the tasks in a manner that they may not have gotten the best results. Many 

principals experienced stress, burnout, and anxiety. This affected their completion of 

tasks, due to the illnesses that arose. Additionally, this not only affected their level or 

performance, but also compromised their ability to complete the tasks in some cases, 

since they had to be absent from school per doctor’s advisement.

For school administrators, chronic stress leads to exhaustion, illness, and 

symptoms of burnout (Colbert, 2008; Wheeler, 2007). Given the role of the principal on 

average requires 60-70 hours a week to complete, coupled with the fact of not being
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physically able to complete a task due to illness, results in additional stress and becoming 

overwhelmed. This leads to increased delegation of those tasks to members of the team. 

This becomes problematic because it was clear the principals were not confident in the 

team members’ skill set. They were often micromanagers, as well as frustrated, with the 

process in which the team members completed the work.

Findings of Research Question 3 

The researcher used the Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) model to determine job 

stress (Schaufeli & Taris, 2005) and to identify the antecedents of burnout (Demerouti et 

al., 2001). Figure 6 illustrates the elements associated with JD-R model, and themes 

found in relation to RQ3: What perceptions are influenced by job demands and 

resources?
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Figure 6. Findings of RQ3: What perceptions are influenced by job demands and 
resources?

Demerouti et al. (2001) described job demands as “those physical, social, or 

organizational aspects of the job that required sustained physical or mental effort and are 

therefore associated with certain physiological and psychological costs” (p. 501). 

Principals experienced job demands from parents, district leaders, and community 

members. Participants indicated that, due to the consistent demands from external 

stakeholders, their principals were unable to focus on instruction, student growth, and 

achievement.
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While the motivation began with having an abundance of resources, it was noted 

that job resources were aligned to extrinsic motivation, which plays a role in reducing job 

demands, while assisting in meeting the goals of the organization (Schaufeli & Taris, 

2005). Participants indicated that their principals were tasked with expectations that they 

just did not have the resources to complete. They indicated the requests were often 

“unreasonable”. They perceived principals did not have adequate funding or the human 

capital to meet district and state expectations related to student growth and achievement. 

Intrinsic motivation ties to job resources since basic human needs relate to autonomy, 

relatedness, and competence (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Participants perceived that their 

principals did not feel competent as it related to achievement and performance on state 

mandated assessments.

Schaufeli and Bakker (2004) determined that burnout was a result of having high 

job demands and a lack of job resources, often leading to health and psychological issues 

(Cordes & Dougherty, 1993; Kahili, 1988). Participants supposed that their principals 

experienced some form of exhaustion. The participants indicated the level of exhaustion, 

as they articulated that their principals were “tired” and that the demands were “too 

much”. Their exhaustion and anxiety led to burnout. Burnout was associated with a 

reduction in job commitment, as well as a decrease in job performance (Tomic & Tomic, 

2008). The participants indicated their principals had lack of visibility, as well as their 

increased absenteeism, thereby confirming principal bumout.

Federici and Skaalvik (2012) noted that principal bumout was related to 

motivation, job satisfaction, and self-efficacy. The participants observed their principal’s
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lack of satisfaction with the role, as they were stressed, overwhelmed, and in some cases, 

ill. These behaviors were signs to the participants that pursuing the principalship would 

lead to the same behaviors for them.

Implications

The implications from this study could have an impact on the recruitment, 

retention, and hiring processes for human resources departments in school districts and 

central office leaders for the position of principal. Simkin, Chamer, Saltares, and Suss 

(2010) found principal leadership ranked second out of 21 educational issues that affect 

student achievement and growth. When school districts have established and maintained 

principal development programs, these programs have decreased the gap in the number of 

vacancies and the number of qualified candidates to fill these positions.

The participants in this study agreed that the principalship requires excessive 

hours. They perceived that the work hours take away from family and home obligations. 

The time requirements did not lend themselves to the provision of a healthy work-life 

balance. Additionally, the stress experienced by the participants’ principals strongly 

influenced their decision to not pursue the principal role. Due to the external pressures, 

stress triggered other health ailments, including exhaustion and anxiety. Literature 

confirmed that stress and work-life balance are major inhibitors to candidates’ decision to 

not pursue the principalship (Cusick, 2002; Whitaker & Vogel, 2005).

Recommendations for Further Research

Several recommendations for further research should be considered. First, 

conducting a study to identify the influences of assistant principals’ decision to pursue
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the principalship would provide district leaders with strategies to attract potential 

candidates. Additionally, rather than conducted a study with assistant principals in an 

urban school district as in this study, another study could focus on assistant principals in 

suburban or rural areas. This perspective would provide data related to populations, 

demographics, and geography, and determine if they play a role in the upward trajectory 

of assistant principals.

There could also be a study centered on the influences of principal departure.

This study would attempt to identify and understand the influences that contribute to 

principals’ decision to leave the profession. This would provide insight in the increased 

principal turnover, specifically in urban areas where the percentages increase. Seashore- 

Louis, Leithwood, Wahlstrom, and Anderson (2010) found three years as the average 

tenure of a principal for an average school. In more challenging schools, usually found in 

urban school districts, the tenure is even less. Subsequently, 50% of principals exit the 

profession during their third year in the principalship role (School Leaders Network, 

2014).

Conclusion

The purpose of the study was to determine why assistant principals who possess 

the credentials and experience to qualify for the role of principal do not pursue the 

principalship. The findings indicated 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 subject to high 

accountability.
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Framed by Deci and Ryan’s Self-Determination Theory (1985) and the Job 

Demands-Resources (JD-R) model (Schaufeli & Taris, 2005), the study examined how 

the perceptions of the principal’s role influenced assistant principals’ decision to not 

pursue the principalship. Controlled motivation, which is a component of extrinsic 

motivation, includes external pressure to start a behavior or task (Deci, 1971). The 

perceived external demands and pressures placed upon principals from parents, district 

leaders, and community members influenced their decision. An additional influencer was 

identified regulation, which is an element in extrinsic motivation. Identified regulation 

focuses on goals and values (Gagne & Deci, 2005). Participants perceived that principals 

do not consider the relationships with parents, district leaders, and community members 

as valuable, important, or enjoyable; instead it was “another layer” of work that distracted 

them from instructional leadership.

Deci and Ryan (1985) suggested intrinsic motivation included autonomous 

motivation, which is an activity completed by an individual’s own will. Participants 

perceived that their principals experienced bumout, due to continuous exposure to stress 

and anxiety. In some cases, participants found their principals were unable to perform 

their duties and responsibilities effectively due to health issues, in addition to being 

unwilling, as they delegated tasks they did not enjoy, or they did not complete the tasks 

effectively, as they “micromanaged” staff and became “frustrated” when staff members 

did not complete tasks at the expected level.

The individuals experienced amotivation when they did not see a relationship 

between the completion of specific behavior or task and the outcome. The researcher
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also noted that the compensation of principals was not an incentive to pursue the role. 

Those participants who considered how the stress of the role, time commitment, and 

work life balance would negatively affect them individually, as well as their families, 

collectively, often were dissuaded from the principalship, and compensation was not a 

factor in their decision (MacCorkle, 2004).

Job resources are tied to intrinsic motivation, as a basic human need related to 

autonomy, relatedness, and competence (Deci & Ryan, 2000). The participants 

unanimously agreed that the principal did not have adequate resources to fulfill their roles 

adequately. In addition to the challenges of being a principal in an urban school district, 

parents, district leaders, and community members placed additional job demands upon 

them. Participants indicated that the additional external job demands placed upon their 

principals caused them to become distracted from the most pivotal role of a principalship, 

which they perceived as instruction and student growth and achievement.
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If you have any questions about the study contact the investigator Anyee' Moreland

Mercer University’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) reviewed study #(H1603101) and 
approved it on March 30, 2016

Questions about your rights as a research participant:
If you have questions about your rights or are dissatisfied at any time with any part of this 
study, you can contact, anonymously if you wish, the Institutional Review Board by 
phone at (478) 301-4101 or email at ORC Research @Mercer.edu.

Thank you in advance for your time and participation!

&17
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Table D1

Influences ofAssistant Principals ’ Pursuit o f  the Principalship Interview Questions

Interview Question Research Question
Can you discuss the job responsibilities 
and challenges of your role as an assistant 
principal?

Additional Factors

What is your fondest memory of being an 
assistant principal and your level of 
enjoyment?

Motivation

Do you consider the role of principal 
demanding? If so, in what ways?

How does this inhibit your and others 
pursuit of the principalship?

Job Demands 
Motivation

Describe your relationship with your 
current principal?

Job Demands 
Resources

Do you consider the perception of 
community stakeholders to weigh heavily 
on principals and assistant principals?

Job Demands 
Motivation

How does high stakes accountability 
effect your view of your principal’s role?

Are there specific behaviors that you 
observe?

Job Demands 
Motivation

It has been suggested that the most 
qualified candidates to assume the role of 
principal are assistant principals. What do 
you think about that statement?

Motivation

If you were a district leader looking to 
redefine administrative roles in the 
district, how would you craft the role of 
assistant principal to suit your strengths 
and talents?

How about the role of principal?

Job Demands 
Resources 
Motivation

What would motivate you to consider 
pursuing the principalship?

Resources
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PARTICIPANTS’ RESPONSES

Perceptions of the Principalship/Influences of Nonpursuit of the Principalship

Angela: In Angela’s individual text description, she described the perceptions of the 
principalship. She also provided commentary regarding her decision to not pursue the 
principalship.

The principalship is very demanding. I don't see that it has any time restraints.. .There are 
no boundaries on your time. It’s ongoing! You can be home and receive phone calls 
about a child who didn't make it home. It's just ongoing. There's no limit. The demands 
are, to me, sometimes just very overwhelming. It's out o f  the control o f the principal.
The principal has to manage every adult in the building, and that's a lot. Very often, staff 
look to the principal for a solution to some of these things and it’s a lot.

This affects my decision to be a principal. In having a life o f  my own outside of work, it's 
too time consuming. At this time, again, with a young child, I would truly want to be at a 
stage where my child can take care of himself, where there are not a lot of outside 
obligations for me to go to practice with him, pick him up, help him with homework. 
Those are critical right now and I need to be there for him... I look at some of the children 
who don't have the support at home and I don't want to do that to my baby. I don't want 
work to take precedence over the well-being o f my child, and then my child become a 
statistic because I wasn't there.

I think everything rides on testing - and it shouldn't be that way. Your job is threatened 
over student achievement or growth, it becomes very stressful for the principal. I have 
watched my principal become anxious, nervous, andfrustrated. I think the anxiety is just 
so great, though. She gets very anxious and nervous and starts to micro-manage more 
because she wants to ensure that everything is done when things come down on her.

Structured Description

The participant’s perceptions of the principalship are in terms of their own experiences. 
Angela repeatedly describes her present life in terms of empathy of what she assumes the 
principal is experiencing.

She describes the role in her own tragic terms: demanding, overwhelming, time 
consuming, and reactionary. She is actually describing her own life and attitudes. She is 
the one who is stressed, micromanaged and receiving calls at home. She recalls that the 
principal is responsible for solutions, but she is micromanaged so does not have control 
of her time. She reflects on her personal time with her family and what would happen if 
she had less time. Many of her complaints about the role of principal were not about 
leadership but management. Her principal seemed to be more of a manager than a leader.
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It was difficult for her to have obtained a vision as a principal when she cannot see it 
modeled?

Danielle

“ I think being a principal is hard job. Primarily because of the demands. In my mind, the 
buck stops with the principal. As an assistant principal I feel that my role is to assist, and 
make sure the daily operations run smooth. I just don’t want to be a principal. The kind of 
principal I would want to be requires too much time and accountability. I know you have 
to dedicate a lot of time. The ones that I know that are really successful and they're 
moving students, they're at school all the time. They’re always reading and trying to find 
different things to make the school better. Not that I wouldn't be willing to do that but my 
family is what's important in my life at this point. I don't think I'm willing to give it as 
much as I know it entails.

Any role that I assume I always want to do the best that I can and I know that currently I 
have small, children and I just have different priorities that I don't feel that I would be 
able to give all that I would want to give. I've been approached to interview for different 
positions. My answer has been “absolutely not” !

Structured Description

The participant shared how she was undesirous of obtaining a principalship due to the 
time she would want to commit to the roll. She has observed various principals who are 
considered “effective” dedicate a lot of hours to the task of being principal. The 
participant shared how her family commits outweigh the amount of time she is willing to 
give to the role. It seems as if she was content with the amount of time an assistant 
principal gives to the role. The role of assistant principal allowed her to fulfill her duties 
as a mother. She has perceived the role of assistant principal requiring more time than she 
is willing to give. She had intrinsic motivation to do well at a task she is given, yet she 
recognized that she may not do as well in the principal role due to the role being as what 
she defined as demanding. It’s not that she wasn’t capable, as she had been “tapped” by 
district leaders to become a principal. She wanted to dedicate the additional time that she 
perceived she would have to give to the role to her children.

Bella

“Principals have a lot of demands on their plate, most often the demands are 
unreasonable. Unreasonable regarding the support they have to get it done. They don't 
have enough support in terms of gaining the results that the district wants. Due to our 
school being located in an impoverished area, we need additional support and resources
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to get our job done. For instance we need a registrar to schedule students. Right now that 
is my task. Also we need full time school resource officers to deal with discipline that 
border illegal activity. Right now my principal and I share that responsibility. We also 
need a fulltime social worker to provide additional assistance to families. That’s also 
something that my principal is responsible for. If our attendance rate is low, she gets 
blamed, but it’s only so much she can do with what she’s given.

The principal role is overwhelming to me. I always say that the job that my principal does 
is not attractive to me. I have an impressionable daughter who needs my time. The 
principal role takes more time and commitment. Not just in the regular day, but in the 
evening as well. I have watched my principal literally become ill because she was so 
overwhelmed. She was taken to the hospital by paramedics. Her doctor placed her on bed 
rest due to high blood pressure and exhaustion. I wouldn’t sacrifice my family and my 
health to dedicate time to the school. As a principal you have to make sure that students 
receive the best. I don’t want my child to receive less because I’m helping other 
students”.

High stakes testing makes educators nervous, as well as kids. Principals are nervous 
because their job is on the line. Teachers are nervous because it effects their evaluation. 
Students and parents are nervous because they may not get promoted to the next grade. 
It's just a lot of pressure in general.

Structured Description

This participant spoke in terms of the principal not having the necessary supports in place 
to get the job done. She viewed the role as unreasonable, in that the principal was 
responsible for some many disconnecting tasks. Tasks of scheduling, discipline and 
safety, providing resources to families were all disconnected from the main role of the 
principal, which she considered instruction. She also noted that she wasn’t able to 
sacrifice the time she wanted to dedicate to her daughter for the time commitment 
necessary to fulfill the role of principal. The notion of performance on assessments being 
tied to a principal’s job security evoked fear and anxiety into the participant. She 
observed her principal experience illness, due to anxiety about the school’s performance 
and the high level of accountability.

Calvin

“The principalship is so demanding in the sense that you wear many hats. If anything 
goes wrong in the building, if  anything goes right, the buck stops with you. You have 
parents to deal with, you have stakeholders, you have downtown, which is a lot of 
pressure on the principal, so it's very demanding.
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I have no desire to be a principal because of the pressure. You couldn’t There's a lot of 
pressure. Along with pressure comes stress. Along with stress comes high blood 
pressure, and I don't think I'm ready for that right now. There is a lot of stress with 
becoming the principal. Again, you have pressure from central office, you have test 
scores, you have parents fighting against you, stakeholders, so it is stress, and it inhibits 
me in a way of being a stressful job.

I see what my principal goes through. When she's stressed, her patience level is very 
short, she will snap in a minute. A lot of times you can tell when she's stressed. Her 
eyebrows will shoot up, she talks to you that way. A lot of times she's stressed when she 
gets communication from downtown, whether it's one of the APs that screwed up, or 
there's a teacher. Yeah, I haven't seen any crying, but I've seen her. She gets tired. Yeah, 
the main thing is her patience is very short. She has a hot fuse when she's stressed”.

Structured Description

The participated stressed that having sole responsibility for tasks that other had to 
complete was stressful. He considered the pressured placed upon his principal as 
stressful. He attributed his principal’s health condition to be a direct link to the stress she 
experienced from external pressures including parents, district leaders, and students’ test 
scores. He viewed his principal’s behaviors as negative coping mechanisms. He seemed 
to perceive the behaviors his principal exhibited as justifiable, due to the fact that they 
had a positively functional relationship. The participant was also empathetic to the 
pressures she endured.

Edgar

The role of principal is demanding primarily because there is high accountability. High- 
stakes accountability affects my view of the role ... It definitely makes you wonder about 
the decisions you make and the impact the decisions you make will have upon student 
performance. There's no one you can pass the buck to. You can consult with other 
colleagues, but ultimately the decision is yours. There's a different level of stress I 
believe with the principal position. I think there's more of a political side to being 
principal and sometimes the political aspects require more appearances, more responses 
to email -  that task can keep you occupied on top of doing the day-to-day operations of 
maintaining school and making sure staff and students are all safe and accounted for.

I don’t want to become a principal because it’s overwhelming. I think part o f the 
challenge or the area where you don't feel comfortable is that that's a lot of responsibility. 
Even though being an assistant principal is a lot of task and things to do, being the 
principal is a totally different level o f  responsibility and that can be overwhelming, 
especially because I have not been properly prepared in certain areas that are pertinent to
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the role of principal such as budget, such as proper staffing allocations. Those are things 
that I have working knowledge of but I don't have the operational knowledge that would 
be needed for the role of principal. I also see my principal exhibit stressful behaviors.

Sometimes when there are tense situations, my principal becomes a micro-manager; 
trying to have her hand in everything. I understand that is because when you're under that 
much pressure you want to make sure it's done to a certain level. That can be frustrating 
but I understand why it happens. Sometimes she can be a little short and when pressure 
hits her personality can change. Anyone under a certain amount of pressure cannot handle 
it the best way every time they're faced with that. We've had conversations about that and 
she's talked about it; she's apologized for instances where she was not pleasant to be 
around.

Structured Description

This participant viewed high accountability as a deterrent to pursuing the principalship. 
He viewed the principalship as overwhelming. His apprehension could have been 
attributed to the fact that he was not prepared or even capable of being a principal due to 
his lack of essential knowledge of the principalship. He was not confident in his decision 
making skills. Additionally, he didn’t possess operational or strong instructional 
knowledge, nor was he knowledgeable to compiling budgets, and He resented the way his 
principal micromanaged him when pressure was placed upon her. He also noted that she 
frustrated him when she acted in this manner, yet he was empathetic to the underlying 
causes of the stress and pressure and justified his actions.

Fiona

I’ve gone back and forth about wanting to become a principal. The main reason I haven’t 
pursued the principalship is the mere fact that I just don't want to be on call 24 hours a 
day. My family comes first and as an assistant principal I have a hard time balancing that 
(family life) right now. As principal, I know that there are not opportunities where I can 
say “no”. I really can't say no as assistant principal in a lot of instances, but they're going 
to call the principal before they call me, and at the end of the day, she is responsible.
Even if a principal delegates, she is still responsible for the outcome.

There are so many stressors that go along with being principal; losing your job, being 
accountable for other’s actions; i t ’s not safe or attractive to me. When you don't have the 
right people in the right seats on the bus as principal, I feel as if then you're responsible 
for it. You're responsible for making sure that whatever you put in place or whatever 
people you put in place, you’re responsible for their success. One of the things that 
prohibits me from wanting to take on that role right now is my success depends on what 
everybody else does. If the teachers aren't successful, neither am I. That’s not very 
attractive to me. I think you take on other people's stress. If it's testing and my assistant 
principal's stressed or my assistant principal can't carry out something, of course I  have to
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jump in along with everything else that I'm required to do. That's just not very attractive 
to me right now.

Structured Description

This participant was not willing to sacrifice her family and the time commitment. She felt 
that as principal there were no boundaries and she would be unable to say “no” to a given 
task. This confirms the fact that she is unable or not knowledgeable about effective 
delegation. She acknowledged that she had challenges with work- life balance and 
pursuing the principalship would only make it worse. It was clear that she was not 
confident in the skills of the current staff. She perceived when she became principal she 
would have to manage and lead an ineffective staff. She was also deterred regarding the 
level of responsibility she would have to assume. She did not want to take responsibility 
for someone else’s actions of lack thereof. She acknowledged that delegating can be 
challenging if the staff completing the tasks is ineffective. She did not want to have to 
come behind someone and complete the task correctly. It appeared as if the participant 
wants to work on projects that require individual engagement, rather than collaboration. It 
was apparent that she nor her principal trusted the work of their staff.


