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ABSTRACT 
 

 
DANA T. BROCK 
LABELS ARE FOR SOUP CANS: A PHENOMENOGLOGICAL STUDY OF 
ELEMENTARY PRINCIPALS’ EXPERIENCE WITH ASCRIBED SCHOOL STATUS 
UNDER GEORGIA’S CONSEQUENTIAL ACCOUNTABILITY SYSTEM 
Under the direction of KELLY REFFITT, Ph.D.                
  
 

The purpose of this phenomenological study was to explore the lived experiences 

of principals working in socioeconomically disadvantaged schools labeled as failing 

under the pressures and sanctions of test-based accountability.  In this era of increasing 

accountability, strong leadership is crucial to improving the academic achievement in 

schools labeled as failing.  Principals serving disadvantaged student populations in Title I 

schools are more likely to be penalized for failing to make adequate progress.  This study 

was situated within the specific context of Title I schools labeled as failing.  The need 

exists to understand the experience of negative reform mechanism and its meaning from 

the perspective of principals.  Existing studies do not illuminate the perspective of school 

leaders.  This study utilized an interpretative phenomenological analysis framework to 

understand how school leaders make sense of their ascribed school labels and 

consequential accountability mechanisms in the context of Title I schools.  

The findings from this study provided a deeper understanding of principals’ 

experiences and beliefs about their schools’ ascribed label.  Findings were reported as 

four themes: responding to the school’s unique needs, feelings of stigmatization, the
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confluence of forces beyond the school’s control, and questioning fairness in 

comparisons.  This study sought to draw attention to consequential accountability 

mechanisms as a matter of social justice.  Findings of this study suggest that 

policymakers should focus on the implications of negative labels and structural 

inequalities in underperforming schools.   
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

The No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act of 2001 introduced accountability as an 

educational buzzword, describing a way to hold educators responsible for improving 

achievement, especially for disadvantaged students (Forte, 2010).  The Elementary and 

Secondary Education Act (ESEA) waiver requires the Georgia Department of Education 

(GaDOE) to create an accountability system to evaluate and report school performance 

data and focus improvement efforts on the district’s most challenged schools (Governor’s 

Office of Student Achievement [GOSA], n.d.).  Georgia’s accountability system 

evaluates school success via the College and Career Ready Performance Index (CCRPI), 

which provides a public report of each schools’ academic performance (GaDOE, 2013, 

2015b).  Other requirements of schools are the disaggregation and publication of 

graduation rates, student growth rate, and assessment scores by subgroups (e.g., 

economically disadvantaged, English learners, and students with disabilities).   

Georgia’s consequential system uses a formula that integrates multiple indicators 

of school performance to generate an A-F letter grade for each school.  The resulting data 

identifies the lowest-performing schools in the state that receive Title I funds.  Title I 

schools that earn a school letter grade of F (CCRPI score of less than 60) for three 

consecutive years receive the label of Chronically Failing School.  GOSA’s (2016c) 

Chronically Failing Schools List includes CCRPI scores from 2014, 2015, and 2016.  Not 
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surprisingly, a disproportionate number of students affected by labeling are minority 

students living in poverty (GOSA, 2016a, 2016b, 2016c, 2017).  Schools reflect the 

neighborhoods they serve; consequently, students attending Title I schools are segregated 

by race and class, where concentrated poverty is tightly associated with gaps in 

educational achievement (Berliner, 2009; Boschma, 2016; Boschma & Brownstein, 2016; 

Payne, 2005; Rivera, Huezo, Kasica, & Muhammad, 2009). 

In Georgia, labeling is the first level of sanctions, or negative reform mechanisms, 

under the ESSA for schools failing to meet academic achievement targets.  The second 

level of sanctions under the ESSA is restructuring, or school turnaround, under an 

Opportunity School District (OSD) intervention for schools that earned a rating of “F” 

three consecutive years (GOSA, 2016a).  Restructuring could mean that the school, or 

entire district in some cases, would not have any authority in fiscal, personnel, or 

academic decisions.  Congress passed the First Priority Act (2017) to authorize a chief 

turnaround officer to identify the lowest-performing schools and lead the statewide 

turnaround effort.  As a mechanism of control, the position of turnaround school officer 

circumvents the state school superintendent by reporting to the governor appointed board 

of education.  Additional sanctions can progress to removal of the principal or staff, 

school closure, or allow students to transfer to a higher-performing school (Tagami, 

2017a).  The number of Title I schools labeled as failing steadily increased until the First 

Priority Act changed the criteria to include the bottom 5% or schools with a CCRPI score 

of 53 or lower (GOSA, 2017; Tagami, 2017b).  This negative reform accountability 

mechanism affects a growing number of schools serving disadvantaged minority 
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populations (Center on Education Policy, 2006; Mintrop, 2004; O’Day, 2002; Orfield, 

Kim, Sunderman, & Greer, 2004).  Currently, Georgia has 104 schools set to receive the 

Turnaround School designation.   

Under NCLB, only Title I schools receive designations or labeling, while non-

Title I schools, which often serve more affluent students, escape such sanctions (Brown, 

2006).  Some of the most disadvantaged schools receive the failing label under the 

assumption that standardized testing is an accurate measurement of school quality 

(Downey, von Hippel, & Hughes, 2008).  Labels generated from standardized 

assessments reveal certain realities; however, they fail to capture the whole story (Conn, 

2016).  Studies have shown that negative reform mechanisms did not produce significant 

gains in student performance (Daly, 2009; Loeb, 2017; Sims, 2013).  In fact, Ingersoll, 

Merrill, and May (2016) and Sims (2013) contended that these mechanisms further 

contribute to school performance problems by failing to recognize the challenges facing 

some Title I schools.  If this is correct, the practice of separating and labeling Title I 

schools under the guise of accountability is discriminatory and a matter of social justice 

(Boger, 2002; Hochschild & Shen, 2014).  Under those circumstances, education reform 

operates as a sorting practice to reward middle and upper-class students while punishing 

working-class students (Barone, 1999).  

Education reform policies have ignored practitioner knowledge and multiple 

factors affecting achievement, particularly those related to students from disadvantaged 

backgrounds (Croft, Roberts, & Stenhouse, 2015; Lingard, Mills, & Hayes, 2000; 

O’Banion, 2014).  Students from disadvantaged backgrounds often live in unsafe and/or 
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impoverished neighborhoods; have limited access to healthcare, insufficient financial 

resources; and experience cultural barriers (Adler & Newman, 2002; Considine & 

Zappala, 2002; Evans, 2004: Hilmers, Hilmers, & Dave, 2012; Loignon et al., 2015).  As 

a result, the policies governing U.S. educational systems are not working for all its 

citizens (Blanchett, Mumford, & Beachum, 2005; Gillborn, 2008).  While there is 

substantial research on the role race plays in educational inequalities (Gaddis & Lauen, 

2014; Munk, McMillian, & Lewis, 2014; Rivera et al., 2009; Storer, Mienko, Chang, 

Kang, & Miyawaki, 2012), this singular focus inadequately explains disparities in 

educational achievement and disregards the interconnections between class and other 

demographic variables (Storer et al., 2012). 

Critical theorists posit that power circulates within racialized, gendered, and class-

based interlocking systems of oppression contributing to struggles for justice within a 

dominant, technocratic society (Lawrence & Keleher, 2004; Prilleltensky, 2003).  Rather 

than naming and describing injustice, critical theory can expose and challenge unfair 

political agendas that further ostracize minorities and the economically disadvantaged 

(Kincheloe & McLaren, 2002).  For example, Bertrand, Perez, and Rogers (2015) 

claimed, “Educational resources in the United States are not divvied up equitably and, 

instead, follow lines of race and social class” (p. 4).  Under those circumstances, 

education reform policies and punitive consequences perpetuate inequality (Bogin & 

Nguyen-Hoang, 2014; Brathwaite, 2017; Clotfelter, Ladd, Vigdor, & Diaz, 2004).  

Despite policymakers’ efforts, socioeconomically disadvantaged students are not meeting 

federal academic targets and continue to perform below their socioeconomically 
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advantaged peers (Chapman & Harris, 2004; Walker, 2014; Huang, 2015; Loeb, 2007).    

Furthermore, regardless of policy insiders’ intentions, these disparities in education place 

students in Title I schools at a disadvantage while benefiting middle and upper-class 

students (Bertrand et al., 2015).   

According to the GaDOE (2015a), there are approximately 2,200 schools in the 

state of Georgia, 1,200 of which are elementary schools, and 900 of which qualify as 

Title I schools.  Approximately 193 Title I schools in Georgia receive the label of 

chronically failing (GOSA, 2017).  This suggests that a majority of schools manage to 

escape labeling, proof of research that indicates, despite the challenges that poverty 

places, not all Title I schools are subject to failure (Tyler, 2016).  

Although some studies suggest that some schools may undermine accountability 

systems by manipulating test scores without improving students’ learning capacity 

(Aronson, Murphy, & Saultz, 2016; Chiang, 2009; Figlio, 2006, Figlio & Gessler, 2002; 

Figlio & Winicki, 2005; Jacob, 2002; Jacob & Levitt, 2003; Saatcioglu, Skrtic, & 

DeLuca, 2016; Sunderman, Tracy, Kim, & Orfield, 2004), successful Title I schools 

report several common factors, such as a commitment to profession development, a focus 

on learning, and data-driven decisions (Borman et al., 2000; Chapman, 2009).  These 

successful Title I schools also claim that effective leadership, positive school culture, and 

a strong focus on improving teaching and learning are the best ways to increase academic 

achievement (Campbell, Heyward & Jochim, 2018; DuFour & DuFour, 2009; West, 

Ainscow, & Stanford, 2005; Muijs, Harris, Chapman, Stoll, & Russ, 2004).   
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Leadership is a key focus for the district seeking to turn around schools (Marzano, 

Waters, & McNulty, 2005; Murphy, 2008; Robinson & Buntrock, 2011; Steiner, Hassel, 

& Hassel, 2008).  Given the climate of current school reform, the job of the principal is 

more complex, for principals must balance the demands of external mandates and the 

particular needs of their schools (Fullan, 2014; Kelchtermans, Piot, & Ballet, 2011).  

Considering school improvement is closely related to leadership, how principals 

experience accountability mechanism could have important implications for student 

achievement (Burkhauser, Gates, Hamilton, & Ikemoto, 2012).   

This phenomenological study sought to attain a contextualized and detailed 

account of Title I school principals’ lived experiences with consequential accountability 

mechanisms.  As such, the researcher in this study focused on the in-depth accounts of 

five elementary school principals working in schools labeled as chronically failing.  

Researchers have explored the impact of increasing accountability-aimed reform on 

teachers (Al-Fadhli & Singh, 2006; Daly, 2009; Finnigan & Gross, 2007; Fisher-Ari, 

Kavanagh, & Martin, 2016).  However, their studies do not illuminate the perspective of 

school leaders (Rousmaniere, 1997; Vernaza, 2012).  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this phenomenological study was to explore how school leaders, 

in the context of labeled schools, make sense of consequential accountability 

mechanisms.  This study examined participants’ shared experiences and beliefs to 

increase understanding of the effects of labeling and consequential accountability 

measures in the context of Title I schools.  To further define this study, In interviews 
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principals in schools labeled as failing to gain their perceptions on the effects of labels 

ascribed to their schools as a vehicle for enhancing school performance.  I selected 

principals from elementary schools located in a public school system in Georgia.  In 

addition to interviews, I collected data from documents and field notes and analyzed them 

for meaning units and themes.  

Policymakers highlight greater accountability for schools as a panacea for 

improving education (Berliner, 2013).  Even though reports indicate slow but steady 

gains in student achievement nationally, the gap in achievement levels between low-

income children and their more affluent peers remains (Education Trust, 2015; Klein, 

2011; Lacour & Tissington, 2011; Reardon, 2013).  Principals in these underperforming 

schools are under tremendous pressure to turn these schools around.   

This study provided a unique opportunity to use qualitative research to understand 

the phenomenon of leading a school publicly labeled as failing under the pressures of 

stringent accountability measures.  The goal of the study was to leave the reader with a 

sense of “now I understand what it is like to have experienced that particular 

phenomenon” (Worthington, 2013, p. 1).  This research examined school leaders’ lived 

experiences as they enacted policies and practices that shape schooling, curriculum, 

assumptions about the nature of knowledge, and the experiences of those in the context of 

Title I schools (Fisher-Ari et al., 2016).  In doing so, this study sought to draw attention 

to negative reform mechanisms enacted on principals serving traditionally underserved 

populations.  
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Personal Connection 

In an interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA), the researchers’ prior 

knowledge and experiences play a significant role in the making sense process (Smith, 

Flowers, & Larkin, 2009).  I began my career working in a non-Title I school, later 

transferring to a Title I school.  My experiences in both environments and with increasing 

school accountability spurred my interest in the achievement gap and the potential effects 

of educational policy on socioeconomically disadvantaged students.  Socioeconomic 

status (SES), which is strongly associated with academic achievement, can significantly 

influence academic performance and social mobility (Chandra & Azimuddin, 2013; Perry 

& McConney, 2010; Singh & Choudhary, 2015).  The lack of access to resources and 

opportunities in many Title I schools, which Gorski (2017) referred to as an “opportunity 

gap” (p. 97), may greatly reduce the chances of upward mobility for many students 

(Crouzevialle & Darnon, 2019; Hopson, Lee, & Tang, 2014; Rivera et al., 2009).  .  

In this study, I drew on my experiences as a teacher working with 

socioeconomically disadvantaged students.  These experiences furthered my interest in 

advancing the work of educational equity and narrowing the achievement gap for 

disadvantaged students.  Much of the research on narrowing the academic gap focuses on 

the school’s ability to improve academic achievement through instruction (Darling-

Hammond, 2000).   However, research indicates that successful high poverty schools 

share common characteristics that can mitigate the impact of poverty (Marzano, 2003).  

More specifically, characteristics such as positive school climate, high standards, and 

strong leadership are key components of academically successful high-poverty schools 
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(Hopson & Lee, 2011; Shannon & Bylsma, 2003; Taylor, 2005).  When looking at factors 

that influence students’ success, Cochran-Smith et al. (2016) proposed school-related 

factors are not the main source of educational inequality and maintained that “inequality 

is rooted in and sustained by much larger, longstanding, and systemic societal 

inequalities” (p. 4).  These systemic societal inequalities are those inequalities reproduced 

through policy and practices that provide advantages for some members and not others 

(Heitmeyer & Hagan, 2003; Williams, 2012).  

Recent reform changes reveal a need for critical discourse regarding the 

contribution of economic factors and their impact on educational attainment, as well as a 

need to examine contextual factors that play an influential role in perpetuating the 

achievement gap and decreasing the effects of schooling (Caldwell & Ginther, 1996).  

Similarly, there is a void in current educational research committed to expanding the 

contextual knowledge of why the academic gap exists and what pedagogical practices 

might close this gap (Barton & Coley, 2009).  Educators and policymakers need a 

common language with which to address the needs of children in socioeconomically 

disadvantaged schools to foster academic success.  

Professional Connection 

Current reform efforts at the state level rely heavily on test scores to allocate 

sanctions and rewards.  Policymakers believe that relying on standardized tests scores in 

mathematics and reading to measure teachers’ effectiveness can improve student 

achievement (Baker et al., 2010).  Fisher-Ari et al. (2016) asserted that students in 

schools labeled as failing have been “historically placed at risk by social, economic, 
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political, and structural inequities” (p. 3).  Hochschild (2003) advised, “Americans would 

like to believe that failure results from lack of individual merit and effort; in reality, 

failure in school too closely tracks structures of racial and class inequality” (p. 834).  

Such rhetoric ignores not only a history of the oppression and inequality placed on 

marginalized individuals but intensifies inequality and undermines the capacity to 

challenge them (Fields, Copp, & Kleinman, 2006; Hochschild & Scovronick, 2003; 

Kraus & Tan, 2015; Reed & Chowkwanyun, 2012; Weis, Cipollone, & Jenkins, 2014).  

The belief that the problems of children in Title I schools rest squarely on the students or 

teachers’ lack of individual ability or effort is egregious, but reliance on test scores seems 

to reinforce that narrative.  

It is impossible to attain educational equity without a conceptual understanding 

and responsiveness to the economic, social, cultural, family, and community factors that 

influence learning (Israel, Beaulieu, & Hartless, 2001).  Young (2013) argued, “Reducing 

social inequalities is primarily a political task of establishing a more equal society, not an 

educational task” (p. 115).  He challenged education practitioners to develop curriculum 

principles that maximize educational opportunities for all students (Young, 2013).  To 

that end, this qualitative study explored principals’ lived experiences in the context of 

schools labeled as failing.  

Statement of the Problem 

The latest reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 

1965, known as the Every Student Succeeds Act of 2015, requires states to develop their 

own accountability system to ensure the success of all students (Elgart, 2016; ESSA, 
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2015; Hess & Eden, 2017; McGuinn, 2016; Sharp, 2016).  In response, the GaDOE 

(2013) developed a comprehensive accountability system entitled College and Career 

Ready Performance Index (CCRPI) with the intent of using an A-F grading system for 

individual schools to indicate their performance.  Based on this score, Title I schools are 

subject to a progressively consequential system.   

Hess and Petrilli (2009) argued that grading and labeling schools are a wrong turn 

in education reform as they only highlight poor performance among minority and 

disadvantaged children.  Hatt-Echeverria and Urrieta (2003) theorized that the 

intersection of oppression of class and race creates a grey area of overlapping 

categorizations that represents the marginalization of students in Title I schools, first by 

social class, and then by race (Carbone, 2010).  Therefore, stringent accountability 

sanctions work within the grey area of society.  

The use of negative labels to identify or describe groups of people activates 

stigma, creates or reinforces stereotypes, and legitimizes stratification (Shifrer, 2013; 

Spring, 2007).  Fusarelli (2004) believed that labeling raises concerns for educators, 

specifically those working in schools that serve more diverse populations.  Hess and 

Petrilli (2009) called for school accountability systems that emphasize “individual student 

progress over time, without regard to race” (p. 66).  Highly publicized reports of failure 

and the pressures of improving low-performing schools are critical challenges facing 

Title I schools (Gardiner, Canfield-Davis, & Anderson, 2009). 
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Nature of the Study 

This study investigated principals working in schools labeled as failing under a 

consequential accountability system.  The hermeneutic nature of this study extended 

beyond a description of participants’ experiences to seek the meaning of those lived 

experiences (Creswell, 2014; Larkin, Watts, & Chifton, 2006; Lopez & Willis, 2004; 

Smith et al., 2009).  A substantial portion of students living in poverty and students of 

color as failing (Jimerson, 2005; GOSA, 2016a, 2016b, 2016c, 2017).  Principals, 

particularly those serving in a labeled school, face many common challenges.   

This study contributes to the pursuit of social justice in that the researcher was 

connected to marginalized students through previous experiences in a Title-I school.  

Questions asked in this study are based on those experiences, and the researcher engaged 

in this study to challenge the status quo to emancipate those who are underrepresented, 

restricted, and oppressed (Angrosino & Rosenberg, 2011).  The research questions that 

guided this study are concerned with how participants experience and make sense of their 

label.  I employed an interpretive phenomenological methodology as a means to 

understand and articulate participants’ subjective experiences (Austin & Sutton, 2014; 

Thanh & Thanh, 2015).  More importantly, this study explored and described 

participants’ experiences as a way of advocating for them.  

Research Questions 

This interpretive phenomenological study sought to explore the realities principals 

face working in socioeconomically disadvantaged schools labeled as failing under the 

pressures and sanctions of test-based accountability.  One central research question 
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guided this investigation: How do principals in labeled Title I elementary schools 

experience CCRPI ratings and other accountability mechanisms?  This question 

generated two subquestions: 

a. What does it feel like to be the leader of a school that has been labeled as 

failing? 

b. How do contextual factors influence how principals understand and make 

sense of what they experienced? 

The central research question of this study explored what the failing label means 

from the participants’ perspectives; specifically, how consequential accountability 

systems affect participants (Koyama, 2018).  The subquestions involved close 

interpretative inquiry on the part of the researcher as participants reflected and made 

sense of their experiences (Shinebourne, 2011c; Smith et al., 2009).  Additionally, the 

research questions explored contextual factors that undermine education reform efforts in 

Title I schools (Beatty, 2013; Becker & Luthar, 2002).  Lastly, the research questions and 

theoretical framework in this study investigated and interpreted how politics, power, and 

privilege intersects with social, cultural, demographic, and economic factors to act as 

powerful forces in determining educational successes or failures (Dumas, Dixson, & 

Mayorga, 2016).  

Theoretical Framework 

A theoretical framework describes the theory that explains why a research 

problem exists (Swanson & Chermack, 2013).  Imenda (2014) proposed that theoretical 

frameworks “shed some light on a particular phenomenon” (p. 189).  More importantly, a 
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theoretical framework is the structure the researcher uses to explain the meaning, nature, 

and key variables that influence a phenomenon (Ocholla & Roux, 2011).  LoBiondo-

Wood and Haber (1998) suggested, “A theoretical framework is a frame of reference that 

is a basis for observations, definitions of concepts, research designs, interpretations, and 

generalizations, much as the frame that rests on a foundation defines the overall design of 

a house” (p. 141).  This study utilized French sociologist, Pierre Bourdieu’s (1973) social 

reproduction theory to explore the context for considering principals’ experiences with 

differing educational outcomes in schools labeled as failing and to explain how 

consequential accountability affects those in this study.  This study was grounded within 

the researcher’s philosophical assumption that knowledge is gained through personal 

experiences and the researcher’s previous experiences with reform policy in the context 

of Title I schools.  To that end, the theoretical framework provided the organization for 

this study and guided the researcher in the interpretations of the results (Dziak, 2015: 

Green, 2014).  

Pierre Bourdieu (1930-2002) drew from the social theories of Karl Marx, Max 

Weber, and Émile Durkheim to critical analyzed the role of schooling in sustaining 

inequality (Christodoulou, 2010).  In social reproduction theory, Bourdieu posited that 

schools limit opportunities where students are assimilated to perpetuate the status quo and 

reinforce the perspectives of the middle-class ideals (Winkle-Wagner, 2010).  Social 

reproduction theory is primarily concerned about the uneven power relations tied to 

schooling and socioeconomic status (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977; Lemos, 2010; Macris, 

2011).  Bourdieu and Passeron (1977) theorized that schools are not neutral democratic 
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institutions; rather, they play a significant function in shaping society.  Moreover, schools 

service the agenda of the dominant class; thus, they and are more inclined to reproduce, 

rather than to lessen, inequalities for marginalized students.  Social reproduction theory 

questions the hidden agenda of policies and practices that play a significant role in the 

preservation of the dominant class’s culture such as market-driven school choice, 

curriculum reforms, accountability reforms, and tracking (Bourdieu, 1973, 1986; Morrow 

& Torres, 1995).  This study utilized Bourdieu’s (1973, 1977) social reproduction theory 

to examine principals’ lived experiences with policies and the context to consider 

participants’ perceptions and beliefs in schools serving marginalized students labeled as 

failing.  

Central to the notion of social reproduction theory is a contextual understanding 

of class structure or social classification.  Bourdieu perceived class as a theoretical 

construct to characterize the tendencies of people with similar preferences and values 

(Allen & Anderson, 1994).  Most social scientists argue that society is divided into social 

groups or classes (Lavrentsova, 2010).  Moreover, this hierarchical grouping is based on 

the amount of supportive resource, such as money, social connections, and opportunities, 

a group or an individual possess (Boundless, 2016).  Bourdieu (1986) explained that 

social class is based on the possession of a combination of wealth, occupation, 

educational attainment, prestige, and capital.  Beagan (2007) contended, “Class is not 

only about money, but also having the right norms, values, and experiences to fit easily in 

middle-class society” (p. 125).  That is to say, the amounts of capital one possesses 

determine membership in a social class.   
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Education is an important factor in determining employment and social class 

position (Burkam & Lee, 2002; Iannelli & Paterson, 2005; Lindemann, 2007).  A child’s 

success in school can affect him or her well into adulthood.  Geoffrey Canada (2013), 

president of the Harlem Children’s Zone that serves poverty-stricken children and 

families, emphasized the importance of education as “pretty much the only hope that poor 

children have of breaking the gravitational pull of poverty.  For my kids, getting a good 

education is a matter of their survival” (para. 8).   

Bourdieu’s theory embodies the notion of capital disparity between the dominant 

and dominated class (Gupta, Gupta, & Tandon, 2018).  Bourdieu (1986) argued that 

capital or wealth presents itself in the form of economic, cultural, and social.  Capital is 

the value of tangible and intangible resources which translates into the social position one 

inhabits (Bolin, 2012; Bourdieu, 1986).  While economic capital does provide access to 

other forms of capital, the concept of capital is far more complex (Bass, 2014; Bourdieu, 

1986).    Bourdieu (1979/1984) posited that the accumulation or lack of capital dictates 

one’s position within society.  Likewise, the collection of capital is parallel to power, 

position, and prestige.  Capital reflects abundant resources and competencies which may 

provide access to more privileged forms of capital and success (Louque & Latunde, 

2014).  Therefore, socioeconomically disadvantaged students do not benefit from the 

capital that their more affluent peers enjoy (Bass, 2014). 

Habitus and fields are concepts that play a critical role in social reproduction 

theory (Bodovski, 2013).  Bourdieu (1980/1990) described habitus as commonly held 

experiences by members of the same social class that shape and guide thoughts, beliefs, 
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actions, and preferences.  Habitus is the product of internalized cultural capital developed 

over time through experiences (Bourdieu, 1979/1984).  McCaughan (1993) stated, 

“Habitus is the site of production of customs, strategies, interpretive skills, practical 

knowledge, and structured dispositions (not rules), behind which lurk the objective social 

structures of the economy, politics, and kinship” (p. 87).  Individuals acquire these 

preferences, values, perceptions, and lifestyle through family socialization and 

upbringing (Bourdieu, 1979/1984).  Swartz (2002) summarized habitus as habits or 

unconscious actions of what is likely or unlikely for people of certain social groups.  

Socially constructed dispositions of habitus include ideas of thought, actions, 

expressions, and expectations of social groups (Bongila, 2013; Cutchin, Aldrich, 

Bailliard, & Coppolav, 2008; Lynch & Baker, 2005).   

Bourdieu’s theory of practice (1977) posits that habitus, which is relative to class, 

unfolds in specific fields (e.g., arts, law, politics, economy, and education) where various 

forms of capitals are used to maintain class structures (Bourdieu, 2005; Bourdieu & 

Johnson, 1993; Suminar, 2013). Bourdieu (1984) further posited that members of the 

dominant class will seek to preserve their power by constructing barriers to prevent 

members of the lower classes from advancing.  The dominant class regulates the 

interaction between specific rules of the field, agent’s habitus, and agent’s capital through 

a system of rewards and sanctions (Bourdieu, 1977; Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977; 

Longden, 2004).  A review of literature on inequalities in education suggests Bourdieu’s 

(1973) notion of capital is an explanation for why most children from poor families face 

academic failure (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977; Kalmijn, & Kraaykamp, 1996; Louque & 
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Latunde, 2014; Woolley et al., 2008).  Sullivan’s (2002) examination of Bourdieu’s 

theory summarizes class inequalities in educational achievement:  

The education systems of industrialised societies function in such a way as to 

legitimate class inequalities.  Success in the education system is facilitated by the 

possession of cultural capital and of higher-class habitus.  Lower-class pupils do 

not in general possess these traits, so the failure of the majority of these pupils is 

inevitable.  (p. 144) 

In other words, educational success is dependent on distinct experiences and the ability to 

understand the language, attitudes, and values of the dominant class (Bourdieu, 1986; 

Sullivan, 2002).  Baker, Lynch, Cantillon, and Walsh (2009) contended, it is “inevitable 

that those who lack the capital that schooling demands, and who lack the resources and 

social capital (networks) to acquire it, will experience relative educational failure” (p. 

145).  Principals in this study participated in fields where students living in poverty had 

less capital and habitus and faced greater difficulties and challenges when interacting 

with consequential educational policy (Touchton & Acker-Hocevar, 2001).   

Rationale 

Critically examining social structures and the distribution of capital among 

varying groups in America is crucial to research on education inequality (Chambers, 

2009; le Grand & Tåhlin, 2013).  Educational sociologists have long been concerned with 

the method in which education, as an organized system of knowledge production and 

distribution, produces social inequalities (Robertson, 2005).  Social theories related to 

social class structures offer a contextual understanding of the relationship between 
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socioeconomically disadvantaged students and education reform (Forester, 1993).  

Bourdieu’s social reproduction theory offers a theoretical framework to aid in making 

sense of how of class intersects with school and policies to generate meaning from 

qualitative data (Longden, 2004).  Components of social reproduction theory provided a 

lens to understand the field where education reform policies systematically highlight 

misfortunes of economically disadvantaged students in schools labeled as failing. 

Additionally, the researcher utilized Bourdieu’s theory to explore the implications 

of practices related to public policy on marginalized groups (Forester, 1993).  Evans 

(2005) advised, “The achievement gap has far more to do with social and economic 

factors that schools cannot control” (p. 582).  Given the persistent inequalities that exist 

in structured social systems, it was important to incorporate social reproduction theory in 

this qualitative study.  Although education has the potential to reduce inequalities, it may 

also contribute to the reproduction of social stratification in favor of the more powerful 

class (Meroe, 2014).   

Significance of the Study 

This study is important because it shifts the attention from an emphasis on the 

failing label to a discussion about sanctions in the context of Title I schools.  To provide a 

deeper contextual understanding of how school leaders make sense of labels ascribed to 

their school, this study explored the lived experiences of principals in labeled schools and 

identified what it means to be a leader in a school labeled as failing.  This study sought to 

empower those facing stringent sanctions in schools serving large percentages of children 

from disadvantaged and diverse backgrounds.  Additionally, this study provided a 
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theoretical context for examining the field of education reform policy and practices that 

perpetuate achievement inequality.  

There is limited literature drawing on data from Title I principals who possess 

first-hand experience negotiating the effects of state accountability policy sanctions 

(Vernaza, 2012).  This study offers a critical analysis of policy and practices from the 

insiders’ viewpoints to understand the environment of struggling schools, the work of 

educators, and the effects of school reform (Rousmaniere, 1997).  The foundational 

elements of this study distinguish it from existing studies that examine education reform 

and disadvantaged students.  Educational historians and policymakers have too often 

ignored those on the battlefield in education reform efforts (Rousmaniere, 1997).  As 

such, this study adds significant knowledge to this topic.  

Definition of Terms 

The following definitions of key terms were used throughout the study to provide 

a better understanding of the participants’ lived experiences under accountability reform 

in socioeconomically disadvantaged schools labeled as failing.  

Accountability is the process of holding schools responsible for student 

performance (Figlio & Loeb, 2011; Yell, Katsiyannas, & Shiner, 2006). 

Accountability systems refer to a set of policies and practices as a component of 

Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) that states must enforce based on multiple measures 

to ensure school quality and student success, as well as provide transparency about school 

performance to the public (ESSA, 2015; Education Trust, 2016; Ingersoll et al., 2016; 

McDermott, 2007). 
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Achievement gap is the difference in academic performance between privileged 

and underprivileged groups of children as assessed by standardized testing (Ladson-

Billings, 2006; Wagner, 2010).  

College and Career Ready Performance Index (CCRPI) is Georgia’s 

accountability system.  A school’s CCRPI score is based on achievement, student growth, 

graduation rates, and ability to raise the academic achievement of minority (GaDOE, 

2015b).   

 Consequential accountability refers to accountability mechanisms that link 

rewards or sanctions to performance of publicized standards (Hanushek & Raymond, 

2005; Kress, Zechmann, & Schmitten, 2011). 

Contextual factors are the factors surrounding low-performing schools serving 

students with diverse needs and challenges associated with poverty and low 

socioeconomic status (Ferguson, Bovaird, & Mueller, 2007; Mulford, 2003).  

Equity refers to recognizing that things are not equal, which requires 

differentiation in remedies to compensate for injustices by giving each student access to 

resources they need to level the playing field (Caldwell, Shapiro, & Gross, 2007; 

Hochschild, 2003; Kozol, 2005; Lynch, 2001; Noblit & Pink, 2015; Verstegen, 2015).  

Every Student Succeeds Act is the latest reauthorization of Elementary and 

Secondary Education Act of 1965 (ESEA), legislation which governs education requiring 

states to ensure school quality and academic success for every child (ESSA, 2015; Krebs, 

2016). 
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Failing schools are Title I schools earning a school score of less than 60 as 

measured by Georgia’s consequential accountability system for three consecutive years 

(GOSA, 2017). 

Interpretive phenomenology is a qualitative research methodology concerned with 

understanding and interpreting participants’ lived experiences (Annells, 1996; Cerbone, 

2014; Fawcett & Garity, 2009; Moran, 2002; Tuohy, Cooney, Dowling, Murphy, & 

Sixsmith, 2013).  

Labeling is the first level of sanctions under the ESSA reserved for the lowest 

performing Title I schools based on their ability to meet targets set by the state.  

Identification of schools through grades or words schools to reflect academic 

achievement progress.  

Opportunity School District (OSD) is the second level of sanctions under the 

ESSA as an intervention for schools that earned a rating of “F” based on their CCRPI for 

three consecutive years (GOSA, 2016a). 

Socioeconomically disadvantaged refers to the lack of access to the resources, 

opportunities, and experiences of the dominant culture, as indicated by family’s income, 

education, and occupation, that results in adverse outcomes (Bradley & Corwyn, 2002).  

Socioeconomic status (SES) is a measurement of an individual’s or family’s 

educational attainment, financial resources, and social position relative to others 

(Dickinson, & Adelson, 2014; Saifi & Mehmood, 2011).  
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Title I refers to federal funds provided to local schools for school-wide programs, 

additional academic support, and learning opportunities to improve the academic 

achievement of the disadvantaged (U.S. Department of Education, 2015). 

 Title I schools are schools receiving federal funds for Title I students. Title I 

schools have a high percentage of children living at or near poverty (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2015). 

Assumptions 

Through participation in this study, the researcher asked principals to share the 

realities of working in a socioeconomically disadvantaged school labeled as failing.  The 

researcher’s assumption was that the participants were honest and truthful in discussing 

their beliefs and experiences with the phenomenon.  The researcher selected participants 

based on strict predetermined criteria (Creswell, 2014).  Thus, the researcher assumed 

that the participants had all experienced the same phenomenon and had a sincere interest 

in contributing to this research study.  The researcher further assumed that the state, 

district, and school accountability data collected from the various GaDOE websites were 

reliable and accurate.  Most importantly, the researcher assumed that the label of failing 

does not describe or reflect the work of students, teachers, and principals surrounding this 

study.  The word failing is in italics to signify that the researcher is referencing the label, 

not the individuals or schools. 

Limitations 

As with all research, there are several limitations to this study.  The researcher 

conducted this phenomenological study within one county in the state of Georgia.  For 



24 

 

the purpose of this study, the term labeled primarily focused on school achievement 

labels.  Participation in this study was limited to public school principals working in 

elementary schools labeled as failing; therefore, the results may only be generalizable in 

the context of this study.  Due to the time restraints of this study, the researcher selected 

the school district based on the researcher’s proximity to the site.  Additionally, the 

findings based on the criteria of principals of schools labeled as failing in public 

elementary schools in Georgia limited the sampling of respondents.  However, small 

sample sizes are common in qualitative studies because qualitative research is concerned 

with the meaning of data (Mertens, 2015; Ritchie, Lewis, & Elam, 2003). 

Delimitations 

This study only included principals in elementary schools labeled as failing in one 

school district in the state of Georgia.  Although middle and high schools face the same 

punitive consequences of reform legislation, the researcher chose elementary school 

setting due to the researcher’s personal connection and experience in early childhood 

education.  This study did not attempt to quantify the effects of reform policy.  The 

emphasis on social class contributions of socioeconomic status (SES) as a factor in 

disadvantaged schools was central to the context of this study.  Viewing this study 

through a social class lens, free and reduced lunch rate as a marker for SES was one of 

the most crucial factors behind educational disparities of students attending Title I 

schools (Howard, 2015).  This study does not suggest that class supersedes race in 

understanding inequality in the United States (Rist, 2000).  While race and ethnicity 
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intersect to compound disadvantages, school zoning is largely due to factors related to 

social class (Burkam & Lee, 2002; Rist, 2000).  

Summary 

This study examined how principals make sense of their ascribed school labels 

under consequential accountability reform.  This chapter presented the background of the 

problem under investigation, the purpose of the study, and the research questions 

investigated.  This chapter also included a summary of the theory undergirding the study 

and of previously conducted studies relevant to the topic under investigation.  The 

following chapter presents a review of literature pertinent to this investigation. 

.
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

The current dynamics of schools are intensely complicated for leaders who work 

in schools labeled as failing.  In 2015, Congress overhauled No Child Left Behind 

(NCLB) and enacted the latest reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary 

Education Act (ESEA) of 1965, entitled as Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), to hold 

schools accountable for improving the outcomes of schooling and eliminating 

achievement gaps between advantaged and disadvantaged students (Cross, 2015; ESSA, 

2015; Krebs, 2016).  ESSA requires states to test students annually, publicly report these 

scores, and design an accountability system in which to rate or grade schools (Hess, 

2016; Petrilli & Wright, 2016).  The accountability requirements of ESSA have generated 

significant pressure for teachers, students, and particularly principals in struggling 

schools publicly labeled as failing.  Moreover, educators working in Title I schools 

serving children from low-income families face vastly different challenges from those in 

more affluent schools (Touchton & Acker-Hocevar, 2001).   

Education enhances the opportunity to excel in life and ultimately the means to 

live a “good life” (Griffiths, 2012, p. 657).   From this perspective, a quality education is 

a matter of social justice.  Yet, socioeconomically disadvantaged students are still 

performing below their more advantaged peers (Chapman & Harris, 2004; Walker, 2014; 

Huang, 2015; Loeb, 2007).  This gap is of concern in part because students’ 
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socioeconomic status (SES) is historically and consistently correlated with low academic 

performance (Yelgün & Karaman, 2015).  Consequently, schools already struggling are 

the ones most affected by strict accountability mandates under reform legislation 

(Kumashiro, 2015).  

Principals Leading Reform 

Under accountability reform, principals are responsible for monitoring the quality 

of instruction, and they have an essential influence in critical organizational decisions 

toward whole school improvement (Clark, Martorell, & Rockoff, 2009; Sebastian, 

Allensworth, & Huang, 2016).  Principals, particularly those serving disadvantaged and 

diverse populations, are under extreme pressure to improve teaching and learning in the 

context of accountability reform (Bartoletti & Connelly, 2013).  These school leaders 

have been the focus of much blame in recent years as parents, policymakers, and 

politicians alike rush to address the problem of the achievement gap.   

Research shows that effective leadership skills are a crucial factor in positively 

affecting academic achievement (May & Sanders, 2013).  Comparatively, research also 

acknowledges a significant correlation to poverty and out-of-school factors that limit 

what school personnel can accomplish alone (Berliner, 2009; Engle & Black, 2008; 

Harding, 2003; Jenson, 2004; Leefatt, 2015; Waldfogel, 2012).  Furthermore, Berliner 

(2009, p. 1) argued that low birthweight, lack of medical care, and unhealthy living 

environments can severely limit the effects of schooling for some students.  Principals in 

Title I schools stand between poverty-influenced factors that contribute to the 

underachievement of poor children and the complex interactions of accountability policy 
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(Kelchtermans, Piot, & Ballet, 2011; Louis & Robinson, 2012; Schechter & Shaked, 

2017; Smith, 2005).  Mestry, Moonsammy-Koopasammy, and Schmidt (2013) 

summarized the job of school leaders as finding ways to raise student achievement and 

improve teachers’ skills while simultaneously tackling increased volumes of 

administrative work.  Principals working in schools labeled as failing are under added 

pressure of impending punitive consequences because of an assessment model favoring 

non-Title I schools (Tajalli & Opheim, 2005).  

Medina (2008) of The New York Times interviewed principals and district leaders 

in schools labeled as failing and summarized much of the discourse surrounding 

accountability by stating, “The whole thing got so punitive” and “It placed too much 

emphasis on test scores . . . rather than a more nuanced evaluation of the school’s 

effectiveness” (para. 13).  Medina (2008) reported on the extent to which principals 

receive the blame for schools’ failures in that “given the grading system’s emphasis on 

testing, it would be simplistic to assume that an ‘F’ indicated poor leadership” (para. 10).  

It is important understand the experiences and challenges of principals in labeled schools 

and how those labels influence meanings (Gardiner, Canfield-Davis, & Anderson, 2009). 

Education Policy Reform 

Thomas Jefferson viewed education as a human right and therefore, essential to 

securing “life, liberty, and pursuit of happiness” (Henwood & Whitley, 2014, p. 68).  

Strong belief in the notion that education significantly benefits both the individual and 

society at large inspired educational reformers such as Thomas Jefferson, Horace Mann, 

Booker T. Washington, and John Dewey (Culyer & Ebert, 2013; Iorio, 2011).  Most 
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notably, Horace Mann, a politician and education reformer asserted, “An effective 

education for each individual was the mechanism to solve our social problems and to 

further our society” (Culyer & Ebert, 2013 p. 243).  In the same fashion, Shoffner (2016) 

viewed education “as one of this nation’s most outstanding traditions and liberties, the 

American education system presents endless options and opportunities to its recipients” 

(p. 269).  Education is more than standards and assessments.  Our founding fathers 

believed education would help to create a better more equitable world (Cassidy & 

Jackson, 2005).  Federal policy has highlighted, and continues to emphasize, the 

importance of education in preserving democracy.   

Legislation for Equitable Education 

As part of his war on poverty campaign in 1965, President Lyndon B. Johnson 

initially signed the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), the primary law 

that defines federal involvement in K-12 education (Brown, Hess, & Miller, 2012; 

Carmichael, 1997; Thomas & Brady, 2005).  Since the inception of ESEA there have 

been numerous reauthorizations to provide “all children significant opportunity to receive 

a fair, equitable, and high-quality education, and to close educational achievement gaps” 

(ESSA, 2015, Sec. 1001).  

The National Commission on Excellence in Education’s 1983 A Nation at Risk 

report substantial impacted U.S. education and triggered numerous reform efforts.  In the 

following years, there were accusations by various parties, emphasis on national 

rankings, and policy solutions, which have recently included content standards and high-
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stakes testing (Danielson, 2002).  Since then, many policy recommendations focused on 

improving education have been a top priority for political candidates (Danielson, 2002).  

For example, Goals 2000, No Child Left Behind (NCLB), and most recently 

Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) are filled with much of the same consequential 

accountability components.  Policymakers neglect the role of social class characteristics 

influencing learning in schools (Rothstein, 2004).  Twenty-first century schools continue 

to struggle to find the best ways to educate children from diverse backgrounds and how 

to accurately evaluate this learning (Bruner, 2009; Farhi, 2012).  Ogbu (1992) insisted 

that reform ignores the role students play in determining their own efforts toward 

learning and achievement.  U.S. education history is nested within and shaped by policies 

enacted to achieve the overarching goal to provide “equitable educational opportunities to 

the nation’s disadvantaged” (Thomas & Brady, 2005, p. 51).  

Although ESEA was initially a permissive law, subsequent reauthorizations 

brought significant changes leading to more prescriptive measures found in NCLB and 

ESSA (Jacob, Decker, & Lugg, 2016; Learning Disabilities Association of America, 

2016).  Provisions and revisions to ESEA over time served to include the needs of 

underprivileged groups, students with disabilities, and female students (Thomas & Brady, 

2005).  Thomas and Brady (2005) maintained that although reforms “are a step in the 

right direction . . . [policy makers] lacked an understanding of the complex issues 

involved in serving disadvantaged school children” (p. 51).  Conversely, Cuban (1990) 

argued that reforms persist since they have “failed to remove the problems they were 

intended to solve” (p. 5).  
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Reform and Equity  

The Declaration of Independence, which is the founding document of the United 

States, asserts that all men are created equal.  Despite the principles and intent with this 

document, the -isms (e.g., racism, classism, sexism, and heterosexism) that affect society 

and schools still exist (Cole, 2008; Murray, 2011).  Furthermore, the Declaration of 

Independence asserts justice and equality for all.  In that respect, the principle of equality 

is achieved by granting the same legal rights to every human being (Morgan, 2004; 

Valadez & Mirci, 2015).  Political debates and significant media attention toward 

addressing issues affecting minorities have sparked recent interest.  At the center of this 

problem are alleged misuses of power and privilege within existing structures or systems 

that unfairly benefit the majority populations or dominant groups (Keisch & Scott, 2015).  

The public has called for greater awareness of issues the oppressed and marginalized 

people face (Henderson & Waterstone, 2009; Kumashiro, 2000).  Similarly, as 

highlighted by accountability rhetoric, the educational system is under attack for failing 

to provide quality education to socioeconomically disadvantaged and minority students 

(Adams & Zúñiga, 2016; Manuel, 2013; Ravitch, 2016; Wilson, 1983).  Castro-Atwater 

(2016) theorized that, ironically, when those in power adopt policies based on equality or 

treating everyone the same, the result is inequality within the educational system.  

Consequently, proponents of equity warn fair is not always equal, students are not the 

same, and a commitment to sameness is the most unfair way to treat marginalized 

students (Castro-Atwater, 2016; Curwin, 2012; Wormeli, 2006).  
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Rodgers (2014) argued that fostering notions of liberty and justice required to 

maintain a just society is impossible when a vast disparity exists between the majority 

and marginalized.  A sustained commitment to social justice requires a critical 

examination of power and privilege to understand the ways in which some groups 

experience marginalization or oppression.  Although there is much discussion 

surrounding the ideals of social justice and equal interpretations of what a just society 

resembles, social justice is a theoretical concept that varies by person and position.  A 

consensus definition regarding social justice is unlikely to arise among politicians, 

scholars, practitioners, and parents (Shyman, 2015; Williamson, Rhodes, & Dunson, 

2007).  For that reason, there is no comprehensive, indisputable definition of the term 

particularly as it applies to education (Bell 1997; Sturman, 1997).  Although traditional 

ideas of social justice employ numerous versions of meaning and interpretations, they all 

embody a theoretical, moral, or ethical view of what is right and wrong in society 

(Valadez & Mirci 2015).  Adams, Bell, and Griffin (1997) defined social justice as the 

equitable distribution of resources, with citizens having the power or freedom to control 

their own lives and work collectively for the good of everyone.  A more concrete 

definition of social justice embraces advocacy against oppression and discrimination, 

further suggesting what society ought to do or is doing to ensure just treatment of its 

members (Thompson, 2015).  

Social justice in the context of this study is situated in Dewey’s (1916/1944) 

vision of equitable education and the Difference Principle in Rawls’s (1971) theory of 

justice.  Lynch (2001) proposed that equality is central to educational research and policy 
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language regarding disadvantaged students.  Equity versus equality is an extremely 

difficult paradox to comprehend and requires subjective ethical considerations (Caldwell, 

Shapiro, & Gross, 2007).  Policymakers, government officials, and researchers alike 

frequently use equity and equality as if they are interchangeable terms (Espinoza, 2007).  

A distinction between these concepts is important for understanding how to achieve 

justice for the marginalized society (Kabanoff, 1991).   

Equality is an expectation of equal treatment where everyone receives identical 

shares regardless of individual differences.  Conversely, equity recognizes the difference 

in remedies to redress injustices (Greenberg & Cohen, 1982).  In other words, equity 

makes a situation fair for all by giving each student access to the resources necessary to 

learn and thrive (Caldwell et al., 2007; Hochschild, 2003; Kozol, 2005; Lynch, 2001; 

Verstegen, 2015).   

Many policy decisions fail to end the oppression of the disadvantaged (King, 

Houston, & Middleton, 2001; Sensoy & DiAngelo, 2009; Wilson, 2012).  Salomone 

(1981) argued that the principles of equity are applied to privileged groups instead of 

everyone across the board.  When applying the social justice concept of equity, the 

distribution of “social primary goods [should be] to the greatest benefit of the least-

advantaged members of society” (Rawls, 2001, p. 43).   

Society has many marginalized groups that face barriers absent in the dominant 

culture.  Unfair educational policies and practices produce and sustain inequality.  

Champions of social justice support educational equity as a vehicle for equality 

(Brighouse & Swift, 2008; Irving & Malik, 2004; Peim, 2013).  If education is to provide 
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the promise of equality for all children, policies must address issues of race, culture, 

socioeconomic status, disability, power, and privilege (Brathwaite, 2017; Guerra, Nelson, 

Jacobs, & Yamamura, 2013; United Nations Children’s Fund, 2015).  

During the landmark decision of Brown v. Board of Education (1954) the U.S. 

Supreme Court deemed the separate but equal standards of racial segregation adopted in 

Plessy v. Ferguson (1896) unconstitutional.  Chief Justice Earl Warren argued that an 

equal opportunity to quality education is of great importance in a democratic society and 

necessary if a child is expected to succeed in life.  Greenstone, Looney, Patashnik, and 

Yu (2013) explained that a quality education also increases the likelihood of upward 

social mobility.  If education is the key to poor U.S. citizens transforming their economic 

circumstances and opportunities, then policymakers should focus on equitable 

educational policies (de Freitas, 2008).  Education reform policy operates within a larger 

background of increased segregation and economic inequality that increases the 

difficulties disadvantaged and minority students experience (Orfield & Lee, 2006).  

Despite a history of reform efforts dedicated to promoting equality, de facto segregation 

is widespread (Brown, 2006; Richmond, 2012; Stainback & Tomaskovic-Devey, 2012).  

Orfield, Frankenberg, and Siegel-Hawley’s (2016) examined the importance of racial and 

economic segregation and inferior educational equality 62 years after Brown v. Board of 

Education.  This somber report revealed that class and race continue to segregate a 

growing number of students.  Orfield et al. (2016) cautioned that segregation perpetuates 

inequality in which few minority and “poor” students benefit from the advantages and 

power that middle-class families possess, leaving them poorly prepared.  Brighouse 
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(2007) argued that socioeconomic segregation undermines the “goals and principles that 

constitute social justice in education” (p. 576).  Marginalized students face unconscious 

biases and structural conditions that keep them disadvantaged in poor neighborhoods 

(Burgos & Rivera, 2012; Rothstein, 2015). 

Georgia’s Consequential Accountability System 

Under NCLB and ESSA, consequential accountability began in the 1990s, 

requiring states to implement accountability systems that apply rewards or sanctions to 

achievement scores as a condition of receiving Title I federal education funds (Kress, 

Zechmann, & Schmitten, 2011).  Schools faced escalating penalties for not making 

Annual Yearly Progress (AYP), which included replacement of the school’s principal, 

reconstitution, and school closure under NCLB consequential accountability systems 

(Schneider, 2011).  Opponents of NCLB criticized the focus on the lowest-performing 

students as leading to neglect of the nation’s highest-performing students (Schneider, 

2011).  ESSA gave the state the authority to design their own accountability systems and 

consequences (Aldeman, 2016).  Darling-Hammond (2004) claimed that a misunderstood 

definition of accountability has led to “increased emphasis on tests, coupled with rewards 

and sanctions, as the basis for ‘accountability’ systems.  These strategies have often had 

unintended consequences that undermine access to education for low achieving students 

rather than enhancing it.” (p. 1047).  Elements related to testing and punishment in 

NCLB remain in ESSA, but states generally have domain over them.   

Georgia’s system of accountability is the College and Career Ready Performance 

Index (CCRPI), which measures schools’ quality based on students’ performances on 
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statewide assessments (Governor’s Office of Student Achievement [GOSA], 2016a).  The 

CCRPI also communicates schools’ effective improvement practices and ability to 

provide positive student and parent experiences.   Additionally, Georgia provides letter 

grades based on a school’s CCRPI score, as well as information about a school’s 

demographics and graduation rates (Georgia Department of Education [GaDOE], 2015b).  

The CCRPI grading score and letter equivalency are: A = 90.0 and higher; B = 80.0 – 

89.9; C = 70.0 – 79.9; D = 60.0 – 69.9; and F = 60.0 and lower. 

The GaDOE (2015b) uses CCRPI scores to identify the lowest 5% of Title I 

schools as Priority Schools and the lowest 10% of Title I schools as Focus.  Figure 1 

shows the sanctions and measures placed on Title I schools under Georgia’s 

accountability system. 

 

 

Figure 1. Sanctions under Georgia’s consequential accountability system. 

Sanctions
Focus Schools             
Lowest 10% of 
Title I schools

Priority                                                              
Lowest 5% of 
Title I schools 

Intervention 
CCRPI rating of “F” 
for three consecutive 

years
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In November of 2016, Georgia voters voted against the creation of Opportunity 

School District (OSD), a proposed amendment by Georgia’s governor, Nathan Deal.  

This amendment would have allowed the state to intervene in schools that are chronically 

failing or those that earn an F rating for three or more consecutive years as measured by 

the schools CCRPI (GOSA, 2016b, para. 2).  Opponents to the proposal noted that 

research on statewide school takeovers is insufficient at best and that the measure used 

relies too heavily on standardized test scores and not the context in which scores may 

represent (McDonald, 2016; Shearer, 2016). 

Title I Schools 

Title I schools serve a high percentage of children from low-income families 

(U.S. Department of Education, 2015).  For that reason, Title I schools are frequently 

located in economically disadvantaged neighborhoods and often racially and 

socioeconomically segregated (Greenman, Bodovski, & Reed, 2011).  Furthermore, Title 

I schools are subject to reform accountability measures that fail to account for the 

uniqueness of the individual schools and the contexts in which these schools operate.  

Gardiner et al. (2009) acknowledged that reform legislation presents challenges to 

schools serving students in a distinct population.  Brown (2006) argued that these 

challenges exist because Title I schools:   

• are more diverse and usually serve large groups of minority students, students 

with disabilities, economically disadvantaged students, and students with 

limited English proficiency which typically score lower in comparison to their 

peers; 
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• are concentrated with students that lack financial and supportive resources that 

directly affects academic achievement; and  

• experience less parental involvement, and face more discipline problems and 

staff turnover, which create tensions that interfere with a positive school 

climate.  

In comparison, non-Title I schools:   

• benefit from large numbers of applicants for each staff vacancy where the work 

environment is considered to be more positive and less demanding;  

• have greater parental involvement and build more positive school climates and 

stronger home/school relations; and 

• are perceived as better than Title I schools serving primarily minority and low-

income students.  

Socol (2015) noted that the acts of ranking schools that are inherently different 

and applying labels based on those differences build education hierarchies according to 

wealth and power.  National Kids Count (2016) reported the number of minority students 

who attend high poverty public schools is disproportionate when compared to White 

students.  These extenuating circumstances suggest a much greater problem.  For 

example, Ross et al. (2012) suggested that living in poverty adversely affects academic 

performance and results in decreased rates of school completion.  Students in schools 

labeled as failing face multiple risk factors that affect the way they approach learning and 

academic performance (Blad, 2016; Rothstein, 2013).  Rothstein (2013) argued, 

“Concentrating students with these disadvantages in racially and economically 
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homogenous schools depress it even further” (p. 50).  Many low-performing schools are 

in the boundaries of impoverished communities (Aske, Corman, & Marston 2011; Chung, 

2015; Greenman et al., 2011; Pendall, 2000).  Many students affected by labeling are 

minority students living in poverty (GOSA, 2016a, 2016b, 2016c, 2017).  Poverty is one 

of many risk factors facing students in Title I schools.  Children living in poverty start 

school at a disadvantage in terms of their vocabulary, health, behaviors, and attitudes 

toward school (Burkam & Lee, 2002).  

Education reform policies remain ineffective, not because of schools’ efforts to 

educate all students, but as a direct and inevitable consequence of those hegemonic 

policies.  Researchers contend that reform emphasizes sorting and discriminatory 

behavior toward minorities (Boger, 2002; Hochschild & Shen, 2014).  Regardless of 

policy insiders’ intentions, the current hegemonic policy favors middle and upper-class 

students while further intensifying problems faced by working-class students (Bertrand, 

Perez, & Rogers, 2015).  This suggests the need for a critical examination of the powerful 

hegemonic accountability policies and their impact on the marginalized (Hoover & 

Shook, 2003; Rodgers, 2014).  Success in school remains linked tightly to power and 

privilege.  It seems clear that the educational systems in the United States are not working 

for all its citizens (Frase, 1992).  

Shriberg et al. (2008) interviewed several cultural diversity experts in a study 

regarding the significance of social justice in education.  A respondent best summarized 

hegemonic policy as “those who have power make the rules and that those who have 

power are the most reluctant to make a change because it will diminish their place.  It 
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maintains the status quo” (Shriberg et al., p. 464).  This quote is central to an examination 

of how educational policy and reform intersects with the marginalized.  Unfortunately, 

the gaps in achievement between privileged and underprivileged groups still remain.  

This inequality in educational opportunities prevents students from becoming successful 

and productive citizens (Valadez & Mirci, 2015).  An increasingly competitive global 

economy demands policymakers to develop an educational model for social justice 

dedicated to giving all students equitable opportunities to succeed in society (Mthethwa-

Sommers, 2014). 

Socioeconomically disadvantaged students often have gaps in learning and fall 

behind their peers.   Before this gap can be resolved, teachers will need to attune 

pedagogical practices to addressing the effects of poverty and its impact on student 

learning.  Social justice efforts in curriculum and instruction should reflect principles in 

Freire’s 1973 publication, Pedagogy of the Oppressed.  Freire proposed a critical 

pedagogy and critical consciousness for the purpose of educating to empower and 

transform the oppressed.  Freire’s work has particular significance in understanding 

cultural diversity and equitable educational practices for the disadvantaged (Arredondo & 

Perez, 2003; Shor, 1993).  The American Educational Research Association explained, 

“Social justice in education is reflected in curriculum and school personnel who honor 

students’ languages and cultures, foster appreciation of difference, and engage in a moral 

use of power that resists discrimination and inequity” (as cited in Williamson et al., 2007, 

p. 195).  Bryant, Moss, and Zijdemans Boudreau (2015) described the need for culturally 
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responsive pedagogy and social justice discourse in preservice teachers’ training to 

address and understand the plight of marginalized students.  

Policies created to improve public education have been subject to problems and 

heavy criticism (Burke, 2011).  Under the looming threat of federal sanctions and public 

labeling, the administrators in low performing schools face greater pressures and 

numerous challenges.  Because of these policies, the achievement gap between 

socioeconomically disadvantaged students and their peers continues to widen (Huang, 

2015; Sirin, 2005).  Education policies have focused on closing the gaps and reducing 

inequality by pushing accountability measures through rewards and penalties (Gaddis & 

Lauen, 2014).  These policies further exacerbate problems and produce poor results for 

the students they propose to help (Bogin & Nguyen-Hoang, 2014; Brathwaite, 2017; 

Clotfelter, Ladd, Vigdor, & Diaz, 2004).  

Labeling 

Under ESSA, states must identify or label low-performing schools.  Georgia 

schools receive labels with grade ratings ranging from “A” or excellent to “F” for failing.  

The GaDoe reports these grades to the public as a school report card based on the 

schools’ College and Career Ready Performance Index (CCRPI) score.  This report card 

also shares schools’ demographic information and climate rating (GOSA, n.d.).  Only 

Title I schools that serve socioeconomically disadvantaged students can be labeled as 

“Priority” or “Focus” based on academic achievement.  Labeling schools when they are 

not reaching the proficiency targets is one technique in the legislation mandated by 

NCLB and ESSA (Forte, 2010).  
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According to GOSA (2015), the reason for the reporting of scores that represent 

labels is to help the public “understand the strengths and challenges of their local schools 

and will help focus improvement efforts” (para. 3).  Moncrieffe (2013) cautioned that 

labeling processes produce unexpected outcomes and can misrepresent or stigmatize 

categories of people.  This supports Becker’s (1963) labeling theory, which proposed that 

the application of rules and sanctions by others against the one perceived as being an 

offender results in the social construction of deviance.  Riddile (2014) also argued against 

labeling schools as failing and articulated:  

The problem is not so much with our educational system as it is with our 

high poverty rates.  The real crisis is the level of poverty in too many of 

our schools and the relationship between poverty and student achievement.  

Our lowest achieving schools are the most under-resourced schools with 

the highest number of disadvantaged students.  We cannot treat these 

schools in the same way that we would schools in more advantaged 

neighborhoods or we will continue to get the same results.  (para. 8) 

Furthermore, Debris (2003) cautioned that the derogatory connotation attached to the 

failing label serves as an expression of power when the purpose of the language is to 

govern whether one is to receive rewards or sanctions.    

In keeping with the literature regarding labeling, the practice of labeling certain 

schools as failing creates additional barriers for those schools to overcome (Cole, 2008; 

Hess & Petrilli, 2009; Rubie-Davies, 2015; Spring, 2007).  As research indicates, the 

context of schools (Daley et al., 2005; Ross & Nunnery, 2005) and teacher expectation 
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(Al-Fadhli & Singh, 2006; Ferguson, 2003; Ganley, Quintana, & Loop, 2007; Guyll, 

Madon, Prieto, & Scherr, 2010; Korthagen, 2013; Oates, 2003; Peterson, Rubie-Davies, 

Osborne, & Sibley, 2016; Rist, 1970) influences academic achievement, rendering 

students in schools labeled as failing more susceptible to unsatisfactory progress than 

others.  In addition, problems associated with labeling and lowered expectations can 

develop into a self-fulfilling prophecy that reinforces underachievement (Gull et al., 

2010).  Self-fulfilling prophecies occur when expectations grounded in biased beliefs 

create differential learning experiences supporting the initial expectation (Brophy, 1983; 

Williams, 2012).  Furthermore, labeling schools serving children from disadvantaged 

socioeconomic backgrounds creates stigmatizing interactions that further isolate and 

block their access to equal opportunities (Korthagen, 2013; Vance, 2015).  For this 

reason, Ganley et al. (2007) explained, this process further “stratifies our society into 

haves and have-nots” (p. 5).   

Spring (2007) called for “a concerted effort by all those involved with education 

policy to abandon the deficit language associated with disadvantages” (p. 8).  

Unfortunately, this practice magnifies the consequences and ignores the cause as to why 

so many students in socioeconomically disadvantaged schools are failing (Barone, 1999).  

Labeling theory is crucial in understanding how categorizing schools transforms attitudes 

into behaviors in the context of education reform policy (Chimhenga, 2016; Rist, 2007).  

Labeling and sanctioning schools have failed to address school quality and achievement 

for students living in poverty, and there has been no significant decrease in achievement 

gaps (Guisbond, Neill, & Schaeffer, 2012).   
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Achievement Gap 

Achievement gaps occur when there is a statistically significant difference in the 

average score of one group of students compared to another group (Ross et al., 2012).  

Leefatt (2015) called this a disparity between the kids with means or “haves” and the 

poor kids or “have-nots” (p. 552).  Results are different from educational reform 

legislation’s central goal of providing quality education to all students; improvements 

have been slow and incidental at best.  The socioeconomic status of students is one of the 

major factors affecting academic achievement, which also correlates to the neighborhood 

or home environment (Yelgün & Karaman, 2015).  Coleman et al. (1966) explained, 

“Inequalities imposed on children by their home, neighborhood, and peer environment 

are carried along to become the inequalities with which they confront adult life at the end 

of school” (p. 325).  

To bridge the gap between economically disadvantaged students and other 

students, the federal government enacted Title I, Part A (Title I) of the 1965 Elementary 

and Secondary Education Act (U.S. Congress, 1965), to “provide financial support to 

local education agencies serving areas with high concentrations of children from low-

income families” (U.S. Congress 1965, Sec. 201).  Title I schools are identified by 

elevated numbers or percentages of poor children that live in low socioeconomic areas 

(Thomas, 2008).  Children who live in low socioeconomic and racially segregated 

neighborhoods attend the same homogeneous schools (Rothstein, 2015; Sawhill, 2006).  

Brighouse (2007) explained: 
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[When] students attend socioeconomically integrated schools, they benefit from 

resources well-educated and wealthy parents contribute at more affluent schools, 

have fewer competitors for remedial or instructional assistance, socialization with 

students exhibiting the cultural capital of the dominant class, and learn from 

talented teachers that more affluent schools attract (p. 581).  

When examining the plight of disadvantaged schools Berliner (2009) found:  

Because America’s schools are so highly segregated by income, race, and 

ethnicity, problems related to poverty occur simultaneously, with greater 

frequency, and act cumulatively in schools serving disadvantaged communities.  

These schools therefore face significantly greater challenges than schools serving 

wealthier children, and their limited resources are often overwhelmed.  Efforts to 

improve educational outcomes in these schools, attempting to drive change 

through test-based accountability, are thus unlikely to succeed unless 

accompanied by policies to address the OSFs [out of school factors] that 

negatively affect large numbers of our nations’ students.  Poverty limits student 

potential; inputs to schools affect outputs from them (p. 1). 

Children coming from low socioeconomic environments often do not come to school 

with equivalent background experiences as children from upper- and middle-class 

socioeconomic communities who tend to test better (Davis, 2003; Ediger, 2008; 

Rawlinson, 2011).  Vail (2004) concurred, “[Children] from high poverty environments 

enter school less ready to learn, and they lag behind their more-affluent classmates in 

their ability to use language to solve problems” (p. 12).  In other words, children from 
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low-income households are already behind when they enter kindergarten, and it is 

possible they may never recover.  

To reiterate, educational reform policy has failed to significantly close the 

achievement gaps between disadvantaged students and their peers.  As a social justice 

issue, the effects of reform have been particularly severe in Title I schools serving 

children from low-income households.  Title I schools are at a distinct disadvantage when 

competition and sanctions are based on the lowest performing students.  Labeling these 

schools as failing, unfortunately, amplifies the challenges so many schools in 

socioeconomically disadvantaged neighborhoods face.  Test scores disaggregated by 

subpopulations of race, economic class, special education, and English proficiency 

determine success or failure.  Affluent schools are highly segregated and less likely to 

have subpopulations, which allows these schools to escape penalties that more diverse 

schools face.  As a result, reform policies concentrate efforts and resources on teachers’ 

effect on students but do little to fully compensate for out-of-school factors on students’ 

performance (Brighouse, 2007; Ravitch, 2010).  

Growing research and professional literature specifically propose that resilience 

increases the possibility of educational success despite experiences and adversities 

associated with living in poverty (Brown, 2001; Kibe & Boniwell, 2015; Gillham et al., 

2013).  Likewise, Nicoll (2014) provided a conceptual framework for guiding school 

leaders in creating transformative schools dedicated to curriculum and instructional 

practices that are responsive to environmental influences and foster social-emotional 

competencies.  Martin (2002) posited that producing students who are motivated and 
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resilient to setbacks, pressure, and stress in the school setting is essential to closing the 

academic gap.   

Summary 

This chapter presented the researcher’s exploration of relevant literature to fully 

understand the context surrounding this study.  The researcher critically analyzed relevant 

literature related to principals leading schools labeled as failing, history of education 

reform, Georgia’s Consequential Accountability System, Title I schools, labeling, and the 

achievement gap.  The aim of this literature review was to situate the experiences of the 

participants within existing literature related specifically to the topic (Creswell, 2014).  

The literature reviewed in this chapter supports the need to explore the ways in which 

school principals’ experience and make sense of their ascribed school status label under 

Georgia’s consequential accountability system.  The following chapter describes the 

methodology used in this study to explore school principals’ experience in schools 

labeled as failing.    
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

This study sought to explore education reform mechanisms through an analysis of 

insiders’ lived experiences, particularly the effects of sanctions as vehicles for enhancing 

school performance in the context of Title I schools.  Qualitative interpretive research is 

distinctive in its approach to capture meaning from human actions that are historically 

and culturally situated (Bevir & Kedar, 2008; Klotz & Lynch 2007; Prasad, 2005).  This 

qualitative study employed interpretive phenomenological analysis (IPA), proposed by 

Smith, Flowers, and Osborn (1997), to analyze and understand how participants negotiate 

labels and sanctions under education reform policy (Smith & Osborn, 2003; Smith, 

Flowers, & Larkin, 2009).  This process emphasized the shared experiences of school 

leaders in failing Title I schools and provided an interpretation of those experiences.  This 

study’s intent was to go beyond existing understandings and provide new insight 

regarding school status labels under consequential accountability systems and to debate 

the notion of failure in current educational discourse by bringing the lived experiences of 

participants to light.   

Research Questions Reiterated 

This study was interpretive in that it attempted to understand the lived experiences 

from the participants’ perspectives.   The research question for this study was formulated 

to generate rich and detailed descriptions of how participants experience the phenomenon
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under investigation (Brekhus, Galliher, & Gubrium, 2005; Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2012).  

The central research question was: How do principals in labeled Title I elementary 

schools experience CCRPI ratings and other accountability mechanisms?  This question 

generated two subquestions: 

a. What does it feel like to be the leader of a school that has been labeled as 

failing? 

b. How do contextual factors influence how principals understand and make 

sense of what they experienced? 

Research Design 

This study used a qualitative interpretive practice to explore what it means to be a 

leader serving in a school labeled as failing under consequential accountability reform.  

The researcher gained knowledge through a description of experiences from participants 

(Al-Busaidi, 2008, Creswell, 2014; Denzin & Lincoln, 2011).  As such, the researcher 

explored the in-depth accounts of five elementary school principals working in schools 

labeled as chronically failing as the primary source of data.  The researcher’s field notes 

and documents served as secondary data collection.   

Denzin and Lincoln (2011) maintained that qualitative methodology is preferable 

when conducting research that answers “how” questions.  Furthermore, this methodology 

“allows for a rich and in-depth understanding of a phenomenon” (Levy, 2006, p. 370).  

Gaining a deep understanding of the human experience is central to conducting 

qualitative research (Halcomb, 2016; Schwandt, 1999).  In this study, a qualitative 

approach allowed the researcher and participants an opportunity to share and explore 
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their perceptions and lived experiences with leading a school labeled as failing.  This 

research also provided an opportunity to integrate social justice practices in qualitative 

research to exposed issues facing Title I school labeled as failing and gain a deeper 

contextual understanding of participants’ lived experiences under consequential 

accountability reform (Bassey, 2007; Creswell, 2014; Groenewald, 2004; Lyons et al., 

2013; Matua & Van Der Wal, 2015).  Thus, exploring participants’ experiences through a 

qualitative lens allowed the researcher the opportunity to gain insight from participants as 

they made meaning from their experiences with the negative consequential accountability 

system.     

Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis 

In this qualitative study, the researcher utilized interpretative phenomenological 

analysis (IPA) as the methodology to approach data analysis and explore what it means to 

be a principal serving in a school publicly labeled and sanctioned by Georgia’s 

consequential accountability system.  The goal of this research was to extricate meaning 

from participants’ experiences and to describe “what it is like” (Larkin, Watts, & Chifton, 

2006, p. 104) from their perspective.  The researcher chose IPA as a method rather than a 

simpler means of description to best explore the meanings participants attach to College 

and Career Ready Performance Index (CCRPI) ratings, labels, and other accountability 

mechanisms (Cassidy, Reynolds, Naylor, & De Souza, 2011; Roberts, 2013, & Smith & 

Osborn, 2003).   

The key theoretical perspectives of IPA are phenomenology, hermeneutics, and 

ideography (Oxley, 2016; Shinebourne, 2011b; Smith, 2004, 2007; Smith et al., 2009).  
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The combined theoretical influences of IPA are a distinct approach in the field of 

phenomenology that helps researchers make sense of phenomena as others have 

experienced it (Cassidy et al., 2011; Smith, 1996; Todres & Holloway, 2004).  IPA as a 

methodology utilizes phenomenology to understand lived experience, hermeneutics to 

make interpretations of texts, and ideograph to pay attention to what an experience is like 

for the individual (Donnellan, Murray, & Holland, 2014).   

Phenomenology.  The phenomenological aspect of IPA research enables the 

exploration of shared lived experience of individuals in the social world (Christensen, 

Johnson, & Turner, 2010; Creswell, 2014).  Creswell (2014) explained that these lived 

experiences focus on extracting perceptions and meaning of a phenomenon as described 

by the participants themselves.  Mertens (2015) explained the “key characteristic of 

phenomenology is the study of the way in which members of a group or community 

themselves interpret the world and life around them” (p. 248).  Phenomenology is 

characterized as a philosophy, method, and approach to qualitative research (Patton, 

2002).  As a philosophy, phenomenology is concerned with the phenomenon connected 

to experience and consciousness (Moustakas, 1994; Von Eckartsberg, 1986).  In 

designing a study, Hycner (1999) emphasized, “The phenomenon dictates the method 

(not vice-versa) including even the type of participants” (p. 156).    

This study sought to explore the phenomenon of leading schools labeled as failing 

under a consequential accountability system through conducting interviews.  

Phenomenological research culminates in the meaning, structure, and essences of the 

experience for several individuals from a subjective point of view (Christensen et al., 
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2010; Creswell, 2014).  The intention of this study was to use the perspectives of the 

principals to understand their lived experiences of working in school labeled failing 

(Bassey, 2007; Groenewald, 2004; Lyons et al., 2013; Matua & Van Der Wal, 2015).  

Van Manen (1990) explained:  

The point of phenomenological research is to “borrow” other people’s 

experiences and their reflections on their experiences in order to better be able to 

come to an understanding of the deeper meaning or significance of an aspect of 

human experience, in the context of the whole human experience.  (p. 62) 

Regarding the effects of reform, Lester (1999) contended that phenomenological 

approaches are effective at making voices heard to uncover factors taken for granted and 

to determine their effects on the marginalized society.  The goal of this study was to 

understand the participants’ experiences with consequential accountability reform policy 

and interpret what it means to be a principal leading a school labeled as failing in 

socioeconomically disadvantaged schools.  

Hermeneutics.  Hermeneutics, as used in this study, derived from the work of 

Martin Heidegger (Van Manen, 1990).  Specifically, hermeneutic phenomenology is 

interpreting people’s lived experiences (Annells, 1996; Cerbone, 2014; Moran, 2002).  

An important part of Heidegger’s model is the recognition of the subjective world as 

experienced by the participants through their stories.  Heidegger’s (1927/1962) 

phenomenological approach is appropriate because this research sought to interpret the 

subjective experiences of principals working in schools labeled as failing under the 

pressures and sanctions of test-based accountability. 
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In contrast, Husserl’s (1965) transcendental phenomenology focus is a purely 

descriptive inquiry of the phenomenon (Cerbone, 2014; Van Manen, 1990; VanScoy & 

Evenstad, 2015).  This requires researchers to bracket in a process of separating 

assumptions apart from the participant or holding judgment (Finlay, 2009; Husserl, 

1965).  Brooke (2013) claimed, “There are many differing realities in the world and thus 

research needs to take into account how human situations, behaviours and experiences 

construct realities which are inherently subjective” (p. 431).   

In following a hermeneutic interpretive phenomenological approach, the 

researcher plays an important role in the construction of knowledge (Maly & von 

Herrmann, 2013; Smith, 2004).  Smith (2004) referred to this phenomenological process 

as double hermeneutics.  Instead of ignoring the personal biases, researchers may 

explicitly acknowledge and examine their experience with the phenomenon that could 

affect data collection or analysis (Brocki & Wearden, 2006; Clancy, 2013; Shaw, 2010; 

Sutton & Austin, 2015).  Gearing (2004) used the term “unbracketing”’ (p. 1434), which 

is more consistent with an interpretive study.  Furthermore, Gearing (2004) proposed 

removing the brackets and merging the two sets of information to create a full picture.  

Likewise, LeVasseur (2003) and Smith (2004) argued that separating past knowledge or 

experiences in phenomenology dilutes the essence of the phenomenon.  During this 

study, the researcher kept field notes because the researcher attempted to interpret how 

the participants made sense of their experiences (Biggerstaff & Thompson, 2008; Doutre, 

Green, & Knight-Elliott, 2013; Pringle, Drummond, McLafferty & Hendry, 2011).    
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Idiography.  Methods devoted to understanding individual experience within a 

given context distinguishes IPA from other phenomenological methods (VanScoy & 

Evenstad, 2015).  Idiography is concerned with a detailed examination of individual cases 

within a small number of cases (Githaiga, 2014; Oxley, 2016; Smith, 2004; Smith et al., 

2009).  IPA researchers should concentrate on going deeper with data to highlight 

individual experiences of a phenomenon (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2012; Shinebourne, 

2011c).  To achieve this, this study utilized a small, homogenous, and purposively 

selected samples moving from individual to broader themes (Charlick, McKellar, Fielder, 

& Pincombe, 2015).  The idiographic focus of this study allowed individual meanings to 

move closer to a shared meaning of all the participants (Frost, 2011; Smith, 2004), “in 

hopes of getting a better understanding of the phenomena under investigation” (Willig & 

Stainton-Rogers, 2008, p. 183).   

The aim of this study was to illuminate what it means to be a leader serving in a 

school labeled as failing under consequential accountability reform.  IPA was the most 

appropriate data analysis method to address the research questions because of its 

commitment to understanding lived experience, making interpretations of texts, and 

understanding what it is like for a particular person as they experience the phenomenon 

(Donnellan et al., 2014).  To support this inquiry, the researcher noted significant 

statements, keywords, and phrases from interviews with participants and the 

interpretation of those interactions as a primary source by which to generate data. 
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Participant Selection Criteria 

This study sought to gain information from principals working in Title I schools 

placed on the chronically failing schools list based on their CCRPI scores from 2014, 

2015, and 2016 (GOSA, 2016c).  The researcher recruited principals from elementary 

schools in one Georgia school public district.  The rationale for choosing elementary 

level derived from the researcher’s experience in elementary school and the large 

percentage of elementary schools placed on the chronically failing schools list.  

Discussions surrounding education reform place blame on educators because of their 

critical part in preparing children for the future (Weingarten, 2011).  However, rarely 

does education reform discourse include insiders’ voices as an essential input to such 

debates (Rousmaniere, 1997; Vernaza, 2012).  

Policy texts and education reform rhetoric frequently attribute the achievement 

gap to the weakness of individual teachers and omit potential external factors that can 

exert negative influences on school performance (Barton & Coley, 2010; Ravitch, 2016; 

Santoro, 2011).  By interviewing principals working in labeled schools, the researcher 

sought to provide a rich contextual description of experiences regarding negative 

accountability mechanisms (Finlay, 2009).  The researcher selected principals because 

their unique responsibility to improve school performance exists beyond single 

classrooms (Shelton, 2009).  In short, the principals in this study made critical decisions 

on a daily basis that affected student achievement in large, disadvantaged populations.  

Table 1 provides the demographics of each participating principal.  The researcher 

assigned and used pseudonyms for the participants to ensure anonymity. 
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Table 1 

Participant Demographics  

Participant 
Pseudonym 

Gender Age Years as 
Principal of 

Present School 

Years of 
Experience 

Experience in 
Non-Title I 

Schools 
Debra Female 50s   3 21 No 

Brenda Female 50s   5 26 Yes 

James Male 50s 12 26 No 

Amy Female 50s   4 25 Yes 

Mary Female 40s   6 14 No 

 
 

Principals in this study represented different career stages, genders (one male and 

four female participants), and total years of relevant experience ranging from 14 to 26 

years (see Table 1).  The researcher chose criterion sampling as an appropriate strategy to 

narrow the field of view to participants who provided a comprehensive understanding of 

the phenomenon of interest (Palinkas et al., 2015).  All participants worked as a principal 

in a school publicly labeled as failing under Georgia’s consequential accountability 

reform for at least four years.  Although two participants had some experience in non-

Title I Schools, all participants spent the majority of their career in Title I Schools.   

Institutional Review Board 

The researcher received permission to conduct the study from Mercer 

University’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) before making any contact with 

participants for this study.  Following IRB approval (see Appendix A) and school board 
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approval (see Appendix B), the researcher used email to send information pertaining to 

the study to eight potential participants who matched the phenomenon criterion of 

working in a school labeled Title I and to invite them to participate.  The email addresses 

of the principals were available on the district’s public website.  Due to the large amount 

of textual data produced in interpretive phenomenology, the researcher sought to collect 

data from no more than five participants in this study (Smith & Osborn, 2003).  The 

initial invitation did not yield five willing participant responses, so the researcher sent an 

additional email approximately one week later to participants who did not respond.  

Individuals who did not wish to participate or had not responded to the second email 

invitation were excluded from the study and not contacted.   

The researcher then contacted all positive responders to confirm willingness to 

participate in the study.  During that time, the researcher set up a time and place 

convenient for each participant to make a brief introduction, communicate the overview 

of the study, approximate the time involved, answer any questions about the study, and 

gain their written informed consent (see Appendix C).  At no time during this process 

were participants or potential participants forced or pressured into taking part in this 

study, and they were free to decline participation at any time after they gave their 

consent.  At the beginning of the initial interview with each participant, the researcher 

reviewed details of the research, obtained verbal informed consent, and provided 

assurance of the researcher’s ability to preserve the confidentiality of records and 

identities.  The participants also received the opportunity to ask any questions.  
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Following the reception of participant informed consent, the researcher 

established an interview schedule and location most convenient for participants.  The 

researcher conducted in-depth interviews using a semistructured interview protocol with 

each participant (see Appendix D).  As this study sought to collect in-depth reflections of 

the participants’ lived experiences and how they make sense of those experiences, one 

interview session was not adequate to gain participants’ trust and collect rich textual data 

(Brekhus, Galliher, & Gubrium, 2005).  The researcher met with each participant three 

times, for a period of approximately 60 minutes for each interview.   

Data Collection 

The researcher used data collection methods consistent with Smith et al.’s (2009) 

recommendation for IPA studies.   The intent of this research was to understand what it 

means to lead a school labeled as failing under consequential accountability reform 

through interviews, field notes, and relevant documents.  In this study, the researcher 

used interview data from five principals leading schools labeled as failing, researcher’s 

field notes, and relevant documents to answer the research question.  Denzin and Lincoln 

(2011) theorized qualitative research as “a situated activity that locates the observer in the 

world, [and] it consists of a set of interpretive practices that makes the world visible and 

transforms the world” (p. 3).  Qualitative researchers study individuals in their natural 

environment, attempting to understand phenomena and the meanings people bring to 

them (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011).  This study sought to collect in-depth first-person 

accounts of participants’ experiences with the phenomenon under investigation 

(Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2012).  The data collection methods in this study were idiographic 
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in that the researcher explored meaning with each case before moving to the next case 

(see Table 2).   

There are several qualitative data collection methods available to researchers to 

understand how the participants make sense of their experiences with consequential 

accountability mechanisms and to obtain insight into how context influences these 

meanings (Marshall & Rossman, 2006).  The researcher considered using a focus group 

as a method of data collection in this study, for they are a valid method for describing 

specific group experiences (Connelly, 2015; Farrelly, 2013; Yates & Leggett, 2016).  

However, the use of focus groups as a method of collecting data to explore how school 

leaders experience accountability ratings presented several problems (Webb & Kevern, 

2001), notably, the lack of confidentiality present in the interactions of a group (Krueger 

& Casey, 2015).  Therefore, it was likely participants in this study would be reluctant to 

speak freely about the sensitive nature involving the status and labeling of their schools in 

the presence of other principals (Morgan, 1997).  In a like manner, Smith (2004) 

criticized that IPA’s commitment to individual experiences are neglected in the dynamics 

of a group consensus.  Therefore, the researcher determined to conduct individual 

interviews with each participating principal. 

Interviews 

The aim of IPA interviews is to allow the interviewer to enter the participants’ 

lifeworld as they provide a detailed account of their experience with the phenomenon in 

question (Smith et al., 2009).  Interpretive methods in data collection yield insights, 

understandings, and explanations from the participants’ perspectives (Scotland, 2012).  



60 

 

This study utilized in-depth interviews to make meaning about the topic from the 

perspective of the individual (Glesne, 2015; Mack, Woodsong, MacQueen, Guest, & 

Namey, 2005).  Accordingly, the researcher employed semistructured interviews as the 

primary method for collecting data to engage participants directly in a conversation, 

obtain a rich description of experiences and uncover meaning from those experiences 

(Schultze & Avital, 2010; Smith, 2007).  Central to this study was an analysis of 

perceptions and lived experiences of principals in labeled Title I schools (Yin, 2003).  As 

such, the researcher interviewed principals to thoroughly explore detailed first-person 

accounts of their unique experience with school status labels under consequential 

accountability reform and the context that influenced those experiences (Paton, Roberts, 

Bruce, & Marsden, 2014).    

Interviews in this study consisted of five questions and various prompts using a 

semistructured, in-depth protocol (see Appendix D), specifically focused on the 

understanding of how participants generate and deploy meaning in social life (May, 

2011).  Britten (2006) suggested that semistructured interviews should consist of several 

key questions that allow the researcher and the participant time to pursue an idea or 

response in more detail.  For the novice researcher, Smith et al. (2009) recommended 

reviewing research questions with someone else.  In this study, the researcher reviewed 

the interview questions and schedule with the researcher’s advisor, and it was determined 

that three interviews would be necessary to sufficiently explore participants’ experiences.  

During the interviews, the researcher avoided leading questions that may have influenced 

the participants’ understanding of the phenomenon (Smith et al., 2009).  A semistructured 
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interview format provided some flexibility and allowed the researcher to ensure that the 

perceptions of the participants were voiced (Creswell, 2014).   

The interviews for this study took place in a quiet environment free from 

distractions, as Gill, Stewart, Treasure, and Chadwick (2008) advised, so the researcher 

could listen attentively without interruptions as respondents shared their experiences as 

fully as possible.  The researcher interviewed principals in their homes, after work or 

during the weekend.   

The questions, separated into three interview sessions (see Appendix D), solicited: 

(a) participants’ perception of their ascribed school status label; (b) participants’ beliefs 

and experiences with accountability; and (c) participants’ beliefs about the impact of 

consequential reform accountability in the context of labeled schools.  The first interview 

began by asking participants general demographic information such as race, sex, age, and 

experience within Title I schools.  The researcher met with each participant three times, 

with each interview session lasting approximately 60 minutes.  Multiple interviews 

allowed the researcher to establish a rapport with the participants as the interviews 

proceeded to the final meeting (Bolderstone, 2012).  

Following the conducting and transcription of the interviews, the researcher called 

each participant for a member check to verify statements and the researcher’s 

interpretation of those statements and to offer participants a copy of their transcribed 

interview for review.  To ensure the reliability of data, the researcher strictly adhered to 

the interview protocol with all participants and transcribed all interviews verbatim 
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(Easton, McComish, & Greenberg, 2000; Leung, 2015).  Table 2 depicts the researcher’s 

idiographic data collection process. 

 
Table 2  

Idiographic Data Collection Process 

Collecting Data Researcher’s Actions 

Schedule interview • Made interview schedule with each participant.  
• Completed all three interviews with participant before 

moving on to the next participant 

Conduct Interview • Established rapport with participants during three 
interviews 

Contextualize interview • Utilized and expanded field notes after each interview 
• Selected media representation and relevant documents 

during data collection period. 
Transcribe interview • Recorded each interview verbatim  

 
 
Field Notes 

Field notes (see Appendix E) produced from interviews were a secondary source 

of data.  Documenting participants’ interviews provided supporting contextual 

information not available on audio-taped recordings (Creswell, 2014; Emerson, Fretz, & 

Shaw, 2011; Phillippi & Lauderdale, 2018; Van Manen, 1990).  Field notes in this study 

derived from experiences during and after interviews (Van Maanen, 1988).  In this study, 

field notes were both observational and reflective.  During each interview, the researcher 

jotted notes about body language or other behaviors not reflected in the recording.  After 

each interview, the researcher translated those jottings into field notes to help provide 

context for understanding each participant’s experiences.  The researcher later expanded 
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the field notes to included researcher’s interpretation, connections to theory, and pertinent 

information that took place during in the course of data collection.  

Document Collection 

In this study, documents served as a secondary data source.  The researcher 

performed document collection throughout the study based on their relevance to the 

study.  For example, the researcher used state documents to identify the schools’ 

characteristics and examined additional documents, such as media articles, relevant to the 

discourse surrounding schools labeled as failing to provide insight into the context 

surrounding the study (Bogdan & Biklen, 2003; Byrne, 2001; Mills, Bonner, & Francis, 

2006).  During the course of this study, the researcher also noted documents that were 

necessary to explore for contextual and historical information that could not be observed 

(Bowen, 2009).  The selection of the documents provided information surrounding 

principals working in school labeled as failing under consequential accountability reform. 

Inclusion criteria for the documents were either: (a) current discourse, (b) 

historically significant, or (c) theoretically linked to participants’ experiences with 

leading failing schools.  In all, the researcher reviewed nine documents for the purpose of 

providing a deeper understanding of the participants’ experiences (see Table 3).  The 

researcher reviewed and interpreted documents to develop understanding, uncover 

meaning, and provide insight around the phenomenon (Bowen, 2009; Merriam, 1988; 

O’Leary, 2014). 
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Table 3 

List of Documents 

 
 
 

The researcher examined these documents to provide contextual information 

surrounding the participants’ lived experiences with leading a failing school.  The 

researcher reviewed the documents to glean information about current discourse 
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surrounding policy affecting principals leading failing schools.  The researcher also 

reviewed documents to provide a historical context to the experiences of participants.  

Utilizing this study’s theoretical framework, two documents provided theoretical 

evidence that supported participants’ experiences.  

Data Storage 

Lack of confidentiality is often an issue in research, making respondents reluctant 

to share.  To mitigate this concern, prior to the interviews the researcher informed the 

participants of the study’s purpose, goal, and methods intended to ensure no disclosure of 

identifiable information about the participants or the site occurred (Gill et al., 2008; 

Wiles, Crow, Heath, & Charles, 2006).  The researcher changed all names of participants 

and schools to protect the identity and site of the participants by selecting pseudonyms 

from the Social Security Administration’s (2016) Top Names Over the Last 100 Years.  

The Social Research Association (2003) cautioned social researchers to remove any 

opportunities for others to infer identities from data; therefore, the researcher grouped 

data and referenced the site as a Georgia public school system.  

Furthermore, after receiving participants’ permission, the researcher audio 

recorded interviews using the memo feature on the researcher’s mobile device and then 

transcribed them verbatim.  All information from interviews lacked personal identifiers.  

The researcher separately stored the master code list of pseudonyms in a secure 

password-protected file located on a password-protected computer.  All field notes taken 

during the interviews were kept with no identifiable information in a locked safe in a 

secure office only accessible to the researcher.   
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Data Analysis 

The intent of this study was to explicate meaning from everyday events as 

experienced by principals who had firsthand knowledge of the phenomenon, provide new 

insight regarding school status labels under consequential accountability systems, and 

challenge the notion of failure (Rist, 1973).  The data gathered from this study in the form 

of semistructured interviews were used as an inquiry method to best capture the essence 

of the phenomenon (Smith et al., 2009; Welsh, 2002).   

The researcher analyzed data in a manner proposed by Smith et al. (2009).  

Consistent with the idiographic nature of this study, the researcher described each 

individual’s lived experience in detail prior to moving on to examine the others and then 

to more general claims as a whole (Moustakas, 1994; Smith et al., 1997; Smith & 

Osborn, 2015).  The research employed a thematic analysis method to extract the essence 

of the phenomenon from textual data (Smith et al., 2009; Welsh, 2002).  The method 

employed in this study was a cyclical process where the researcher advanced through 

several steps as recommended by Smith et al. (2009):  

1. “read and re-reading” (p. 82),  

2. “initial noting” (p. 83),  

3. “developing emergent themes” (p. 91),  

4. “searching for connections across emergent themes” (p. 97),  

5. “moving to the next case” (p. 100) and repeating steps 1 through 4, and 

6. “looking for patterns across cases” (p. 101).      
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As Smith et al. (2009) advised, the researcher approached data analysis with the 

hermeneutic circle in order to understand how parts of the data relates to the whole.  

Appendix F contains examples of the process used in this study in Steps 2 and 3.  

During Step 1, the researcher read the transcript closely and summarized parts of 

the interviews, concentrating on what the participant said (Smith et al., 2009).  During 

this time, it became necessary to listen to the audio recording of the interview to stay 

immersed in the data.  This also helped to contextual the interview by recalling emotional 

responses and significant interview experiences to the field notes. 

During Step 2, the researcher read the transcripts line by line and annotated for:  

• descriptive comments focused on describing the content of what the 

participant has said, the subject of the talk within the transcript (normal text).  

• linguistic comments focused upon exploring the specific use of language by 

the participant (italic). 

• conceptual comments focused on engaging at a more interrogative and 

conceptual level (underlined).  (Smith et al., 2009, p. 84) 

During Step 3, after the initial noting, the researcher turned the notes into 

meaning chunks (emergent themes) and phrases to capture the connections of text (Smith 

et al., 2009).  During this stage the researcher reflected on the participant’s original words 

and thoughts.  The research questions and literature informed and guided the researcher’s 

interpretations.   

In Step 4, the researcher clustered emerging themes together according to their 

conceptual similarities (Smith et al., 2009).  In this step, the researcher discarded some of 
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the themes if no connections were found.  The participant’s data generated a final list of 

superordinate themes and subthemes, which the researcher placed in a table.   

During Step 5, the researcher paid close attention to the idiographic commitment 

of IPA by bracketing emerging ideas from each case (Smith et al., 2009).  The researcher 

analyzed all five transcripts in the same manner.  Once the researcher analyzed all the 

transcripts, she progressed to Step 6 (Smith et al., 2009). 

 In Step 6, the researcher searched for connections among each participant’s data.  

The researcher revised some themes in this step.  In addition, the researcher discarded 

subordinate themes not noted in the majority of the participants’ transcripts.  Chapter 4 

presents the resulting superordinate and subordinate themes in narrative and table form.  

Credibility and Dependability 

Quality qualitative research can be judged by the extent “to which the 

participants’ subjective meanings, actions, and social contexts, as understood by them, 

are illuminated” (Fossey, Harvey, McDermott, & Davidson, 2002, p. 717).  This study 

used IPA as a methodology to access the participants’ cognitive inner world (Biggerstaff 

& Thompson, 2008).  The methods utilized in this study were appropriate and consistent 

with qualitative phenomenological research (Glesne, 2015; Golafshani, 2003).  

The researcher sought to capture the essence of the phenomenon through 

interviews (van Manen, 1990).  Mottern (2013) argued that when this is accomplished, 

phenomenology can be generalizable in that “essences are not tied to an individual or 

group but are universal, and therefore generalizable” (p. 8).  In terms of trustworthiness 

in phenomenological studies, Englander (2012) explained that the selection of 
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participants should be representative of the population experiencing the phenomenon.  

This study employed criterion sampling to select the participants who best represented 

educators working in schools labeled as failing in the current climate of accountability 

school reform (Creswell, 2014).  

As recommended by Glesne (2015), the researcher promoted trustworthiness 

through member checks and by capturing rich, thick descriptions of participants’ 

experiences with the phenomenon.  The researcher utilized member checks to validate the 

researcher’s summary of interview data to capture the essence of the phenomenon 

(Rager, 2005).  Member checking is a reflexive process used as a means of “equalizing 

power relationships within the research relationship” (Koelsch, 2013, p. 171) by enlisting 

participants as a part of the process.  Member checking is important because participants’ 

views help to construct meaning to understand the phenomenon being experienced 

(Harper & Cole, 2012).  The researcher provided the participants access to their 

interviews transcripts and invited them to read them for clarity and accuracy and to give 

additional information.  

Ponterotto (2006) provided a synthesized definition of thick description that 

involves greater attention to context and meaning in addition to interpreting and 

understanding how participants make sense of their behaviors and actions as they 

experience the phenomenon.  Likewise, Geertz (1973) illustrated the importance of the 

interpretative process, which entails going beyond mere descriptive and documenting 

experience, but intent as well.  Thick description of the respondents’ experiences with the 

phenomenon provided a deep understanding of how participants negotiate labels and 
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sanctions under education reform policy (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011; Geertz, 1973; Glesne, 

2015; Ponterotto, 2006).  Interviews, field notes, and a review of relevant documents 

provided triangulation of participants’ perception. 

Summary 

The purpose of this study was to explore how principals in labeled Title I 

elementary schools experience CCRPI ratings and other accountability mechanisms.  

This study aimed to understand participants’ lived experiences and beliefs as leaders 

serving in a school labeled as failing under consequential accountability reform.  Based 

on the aims of this research, a qualitative research approach was the most appropriate 

method.  Specifically, the researcher conducted an interpretive phenomenological 

methodology unitizing IPA as a data analysis method to examine in-depth interviews 

with participants.  This chapter identified the theoretical perspectives of the study’s 

design, the researcher’s philosophical assumptions guiding this study, processes, 

participants, setting, and ethical considerations.  The following chapter presents the 

results of this investigation.          
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

Labeling is definitive; once we say it, then it holds meaning (Namka, 1997, para. 1) 

This chapter provides the findings from interviews with five principals of 

elementary schools labeled as failing experience.  Using an interpretative 

phenomenological analysis, several themes emerged from interviews and relevant 

documents, which provided a glimpse into the lived experiences of the participants.  The 

chapter begins with a reiteration of the problem and the research questions, followed by 

profiles of the participating principals.  Next are summaries of the findings and themes 

revealed by the data.  Following this are an in-depth discussion of each theme, which 

include participants’ oral accounts of their experiences.  The chapter ends with a 

summary of the results. 

Statement of the Problem Revisited 

President Obama reauthorized the Elementary and Secondary Education Act 

(ESEA) in 2015 by signing the bipartisan Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) into law 

(Hess & Eden, 2017; McGuinn, 2016).  The new federal education law mandated that 

states must design an accountability system that sets high expectations for all students 

(Sharp, 2016).  Under Georgia’s consequential system, the state must grade and identify 

the lowest-performing schools.  Principals serving disadvantaged and diverse populations 

in schools labeled as failing are under extreme pressure to improve teaching and learning 
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(Bartoletti & Connelly, 2013).  A Title I school earning a school score of less than 60 for 

three consecutive years is considered a chronically failing school.  Policymakers use the 

threat of sanctions to raise student achievement in low-performing public schools 

(Chiang, 2009).  

Participants’ Profiles 

The researcher interviewed five elementary school principals.  The following 

pseudonyms represent the participants: Debra, Brenda, James, Amy, and Mary.  The 

researcher conducted three interviews with each participant.   

Debra 

  Debra was a 54-year-old African-American female.  At the time of this study, 

she had been a principal in her current school for three years.  When we started the first 

interview, she mentioned that she had nine years left before retirement.  Debra’s 

interviews took place at her church, where she appeared to be comfortable speaking 

candidly.  

All of Debra’s experiences had been in Title I elementary schools in the same 

county.  She worked as an assistant principal in the same county before moving to her 

current school.  The student population at Debra’s school was 99% free/reduced lunch 

and 91% minority.   

When asked how she viewed her school and the progress the school was making, 

Debra replied,  

We work hard to make sure all our students are provided with the best 

opportunities to succeed.  Some of my students come to school to get away from 
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negative environments.  Since we’ve been labeled as failing, I guess they just 

can’t win for losing.  

Debra worked hard and had a strong connection to the students in her school.  She 

mentioned growing up like some of her students.  She was very open as she expressed her 

feelings. Debra discussed her worries about being replaced as principal due to her 

school’s current label.  The following are Debra’s thoughts about her work and current 

accountability: 

I believe in being transparent with my community and with my parents and staff, 

and so our school.  We’re not defined by a number. We’re defined by what we do 

inside the walls of our school and in terms of the progress we’ve made with our 

kids.  So, when we look towards this particular number and there’s a failing 

number that justifies who we are.  There’s so much more to the dynamics of 

schools than a particular score. 

Brenda 

Brenda was a 52-year-old African-American female.  At the time of this study, 

she had been a principal in her current school for five years.  I met with Brenda in her 

office on the weekends so that she could privately discuss the topic without interruptions.  

She had served as assistant principal in the same school before her current position.  The 

student population at Brenda’s school was 99% free/reduced lunch and 94% minority.   

Brenda had experiences in non-Title I elementary schools.  From her experiences, 

she recalled the differences between Title I schools and non-Title I schools as “an 
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enormous difference.”  When asked how she views her school and the progress her 

school is making, Brenda responded,  

I try to provide as many opportunities as possible to build a bond with the 

students and parents.  At the end of the day we are responsible for providing the 

very best education for all our students but, we can’t do it alone. 

 Brenda was very defensive at the beginning of the first interview.  She began to 

open up and share more about her experiences after our initial interview.  The following 

are Brenda’s thoughts about her work and current accountability: “Not all Title I schools 

are failing schools!  My school is labeled as failing because it has not made 60% or 

higher on CCRPI.  So, we have not made those gains.” 

James 

James was a 57-year-old African-American male.  He was very busy, and as we 

started our first interview, he informed me that he had retired the previous week.  

Because of this, James felt more comfortable talking openly and freely about his 

experiences.  

All of James’ interviews took place in his office after school.  Each interview with 

James lasted well over and hour.  James discussed the neoliberal agenda and the reason 

he believed schools were now still failing.  James referenced a report (A Nation at Risk) 

to show that politicians benefit from the narrative of public-school failure.   

Of the participants, James had the most experience as a leader in Title I 

elementary schools.  His school demographics were 99% minority and 98% free/reduced 

lunch.  James believed, “When we make their needs our priority and set high expectations 
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our students will soar.  Will it be easy?  No.”  The following are James’s thoughts about 

his work and current accountability: 

I’m of the political mindset, because of the shape of the climate of education right 

now, that it’s a mindset of trying to dismantle public education.  Because in 

Georgia and most states, the vast majority of all of your state budget is in 

education.  So, if you’re trying to do something with that pool of money, if you 

want to try to create charter schools or whatever, then you’re going to have to 

have something to actually validate the reason why you think you need this other 

method of schooling.  So, it’s political in nature. 

Amy 

Amy was a 50-year-old African-American female.  She was born in the same 

county she was employed by at the time of this study, and she was also a product of that 

school system.  Amy has been in several positions in the county before becoming a 

principal.  She has been a principal at her current school for four years, and she had been 

in education for 25 years.  Amy’s student population was 94% minority and 98% 

free/reduced lunch.   

Amy had one year of experience in a non-Title I school.  She described her 

experiences working in a non-Title I school as “totally different; those kids [non-Title I 

students] stay in the same school and don’t move around because their parents have 

bought a home in that district.”  The following are Amy’s thoughts about her work and 

current accountability: 
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When they see our school, that’s not what they think.  Students are learning and 

having fun.  My parents know that we care about their kids, and we’re working 

hard to help the children.  I think that it’s more of a media influenced—not 

something that as an administrator I have to battle every day because I do not. 

Mary 

Mary was a 41-year-old African-American female.  Mary’s interviews took place 

in her home in the evening and lasted approximately 45 minutes.  At the time of this 

study, Mary had been the principal of her current school for six years.  Previously, she 

was the assistant principal.  She has been in education for 14 years.  All of Mary’s 

experiences had been in Title I elementary schools.  Mary’s student population was 98% 

minority and 98% free/reduced lunch.   

Mary explained her beliefs about education as “the most important thing I can do 

for my students is to educate them and encourage a love for learning.  I strongly believe 

that it is my responsibility to ensure my students receive a quality education”.  The 

following are Amy’s thoughts about her work and current accountability: 

I work extremely hard to prepare my teachers, to make sure our teachers have 

taught, all the resources that they need, professional learning, stay on the cutting 

edge of what’s happening in education.  It makes me become a learning leader.  

I’m constantly reading and researching best practices, so I can make a difference.  

I try to be a positive energy force that goes through that school because our 

teachers need that. 
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Process of Addressing the Research Questions 

The researcher asked participants to talk about their experiences to answer the 

central question in this study: How do principals in labeled Title I elementary schools 

experience CCRPI ratings and other accountability mechanisms?  The subquestions 

generated by the central research question were: 

a. What does it feel like to be the leader of a school that has been labeled as 

“failing?” 

b. How do contextual factors influence how participants understand and make 

sense of what they experienced? 

In answering the central research question, the researcher analyzed participants’ 

interview data and the context of leaders in schools labeled as failing.  The researcher 

followed the IPA stages analysis suggested by Smith, Flowers, and Larkin (2009) to 

make sense of data.  The researcher used triangulation of data from interviews, field 

notes, and relevant documents to build themes.  As delineated in Chapter 3, the 

researcher utilized Smith et al.’s (2009) data analysis technique, which involves 

analyzing data in a sequential manner that begins with reading and analyzing data at an 

individual level before proceeding to a group level analysis to look for commonalities 

across participants’ data.  Thus, the researcher read the interview transcripts closely to 

gain a clearer understanding of participants’ experiences.  During the last stage of data 

analysis, the researcher moved to the group analysis to identify emergent themes across 

text and provide a rich contextual description surrounding the phenomenon (Helleso, 

Melby, & Hauge, 2015). 
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Furthermore, the researcher relied upon Bourdieu’s theory of social reproduction 

as the theoretical framework to generate meaning from understanding how principals of 

failing schools make sense of school policies and practices (Forester, 1993; Longden, 

2004).  This framework supports the complex nature of social structures, hegemony, and 

the function of schools in society (Morrow & Torres, 1995).   

Overview of Themes 

The findings in this chapter present the results of an Interpretive 

Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) as proposed by Smith, Flowers, and Osborn (1997).  

During the data analysis phase of the IPA process, the participants’ perspective was 

“gained through the researcher’s engagement with an interpretation of the participants’ 

account” (Willing, 2013, p. 97).  An interpretive approach to data analysis allowed the 

researcher and participants to co-construct knowledge regarding the phenomenon 

(Davidsen, 2013).  The interpretation of participants’ data generated four themes: 

Responding to the School’s Unique Needs, Feelings of Stigmatization, the Confluence of 

Forces beyond the School’s Control, and Questioning Fairness in Comparisons related to 

principals’ experiences with their ascribed school status in the context of this study (see 

Table 4). 

Qualitative research yields significant textual data even after collection (Patton, 

2002).  The data revealed 184 statements that the researcher identified as significant to 

this study.  Table 4 displays the theme response frequency from each participant.   

 
 
 



79 

 

Table 4 

Themes and Their Response Frequency 

Themes Amy Brenda Debra James Mary Total 

Responding to the 
School’s Needs 11 6 5 10 29 61 

 
Feelings of 
Stigmatization 

13 5 4 7 18 47 

 
The Confluence of 
Forces beyond the 
School’s Control 

7 6 12 12 7 44 

 
Questioning 
Fairness in 
Comparisons 

7 4 1 13 7 32 

 
 

The presented method sought to illuminate each school leader’s account of lived 

experiences with their school’s failing label and provide a contextual understanding of 

those experiences (Creswell, 2014; Jeong & Othman, 2016; Reid, Flowers, & Larkin, 

2005; Smith & Osborn, 2003).  The researcher identified the themes and subthemes that 

best capture the essence of failing school status labels as experienced by the participants 

in this study (Braun & Clarke, 2013).  The essential themes and corresponding subthemes 

of this study presented in the following sections describe the meaning participants attach 

to the failing school label.   

Theme I: Responding to the School’s Unique Needs 

Responding to the school’s unique needs encompassed the importance principals 

place on removing their school label.  Participants discussed their plans for improving 
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achievement and expressed that turning the culture around was important to them.  The 

researcher asked participants how their school’s ascribed label affected their daily jobs.  

All participants in this study discussed ways in which they engaged in practices focused 

on improving their school’s status, such as establishing professional learning 

communities, providing opportunities for teachers to collaborate, and ensuring 

professional development.  School leaders spent a majority of their time analyzing 

assessment data to inform their school’s instructional practices.  Participants placed the 

highest priority on their plans for improving instruction and the actions they take to 

remove their label.  

Data Focused 

Participants discussed the substantial role data plays in their daily work.  They 

shared experiences with analyzing school data as an important part of their job.  To 

illustrate this point, James stated, “We really dig into our data to see why some kids are 

performing at the level that he or she are performing at.  Then, we identify a plan and 

follow that plan to reach our goal.”  

Participants have to understand the needs of their particular school before they 

formulate a plan to address those needs.  In addressing those needs, Debra’s response 

noted the context of Title I schools.  She explained, “We [Title I schools] have diverted a 

lot of attention, not only for professional growth for teachers and the teaching of reading 

but also in purchasing scripted programs to meet our kids where they are.”   

Many students served in Title I schools have gaps in learning or deficiencies that 

must be addressed before they are able to move forward.  All participants provided 
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examples in their own words of how understanding, using, and monitoring data are 

critical to their experiences as school leaders.  

Participants also discussed the process for training teachers and students to look at 

their data.  For example, Amy placed a “big focus on making sure kids know their data 

and teachers are continuously looking at that data.  It’s become more of a culture for us.  

It’s not a burden as much as it was at the very beginning.”   

Lachat (2002) described the three major categories of data as demographics, 

program, and performance.  However, Neuman (2016) broadened the definition of data to 

include observations as well as “recorded information on student learning” (p. 28). 

Similarly, participants described data in the context of this study as a general term for 

evidence of student performance.  For example, James mentioned data as a way to 

evaluate his school improvement plan.  However, Mary mentioned the use of data as a 

means of assessing student learning.   

All participants acknowledged that student failure was a problem in their school.  

For example, Debra said, “When a large number of students aren’t passing, we have to 

look at ourselves.”  Addressing the teacher’s role in student learning and intervening is 

critical.  Mary dedicated time to provide continuous training to encourage a focus on 

student-centered learning.  She reported: 

Once you shift from thinking about test scores to thinking about learning and all 

of your effort is put into students learning the standards, I believe the outcome 

will be what we desire; our students will be proficient or meet the standards 

because we are consistently assessing the learning of those standards. 
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Principals in this study appeared very committed and relentless about making 

continuous improvements.  They viewed their role in this process as an instructional 

leader.  As such, they seemed extremely knowledgeable and dedicated to promoting data-

based decision-making strategies.   

In essence, participants identified the significance of using student data to tailor 

instruction and other interventions for their school.  School leaders in this study were in a 

continuous cycle of collecting, analyzing, and using data to inform instructional decisions 

regarding their students’ learning progress.  

Being Accountable 

Being accountable characterized principals’ sense of taking responsibility in 

leading their schools in the right direction.  This theme situates participants’ experiences 

in a broader educational climate.  All the principals in this study recognized 

accountability in terms of their willingness to accept responsibility for doing their job to 

the best of their ability.   

When asked if the label of failing influenced their decisions, participants agreed 

that removing the label was important, but they did not dwell on it as a motivating factor 

in their experiences.  In the interviews, the principals contended that their “real-time” 

data received from informal assessments informed their decisions.  Participants strongly 

believed in focusing on interventions as a way of improving instruction and removing the 

label assigned to their school.  Although Amy, while sharing her commitment toward the 

improvement process, reported “the list” did not play a significant role in her day to day 

actions.  Amy explained, “The list is compiled from lagging summative data; we can’t 
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wait until the end of the year to see how it goes.  It’s something that we’re looking at 

regularly and making the instructional adjustments to support students.”  

When asked about his beliefs about accountability, James said, “The positive is, 

really and truly, everyone gets held accountable.  Everyone from the building-level 

principal, all the way down to the custodians, all the way to the students, all the way, 

really and truly, to the parents.”  

Amy further explained that accountability “requires us to look into the data, so 

data has to be at the forefront of our instructional program.  And so, I think that’s a great 

thing because it helps us to stay aware.”   

For the most part, principals felt responsible for making sure their school was not 

on “the list” the next year.  James’s narrative illustrated a stronger view of his 

responsibility in school improvement as “being a principal in schools, in all areas, really, 

the buck stops with you”.   

Likewise, Mary was motivated by her role in a labeled school.  She asserted: 

As the leader of the school, it makes me want to prove that we can do it.  All we 

have to do is put the right processes in place.  So, it motivates me to motivate 

everyone else, to show them.  You have to let that be the fuel that says, “I can 

prove you guys wrong.” 

Mary further described her sense of responsibility as tied to her reputation: “It is 

the principal’s name they see when they see scores.  People ask, “Oh, you work at that 

school?  You are the principal?” And they speak about the principal.  It’s the person.  It’s 

attached to you.  It becomes you.”  
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The overall message is that principals understand the challenges their particular 

school holds, but the success of their students is what drives them.  

Changing the Culture  

Principals’ responses also revealed a strong focus on shifting to a positive culture 

to combat the negative effects of their labels.  Culture is the deeply embedded belief 

system teachers and administrators hold about teaching and learning (Deal & Peterson, 

2016; Reeves, 2006/2007).  A school’s culture is an important component of successful 

school improvement (MacNeil, Prater, & Busch, 2009).  The ability to change the 

trajectory of a failing school is a daunting task and requires persistent and intensive 

change (Glanz, 2014; Woodside-Jiron & Gehsmann, 2009).   

Participants in this study disclosed their anxiety caused by the expectation for 

them to raise achievement overnight.  The principals in the study were aware of their 

label and overall sense of urgency for them to produce positive results.  In doing so, 

principals voiced concerns regarding the time it takes to transform an organization.  Mary 

shared her concerns: “It’s a process to move a school like that.”  

Often, this change involves a shift in schoolwide process and practices. Amy 

spoke metaphorically: “A school is a cruise ship; it’s not a tugboat.  You can’t change the 

direction quickly; you just have to keep plugging at it, and then, eventually, the direction 

will change, and you will see growth.”   

These statements are consistent with DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, and Many’s (2016) 

suggestion that “fundamental shifts in attitudes, beliefs, and habits . . . over time, 

transform the culture of the school” (p. 4).  More importantly, changing the culture is 
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essential for continuous and sustainable school improvement in schools plagued by 

sanctions for failing to meet state standards.  Mary explained the ominous culture 

surrounding the failing label; “Sometimes when your school is on the failing list, the 

culture of the school is very toxic, and teachers don’t work as a team because you almost 

feel like you’re in competition with each other”.   

From the interview data, participants felt they had the ability and responsibility to 

affect learning by promoting a positive culture.  When probed about challenges related to 

accountability and achievement from the perspectives of failing school principals, 

participants cited changing the teachers, students, and parents’ perception and attitude 

toward teaching and learning as enormous challenges.  James stated, “Despite being in a 

school labeled as failing, we still have to believe in our ability to positively impact 

students.”   

Participants spoke of the time needed to change the culture of the school and the 

mindset of the teachers, especially in those socioeconomically disadvantaged schools.  

For that reason, effectively implementing a Professional Learning Community (PLC) as a 

framework to increase student achievement was critical to the principals’ day-to-day 

duties.  Participants all believed that establishing school cultures where teachers could 

work together in learning communities would improve classroom practices and school 

performance.  Mary explained, “I had an opportunity to take some teachers with me to a 

[PLC] conference, and we drank the PLC Kool-Aid.”  This statement reflects the 

participants’ collective belief in the importance of changing the culture.  Furthermore, the 

use of the word “drank” further suggests that these principals were well informed of 
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current school improvement research and their schools’ capacity for improvement, and 

they took deliberate actions as instructional leaders to respond appropriately based on 

their schools’ need.  When asked if the label influenced their practices, Brenda 

responded:  

Oh.  Yes, it does because we want to get off the list.  So, we’re constantly making 

sure we’re looking at our monthly data.  We’re having intervention.  We’re 

planning for those interventions.  We’re planning for rigorous instruction.  So, 

yes.  I’m in the classrooms.  I’m helping teachers help students.  Not just 

observations, but I’m sitting with groups of students and helping them as well. 

This response and statements such as “I personally work with the students”; “I’m 

researching best practices”; and “Administrators are learners, so when they [teachers] 

come and ask us questions, we have research and tools that we can provide for them or 

help them with” further imply that the principals considered themselves as instructional 

leaders responsible for improving student achievement.  

Theme II: Feelings of Stigmatization 

Feelings of stigmatization demonstrated how participants genuinely embodied 

their interactions with others because of being labeled as failing.  The public makes the 

“assumption that student achievement is a direct measure of school quality” (Downey, 

von Hippel, & Hughes, 2008, p. 243).  Therefore, schools labeled as failing operate under 

the assumption that schools are a result of ineffective teachers and leadership (Duran, 

2005).   Participants’ responses revealed their awareness of how the public perceived 

their label about the quality of their school and their work.  Interestingly, participants did 
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not consider the parents of their students and their views as those of the public.  The 

principals in this study felt that their parents did not view their school as failing.  They all 

shared that their parents relied on how their child was treated in the school as an indicator 

for school performance.  Amy illustrated her beliefs by saying, “It can be very difficult 

for outsiders; however, my parents, for the most part, realize that it is not just about the 

label that the state department gives.”  

Debra’s statement was consistent with this belief.  She noted, “There’s so much 

more to the dynamics of schools than a particular score.”  

All participants rejected their label.  Amy argued, “I do not feel that I’m a failing 

principal, nor do I feel I have a failing staff, and I definitely don’t feel that my students 

are failures.”   

The participants argued that outsiders judged them wrongly. Furthermore, they 

felt the label stigmatized them and created more problems for them to overcome.  All five 

participants recalled experiences in which they were viewed negatively and attributed 

those interactions to the label placed on them.  Mary recalled her interactions with others 

and said:  

You can sense it [stigma] from when you go to professional learning.  We have 

cases where we talk often, where teachers have gone on into professional learning 

or collaborations, and people ask them, “Do you work at this school?” and/or 

“What school do you work at?” And they will say the name, and all of a sudden, 

you’ll get a pat on the shoulder, “Oh my. Bless your heart.  Oh, that’s a tough 

school.” 
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Mary saw the label as attached to her personally, and “when people see you and you tell 

them where you work, your name is attached to the word failure.”  Mary later explained 

she felt as if a failing sign was taped to the back of her shirt or flashing above her head. 

Participants in this study felt shunned by colleagues because others perceived that 

the label represented them as leaders.  Amy explained, “It sends the wrong message to 

the public.  The label of failing makes everyone think the entire school is not working.” 

James reported, “It really stigmatizes your school and give the perception that the 

school is students, teachers, and administrators are failures.”  

Amy held similar views and said, “When you think of a failing school in your 

mind you see a place where the kids are sad and downtrodden, and the teachers are just 

disgruntled.”  

Debra also spoke of how perceptions of her school are influenced by the media’s 

portrayal of schools in the current context of reform.  Because of the widely held negative 

view of schools labeled as failing, participants in this study felt that their schools were 

viewed as unsafe, dismal, and filled with bad kids and teachers.  Participants in the study 

all declared that this is not the case for their school.  Nonetheless, this stigma was 

attached to the school, students who attended, and anyone who worked there.  A 

sentiment among all participants was that, perception is a person’s reality, and labeling 

schools as failing only taints the community’s perception.   

When questioned how the label influenced the way they do their job, Amy said, 

“To balance that off, I find myself making sure the parents and public are aware of the 

positive things going on in my school.”   
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Based on the participants’ experiences, the term failing made them feel 

inadequate in the eyes of others.  Participants felt that others judged their leadership skills 

and in turn, they must work harder to change the perceptions others have of them.  

Another similar statement by Debra is, “We have to work hard to show that this title is 

not a reflection of one, the leadership of the principal; two, the leadership of the whole 

administration team; or the work that the teachers can do.”  

Additionally, Mary stated, “I have seen myself in positions where I felt like I 

needed to defend that [the label].  I felt like I need to let everyone know how hard we are 

working to get off the list.”   

All participants reported “others” viewed them, their staff, and students as failing 

and perceived them as “inferior” or “inadequate.”  Amy said, “It’s almost like I [not the 

students] took the test.”   

These experiences are consistent with Marxist and critical theories of domination 

and oppression in that they highlight how social interactions and societal institutions are 

stratified along social class lines (Brantlinger, 2001).  Participants’ interactions were 

significantly related to how they believed others perceived them because of their labels, 

and they internalized those interactions as conflict.  Brantlinger (2001) contended that 

superiority needs inferiority, and the dominant group holds the power when the 

distinction between “us” and “them” (p. 1) is based on negatively labeling and 

stigmatizing a marginalized group. 
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Theme III: The Confluence of Forces beyond the School’s Control 

Principals shared the confluence of forces they experienced that shaped their 

beliefs as leaders, particularly in schools labeled as failing.  Overall, participants in this 

study believed the label operated on others’ forces to perpetuate a cycle of inequalities for 

their students.  Participants mentioned high numbers of transient students, the difficulty 

of recruiting and retaining experienced teachers, and the stress of dealing with many 

factors associated with Title I schools.  For example, while attempting to explain the 

dynamics of leading a school publicly labeled as failing, James expressed that most 

teachers leave the first chance they get, making labeled schools unable to retain or attract 

experienced teacher.  Consequently, these schools are filled with inexperienced teachers.  

Compound that with a student population that is highly transient, James explained, and it 

is difficult to get the momentum needed to create a successful learning environment.  

This means starting over again with new teachers and new students each year.   

Principals in this study indicated having an unstable student population and a high 

number of inexperienced teachers in their school as highly problematic.  For example, 

Brenda identified the retention of teachers as a “challenge” and added, “There is a high 

number of turnovers in Title I schools.”  Overall, the participants all shared the same 

experiences in this theme.  

Amy also recalled the difficulty of keeping good teachers.  She offered: 

After a few years of being at a failing school, our teachers do tend to want to 

leave because it can be kind of defeating because you feel like you’re spinning 
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your wheels and you’re not getting anywhere, even though you feel like you’re 

doing your job.  

Debra claimed that good teachers go to a higher performing school as their first 

option.  However, she argued:  

Good teachers should go to schools that need them the most.  However, the 

reverse happens; failing schools get the lower end of the skill level in terms of 

staff that are applying for positions, which makes the job of moving those kids 

and making progress even greater because we’ve got inexperienced, novice 

teachers, and/or struggling teachers.  So, that makes it a very daunting task. 

To further illustrate this point, Mary shared her experiences at job fairs: 

It’s a challenge when it comes to recruiting and retaining qualified staff in labeled 

schools especially.  During the job fairs, I try to recruit good teachers to come to 

my school; I have to really sell my school really, really hard in order for it to be 

appealing because the public and people that are researching have already 

researched my school.  Typically, the first thing that they find out is that we’re on 

the failing list. 

While participants indicated that they tried to recruit and retain quality teachers, they also 

knew that their school would continue to have this problem as a result of their failing 

label.   

The data showed that there were many factors out of the leaders’ control in 

labeled schools.  However, participants revealed that they must keep moving forward or 

face severe consequences, such as a state takeover or losing their job.  The threat of 
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removal can be stressful for principals; this was especially for the participants in this 

study. 

To summarize the confluence of forces, Amy shared, “We have a lot of battles to 

fight in schools label as failing. 

With each experience and statement shared during the interviews, it was apparent 

that the dynamics of working in schools labeled as failing were extraordinarily complex.  

All participants regarded these experiences as existing in their school and others like 

theirs.  Furthermore, the school’s label compounded difficulties they experienced in an 

already stressful job. 

Social reproduction theorists contend that these examples demonstrate how 

educational policy benefits the privileged and continues to reproduce inequalities 

(Macris, 2011; Mthethwa-Sommers, 2014). 

Theme IV: Questions of Fairness in Comparisons 

In this study, questions of fairness in comparisons relate to how participants 

compared themselves with others.  Participants made comparisons such as “we versus 

they”, “advantaged versus disadvantaged”, and “Title I versus non-Title I”.  One example 

of comparisons emerged as Mary recalled attending a faculty meeting after the 

announcement of scores.  She stated:  

You’ll hear them, everyone getting their accolades.  The more affluent school 

give praises to each other: “Your school is doing very well,” and “Oh yes, our 

teachers work very hard.” I internalize this to mean that we are not working hard 

and aren’t deserving of praise.   
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Interestingly, all principals compared their work, students, and environment with 

non-Title I schools.  Amy and Brenda were the only participants with experience working 

in Title I and non-Title I schools.  Both of their statements were from those experiences 

in both environments.  Amy recalled her experiences: 

The level of instruction was different.  And by that, I mean you really don’t have 

to work very hard because the kids catch on to things so quickly.  I think a lot of 

that has to do with the parent preparation before children come to school.  

Children in more affluent schools tend to come to school ready, whereas, children 

in Title I schools tend to come to school with a lot of deficiencies.  Whereas, 

we’re trying to move our kids from not proficient to proficient, they [affluent 

schools] are just trying to get to a higher level of proficiency.  What we are doing 

is difficult. 

Brenda’s experiences were the same.  She shared: 

In non-Title I schools, you don’t see any effects of poverty.  The school had a lot 

of parental support.  Being a principal in a non-Title I school like where I was 

previously, the job was easier; it just didn’t look the same.  We had a lot of high 

achieving students.  I can honestly say, the work is more intense in Title I schools. 

These comparisons are vital in providing the context to equality issues these participants 

faced in schools labeled as failing.  James discussed the issue of equality versus equity in 

the context of accountability reform.  He argued:  

Schools have individualized needs but, we don’t have an individualized plan for 

each school.  Currently, every school gets the same number of administrators and 
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counselors.  My needs might not be that, I may need two counselors and two 

assistant principals.  This is an equity issue, not equality.  Those things are not the 

same.  

Debra likewise called attention to equity in her statements.  She contended:   

Kids don’t always start out on a level playing field.  And so, when you’re grading 

schools, you’re assuming that we’re starting out on a level playing field.  

Whereas, I have some kids that come to school that have never been exposed to 

any prior learning experiences.  How can you compare those students? 

Statements such as these made it evident that the participants in schools labeled as failing 

viewed the label as unfair, and it did not represent them or their work.  However, they felt 

their hard work would eventually afford them great gains.  The participants all agreed 

their teachers worked extremely hard, often harder than schools without labels.  Hannus 

and Simola (2010) argued that this reproducing of inequality starts with policy 

mechanisms, such as labeling and ranking schools, which create a binary concept of good 

and bad. 

Summary 

This chapter highlighted the major findings generated from participants’ 

experiences with consequential accountability system sanctions.  The findings from data 

analysis guided by IPA as proposed by Smith, Flowers, and Osborn (1997) were reported 

as four themes: Responding to the School’s Unique Needs, Feelings of Stigmatization, 

the Confluence of Forces beyond the School’s Control, and Questioning Fairness in 

Comparisons.  Principals’ experiences with their ascribed school status label in the 
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context of this study also highlighted subthemes of data focused, being accountable, and 

changing the culture.  Participants touched on their rejection of the label, feelings of 

inadequacy, a sense of responsibility, and equity over equality.  Chapter 5 presents a 

discussion of the findings, as well as implications and recommendations. 
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION, IMPLICATIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

The purpose of this interpretive phenomenological study was to understand the 

phenomenon of failing schools from the lived experiences of principals in the context of 

socioeconomically challenged schools.  The central question framing this study was: How 

do principals in labeled Title I elementary schools experience CCRPI ratings and other 

accountability mechanisms?  Two subquestions addressed were:  

a. What does it feel like to be the leader of a school that has been labeled as 

“failing?”  

b. How do contextual factors influence how principals understand and make 

sense of what they experienced?  

To address the research questions, this study employed a qualitative methodology 

to understand and articulate participants’ subjective experiences with the phenomenon 

(Austin & Sutton, 2014; Creswell, 2014; Thanh & Thanh, 2015).  Georgia’s 

comprehensive accountability system utilizes an A-F grading system for individual 

schools to indicate to parents and the public how schools are performing (Georgia 

Department of Education, 2013).  Title I schools earning a school score of less than 60 

for three consecutive years receive the label of failing (Governor’s Office of Student 

Achievement [GOSA], 2017).  Highly publicized reports of failure and the pressures of 
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improving low-performing schools are critical challenges facing Title I schools 

(Gardiner, Canfield-Davis, & Anderson, 2009).  

Qualitative research is limited regarding the perceptions of Title I principals, who 

possessed firsthand experience negotiating the effects of state accountability policy 

sanctions, particularly a failing designation (Vernaza, 2012).  An interpretative 

phenomenological analysis (IPA) proposed by Smith Flowers, and Larkin (2009) and a 

thematic analysis supported the analysis of data from three in-depth interviews with five 

participants.  IPA in this study consisted of a cyclical process where the researcher 

advanced through several steps with the data (Smith, Flowers, & Larkin, 2009) to best 

capture the essence of the participants’ experience with the phenomenon (Biggerstaff & 

Thompson, 2008; Fade, 2004; Jeong & Othman, 2016; Smith et al., 2009).  

Summary of Findings 

Findings from this study provided a deeper understanding of principals’ 

experiences and beliefs about their schools’ ascribed label.  The researcher transcribed 

interviews verbatim, with the researcher’s field notes detailing contextual information 

that may influence participants’ perceptions and experiences (Phillippi & Lauderdale, 

2018).  Analysis of the participants’ experiences revealed four themes: Responding to the 

School’s Unique Needs, Feelings of Stigmatization, the Confluence of Forces beyond the 

School’s Control, and Questioning Fairness in Comparisons.  Principals’ experiences 

with their ascribed schools’ label in the context of this study also highlighted subthemes 

of data focused, being accountable, and changing the culture.  Table 5 delineates the 

superordinate themes, subthemes, and codes. 
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Table 5 

List of Themes, Subthemes, and Codes 

Theme Subtheme Codes 
Responding to the School’s Needs • Data focused 

 

• Being accountable 
 

• Changing the culture 

• Needs 
• Assessment 
• Responsible 
• Expectation 
• Professional learning 

community 
• Toxic 
• How teachers think 

Feelings of Stigmatization  
- 

• Shunned 
• Negative experiences 
• Rejection 
• Shamed 

The Confluence of Forces beyond 
the School’s Control 

 
- 

• Can’t control 
• Teachers and students 

leave 
• Students’ home life 

Questioning Fairness in 
Comparisons 

- • Other schools 
• Harder 
• Unreasonable 

 
 
Rejection of their label, feelings of inadequacy, a sense of responsibility, and 

equity over equality were common among participants’ experiences.  The findings 

suggest that principals in this study spend a large amount of time identifying the needs of 

their schools.  Participants rejected the failing label and expressed great concern with 

how others view them and their work. 

Working in a school labeled as failing presents challenges when serving students 

living in poverty.  However, the principals in this study were still hopeful and positive 

about their ability to make a change in their schools.  Principals’ experiences were 

strongly related to the context go their school.   All participants felt responsibility for 
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their schools’ effectiveness and ability to change the culture in their school.  When 

interacting with others or principals in more advantaged schools, participants related they 

felt like outsiders, which they accredited to their failing label.          

Discussion of Research Questions 

This study explored the shared experiences and beliefs of principals in schools 

labeled as failing under Georgia consequential accountability system.  An IPA approach 

helped to gain an insiders’ viewpoint to understand the phenomenon in the context of 

Title-I schools.  The following sections describe findings related to the study’s research 

questions. 

Subquestion A 

One of the study’s subquestions was: What does it feel like to be the leader of a 

school that has been labeled as “failing?”  Interview data revealed that participants felt 

stigmatized and alienated by their label.  Stigma is “an undesired difference from what 

we had anticipated” (Goffman, 1963, p. 5), typically causing negative responses from 

others toward those individuals perceived as unusual or outside of the norm (Susman, 

1994).  Participants experienced stigma during interactions with colleagues or others 

outside of their school community.  In fact, the participants noted that interactions with 

colleagues were particularly challenging because participants felt self-conscious and 

inadequate.  This may pertain to the fact that principals felt that others apply the schools’ 

negative labels to their personal identities.  As a result, they are “looked down on” or 

treated differently by others.   
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Furthermore, this stigma made participants begin to question the intentions of 

others when discussing work-related issues.  Participants in schools labeled as failing 

were aware of the negative connotations associated with their school label and in turn, 

focused their energy on proving others wrong.  As the leaders of the failing schools, the 

participants believed their names were personally attached to failure.  Participants also 

felt they must work harder to change the perception of how others saw them.   

Finally, participants overwhelmingly noted that stigmatizing their school with the 

failing label made it difficult to attract and retain qualified and experienced teachers.  

Many principals in the study felt that teachers deliberately avoided their school when 

searching for jobs and that teachers looked for the first chance to transfer to a “better” 

school.   

Subquestion B 

The second subquestion was:  How do contextual factors influence participants’ 

understanding of what they experience in schools labeled as “failing?”  Participants’ 

perceptions of their school’s label were significantly shaped by contextual influences.  

Principals in this study acknowledged that the challenges of increasing accountability are 

common for all school leaders, regardless of context.  Among the principals studied, 

Brenda and Amy spoke from their experiences in both Title I and non-Title I 

environments.  A significant amount of their experiences with accountability were unique 

to schools serving a higher concentration of students living in poverty and minority 

students.  Principals in this study expressed concern that others unfairly judged their work 
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based on their school performance label of failing.  Furthermore, they believed labels 

exacerbate existing negative perceptions and stereotypes.  

Interview responses revealed that participants in this study negotiated the 

intricacies of policy and schooling in a complex society of intersecting social-cultural 

structural oppressions that impact students living in poverty.  They resented being 

penalized for serving students with diverse needs and the resulting challenges that 

influence academic achievement.  Principals in schools labeled as failing described 

barriers such as a highly transient student body, poor student attendance, lack of parental 

involvement, and unprepared students due to gaps in literacy.  Principals shared that 

working in the context of a school labeled failing meant working in a highly monitored 

environment, dealing with excessive amounts of paperwork, and living under the threat of 

losing their job if they were unable to improve student achievement.  Fear of further 

sanctions and overwhelming pressure to produce unprecedented academic growth were 

significant parts of the participants’ experiences.  While participants understood that 

moving their students off the state’s failing list would be an enormous challenge, they did 

not believe it to be impossible.  

Participants reported that they believe accountability systems prompted them to 

apply a more prescriptive plan based on their school’s unique need.  However, they drew 

comparisons with their non-labeled counterparts to support a stronger belief about 

accountability policy.  School leaders argued that the leaders of more affluent schools 

rarely experience the challenges that leaders of failing schools confront simply because 

the effects of socioeconomic disadvantages are absent.  Thus, principals in this study did 
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not perceive the label of failing as fair because of the diverse needs of the students they 

served.   

While respondents did not object to holding all schools accountable for student 

learning, they advocated the need for gradual student growth, not instant proficiency.  

Respondents emphasized the importance of acknowledging the various disadvantages 

associated with students in high-poverty schools when rating schools.  Furthermore, they 

expressed concerns that the current system targets underlining factors associated with 

socioeconomic status and academic achievement.  

Central Question 

The central question of this study was: How do principals in labeled Title I 

elementary schools experience CCRPI ratings and other accountability mechanisms?  The 

data revealed that principals experienced CCRPI (College and Career Ready Performance 

Index) ratings and other accountability mechanisms with a sense of urgency.  Principals 

reacted to their label with intentional interventions.  This process begins with continually 

assessing their schools’ needs.  Participants spend a significant amount of time leading 

the improvements in their school.  All principals in this study seemed deeply passionate 

about their methods and vision for their school.  Participants were most concerned with 

the negative impact of the label or the label becoming a self-fulfilling prophecy.  

The participating principals perceived the label of failing as a constant burden 

they carried with them that signified they were less than their counterparts.  Participants 

maintained that the label served as an obstacle that undermined their efforts toward 

improvement and perpetuated a cycle of disadvantages.   
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The culture of the school was one of the most important areas of focus for school 

leaders.  The label signifies how well a school, teachers, and students are performing.  

However, all the principals rejected the label as an accurate reflection of the work their 

students, staff, and themselves.  When asked about their efforts in responding to the label, 

participants’ responses were rooted in DuFour and Mattos’s (2013) professional learning 

community (PLC) process.  Principals in this study held the belief that their PLC 

leadership would raise student achievement.  Their responses implied that they felt solely 

responsible for creating, facilitating, and sustaining a collaborative culture for student 

learning (DuFour, 2002).  Principals comprehended the label as poorly judging them 

based on their past or lagging data.  Instead, participants chose to focus on the present 

and the work they were currently doing after the application of the label.  Therefore, in 

going forward, they were committed to making the necessary changes to be judged 

differently.  They understood what Darling-Hammond (2012) articulated about no one 

right way to raise student achievement, but “different results require more than doing the 

same thing harder” (p. 34).   

Summary of the Answers to the Research Questions 

The overall message which emerged from participants’ lived experiences was that 

the label and the desire to remove the label, or “get off the list”, influenced their day to 

day decisions.  As interviews progressed, the researcher interpreted participants’ 

intentions as both extrinsically and intrinsically motivated by a moral desire to help their 

students first, then secondly, remove the label.  While participants shared a sense of 
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urgency regarding improving student achievement, they cited the lengthy process as 

stressful.   

As the leader of the school, each participant understood his or her particular 

responsibilities; therefore, they were committed to galvanizing the reform efforts in their 

schools.  James acknowledged, “The buck stops with you.”  Likewise, Mary noted, “It’s 

the principal’s name attached to the scores.” These statements conveyed participants’ 

unique responsibility as principals working in schools labeled as failing (Shelton, 2009).  

While the label prompted the principals to action, it was hard to ignore their sense 

of responsibility in providing their students, teachers, and community with a high-quality 

school.  Principals in this study reported the desire to facilitate the positive change 

needed in their schools.  In essence, responding to their schools’ unique needs was a 

ubiquitous part of life.  Principals working in schools labeled as failing were motivated 

and empowered by the belief that their work would lead to positive results.   

Connection to Theoretical Framework 

The theoretical framework in this study provided the historical context needed to 

examine and understand participants’ lived experiences in disadvantaged schools labeled 

as failing.  Lynn, Benigno, Williams, Park, and Mitchell (2006) recommended utilizing 

critical theory in educational research to address the disparities in marginalized 

populations.  Through participants’ lived experiences, this study’s findings explored how 

social reproduction theory is enacted through educational policy and procedures.  This 

study was situated within Bourdieu’s (1973) theory of social reproduction.  The findings 

in this study parallel Anyon’s (1981) Social Class and School Knowledge landmark work 
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in which he argued for a renewed focus on social reproduction and equity in policy 

context.  The theoretical framework utilized in this study explains the field of practice 

(Bourdieu, 1977) that is unique to these participants and their experiences with 

hegemonic policies and practices (Macris, 2011).  Participants’ experiences revealed 

principals in schools labeled as failing understood the complexities of structural 

inequalities that have surrounded failing schools.  Participants’ responses aligned with 

Bourdieu’s (1973) of social reproduction theory.  Principals in schools labeled as failing 

revealed their concerns for how educational reform policies and practices, like labeling, 

complicate their work.  

Elementary school principals in this study believed their students, teachers, and 

they themselves were stigmatized as failures and blamed for their circumstances.  They 

argued that the negative label further compounded the problems in schools serving the 

largest proportion of students facing multiple factors associated with poverty.  Thus, 

labeling schools reproduces educational inequalities that are reinforced by mechanisms 

that reward more advantaged schools and punish disadvantaged schools.   

Utilizing Bourdieu’s theories as a framework for exploring college access and 

choice, Paulsen and Smart (2001) found that reform mechanisms and historical 

oppression significantly limited the opportunities for socioeconomically disadvantaged 

students.  Title I schools have high percentages of children living in poverty who face 

many barriers associated with growing up in a low-income family (Huang & Moon, 

2009; Payne, 2005; Van der Klaauw, 2008).  When someone speaks of the distinction 

between Title I and non-Title I, poor and affluent, or urban and suburban schools, 
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Galston (2000) argued that “one is speaking to a significant extent about race and 

ethnicity and class” (p. 9).  The theoretical framework guiding this study illuminated how 

participants interact with social and cultural forces that influence academic achievement 

in schools labeled as failing.  School leaders in this study acknowledged structural forces, 

such as class and poverty, at play in their schools, supporting Bourdieu’s social 

reproduction theory (Jencks & Phillips, 2011).  When using the same framework, Serna 

and Woulfe (2017) found that social and economic factors combined with policy and 

practices of the dominant limit the educational access of marginalized students.  

Discussion of Findings 

In qualitative research, the interpretation of data depends on the researcher’s 

philosophical assumptions (Krauss, 2005).  This study interpreted the experiences of 

principals in schools labeled as failing.  Phenomenology provided the approach to 

exploring the social and historical context of participants’ experiences (Gray, 2009, 

Scotland, 2012).  Bourdieu’s (1973) social reproduction theory offered a theoretical 

framework that the researcher utilized as a filter to view the intended and unintended 

ways accountability reform policy influenced participants in the context of this study. 

This study investigated two specific questions to capture the essence of 

participants’ experiences.  First, this study examined what it felt like to be the leader of a 

school labeled as failing.  To answer this question, the researcher asked participants to 

relate their perception of their schools’ ascribed label.  Participants in this study shared 

their lived experiences with a failing school label as feelings of stigmatization.  Stigma 

was central to experiences for all participants.  Participants talked a great deal about 
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stigma and how others avoided their school when applying for jobs, felt pity for them in 

conversations, and treated them differently.  Some stigmatizing experiences made 

participants feel that people considered them to be inadequate.  In examining the theme 

Feelings of Stigmatization, it is evident that the principals’ experiences with their 

schools’ label impacted the participants’ sense of how others viewed them as inferior in a 

social context. 

Secondly, this study explored how context influenced how participants understand 

and make sense of what they experienced.  Context and personal meanings are central to 

IPA (Smith & Osborn, 2003).  This study was situated in socioeconomically challenged 

schools having the highest percentage of children living in or near poverty.  Interviews 

revealed that context significantly influenced how principals in schools labeled as failing 

understand and make sense of consequential accountability.  Although James, Mary, and 

Debra had limited experiences in other school environments, all participants 

overwhelmingly shared the belief that factors outside of schools’ control shaped their 

beliefs.   

All participants compared their job with the job of principals in more advantaged 

schools.  This comparison revealed participants’ concern for fairness in educational 

reform policy.  Participants expressed concern regarding how others in contrasting 

contexts are judged in the same light.  Principals felt it was impossible to make a fair 

judgment because of their schools’ diverse context.  Participants identified the confluence 

of factors beyond their control as they made sense of the label assigned to their school.  

Contextual factors associated with children coming from high poverty environments 
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played a critical role in participants’ experiences and contributed to their understanding 

of the phenomenon. 

Connection to the Literature 

This study provided an overview of the topic, problem, and theories under 

consideration related to the research questions in this study.  The findings of this study 

further supported existing literature that explains the dynamics of leading a school 

publicly labeled as failing.  Empirical studies spanning the history of education reform 

policies, labeling, the role of principals, achievement gaps, and Georgia’s consequential 

accountability system in the context of Title I schools served as the collective lens for 

critically examining the study’s findings.  This section draws connections from the 

findings to existing literature to help develop meaning around the themes that emerged in 

this study.  Previous research has yet to explore school leaders’ lived experiences with 

consequential accountability and how they understand their ascribed school labels in 

wake of the most recent changes to The Elementary and Secondary Education Act 

(1965).  

The first theme in the study, Responding to the School’s Unique Needs, speaks to 

the way school leaders react to their school’s ascribed label.  Principals in this study were 

engrossed in efforts to shift from a failing culture to a positive focus on learning.  

Changing the culture in schools labeled as failing is an enormous undertaking and 

requires a devoted leader (Glanz, 2014; Woodside-Jiron & Gehsmann, 2009).  Consistent 

with recent research, participants in this study displayed high motivation to change the 
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culture in their school and attempted this work with a sense of urgency instigated by their 

label (Kelleher, 2015; Stein, 2012).   

Easton (2016) and Pietkiewicz and Smith (2012) argued that strategic 

accountability is vital to school improvement efforts.  Principals in this study spent a 

great deal of time implementing DuFour and Mattos’s (2013) PLC process.  Garrett 

(2010) found that school leaders ensure student success when they change the school's 

culture to focus on learning, collaboration, and results.  Furthermore, Grady (2011) 

suggested that time spent on perfecting PLCs can help “break through the cycle of low 

student performance” (p. 62) and ensure success for all students (McLester, 2012).  

Similar to research surrounding school improvement, principals in this study used data to 

help move their schools forward (Booher-Jennings, 2005; Jingping, Johnson, & 

Przybylski, 2016; Lai & Hsiao, 2014; Kowalski, Lasley & Mahoney 2008). 

Research confirms that employing highly effective teachers is one of the most 

important school-related determinants of student achievement (Darling-Hammond, 2003; 

Hattie, 2003).  For that reason, participants in this study believed in the PLC process to 

increase student achievement and remove their failing rating.  Jingping et al.’s (2016) 

research on data-driven school leadership suggests that the job of the principal is to lead 

schools in effectively examining and using student data to inform decisions.  Tucker and 

Codding (2003) explained that the expectation of principals to lead schools in 

unprecedented levels of student achievement is even more difficult for schools serving 

students in failing schools.  Principals in the study felt they were ultimately responsible 

for their schools’ label.  This view is consistent with research that claims leadership is as 
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important as classroom instruction (Leithwood, Seashore-Louis, Anderson, & 

Wahlstrom, 2004). 

The second theme in the study, Feelings of Stigmatization, summarizes how 

participants expressed their feelings in social interactions with others.  This finding is 

consistent with previous research on school quality and social interactions (Downey, von 

Hippel, & Hughes, 2008; Duran, 2005).  Participants in this study believed they were 

judged by their schools’ label and negotiated the shame of being labeled as failing in their 

professional interactions.  Principals found their label made social interactions in 

professional settings difficult.  Green, Davis, Karshmer, Marsh, and Straight (2005) 

argued that individuals experience stigma because of loss in status and experience 

discrimination because of their differences.  Participants also felt isolated due to the 

stigma and attention that accompanied the label of failing (Bowen & Trivitt, 2014).  The 

findings in this study suggest that the failing label is stigmatizing and isolating for 

participants. 

The third theme in this study, Confluence of Forces beyond the School’s Control, 

revealed that contextual factors in labeled schools influence how principals understand 

and make sense of what they experienced.  Students in schools label as failing come from 

poverty-stricken neighborhoods associated with low socioeconomic status (Berliner, 

2009; Boschma, 2016; Boschma & Brownstein, 2016; Payne, 2005; Rivera, Huezo, 

Kasica, & Muhammad, 2009; Wolf, Magnuson, & Kimbro, 2017).  Participants in the 

study related their experiences with their schools’ ascribed label and low academic 

performance to contextual factors related to students living in poverty and low 
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socioeconomic status.  The findings run counter to the widely expressed view that low 

academic performance in schools labeled as failing is the result of lazy teachers or 

ineffective principals (Rose, 2015).  Recent policy discourse contends that schools are 

ultimately responsible for their students’ educational outcomes, regardless of contextual 

factors associated with poverty (Ganon-Shilon & Schechter, 2017; Mordechay & Orfield, 

2017; Schechter & Shaked, 2017).  This study supports Burney and Beilke’s (2008) claim 

that poverty may be the most important of all student differences in relation to 

achievement.   

Participants shared many out-of-school factors that shaped their understanding 

and beliefs about their school label.  More specifically, they described factors associated 

with social and economically disadvantages as significant.  Principals were united in the 

belief that their student population was highly transient, students experienced lower 

parental involvement, and students entered school with academic deficiencies.  Blad 

(2016) and Rothstein (2013) explained that these risk factors also affect the way students 

approach learning and academic performance.  Amy summarized the confluence of 

factors as “all of those are battles that we fight in Title schools, trying to get the support 

that we need for our students.”   

Principals described their schools as having 95% or more of the students eligible 

for free and reduced lunch and 98% or more minority groups.  Schools serving 

disadvantaged children are racially and economically concentrated (Fram, Miller-Cribbs, 

& Van Horn, 2007).  According to Rothstein (2013), concentrated racially and 

economically homogenous schools negatively affect academic achievement.  Reardon 
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(2003) posited that children who attend these segregated schools are further depressed 

and isolated from positive interactions with middle-class peers.  These constraints make it 

difficult to retain quality teachers (Feng, Figlio, & Sass, 2018), as data revealed in this 

study when principals spoke of struggling to recruit experienced and quality teachers.  

Ladd and Zelli (2002) also found that retaining high-quality teachers is problematic in 

schools serving the most disadvantaged students.  Furthermore, the negative stigma 

associated with failing schools makes them less attractive because teachers have a greater 

chance of receiving more positive recognition in more advantaged schools (Guarino, 

Santibañez, & Daley, 2006).   

In addition to concerns over retaining and recruiting experienced teachers, Title I 

schools are extremely segregated.  Participants discussed the lack of middle- and upper-

class students in their schools.  Seo and Simmons (2009) explored the effects on housing 

prices in neighborhoods struggling to attract more diverse students.  They found that 

segregation has increased because residents are sensitive to public information and 

consider school quality when purchasing houses.  Furthermore, more advantaged families 

avoid purchasing homes in neighborhoods zoned to failing schools (Figlio & Lucas, 

2004; Fleishman, Fogel, Fridman, & Shif, 2017; Ries & Somerville, 2010; Seo & Simons 

2009).  Because income is a key determinant in residential location, those who cannot 

afford to live in better neighborhoods are isolated in communities with fewer resources 

(Cutrona, Wallace, & Wesner, 2006; Lee, 2015).  In this study, school leaders confronted 

significant challenges in Title I schools.  Their disadvantaged students lived in poor 
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neighborhoods that were home to failing schools, facing challenges marked by the 

pressures of negative accountability mechanisms (Galster, 2010; Howarth, 2002). 

In the fourth theme, Questioning Fairness in Comparisons, participants made 

judgments about their work based on the work of principals in more advantaged schools.  

These findings are consistent with previous research on equity.  While educational policy 

proposes to provide students with equality of opportunity, principals in labeled schools 

believe that educational policy is not fair and that their needs and challenges are different.  

This study suggests that experiences in failing schools are a sharp contrast to the 

experiences of those in more advantaged school.  Because many other factors affect 

student achievement, particularly in schools serving the disadvantaged, Goldhaber and 

Hannaway (2004) argued that it is unfair to evaluate schools based on the same markers.  

Riley (2018) proposed that disadvantaged schools share the same unique demographic 

characteristics that differentiate them from advantaged schools.  This would suggest that 

context may be an important factor in educational reform policy (Murphy & Meyers, 

2008).  Many underperforming schools experience simultaneous school and 

environmental factors that work against them to create failure (Boger, 2002; Croft, 

Roberts, & Stenhouse, 2015; Leithwood, Harris, & Strauss, 2010).  While improving 

teacher practices and focusing on data are steps in the right directions, they may not be 

enough to close the achievement gap in socioeconomically disadvantaged schools 

(Larson, 2011). 
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Implications 

This study sought to draw attention to consequential accountability mechanisms 

as a matter of social justice.  The findings in this study suggest policymakers should 

focus on the implications of negative labels and structural inequalities experienced in 

underperforming schools (Lupton, 2004).  Participants in this study maintained that the 

economic inequalities their students experienced significantly impact gaps in 

achievements.  The participants in this study worked in schools located in high-poverty 

concentrated neighborhoods.  The term failing schools is still being used widely in 

official documents (Bracey, 2009).  Bogin and Nguyen-Hoang (2014) argued that the 

failing term should be avoided altogether to decrease the negative perception and stigma 

associated with failure.  The findings from this study also support the argument for a 

change in policy language.   

Results from this study may provide useful implications for policymakers to 

consider a more equitable and contextually sensitive policy.  School leaders in this study 

maintained that social class and poverty combined with policy and practices limited the 

success in their schools.  Furthermore, having all schools accountable for the same goals 

is an equity issue.  The “one size fits all” model in current accountability policy does not 

consider multiple risk factors associated with structural inequalities.  Mills (2008) 

reported that Bourdieu’s reproductive emphasis can offer a transformative potential in 

possibilities to improve the educational outcomes of marginalized students.  Bourdieu’s 

(1973) theory and related research might also inform research on equitable educational 

reform policy in schools labeled as failing.   
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The participants in this study contradicted the notion that failing schools are the 

result of school factors; thus, they can mitigate large differences in achievement by 

prescriptive school level initiatives (Lupton, 2005).  This study acknowledges both out-

of-school factors associated with poverty and in-school factors (e.g., highly qualified 

teachers, effective leadership, individualized instruction, resources, and a positive school 

culture) are interconnected in schools label as failing.  Implications from the participants’ 

lived experiences suggest support in both areas would play a significant role in raising 

achievement.  Principals in labeled schools may benefit from more autonomy in 

responding to the specific needs of their school.   

Participants’ responses also revealed feelings of stigmatization and stress related 

to their ascribed label were significant to this study.  To reduce stress and feelings of 

stigma, district level leaders may offer principals in labeled schools additional 

opportunities to participate in Principal Professional Learning Communities (PPLCs) 

committed to creating a supportive environment in which principals are able to build 

meaningful relationships with their colleagues.  Leaders in Title I schools would 

significantly benefit from opportunities to share successes and work collaboratively with 

principals in other labeled schools to improve their students’ academic performance. 

Principals in this study confirmed the notion that teachers are more likely to leave 

schools that have received a failing designation (Feng et al., 2018).  Experienced teachers 

have significant effects on student achievement (Darling-Hammond, 2000; Hattie, 2003 

Milanowski, 2004).  Respondents shared their experiences of the failing school label as 

difficult when trying to keep experienced teachers at their school.  They understood that 
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leaders working in schools serving the most disadvantaged students would benefit 

significantly from more experienced and high-quality teachers (Ladd & Zelli, 2002).  

Therefore, reform policy should address incentives to attract and retain experienced 

teacher in labeled schools.   

As educational reformers seek to provide all students with a quality education, 

growing literature supports practices grounded in resilience to help students in 

underperforming schools overcome the adverse experiences and difficulties associated 

with living in poverty (Brown, 2001; Kibe & Boniwell, 2015; Gillham et al., 2013).  

Likewise, Nicoll (2014) added that transformative schools dedicated to utilizing 

curriculum and instructional practices that are responsive to environmental influences and 

foster social-emotional competencies are essential to closing the achievement gap.  Given 

that students in schools labeled as failing are born into a cycle of poverty and inequalities, 

it is worth exploring the practices necessary for developing resilience in students 

attending schools labeled as failing.  

Recommendations for Further Research 

The findings of this study have demonstrated that current educational 

consequential reform policy does motivate school staff, and more specifically, school 

leaders, to make improvements in student outcomes (Finnigan & Gross, 2007; Lashway, 

2001).  However, the unintended consequences of negatively labeling schools as failing 

in disadvantaged communities remain an issue (Woodside-Jiron & Gehsmann, 2009). 

Therefore, it would be informative for this study to be repeated comparing data of all 

stakeholders in schools labeled as failing and schools deemed successful. 
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This research was limited to one county in Georgia, but this study could be 

replicated in other states to compare principals’ experiences with accountability reform.  

Expanding the sample to include multiple school districts and states could also be a 

consideration for future research on the topic of consequential accountability.  

Replication in other school districts and states would determine if leaders are 

experiencing similar or different issues with labeling.  A study of this nature would 

enhance the understanding of experiences with consequential accountability systems.   

This study only asked principals in schools labeled “failing” to describe their 

experiences.  Other studies could gather in-depth information through interviews with 

students and parents to better understand the perspective of others experiencing the 

labeling phenomenon.  In addition, because this study only included one male, it may 

also be worthwhile to examine if females and males have different perceptions.  Future 

research should also include educators with varying years of experiences to fully 

understand how leaders experience labeling in schools labeled failing.  This study’s 

findings also compel further investigation into the relationship of unintended 

consequences on student achievement.   

Although this study highlights the need for more qualitative research into the 

phenomenon of failing schools and the contextual factors exacerbating those 

circumstances, researchers could expand this study by using differing methodologies, 

such as quantitative or mixed method research techniques.  Continued research is 

recommended in the areas of social and cultural reproduction, more specifically, in policy 
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practices and mechanisms, contrasting this study to explore the experiences of teachers in 

more advantaged schools with their ascribed labels (Fitz, Davies, & Evans, 2006).  

Conclusion 

Because of their leadership role, principals are at the center of the education-

reform movement; thus, they are considered one of the most important factors in school 

academic achievement (Marzano, Waters, & McNulty, 2005; Murphy, 2008; Robinson & 

Buntrock, 2011; Steiner, Hassel, & Hassel, 2008).  However, qualitative research rarely 

explores school leaders’ lived experiences with school quality labels amid recent 

accountability reform.  Previous studies did not investigate the lived experiences of 

leaders in schools labeled as failing.  In this study, phenomenology provided the 

framework to interpret the lived experiences of participants in this study.  Following 

Heidegger’s model of hermeneutics, or interpreting people’s lived experiences, the goal 

of the research was to recognize the subjective world as experienced by the participants 

through their stories (Annells, 1996; Cerbone, 2014; Moran, 2002).  As a researcher with 

experiences in working in a diverse school setting, this absence of analysis compelled my 

interest.  

In answering the central research question, “How do principals in labeled Title I 

elementary schools experience CCRPI ratings and other accountability mechanisms?”, 

the primary aim of this study was to gain an in-depth understanding of participants’ 

experiences in schools labeled as failing.  To address the research questions in this study, 

an interpretative phenomenological analysis methodology allowed an idiographic 

investigation of participants’ lived experiences to understand and articulate participants’ 
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subjective experiences with the phenomenon (Austin & Sutton, 2014; Creswell, 2014; 

Thanh & Thanh, 2015).   

The analysis of lived experiences supported the formation of four themes: 

Responding to the School’s Unique Needs, Feelings of Stigmatization, the Confluence of 

Forces beyond the School’s Control, and Questioning Fairness in Comparisons.  The 

themes expressed in the principals’ lived experiences demonstrate the historical, social, 

political, economic, and cultural contexts that influence their beliefs about their school’s 

failing label (Hochschild, 2003).  The researcher discussed the results, which were 

consistent with existing theory and literature, mainly in relation to the social justice 

concept of equity.   

Overall, this study aimed to provide a more in-depth and idiographic approach to 

explore the link between policy and practices, illuminate school leaders’ lived 

experiences with their schools’ failing label, and provide a contextual understanding of 

those experiences.  When taking a more phenomenological analysis of the failing label 

from the perspectives of leaders in these schools, it became clear that the participants 

spent a great deal of time concerned with how their non-labeled counterparts perceived 

them.  This is a sharp contrast from the claims of Salvatore and Shelton (2009), who 

suggested that members of stigmatized groups are more concerned with how they are 

perceived by in-group members than out-of-group members.  In this study, principals 

working in schools labeled as failing were not concerned with how principals with the 

same experiences perceived them.   
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King, Knight, and Hebl, (2010) argued that context significantly determines how 

people are treated, which supports how the participants in this study came to understand 

their experiences.  Furthermore, these contextualized experiences contribute to principals 

working in schools labeled as failing having vastly different experiences and 

interpretation of those experiences.  Likewise, participants in this study indicated that 

context plays an important part in how others evaluate them.  This study suggests that 

policymakers need to understand and consider the implications of contexts, such as 

socioeconomically disadvantaged schools, on the lives of school leaders in failing schools 

to develop policies that will positively affect marginalized groups.  

Researcher’s Reflection 

This study critically viewed participants’ experiences with educational reform 

policy to uncover imbalances in power and privilege.  The framework of this study 

acknowledges the nature of power and the position of the oppressed.  Bourdieu’s (1973) 

theory of social reproduction offers a context to analyze the complex nature of social 

structures, hegemony, and the function of schools in society (Morrow & Torres, 1995).  

Oldfield (2010) insisted that critical theorists must examine and question government 

policies and procedures.  Likewise, Torres (1999) argued, “A critical theory of power and 

the state is a necessary starting point to study educational policy making” (p. 97).   

This study explored the avenues in which school leaders in failing schools 

experience policies and practices.  IPA recognizes the role of the researcher as the 

researcher attempts to interpret how the participants make sense of those experiences 

(Doutre, Green, & Knight-Elliott, 2013; Pringle, Drummond, McLafferty & Hendry, 
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2011).  During the phenomenological process, I gained knowledge through participants’ 

experiences and reflected on my own personal experiences in socioeconomically 

disadvantaged schools.  As a teacher with experience in both Title I and non-Title I 

schools, I have witnessed the dominant discourse of the privileged especially in the 

current climate of accountability.  As such, it was more important for me to understand 

participants’ experiences (Mack, 2010; Shaw, 2010).  Persistent disparities produced by 

educational policy caused me to seek social justice in my research and critically examine 

structures that reinforce inequities.  This study reflects the perspective of the participants; 

however, methodological decisions were based on my experiences with race, class, and 

policy within Title I schools.  

Of particular interest to me were the findings that minority children and children 

of low socioeconomic status are more likely to attend failing schools than their peers.  

During my inquiry on the subject, I initially considered critical race theory (Gillborn, 

2005; Valencia, 2002).  As I began to read more on the subject, my focus began to shift 

to the problem of class inequality and education.  Reading some of the seminal works of 

Karl Marx (1967, 1967/2010), Pierre Bourdieu (1973, 1977), Max Weber (1978), and 

cultural theorist Paul Willis (1978) caused me to resituate my thinking about the root 

cause of the achievement gap and how educational policies react with the marginalized.  

The social issues confronted in this study were best unraveled by qualitatively 

interviewing principals to provide meaning and generate new knowledge.  The findings 

in this study indicate that sanctions cannot fix the systemic problems that plague 

underperforming Title I schools.   
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Interview Protocol 
 

LABELS ARE FOR SOUP CANS: A PHENOMENOGLOGICAL STUDY OF 
ELEMENTARY PRINCIPALS’ EXPERIENCE WITH ASCRIBED SCHOOL STATUS 

LABEL UNDER GEORGIA’S CONSEQUENTIAL ACCOUNTABILITY SYSTEM 
 

Do you have any questions concerning the information sheet? 
Are you comfortable with me using tape recorder? 

Demographic Profile Questionnaire 

1. Gender: Male ____ Female ____  

2. Age: 21-25  26-30  31-35  36-40  41-45  46-50   51-55  56-60  61-65  66+  

3. Ethnicity: 
_____ Caucasian 
_____ African American 
_____ Hispanic/Latino 
_____ Asian/Pacific Islander 
_____ Native American /Alaska Native 
_____ Other (specify): ________________________  

4. Number of years’ experience as a principal at present school? ______ 

5. Number of years’ experience in education? ______  

6. Any previous experience in non-Title I schools? _______ 
 

Interview I 
 “Demographic Profile Questionnaire” completed by researcher. 
1. How do you feel about the label failing?  

• What is it like to be a principal in your school? 
• How well does the label reflect what is going on in your school?  

     Reflects what students are doing? 
     Reflects on what teachers are doing? 
     Reflects on what you are doing? 
 

2. What are some of your experiences as a principal working in a school publicly 
labeled as failing in the current era of accountability? 
• How does the label influence the way you do your job? 
• Have you worked in different schools? (If so, is there an identifiable difference in 

your experiences and with reform accountability?) 
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Interview II 
 
3. How do labels and sanctions under Georgia’s consequential accountability system 

impact your school? 
• How do these publicly imposed labels impact your job and what you do in your 

school?  
• What is it like as a principal working under these accountably conditions?  
• How do you feel the public sharing of school categories and CCRPI scores affects 

the public’s view of your school and the work you do?   
• In your opinion, how has Georgia’s consequential accountability systems 

specifically sanctions affected your school? 
 

Interview III 
 

4. What are the factors that undermine concentrated reform efforts where higher 
numbers of disadvantaged students experience persistent gaps in achievement and 
subsequent sanctions? 
• What challenges do you experience as related to accountability and achievement?  
• Is there something in particular that you can identify as a priority in terms of 

raising student achievement in current policy?    
 
5. What are the positive and/or negative effects of reform accountability in the context 

of labeled schools? 
• Tell me some reform efforts to respond to the label and sanctions? 
• Reform efforts in your school and what is it like for you? (follow-up)  
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Original transcript Exploratory comments  

Interviewer:  What is it like to be a principal in your school?  
James:  If you’re just referring to the “principals” who are at the “failing 
schools” versus principals who are not on at the “failing schools,” it really 
just depends on what levels you’ve been at and whether or not you’ve been 
at other schools that are not classified as failing or not. Though, if you asked 
me whether or not I think that there’s a difference between those schools that 
are classified as failing and those schools that are not classified as failing, I 
would say definitely, every school has his or her own challenges. The thing 
that you actually will need to do is dig into your data and to for a root cause 
analysis, why are some kids that are performing at the level that he or she are 
performing at. And if you really stop and think about high-stake testing, 
there’s only two factors that determine whether or not kids or schools are 
labeled as failing or not, and that is the actual student body itself. And then I 
also would think that it would be your faculty and staff, i.e., your teachers. 
Because most times, the teachers in these “failing schools” are the teachers 
who have the least amount of experience. So, if you had the least amount of 
experience and then you go in a school that has the label of failing. When 
you have an opportunity to leave with that stigmatization of failing then 
you’re going to leave. So then that cycle of teachers who don’t have the 
experience that other teachers have, that perpetuates, it continues over and 
over again. And so, it is extremely hard to break that cycle. When you 
combine that with the student population, if you have a 90 to 100 percent free 
and reduced population, those populations are very transient. With 40% of 
your students moving from two to three different schools in three years, then 
it’s hard to actually get that momentum that you need. And once you start it, 
you’re starting all over again. So those are the two variables that if someone 
could have teachers actually stay there longer and have more veteran teachers 
in those high-needs schools, and a student population that will be there 
throughout their K-5 experience, then you will have those labels removed 
from, I would say, at least 90% of all of the schools that have “those labels.”  

 
*(Hesitant) (Shifts) Talking about 
others not self 
VS- us against them 
Referenced others     
Feelings about it is determined on 
other experiences 
Other schools’ reference  
Offers reason for difference  
*Stressful in all school contexts 
Looks for reasons school is failing  
Offers reason for students failing 
Testing- stressful  
Testing determines if they are failing  
Students are to blame reason 
*Teachers are to blame 
Inexperienced teachers  
Labeled schools students leave 
Labeled schools teacher leaves 
Teachers want to go something 
better 
Shame of label makes them leave 
Fighting a cycle with teachers 
Revolving door-teacher leaves, new 
teachers come 
*Stressful 
Student population adds more stress. 
Title I student population  
Students leave 
Fighting a cycle 
Teachers don’t stay 
Failing school need more 
experienced teachers 
Students don’t stay 
If, then no label 
Others mentioned  
Distance from label- Does not 
mention label belonging to his 
school  

Figure F1. Exploratory comments for interview I with James, question 1a. * represents 
information interpreted from documents or field notes. 
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Original transcript Exploratory comments  

Interviewer: How do you feel about the label, failing? 
James: Of course, no one likes the terminology failing because failing brings on 
a negative connotation. However, that connotation of that word should be 
always schools that are in improvement. And all schools need some type of 
improvement. Even if you're "one of the highest achieving schools," there is 
always room for growth and improvement. So, no one should be labeled failing. 
It should always be a continual cycle of learning. 

 
*(Kind of matter of fact) More 
concerned with the WORD   
Connotation- how others sees 
the labels negatively  
Others including self  
Gives alternative label 
*No school is perfect   
EVEN- to refer to other 
schools  
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Figure F2. Exploratory comments for interview I with James, question 1. * represents 
information interpreted from documents or field notes. 
 
 

Original transcript Exploratory comments  

Interviewer:  What is it like to be a principal in your school?  
James:  If you're just referring to the "principals" who are at the "failing 
schools" versus principals who are not on at the "failing schools," it 
really just depends on what levels you've been at and whether or not 
you've been at other schools that are not classified as failing or not. 
Though, if you asked me whether or not I think that there's a difference 
between those schools that are classified as failing and those schools that 
are not classified as failing, I would say definitely, every school has his 
or her own challenges. The thing that you actually will need to do is dig 
into your data and to for a root cause analysis, why are some kids that 
are performing at the level that he or she are performing at. And if you 
really stop and think about high-stake testing, there’s only two factors 
that determine whether or not kids or schools are labeled as failing or 
not, and that is the actual student body itself. And then I also would think 
that it would be your faculty and staff, i.e., your teachers. Because most 
times, the teachers in these "failing schools" are the teachers who have 
the least amount of experience. So, if you had the least amount of 
experience and then you go in a school that has the label of failing. When 
you have an opportunity to leave with that stigmatization of failing then 
you're going to leave. So then that cycle of teachers who don't have the 
experience that other teachers have, that perpetuates, it continues over 
and over again. And so, it is extremely hard to break that cycle. When 
you combine that with the student population, if you have a 90 to 100 
percent free and reduced population, those populations are very 
transient. With 40% of your students moving from two to three different 
schools in three years, then it's hard to actually get that momentum that 
you need. And once you start it, you're starting all over again. So those 
are the two variables that if someone could have teachers actually stay 
there longer and have more veteran teachers in those high-needs schools, 
and a student population that will be there throughout their K-5 
experience, then you will have those labels removed from, I would say, 
at least 90% of all of the schools that have "those labels."  
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Figure F3. Researcher’s interpretations. 


