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ABSTRACT  

 The role of the school leader is critical to school success and has been identified as 

second in impact only to the classroom teacher. School leaders face many challenges in this role, 

including stakeholder concerns, instructional leadership issues, and difficulties balancing work 

and personal life due to stress and excessive work hours. These concerns, combined with a lack 

of ongoing support, can lead to issues of burnout and turnover. These issues have a negative 

impact on schools and create concerns with maintaining an adequate supply of school leaders.  

Guided by three research questions, purposive sampling was utilized to select a leadership 

development program for aspiring principals in a large suburban school district in the southeast. 



 
 

A qualitative, single case study was conducted framed by Malcolm Knowles' (2005) six 

assumptions of the andragogical adult learning theory model. Nine participants from the 2022-

2023 leadership development program were interviewed and document analysis was conducted. 

Virtual, semi-structured interviews were audio recorded and transcribed through NVivo 

transcription, followed by open, axial, and selective coding data analysis. Through this process, 

three themes emerged: building a collegial network, developing knowledge, and contributing to 

self-growth. This study highlights school and district leadership's critical role in developing and 

supporting the next generation of educational leaders. 

 

INDEX WORDS: Adult learning theory, Assistant principals, Leadership development, 

Principals, Principal pipeline, School leadership 
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1 THE PROBLEM 

 The life of a new principal has been described as a “reality shock” (Spillane & Lee, 2013, 

p. 347), while the move into the assistant principal role has been called a “culture shock” (Craft 

et al., 2016, p. 11) with many new leaders experiencing feelings of isolation and loneliness 

(Hayes, 2019; Slater et al., 2018; Versland, 2018). The responsibilities of school leaders seem 

never-ending. The demands placed on principals continue to expand yearly due to new 

government initiatives and ever-increasing levels of accountability (Hayes, 2019; Ng & Szeto, 

2015; Slater et al., 2018). According to Burkett (2021), “The workload of campus leaders 

continues to increase with new expectations for evaluation and supervision, changing legislative 

mandates, and mounting pressures for improved school accountability” (p. 1). Additionally, 

school leaders are charged with ensuring equitable outcomes for all students, improving the 

efficiency of the school, and ensuring students are prepared for the challenges of college and 

career options after graduation (Morgan, 2018) while providing a positive culture and climate 

and ensuring the best hiring decisions are made to ensure the effectiveness of the school (Yavuz 

& Robinson, 2018).  

 School leaders in today’s educational landscape face many challenges. Based on a review 

of the literature, challenges are encountered in the areas of building relationships, dealing with 

challenging staff, community relationships, excessive workload, constant change, lack of 

authority and autonomy, inadequate staffing and funding, accountability pressures, operational 

management, and isolation (DiPaola & Tschannen-Moran, 2003; Fuller & Young, 2009; Levin & 

Bradley, 2019; Wang, 2022). The cumulative effect of these many challenges results in a 

working environment for principals that can be highly stressful (Beam et al., 2016; Crawford & 

Cowie, 2011; Versland, 2018). Shoho and Barnet (2010) interviewed 62 new principals and 
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found that most were surprised by the emotional energy required for the principalship. Similarly, 

Gentilucci et al. (2018) found through inductive, respondent-driven interviews that beginning 

principals did not expect such a high stress level. Crawford and Cowie’s (2011) Scottish study 

also found that new principals described the stress as unrelenting pressures of their new position.  

 The emotional pressures and stress experienced by beginning principals can lead to 

feelings of isolation and loneliness (Bauer & Silver, 2017; Slater et al., 2018). Hayes’ 2019 study 

focusing on principal mentoring found the impact of accountability pressures from both the state 

and federal levels, among other job demands, which resulted in new principals experiencing 

loneliness. Similarly, “being an assistant principal can often feel like being stranded on a 

deserted island” (Burkett, 2021, p. 12). Versland (2016) examined principal induction programs 

through qualitative interviews and found isolation a common concern among participants due to 

a lack of local school district support.  

 Difficulty in establishing and maintaining relationships is a common theme in the related 

literature (Bayar, 2016; Duncan et al., 2011; Wang, 2022). Principals must build effective 

relationships with all stakeholders, including students, staff, families, and the community. 

Similar needs are relevant to the assistant principal role, including building relationships with 

staff, communicating with stakeholders, and making decisions (Hayes & Burkett, 2021). Duncan, 

Range, and Scherz’s 2011 research involving 106 new principals in Wyoming identified dealing 

with difficult parents as a significant concern. Similarly, Bayar’s (2016) semi-structured 

interviews with 14 new principals also identified dealing with families as a significant concern. 

In contrast, Clarke et al. (2011) surveyed 45 western Australian principals who indicated that 

parents were among the least of their concerns.  
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 Unfortunately, the concerns for beginning principals start before they assume the role due 

to various issues, including lack of preparation (DiPaola & Tschannen-Moran, 2003; Levin & 

Bradley, 2019). “The assistant principalship often does not prepare someone to assume the 

principalship” (Oleszewski et al., 2012, p. 265).  Duncan et al. (2011) identified concerns with 

principal preparation programs to be common among study participants. Similar challenges 

continue for beginning principals as they feel a lack of support from their employing districts 

and, as such, are left to form informal support networks on their own (Beam et al., 2016; Fuller 

& Young, 2009; Crawford & Cowie, 2011; Levin & Bradley, 2019; Versland, 2018). When 

combined with the everyday pressures of the job, difficulties in building and maintaining 

relationships, a lack of adequate preparation, and ongoing issues of support, many principals 

indicate a high likelihood of leaving the profession (Bayar, 2016; Fuller & Young, 2009; Georgia 

Partnership for Excellence in Education, 2019; Levin & Bradley, 2019). Shoho and Barnett 

(2010) found among 62 new principal participants that most plan to serve as local school 

principals for less than 10 years before moving on to district-level positions or retirement.  

 As previously found in multiple studies (Beam et al., 2016; Crawford & Cowie, 2011; 

Versland, 2018), the lack of ongoing support for beginning principals has consistently been a 

significant concern. Almost 97% of Duncan and Stock’s (2010) study participants believed in the 

power of mentoring to support them in their new role as principals. Even when a mentor or coach 

is assigned, school leaders feel more time dedicated to that relationship would be beneficial, 

according to a study of 26 mid-career assistant principals (Hayes & Burkett, 2021). Research in 

the United States and internationally has identified the critical role principal induction programs 

could play in supporting beginning administrators (Bertrand, 2018; Crawford & Cowie, 2011).  
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 Multiple models of principal induction through mentoring exist, including internal and 

external mentoring (Taylor Backor & Gordon, 2015), relational mentoring (Hayes, 2019), and 

state-mandated, long-term mentoring programs (Gimbel, 2018). Hayes and Burkett (2021) 

explored a school district-university partnership to support mid-career assistant principals 

integrating peer mentoring and a coaching component. Burkett (2021) recommends utilizing 

principals as mentors for assistant principals. While there are qualitative and quantitative studies 

examining mentorship for school leaders, the literature becomes extremely limited in identifying 

other induction program components that could benefit new administrators.  

 The International Study of Principal Preparation has conducted multiple studies in 

various countries worldwide. Slater et al. (2018) conducted research as part of the ISPP and 

identified the use of teaching cases to assist in principal induction. Another unique opportunity 

beyond mentoring is the use of interactive problem-solving to enhance the real-world skills of 

beginning administrators. Hayes and Burkett (2021) recommend a development program for 

assistant principals, including monthly expert presentations, field-based experiences, and small 

group networks. Bravender and Staub’s (2018) quantitative study included 15 beginning 

principals in the United States to examine the benefits of interactive problem-solving.  

Hayes (2019) found that observations, attendance at data meetings, and local school 

learning walks were helpful for induction phase administrators. Similarly, networking, guest 

speakers, and group role play were identified in Eller’s (2014) research by 16 beginning 

principals in Virginia as helpful for their performance. Taylor Backor and Gordon (2015) 

identified networking, cohort support groups, and ongoing professional development as essential 

induction activities. The induction activities in these studies are directly related to the day-to-day 
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work and mimic often-faced scenarios in the life of a new administrator. These activities have 

job relevance.  

Statement of the Problem 

 The lack of educators seeking the principalship, causing rising shortages across the 

United States, is not a new issue (DiPaola & Tschannen-Moran, 2003; Levin & Bradley, 2019). 

This dearth in the principal pipeline is caused by many factors, including lack of appeal of the 

principalship, high rates of turnover, early retirement, and teacher leaders and assistant principals 

not seeking the position (DiPaola & Tschannen-Moran, 2003; Fuller & Young, 2009; Wang, 

2022). Even when assistant principals seek the principalship, they are often unprepared for the 

role (Morgan, 2018), possessing a low level of preparedness in areas critical to school leadership 

success (Yavuz & Robinson, 2018). These factors combine to create issues of turnover.  

According to Levin & Bradley (2019), the national average for principal tenure was only 

four years for the school year 2016-2017. The Georgia Partnership for Excellence in Education 

reported in 2014 that only 49% of Georgia principals were still in a principalship after five years. 

Versland (2018) reports a principal shortage crisis in both quantity and quality.  

Issues contributing to the lack of quality candidates for the principalship include poor 

preparation in higher education programs (Duncan et al., 2011) and lack of support during 

assistant principal tenure focused on preparing for the principalship (Gates et al., 2019). Duncan 

et al. found that the most extensive deficits in principal preparation included staff issues, student 

discipline, data analysis, and dealing with parents. Assistant principals feel especially 

underprepared in budget and finance, legal and ethical issues related to technology, and 

recruitment and retention of staff decisions (Yavuz & Robinson, 2018). In DiPaola and 

Tschannen-Moran’s 2003 study examining the conditions and challenges of K-12 principals, 

86% of beginning principal respondents reported that their experience as a teacher helped 
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prepare them for the principalship while only 71% reported their role as an assistant principal 

had value. Gates et al. (2019) claim that preparation and development programs for assistant 

principals are critical in establishing and maintaining a quality principal pipeline. Beginning 

principals who felt prepared for the principalship through in-service opportunities, advanced 

degrees, mentors, and internships reported lower levels of stress and increased intentions of 

remaining in the principalship (Levin & Bradley, 2019). This study concluded that quality 

preparation and ongoing support built leadership capacity and reduced turnover.  

Crawford and Cowie (2011) and Gentilucci (2013) purport that in addition to not being 

prepared for the position, beginning principals did not expect the extent of the job pressures and 

stress they would face. Fuller and Young (2009) found that overall student achievement in a 

school also had a high impact on principal stress and retention, even during the first year, with 

higher-performing schools able to sustain better retention rates. Ten years later, Levin and 

Bradley (2019) reported that 35% of principals remain in the position for two years or less, with 

the highest turnover rates occurring in lower-performing schools. In addition to the 

overwhelming issues first-year principals face, isolation and loneliness also impact a leader’s 

interest in remaining in the position (Hayes, 2019; Slater et al., 2018; Bauer & Silver, 2017). The 

researchers also found that isolation is a reliable predictor of job satisfaction.  

The school leadership pipeline is experiencing gaps in the quantity of principal 

candidates. When candidates do assume the role, gaps in quality exist due to concerns with levels 

of preparedness for the principalship. Additionally, the overwhelming nature of being a novice 

principal can contribute to burnout and turnover. Districts must take responsibility for preparing 

leaders for the challenges of the principalship and extend professional development into the 

assistant principal role (Hayes & Burkett, 2021).  
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Purpose   

Principals have been found to impact school climate, determine the environment that 

retains teachers, and increase teacher leadership (Georgia Partnership for Excellence, 2019). 

“Education research has established a significant relationship between school leadership and 

students’ achievement” (Morgan, 2018, p. 1). Research has claimed a direct link between 

principal functions and student achievement due to the role of principals as a change agent 

(DiPaola & Tschannen-Moran, 2003). Good preparation for a school leadership role, ongoing 

training after assuming the role, and coaching support, contribute to building leadership capacity 

and reducing principal turnover (Levin & Bradley, 2019). Unfortunately, many school leaders 

report inadequate preparation and professional development (Levin & Bradley). This qualitative 

case study examines influential practices within a leadership development program. A lens of 

adult learning theory is utilized.  

Research Questions  

This qualitative case study explores the following research questions: 

1. How are the principles of adult learning theory applied in a leadership development 

program? 

2. How does participation in a leadership development program influence administrator 

practice? 

3. Which leadership development program components influence participants’ perceptions 

of preparedness? 

Significance of the Study  

This study may be significant to aspiring and novice school leaders and coordinators of 

leadership development programs. Quality leadership development programs could help address 
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the school leadership shortage and increase the retention of effective leaders. The study may add 

to the body of literature regarding aspiring principal induction programs.  

Assumptions and Limitations  

Several assumptions inherent in qualitative research are foundational to this case study. 

Reality depends on the social context and the experiences of individuals versus a single fixed 

reality (Merriam, 2002), which will influence program participants' perceptions and limit the 

study's generalizability. This case study aims to understand the perspectives of the individual 

participants. 

  An interpretive theoretical paradigm was utilized, which assumes the researcher will 

construct meaning from the participants' experiences, resulting in knowledge developed within 

the relationship between the participant and researcher (Hays & Singh, 2012). The relationship 

between the researcher and participants in qualitative case study is interactive and influential 

(Stake, 1995). A well-developed relationship between the researcher and participants can lend 

credibility to a qualitative case study (Cohen & Crabtree, 2006).  

Qualitative research is subjective, and the researcher's values influence the interpretation 

of the data (Stake, 1995). I must disclose that I have a personal relationship with the district. In 

following the research traditions of qualitative case study, I will be an integral part of the 

research and, therefore, must acknowledge personal bias as a study limitation (Hays & Singh, 

2012). In addition to researcher bias, there is the influence of participant bias due to the 

subjective nature of self-reporting experiences through interviews. The small sample size for the 

study aligns with the structure of a qualitative case study. However, it results in a context-

specific and not generalizable study, which is a methodological limitation. Other limitations, 

such as the willingness of the identified sample to participate in order to maximize diversity of 

perspectives, arose during the study.  
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Delimitations of the Study 

 This study is limited to examining one aspiring principal induction program in a large, 

suburban public school district. The selection of this case follows established case study methods 

that support establishing boundaries for a case to allow for in-depth examination of a particular 

case (Hays & Singh, 2012; Stake, 1995). The additional researcher established delimitations are 

the research timeframe and the selection of research questions. The timeframe established for the 

completion of the research is necessary and unavoidable. The selection of research questions to 

exclude other research interests is based on reviewing the literature and identifying research 

objectives.   

Overview of the Study  

 This qualitative case study examined one suburban aspiring principal leadership 

development program from the lens of adult learning theory while identifying influential 

program components and their impact on leadership practice. In the model of Merriam (1998), A 

theoretical framework derived from a review of the relevant literature has been developed to 

guide the research questions and methodology selection.  

 The research employed a bound case study method in the Stake (1995) and Merriam 

(1998) models. Employing the Stake case study model will allow for fully exploring the specific 

case. Participants included elementary, middle, and high school assistant principals who recently 

participated in an aspiring principals program. Including participants from various K-12 models 

developed a rich narrative of the case that includes multiple perspectives, which is critical in 

qualitative research (Schwandt et al., 2007). Semi-structured interviews and document reviews 

were utilized to collect data. Informal data analysis began during the semi-structured interviews, 

followed by formal data analysis to identify patterns and themes. Data was analyzed using open, 

axial, and selective coding (Williams & Moser, 2019). Understanding that qualitative data 
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analysis is cyclical and iterative (Hays & Singh, 2012), coding occurred in several rounds using 

researcher coding and analysis software.  

 Chapter 2 presents a comprehensive literature review, which examines peer-reviewed 

journal articles and empirical studies from the United States and internationally. The majority of 

the included literature was published within the last 12 years. Seminal works to support adult 

learning theory have been included due to their prominence in the field, which dates back to 

1980.  
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2 REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

 Effective school leadership has been described as vital (Marzano, 2005) and the 

cornerstone of a well-performing school (DiPaola & Tschannen-Moran, 2003). According to 

Day et al. (n.d.), “School leaders are a critical determinant in the quality of the psychological, 

physical, and social environments and conditions in which teaching and learning take place” (p. 

25). Effective leadership is a determining factor in improving student achievement according to 

Yavuz and Robinson (2018). School leadership has also been identified as “one of the 

fundamental elements that influence school effectiveness” (Oleszewski et al., 2012, p. 264). 

While there are many positive attributes associated with the impactful role of being a school 

leader, including rewarding relationships with students and staff (DiPaola & Tschannen-Moran, 

2003) and a sense of fulfillment (Bauer & Silver, 2017), the challenges of the role are abundant. 

Local school leaders are expected to no longer reside in the realm of management but to strive to 

influence the staff and students positively through effective instructional leadership, maintain a 

positive school climate, and effectively manage the day-to-day operations of the school all while 

facing ever-increasing accountability pressures to impact student achievement quickly (DiPaola 

& Tschannen-Moran, 2003; Duncan & Stock, 2010; Fuller & Young, 2009).  

Facing the challenges of becoming a principal is an international concern. Slater et al. 

(2018) found that regardless of the country or context, principals experienced similar challenges. 

Clarke et al. (2011), as part of the International Study of Principal Preparation, utilized surveys 

with 45 new principals from Western Australia to identify the biggest challenges facing today’s 

school leaders. The ISPP has conducted studies among its 15 participating countries examining 

the principalship and induction programs. Crawford and Cowie’s (2011) Scotland study, Wildy 
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et al. (2010) review of practices in Australia and Turkey, and research from Hong Kong (Ng & 

Szeto, 2016) all focus on the challenges faced by new principals in their respective countries.  

The purpose of this literature review is to examine the stressors and challenges of school 

leadership that contribute to issues of burnout and turnover, explore the conditions that lead 

school leaders to be underprepared and overwhelmed, develop an understanding of support 

programs for aspiring and beginning principals, and establish the role of adult learning theory.  

Challenges of School Leadership 

The job of the principal is challenging, which has led to the role being viewed as less 

appealing (Wang, 2022). Every year, fewer teachers seek to go into local school leadership 

(DiPaola & Tschannen-Moran, 2003), and approximately 50% of assistant principals will never 

assume the principalship (Barnett et al., 2012). The role of the assistant principal has been 

described as overwhelming and “almost unachievable in daily responsibilities” (Barnett et al., p. 

92), and the job of the principal has even been described as impossible (DiPaola & Tschannen-

Moran, 2003; Fuller, 2009). In 2017, Bauer and Silver’s study participants’ perception was that 

the challenges of the principalship outweigh the benefits. This sentiment can contribute to 

principal shortages. Fuller (2009) describes the role as “complex, difficult, intense, and 

extremely stressful” (p. 18). The challenges reported by assistant principals are similar to what 

principals experience as their role has become more demanding and complicated (Barnett et al.). 

School leaders face these complex challenges in many areas.  

Workload  

The overall workload and excessive hours that principals dedicate to the job each week 

present significant challenges (DiPaola & Tschannen-Moran, 2022; Levin & Bradley, 2019; 

Shoho & Barnett, 2010; Wang, 2022). Assistant principals also experience issues related to 



   13  

workload. According to Barnett et al. (2012), of the seven categories of challenges identified by 

assistant principals, workload was the number one concern with 57% of novice assistant 

principals. Shoho and Barnett utilized qualitative research involving 62 new principals, and 

findings revealed that the job was hard to leave behind on evenings and weekends, resulting in a 

high level of emotional energy being expended. According to DiPaola & Tschannen-Moran, 84% 

of principals work more than 50 hours per week, which is an increase of 18% from 1988. Of the 

84% who work more than 50 hours per week, one-fourth work 55 to 59 hours, and more than 

10% work more than 65 hours per week. Similarly, utilizing the job demands model to examine 

challenges and job hindrances, Wang (2022) found that principals routinely work over 60 hours 

per week. Due to excessive work hours, assistant principals experience difficulty balancing 

personal and work demands (Allen & Weaver, 2014; Barnett et al.). Reducing the number of 

hours principals work each week can contribute to better working conditions and increased 

longevity in the role (Levin & Bradley, 2019).  

Emotional Toll 

The emotional toll of school leadership can be high. The increased job demands placed 

on principals can result in high stress levels, emotional exhaustion, feelings of isolation and 

loneliness, and difficulty balancing personal and work responsibilities (Bauer & Silver, 2017; 

Crawford & Cowie, 2011; Fuller & Young, 2009). In Bauer and Silver’s examination of first-

year principals in the Southeast United States, isolation was found to be the most impactful 

indicator of the intent of beginning principals to leave their positions (2017). Assistant principals 

have also reported feeling isolated and lonely due to the change in their social role (Craft et al., 

2016). This research found that work friendships are reduced when an educator moves into a 

leadership role, which takes an emotional toll. Gentilucci et al. (2018) found that new principals 
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were caught off guard by the stress of their new position. For many principals, “demands 

overburden personal, professional capacity and affect their performance and well-being” (Wang, 

2022, p. 1013). Similarly, assistant principals report feeling an “enormous sense of 

responsibility, striving for perfection, fearing failure…” (Barnett et al., 2012, p. 106). A stressful 

job environment, lack of support from employing districts (Beam et al., 2016; Crawford & 

Cowie, 2011; Versland, 2018), and the many challenges principals face have often exhausted 

local school leaders.  

Decision-Making 

School leaders are constantly making decisions, and this authority presents its own set of 

unique challenges. In a phenomenological study of assistant principals, Craft et al. (2016) found 

that school leaders lacked confidence in making decisions. A survey administered to 203 first-

year K-12 principals revealed that participants experienced a sense of pressure due to being 

solely responsible for making decisions and school performance (Bauer & Silver, 2017). The 

study discovered the common perception that principals were forced to make decisions in 

isolation. Principals feel the weight of ultimate responsibility as final decision-makers (Spillane 

& Lee, 2013). Although principals expressed concerns about the pressure of making decisions, 

they were also frustrated with the lack of autonomy to make necessary decisions (DiPaola & 

Tschannen-Moran, 2003; Wang, 2022). According to DiPaola and Tschannen-Moran, 45% of 

principals in their study were challenged by a lack of authority to make decisions. Decision-

making authority is such a critical issue that Levin and Bradley (2019) have suggested that 

improvement in this area is one of the top five strategies for reducing principal turnover.  
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Family Relationships 

Concerns with building relationships and working with all stakeholders are common 

themes in much of the research (Bayar, 2016; Duncan et al., 2011; Gentilucci, 2013; Wang, 

2022). A specific challenge in building home-school relationships is communication (DiPaola & 

Tschannen-Moran, 2003). Additionally, being sensitive to the cultural differences among 

families in the school community can be an issue in supporting effective relationships (Duncan 

& Stock, 2010).  

In Duncan et al.’s (2011) research, 106 Wyoming principals identified addressing the 

concerns of difficult parents as a significant issue for new principals. Conversely, Clarke et al. 

(2011) studied the perceptions of 45 new Western Australian principals and determined that 

dealing with difficult parents was one of the least concerning. Although Barnett et al. (2012) 

found that assistant principals felt prepared to build relationships with families, they were 

unprepared for the level of conflict and felt unprepared to handle contentious situations. Of the 

103 assistant principals in the study, 24% of novice assistant principals and 27% of experienced 

assistant principals found challenges in dealing with disgruntled parents.  

Slater et al. (2018) and Beam et al. (2016) employed surveys and focus groups and 

consistently found that building credibility in the community was a unique challenge for 

beginning principals. These researchers attributed some of this difficulty to new principals being 

compared to the previous school leader (Beam et al.; Slater et al.). Parents can harbor 

unreasonable demands and be vocal in their criticism of school administration which contributes 

to high-stress levels for principals (Wang, 2022) and hinders relationship building.  
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Staff Relationships 

Hiring, managing, and building relationships with staff are essential roles of a school 

leader. However, they do not feel confident in their readiness level in recruiting, selecting, and 

retaining teaching staff according to Yavuz & Robinson’s research with 186 assistant principals 

(2018). Even when confidence is not an issue, being allowed to make hiring decisions can be a 

concern. Principals play a “critical role in attracting and retaining qualified teachers” (Levin & 

Bradley, 2019, p. 18), but often feel they do not have enough authority in making hiring 

decisions (DiPaola & Tschannen-Moran, 2003; Wang, 2022). Only 33% of principals in DiPaola 

& Tschannen-Moran’s study reported having significant input when selecting and hiring their 

assistant principals.  

When examining principal issues related to staff, multiple studies have found dealing 

with challenging staff to be a concern (Clarke et al., 2011; Duncan & Stock, 2010; Slater et al., 

2018) with Ng and Szeto (2015) identifying staff management as an ongoing issue. Resistance to 

change and principals being compared to previous leadership are two sources of this conflict 

(Shoho & Barnett, 2010). Assistant principals also struggle when addressing contentious issues 

with staff (Barnett et al., 2012). In the study conducted by Barnett et al., more than one-fourth of 

assistant principals identified dealing with conflict as the area they were least prepared for, with 

30% of beginning and experienced assistant principals claiming difficult teachers to be the most 

significant conflict.  The researchers found, “The types of conflicts mentioned by assistant 

principals are similar to what new principals experience” (Barnett et al., p. 117). Similarly, 

Hayes and Burkett (2021) identified working with teachers as an area of great need for assistant 

principal professional development, while Burkett (2021) found conflict resolution strategies 
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were a specific area of need. Dealing with administrative tasks and conflicts interferes with 

school leaders' ability to dedicate time to instructional leadership (Barnett et al.).  

Instructional Leadership 

Instructional leadership is concerned with many areas related to school improvement, 

including “…promoting better outcomes for students, emphasizing the importance of teaching 

and learning and enhancing their quality” (Day et al., n.d., p. 18) and is the top priority for 81% 

of school leaders (Day et al.). Student achievement pressures on schools continue to increase, 

and as such, all school leaders, including assistant principals, have a role to play as instructional 

leaders (Barnett et al., 2012). School leaders now spend more time on many areas of instructional 

leadership, including curriculum, instruction, assessment, student achievement, effective 

teaching strategies, and special education (DiPaola & Tschannen-Moran, 2003). However, due to 

the many other demands of the principalship, school leaders often do not have enough time to 

devote to instructional leadership (Burkett, 2021; Wang, 2022).  

Hayes (2019) and Duncan and Stock (2010) revealed that beginning principals are 

concerned about instructional leadership as their role has shifted from managerial-focused to 

instruction-focused. According to the Georgia Partnership for Excellence (2019), “School leaders 

are responsible for all aspects of student learning, both inside and outside of the classroom” (p. 

28). The principal’s role in instructional leadership has been acknowledged, and principals 

significantly impact teacher practice (Levin & Bradley, 2019). One role of an instructional leader 

is to provide professional development for staff. However, many principals need support in this 

area (DiPaola & Tschannen-Moran, 2003). According to the researchers, 71% of principals in 

their study identified a need for additional support in providing professional development. 

Improving skills related to instructional leadership has also been identified as a professional 
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learning need for assistant principals (Allen & Weaver, 2014). According to Morgan’s 

quantitative study sampling 120 assistant principals, the lowest score related to leader self-

efficacy was in instructional leadership (2018).  

Operational Issues 

Operational and logistical management issues are well documented in the literature as 

concerns for school leaders. Administrators are consistently concerned about the amount of time 

spent on administrative, non-instructional tasks, such as the number of emails and the massive 

quantity of paperwork that must be handled (Beam et al., 2016; DiPaola & Tschannen-Moran, 

2003; Wang, 2022). Leaders reported frustration in managing meetings, emails, phone calls, and 

unrealistic deadlines in a study of 103 elementary, middle, and high school assistant principals 

(Barnett et al., 2012). In addition to managing many operational tasks, a school leader’s day is 

unpredictable. This makes managing the inherent responsibilities logistically challenging (Craft 

et al., 2016).  

Budget and finance issues were also concerns for K-12 principals (Duncan et al., 2011; 

Ng & Szeto, 2015). In a 2018 study regarding assistant principals’ perceptions of preparedness in 

various leadership tasks, managing a budget was reported as a low level of readiness (Yavuz & 

Robinson, 2018). Similarly, assistant principals report needing professional development to 

address organizational skills, especially budget and finance (Allen & Weaver, 2014; Hayes & 

Burkett, 2021). 

Burnout, Retention, and Turnover  

The many challenges faced by school leaders contribute to issues with burnout, retention, 

and turnover. Turnover in school leadership is a nationwide issue, with the national average 

tenure of a school principal being only four years, with a staggering 35% serving for two years or 
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less (Levin & Bradley, 2019). Shoho and Barnett’s (2010) Texas research and Bayar’s (2016) 

study in Turkey similarly exposed concerns about longevity. Most of the 62 new principals 

interviewed by Shoho and Barnett planned to remain in the profession for less than ten years 

before they moved on to a district-level position or retired.  

Contributing Factors of Turnover 

School characteristics have been found to impact leader turnover, but the personal 

characteristics of the school leader were found to have a negligible impact (Fuller & Young, 

2009). Student achievement has a high impact on the retention of first-year principals, with 

schools demonstrating higher student achievement having a higher retention rate (Fuller & 

Young).  

The prevalence of poverty within a school is a detriment in the retention of 

administrators, with high-poverty schools having the shortest average tenure (Fuller & Young, 

2009; Levin & Bradley, 2019). A study by the Georgia Partnership for Excellence (2019) 

reported that 49% of Georgia principals were still in the role after five years, with an annual 

turnover rate of 19%. For schools with higher levels of poverty, the annual turnover rate was 

23%, and high minority schools experienced turnover rates of 22%. 

  Retention rates vary across K-12 levels. In 2009, Fuller and Young found that high 

schools had the lowest retention rate, with only 50% remaining in the principalship for three 

years and 30% remaining for five years. In 2019, Levin and Bradley found that high school 

leaders were most likely to leave the education profession altogether, while elementary and 

middle school leaders were more likely to find a different position within the field of education. 

These studies also found that retention was lower in rural and small-town schools compared to 

suburban schools. 
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 In addition to school characteristics’ impact on retention, school leaders’ satisfaction with 

support and professional development are also factors. Levin and Bradley (2019) found that 

dissatisfied principals reported a lack of access to professional development, which contributed 

to their decision to leave the profession. The study also found that school leaders provided with 

in-service opportunities were more likely to remain in their leadership role; this was especially 

applicable for leaders serving in more challenging schools if the professional development was 

specifically targeted to their needs.  

Impact of Turnover 

 High administrative turnover rates have several adverse effects, including finding 

effective candidates to fill vacancies. Concerns about the principal pipeline have been examined 

for years (DiPaola & Tschannen-Moran, 2003). This study found that rising shortages of 

qualified school leaders were an issue across the United States impacted by the early retirement 

age of many administrators. According to this study, only 4% of school administrators were over 

60.   

 There is also a financial cost to high turnover rates. Fuller and Young (2009) and Levin 

and Bradley (2019) report significant financial costs related to recruitment, hiring, and training 

for school administrators. The associated financial implication of turnover can be between 

$10,000 and $50,000 due to a myriad of costs, including the use of personnel resources, supplies 

such as business cards and letterhead, technology including laptops and cell phones, principal 

preparation, and professional development expenses (Levin & Bradley).  

 Effective school leadership is essential to improving student outcomes (Levin & 

Bradley), as principals play a critical role in school improvement (Fuller & Young, 2009). To 

effectively impact the school improvement process, school leaders must remain in the position 
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for five years (Georgia Partnership for Excellence). Academic achievement and school 

improvement processes are negatively impacted by leader turnover (Georgia Partnership for 

Excellence, 2019; Levin & Bradley, 2019). The disruption in the school improvement process 

caused by leadership turnover is incredibly impactful for schools with high poverty rates and 

lower student achievement (Georgia Partnership for Excellence).  

 It has been claimed that school leadership is second only to teacher quality in impacting 

student achievement (Marzano, 2005). With teachers' critical role in student achievement, it is 

essential to retain highly effective teachers. Higher principal retention rates are linked to higher 

teacher retention rates (Fuller & Young, 2009; Georgia Partnership for Excellence, 2019). 

Therefore, it is important to support school leaders in addressing the many challenges of the role 

to reduce burnout issues and improve retention rates.  

School Leadership Development 

Leadership studies spanning the last twenty years have documented school leaders' 

concerns with a lack of support (Crawford & Cowie, 2011; DiPaola & Tschannen-Moran, 2003; 

Fuller & Young, 2009; Wang, 2022). While concerns with district support are common, Fuller 

and Young found urban schools had higher rates of school leadership dissatisfaction with 

support. Among DiPaola and Tschannen-Moran’s study participants, only 11.7% of 

administrators categorized their satisfaction with district support as very satisfied, 29.9% were 

dissatisfied, and 7.4% were very dissatisfied. Assistant principals also seek additional 

professional development and have reported that development for their specific leadership role is 

“never offered or mandated by their district” (Hayes & Burkett, 2021, p. 513). Fuller and Young 

asserted that today’s principals assume more roles and job responsibilities, but the “level of 

support is no different than 10, 20, or even 50 years ago” (p. 18).  
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Professional Development Needs 

School leaders need continued professional development in many areas. One of the most 

significant areas is instructional leadership. Duncan and Stock (2010) identified instructional 

leadership as a critical challenge for new principals. Similarly, assistant principals express this 

need to further develop their skills with instructional leadership (Allen & Weaver, 2014; Barnett 

et al., 2012; Burkett, 2021). Taylor Backor and Gordon (2015) identified specific induction 

program components to support beginning principals in developing effective instructional 

leadership skills. Versland (2018) found through interviewing over 250 new principals that 

mentors were identified as effective if they focused on instructional leadership. According to 

Oleszewski et al. (2012), “…schools require a new generation of leaders who can transform 

schools and provide instructional leadership unlike previous generations” (p. 264).  

Professional development needs go beyond application of knowledge in areas such as 

instructional leadership to include people skills. Gentilucci et al. (2013) utilized a qualitative 

study with new principals in California utilizing respondent-driven interviews to examine 

principal induction programs. One of the significant findings identified the need for beginning 

principals to learn soft skills such as active listening and building trust. Similarly, Hayes and 

Burkett (2021) identified the area of communication as a professional development need through 

a study that sampled 26 experienced assistant principals. Giving feedback to teachers was one 

area of communication in which these school leaders reported needing additional development. 

Focusing on having “critical conversations” with staff is a beneficial area of professional 

learning (Burkett, 2021, p. 11).  
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Providing Support - Mentoring 

Much of the domestic and international research focuses on mentoring as the main, or 

only, component of new school leader induction programs. Ng (2016), through qualitative 

research, identified the value of mentor-mentee meetings based on participant questionnaires and 

in-depth interviews. Significant findings showed that new principals place a high value on 

learning from a veteran principal.  

Hayes (2019) describes a particular type of mentoring relationship by examining the 

results of a qualitative, single-site case study. Focus groups and participant interviews were 

utilized along with observations, which found that mentoring is crucial in supporting novice 

principals, mainly if the mentoring is relational. Hayes describes relational mentoring as focusing 

on a mutually beneficial relationship in which the mentor and mentee principals learn from each 

other. When effectively implemented, relational mentoring is especially helpful in building 

instructional leadership practices for beginning principals. As previously noted, instructional 

leadership is a significant need for school leaders (Allen & Weaver, 2014; Ducan & Stock, 

2010).  Morgan (2018) recommends that mentors and new school leaders work collaboratively to 

identify strengths and build plans to address areas of need. Hayes and Burkett (2021) call for the 

development of “pervasive mentoring relationships” (p. 502).  

Through in-depth interviews, Taylor Backor and Gordon (2015) collected feedback from 

professors, principals, and teacher leaders. The study utilized 15 participants in Texas to examine 

mentoring practices. Results found a need for internal and external mentoring. Internal mentors 

from university preparation programs and employing school districts and external mentors such 

as retired administrators were recommended. Similarly, Bertrand et al. (2018) identified the need 

for internal and external mentor-mentee relationships. Multiple studies also support the 
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advantages of assigning veteran principals as mentors to new and assistant principals (Barnett et 

al., 2012; Craft et al., 2016; Oleszewski et al., 2012).  

Duncan and Stock (2010) studied the perceptions of 187 rural Wyoming principals. 

Surveys indicated that almost 97% believed mentoring was extremely important to positively 

impact beginning principal effectiveness. However, only 13% of study participants participated 

in a formal mentoring program. School leaders tend to form informal networking and support 

groups when there is a lack of opportunities and access to formal mentoring support (Beam et al., 

2016; Craft et al., 2016; Crawford & Cowie, 2011; Duncan & Stock). These small support 

groups allow for peer mentoring (Burkett, 2021) but lack the structure and training of formal 

mentoring programs.  

Characteristics of Mentors 

Gimbel (2018) utilized a phenomenological methodology to examine a state-legislated 

two-year mentoring program. This small study included semi-structured interviews with four 

mentor/mentee partnerships. One of the most critical findings in Gimbel’s study was describing 

the mentor as someone who asks questions but is not necessarily the giver of advice. This 

mentor/mentee structure allows new principals to talk through real-world decisions and to think 

deeply about alternatives and implications. Schechter (2014) interviewed 18 new principals to 

examine the characteristics they perceived as essential to mentoring effectiveness. The resulting 

data identified the specific traits of respect, admiration, openness, honesty, trust, and sincerity. 

Additionally, Versland (2018) and Bertrand (2018) found that relevant work experience was a 

mentor characteristic that helped to build a connection between the mentor and mentee and was 

determined to be an essential component.   
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Providing Support – Coaching 

 Coaching is an additional tool for professional support for school leaders. In examining a 

university-district collaborative professional development program, the coaching component was 

viewed by many participants as the most valuable strategy in the program (Hayes & Burkett, 

2021). According to this study, coaches play a different role than mentors in supporting school 

leaders. These coaches conducted observations and provided feedback, which is not a typical 

tool mentors use. The coaches also utilized goal setting, practice, and reflection, which resulted 

in all of the program participants wanting more time with their coach due to the positive impact 

of the relationship.  

 In a study of 30 school leaders based on observations and interviews, coaching was 

utilized to integrate knowledge development with opportunities to apply new understandings 

(Nicolaidou et al., 2016). This feedback-based model included group and individual coaching 

sessions based on individualized needs identified through a self-assessment. Findings reported 

that this model positively impacted goal setting, assistance in implementing professional 

development plans, and reflection on personal practice.  

Beyond Mentoring and Coaching 

While much of the research focuses on mentoring as induction support for school leaders, 

the existing body of research does examine other induction program components, specifically 

strategies directly related to their actual work. Slater et al. (2018) conducted research as part of 

the International Study of Principal Preparation, which suggested utilizing real teaching cases to 

help new principals prepare for challenges they may face in the future. In a study involving 103 

assistant principals in Texas, findings recommended providing opportunities for field 

experiences and aligning leadership development activities to actual job responsibilities (Barnett 
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et al., 2012). Similarly, Bravender and Staub (2018) examined the potential impact of interactive 

problem-solving simulations within a pre-existing mentoring program. This quantitative study 

involved 15 participants from a mid-western U.S. state. Study participants identified several 

positive aspects of this learning activity, including the intellectual safety of exploring in a risk-

free environment. Approximately 90% of respondents reported that the simulations were relevant 

to their everyday work.  

Hayes (2019) found that mentoring is an essential aspect of new principal success but 

additionally identified induction program components such as observations, data meetings, and 

learning walks as beneficial. The advantage of these components is that they mimic the day-to-

day work scenarios most principals face. Eller (2014) utilized questionnaires, document reviews, 

focus groups, and reflective writing as data collection strategies to gain insight into induction for 

16 principals in Virginia. Through these methods, Eller identified several specific induction 

program components that were perceived as effective by the participants: networking, guest 

speakers, collegiality, and group role play. Similarly, Taylor Backor and Gordon (2015) 

identified networking, cohort support groups, and ongoing professional development as 

important induction activities. In a literature review focused on examining the role of assistant 

principals over the last 30 years, observations and shadowing of experienced assistant principals 

and veteran principals are recommended as field experience (Oleszewski et al., 2012).  

There is a collective body of research on the national and international level regarding the 

needs of school leaders and the best methods for supporting their professional growth through 

leadership development programs.  Empirical research on the effectiveness of principal induction 

programs in Georgia is limited. Gumus (2019) utilized a qualitative methodology and semi-

structured interviews with mentees and their cooperating principals to examine principal 
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induction in Georgia. Findings support the importance of the mentoring relationship for both the 

mentee and mentor. A wide variety was found in the relationship between mentor and mentee, 

with some partnerships being very casual in their meetings. In contrast, others utilized a meeting 

agenda to guide conversations and learning. Several mentors utilized a pre-meeting survey to get 

to know their mentees. Most mentor-mentee experiences involved school visits to the 

collaborative partner’s home school.  

 School leaders face many challenges in their day-to-day roles in various areas. These 

challenges can lead to issues of burnout and turnover. However, there are models of support 

intended to mitigate some of these challenges. Effective professional development can be 

provided through mentoring, coaching, and induction program components such as school visits 

and problem-solving experiences. Although support programs for school leaders are delivered in 

a variety of formats, all of the models focus on adults as learners.  

Theoretical Framework – Adult Learning Theory  

This study examined professional development for school leaders. As professional 

development is a form of adult learning, a theoretical framework based on adult learning theory 

effectively addressed the needs of this study. Although there is a multitude of theories and 

schools of thought related to learning, andragogy is a pillar of adult learning theory (Merriam, 

2001), and Knowles is a “pioneer of the principles of andragogy” (Black & Earnest, 2009, p. 

186).  

There is not a singular, universally accepted definition of learning. According to Knowles 

et al. (2005), “Learning is an elusive phenomenon” (p. 16), and “…defining learning, like 

defining theory, can prove complicated.” (p. 11). Similarly, De Houwer et al. (2013) state that it 

is “notoriously difficult to define concepts in a satisfactory manner, especially concepts that are 
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as broad and abstract as the concept of learning.” (p. 631). Burner believes learning depends 

more on growth, potential fulfillment, and competencies development (Knowles et al.). Many 

learning theorists, including Cronbach, Gagne, and Skinner, purport that learning is a process by 

which behavior changes (Knowles et al.). Merriam (2004) claims, “The notion of development as 

change over time or change with age is fundamental to adult learning theory and practice.” (p. 

60). Alexander et al. (2009) propose nine principles of learning, the first being change. They 

state, “A fundamental characteristic of what it means for humans to learn is that change happens” 

(p. 178). Knowles et al. agree that change is an important component of learning; stating, “The 

term learning…emphasizes the person in whom the change occurs or is expected to occur.” (p. 

10). Considering the variety of definitions and thoughts, change is a construct of learning 

consistently present in the research. As such, one of the research questions addressed in this 

study will focus on how program participation has changed current administrator practices.  

Adult Learning Theory 

 Defining a theory is as complicated as it is to define learning. Knowles et al. (2005) 

describe a theory as “…a guiding set of assumptions, an ordering system that neatly summarizes 

the facts, and/or assumptions, generalizations, and hypotheses” (p. 16) and “…theory is a 

comprehensive, coherent, and internally consistent system of ideas about a set of phenomena” (p. 

16). Collins and Stockton (2018) address theory from a broader perspective, “whether a 

commonsense theory, a scientific theory, or a conspiracy theory, theories attempt to explain 

phenomena logically and meaningfully, often following narrative structures” (Reflexivity and 

Embodiment, para. 2).  

 The difficulties in clearly defining learning and theory combine to create ambiguity in 

defining adult learning theory. According to Knowles et al. (2005), a singular theory to address 
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adult learning has been sought for over 50 years. Although this work has been ongoing for 

decades, many theories still explain adult learning, and no one all-encompassing theory exists 

(Allen, 2007; Taylor & Hamdy, 2013). Similarly, Merriam (2001) posits that there is “…no 

single answer, no one theory or model of adult learning that explains all that we know about 

adult learners, the various contexts where learning takes place, and the process of learning itself” 

(p. 3). However, there exists a “mosaic of theories, models, sets of principles, and explanations 

that, combined, compose the knowledge base of adult learning” (Merriam, p. 3).  

 Early research on adult learning concerned whether adults could learn, not necessarily 

how they learned (Merriam, 1996). In 1927, Thorndike presented findings that “the ability to 

learn declined only very slowly and very slightly after the age of twenty” (Knowles, 1980, p. 55). 

During the next few decades, knowledge from psychology and sociology was converging to 

address adult learning to create a “comprehensive, coherent theory of adult learning” (Knowles, 

p. 42).  

 Theory development across disciplines continued and resulted in many explanations for 

how and why adults learn. From Bandura’s social learning theory, Kolb’s experiential learning 

theory, Bruner and Piaget’s constructivist learning theories, and more recently, Mezirow’s 

transformative learning theory, the lack of consensus has created tension among the various 

theorists (Marquardt & Waddill, 2004). Merriam (2008) identifies even more theories attempting 

to explain adult learning, including embodied learning, narrative learning, workplace learning, 

cultural-spiritual learning, and race-centric learning. Critical theories are applicable across 

contexts and are also relevant to learning theory. Critical learning theory proposes that the goal 

of learning is social change and, therefore, is more concerned with why adult learning programs 

are occurring than with how the learning occurs (Knowles et al., 2005).  
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 Attempts have been made to provide an organizing structure for these schools of thought. 

Marquardt and Waddill (2004) categorized the theories into five orientations: cognitivist, 

behaviorist, humanist, social learning, and constructivist. Similarly, Taylor and Hamdy (2013) 

sorted the theories into categories and identified six themes of adult learning: instrumental, 

focused on individual experience, including behaviorist and cognitive; humanistic, which is 

individual and learner-centric; transformative theories, which explore the role of critical 

reflection to challenge beliefs and assumptions; social theories which integrate the context and 

community of learning; motivational models of learning such as self-determination theory; and 

reflective models which claim a direct connection from reflection to action to subsequent change. 

Merriam (2001) also includes a vein of humanist learning theories in the research and proposes 

that these theories revolve around the ideologies of self-directed learning, personal responsibility 

for learning, and the proactive nature of adult learning. Andragogy is situated within this 

humanist perspective (Merriam).  

Andragogy 

 The concept of andragogy was introduced to adult learning theory in 1968. The 

examination of this theory has been ongoing ever since, both by Knowles and other theorists 

within the social sciences field (Knowles et al., 2005). Knowles (1980) initially defined 

andragogy as “the art and science of helping adults learn” (p. 40) and identified four crucial 

assumptions within andragogy: independent self-concept, collection of life experiences, 

connection of social roles to readiness to learn, and need for immediate application of newly 

acquired knowledge.  

 In 2001, Merriam described andragogy as one of the foundational theories of adult 

learning. Taylor and Hamdy (2013) place Knowles’ concept of andragogy as a theory within the 
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humanist school of adult learning theories concerned with learner-centered development. 

Similarly, Merriam (2008) claims that andragogy is focused on the individual learner as much of 

the adult learning theory of the early twentieth century did without much concern for the context 

of learning. In 2009, Black and Earnest defined andragogy as an adult learning theory, as did 

Zepeda et al. in 2014. According to Knowles et al. (2005), andragogy has been described by 

others in the field as a set of assumptions, a theory, guidelines, and a philosophy.  

 Through his work and the contributions of others, Knowles continued to refine the 

concept of andragogy, finally describing “an andragogical theory of adult learning” (Knowles et 

al., 2005, p. 61) and further explaining that “the andragogical model is not an ideology; it is a 

system of alternative sets of assumptions, a transactional model that speaks to those 

characteristics of the learning situation” (p. 72). These assumptions expanded from the original 

four crucial assumptions to six, as shown in Table 1. 

Table 1 

Six Assumptions of the Andragogical Model 

 

The learners’ self-concept “…deep psychological need 

to be seen by others 

and treated by others 

as being capable of 

self-direction” (p. 65) 

 

Inclusion of self-directed 

experiences 

 

 

Assumption                                 Description                                Implications 

The need to know “…why they need to know 

something before 

undertaking to learn 

it” (p. 64) 

Self-assessment to identify 

the gap between 

current knowledge 

and level of goal 

performance 
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Table 1 (continued) 

 

 

Note. Adapted from Knowles, M.S., Holton, E.F., & Swanson, R.A. (2005). The adult learner: 

the definitive classic in adult education and human resource development. [electronic 

resource] (6th ed.). Elsevier. https://tinyurl.com/46mtykct 

Assumption                                 Description                                Implications 
   

Role of the learners’ 

experiences 

Wide variety of experiences 

among adults; “…the 

richest resources 

reside in the adult 

learners themselves” 

(p. 66) 

Experiential techniques that 

connect to previous 

experiences; “…group 

discussions, 

simulation 

experiences, problem-

solving activities, case 

methods” (p. 66) 

 

Readiness to learn “…developmental tasks 

associated with 

moving from one 

developmental level 

stage to the next” (p. 

67); timing of learning 

experiences to 

coincide with these 

changes 

 

“…not ready for a 

course…until they 

have mastered doing 

the work they will 

supervise and have 

decided they are ready 

for more 

responsibility” (p. 67) 

 

Orientation to learning Life-centered, task-centered, 

problem-centered vs 

subject-centered in 

school 

“…learn new knowledge, 

understandings, skills, 

values, and attitudes 

most effectively when 

presented in the 

context of application 

to real-life situations” 

(p. 67) 

 

Motivation “…most potent motivators 

are internal pressures (the 

desire for increased job 

satisfaction, self-esteem, 

quality of life)” (p. 68) 

Provide accessible 

opportunities for ongoing 

growth and development  

https://tinyurl.com/46mtykct
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Andragogy – The Six Assumptions 

According to Knowles et al. (2005), the andragogical assumption of “need to know” 

addresses three constructs that need to be addressed before learning. This assumption also 

proposes that adult learners are concerned with the how, what, and why of learning something 

new (Knowles et al.). The learning expectations should be communicated to address the question 

of how (Knowles et al.). Adult learners are also concerned with what they will be learning. To 

address these concerns, adult learners should be provided with a clear and realistic preview of 

topics that will be covered and the expected outcomes (Knowles et al.). The “need to know” 

assumption also addresses the issue of why learning will occur. It is beneficial for adult learners 

to see models of how others have applied the skills they will learn to see the usability of new 

skills (Knowles et al.).  Allowing adult learners to collaborate in planning learning experiences 

addresses the “need to know” principle and the second principle related to self-concept and 

learner independence (Knowles et al.).   

 The second assumption of andragogy relates to two concepts of how adult learners see 

themselves (Knowles et al., 2005). This principle addresses adults as self-directed learners from 

two views: self-teaching and personal autonomy (Knowles et al.).  Self-teaching focuses on the 

adult learner assuming all control for their learning, such as in an independent study model 

(Knowles et al.).  Personal autonomy is typically observed more frequently in professional 

learning situations than self-teaching, as this view considers how adult learners participate in and 

take control of, setting the purpose for learning and establishing learning goals. Personal 

autonomy builds ownership in learning for adults (Knowles et al.). Both views vary based on the 

individual learner and the context for learning; therefore, self-directedness is situational 

(Knowles et al.). According to Tight (2014), a more independent self-concept requires self-



   34  

directed learning experiences, which can be demonstrated through self-identification of needs, 

collaborative responsibility between learner and teacher, and self-evaluation of learning. 

Knowles et al. describe the factors influencing an adult learner’s perception of self-directedness, 

including learning style, feelings of competence, and previous experiences with the new content.  

 The third andragogical principle is fundamental in professional development scenarios. 

This principle focuses on the learner's prior experiences (Knowles et al.). Merriam (2008) claims, 

“…with no meaningful links to prior experience, little if anything is retained” (p. 97). Knowles et 

al. (2005) propose that prior experience relates to new learning in four ways: a wide range of 

individual differences among adult learners, prior experience serves as a rich resource for new 

learning, biases of learners that contribute to or detract from learning, and grounding for learner 

identity. Taylor and Hamdy (2013) state the importance of previous experience by claiming that 

“All learning starts with the learner’s existing knowledge” (p.1566). They further explain that 

“…learning is the process of constructing new knowledge on the foundations of what you 

already know” (p. 1561). The assumption is that adult learners not only rely on the volume of 

their life experiences but also on their specific and unique life experiences (Knowles et al.). 

Tight (2014) purports that these combined experiences create a learner’s self-identity. According 

to Tight, every adult learner has an identity composed of unique life experiences that impact how 

they approach learning and process new knowledge. Zmeyov (1998) claims that experiential 

learning is based on applying life experiences as a source of learning, which connects to the third 

principle of andragogy: readiness to learn. However, adults naturally tend to resist new learning, 

which challenges current ways of thinking (Knowles et al., 2005). This challenge must be 

overcome to learn new concepts effectively, as learning requires change (Alexander et al., 2009).  
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The fourth assumption addresses an adult learner’s readiness to learn. Knowles et al. 

(2005) claim that the optimal time for adults to acquire new knowledge is when life requires it. 

Developmentally appropriate tasks that address a move from one developmental stage to another 

are the foundation of this assumption (Knowles et al.). The timing of learning experiences is 

critical in maximizing understanding and retention of new knowledge (Knowles et al.). As with 

other andragogical assumptions, readiness to learn is situational and depends on a learner’s level 

of competence, dependence, commitment, and confidence (Knowles et al.). A supervisor 

demonstrating competence in their current responsibilities and deciding they are ready for new 

responsibilities is an example of the influence of competence in readiness. Dependence is the 

learner’s need for assistance from others (Knowles et al.). An individual adult learner’s level of 

dependence is generally exhibited at a consistent level but does fluctuate depending on the 

situation (Knowles et al.). There is also an affective dimension within the construct of readiness 

to learn. Commitment and confidence (related to the ability to learn) contribute to the learner’s 

need for emotional support from others (Knowles et al.). 

Orientation to learning, the fifth andragogical assumption, is closely related to the 

assumption of prior experience, but orientation focuses on current experiences which influence 

the need to learn (Knowles et al., 2005). In most educational settings, children are subject-

centered learners. As adults, learners are “life-centered, task-centered, problem-centered” 

learners (Knowles et al., 2005, p. 67). According to Knowles et al., adult learners are concerned 

with whether new knowledge will help address problems and tasks in their life circumstances. 

They also claim that adult learning is most effective “in the context of application and real-life 

situations” (p. 67). The immediate application of new knowledge to everyday tasks is a critical 

component of adult learning (Merriam, 2002; Taylor & Hamdy, 2013). According to Taylor and 
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Hamdy, “the process of learning new things is not just about acquiring knowledge (surface 

learning), it includes being able to make sense of it, and hopefully making use of it” (p. 1566).  

The final assumption focuses on what motivates adults as learners. Contrary to external 

motivators for children, the “most potent motivators are internal pressures (the desire for 

increased job satisfaction, self-esteem, quality of life, and the like)” (Knowles et al., 2005, p. 68) 

for adult learners. Knowles et al. explain that adults are motivated to a degree by external 

motivators such as increased pay and job promotion, but internal motivators are more powerful. 

They also believe that, typically, adults have an internal desire to continue learning and growing. 

The learning most motivating for adults is learning that is deemed personally valuable (Knowles 

et al.). Feeling confident about their ability to learn new content and learning that will help with 

an issue or problem contributes to the value of learning, leading to higher motivation (Knowles 

et al.).   

Conclusion 

As burnout, shortage of educators in the principal pipeline, and longevity in the career are 

all challenges faced by the educational system, providing leadership development programs that 

effectively employ the best practices of adult learning can potentially prepare school leaders who 

can handle the challenges and remain in the position. This literature review provides the 

background for the proposed study, which explores one large suburban school district’s aspiring 

principal leadership program to examine the influential practices within the program through a 

lens of adult learning theory.  

In Chapter 3, the methodology is explained utilizing the Merriam (1998) and Stake 

(1995) approaches for a qualitative case study to explore multiple perspectives and create thick 

descriptions of the experiences of aspiring principals in a leadership development program. This 

case study utilized semi-structured interviews and document reviews to answer three research 
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questions. A multi-step data analysis approach was utilized, including open, axial, and selective 

coding. Data management, trustworthiness, and ethical considerations are addressed.  
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3 METHODOLOGY 

This study utilized a qualitative approach from the Merriam (1998) and Stake (1995) 

perspectives. A single, bound case study model was employed with the sample case selected due 

to its potential to provide a thick, rich description of a phenomenon. Data was collected through 

semi-structured interviews and relevant documents. Analysis occurred through the identification 

of codes, categories, and themes.  

Research Design 

A qualitative research design was utilized for this study. Stake (1995) explains that 

qualitative research seeks to understand human experience using key testimonies and narratives. 

Similarly, Merriam (1998) establishes the purpose of qualitative research as building an 

understanding of the impact of a phenomenon on the participants and from their perspectives. 

This study aimed to explore a case, build an understanding of perspectives, and examine 

complex relationships that support the selection of a qualitative design.  

A case study design is aligned with the purposes of the study. Hays and Singh (2012) 

explain that the purpose of a case study is not to define a singular universal truth but to utilize the 

participants' perspectives to describe a subjective reality while answering questions of how and 

why. Merriam (1998) also approaches qualitative case studies from a constructivist perspective 

in that the goal is not to arrive at one universal truth. According to Stake (1995), the purpose of a 

case study is to provide a description and interpretation of phenomena. Utilizing the 

complimentary definitions from Hays and Singh, Merriam, and Stake, I employed a qualitative 

case study design, spending time in the field to build relationships with participants, develop a 

thorough understanding of the case, and fully explore the case as a “specific, complex, 

functioning thing” (Stake, 1995, p. 2) to examine the influence of participation in a leadership 

development program on aspiring school principals. Specifically, exploring the changes in 
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current leadership practices and the implications for preparedness for future leadership roles 

from the program guided the study.  

 This single case study is bound by one aspiring principal program in a large suburban 

southeastern school district. Merriam's (1998) and Stake’s (1995) criteria that a case should be 

selected because it is the example that allows the most likelihood of enhancing understanding 

were essential to this study’s case selection.  

Sample 

Two-tier sampling was utilized to select the case and to identify participants within 

 the case (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Purposeful sampling, relying on established criteria in  

order to identify an information-rich case, was employed (Hays & Sing, 2012; Merriam & 

 Tisdell, 2016).  

Case Selection 

 Stake (1995) and Merriam (1998) identify the merits of purposive sampling when 

conducting qualitative case study research. Qualitative research aims not to measure how much 

or how many (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Purposeful sampling applies to qualitative research 

instead of random or probability sampling strategies. In alignment with the purposes of 

qualitative research, this study aims to understand a case from the participant's perspective. 

Therefore, purposive sampling is a relevant strategy.   

Purposeful sampling based on established criteria was utilized to determine the case and 

identify the school district for the study.  

Case Selection Criteria: 

• Program contains10-20 participants.  

• Purpose of the program is to prepare leaders for the next level of leadership. 
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• Multi-dimensional program to include various program components beyond a 

traditional mentoring model. 

Selecting a program with 10 to 20 leaders allowed an appropriately sized pool of 

potential participants. Although qualitative case study does not have a single definitive 

requirement for the number of participants (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016), a sample of this size 

allowed for an in-depth understanding of the case. A final sample of nine participants who met 

the study criteria was selected from the available participants. This sample size also met the time 

restrictions of the study and the use of a single researcher to complete data collection and 

analysis.  

For this study, utilizing a program with an established goal of preparing leaders for the 

next level of leadership was important. The selection of this type of program allowed the study to 

address the research question related to influence on perceptions of preparedness. Development 

programs that exist to support school leaders at the beginning of their careers would not provide 

the necessary context to address preparedness.  

While mentoring has been a prevalent model utilized in educational leadership support, a 

program with additional components was needed to effectively address the theoretical 

framework and research questions. The six principles of andragogy were more accessible for 

exploration when program components such as school site visits, group discussions, problem-

solving scenarios, and leader shadowing were present.  

According to Stake’s (1995) sampling model, which suggests the opportunity to learn 

should be of primary importance and to “pick cases which are easy to get to and hospitable to our 

inquiry” (p. 4), I have selected a case that meets these criteria. The selected leadership 

development program is robust and is a long-standing, prominent program in the district. Patton 
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(1999) expresses the importance of identifying information-rich cases in purposeful sampling, 

and Merriam’s (1998) model requires selecting a unique or successful case. The identified case 

provided an opportunity for in-depth study, resulting in a thick, rich description of the 

phenomenon.  

The selected case for this study is situated within a large, suburban public school district 

in the southeast. The district serves over 100,000 students in more than 110 schools. This district 

is considered high achieving based on SAT, ACT, end-of-grade state test scores, graduation rate, 

number of National Blue Ribbon Schools, and state-recognized Schools of Excellence. One 

principal leads each school with one to six assistant principals. For the 2022-2023 school year, 

nine new principals and twenty-six new assistant principals were appointed.  

Within the selected district, leadership development programs are provided to meet the 

needs of leaders in different stages of their careers. Programs have been established for teacher 

leaders who plan to remain in the classroom, teachers who seek to transition into a local school 

leadership position, beginning assistant principals, experienced assistant principals identified by 

the district as ready to assume additional leadership roles, and an induction support program for 

novice principals. The leadership development program for experienced assistant principals was 

selected for this case.  

Ten to twenty assistant principals are selected for the program each year through a multi-

step process, including application, in-basket activity, and interview. The program follows a 

year-long model, with meetings held approximately once per month. Each meeting focused on 

one or more LKES (Leader Keys Effectiveness System) standards. Opportunities for group 

discussion were provided with additional group discussion occurring in online posts. These posts 

were also focused on LKES standards, with a program member assigned as the facilitator. In 
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addition to collaboration with program peers, each meeting featured guest speakers. Guests 

consisted of local school leaders in a panel format or presentations from district departments. 

Question and answer sessions followed the panels and presentations to encourage participant 

engagement and support connections to real-life work. Opportunities for experiential learning in 

a school setting were also provided. Program participants conducted multiple school site visits 

together. These visits included classroom walks and meetings with the administration. Principal 

shadowing was another form of experiential learning. With personal input, program participants 

were assigned to shadow a principal for a day. Participants were encouraged to visit schools 

outside their geographical area and at a different level (elementary, middle, high) than their past 

experience. Interview preparation was a vital component of the development program. In 

addition to discussing the principal interview format, mock interviews were held with district 

leadership to allow participants to apply newly acquired knowledge. Following the mock 

interviews, participants received personalized and immediate feedback regarding strengths and 

areas for growth.    

Participant Criteria  

 Purposeful sampling based on established criteria was utilized to determine participants. 

Participation Criteria: 

• Participants from the same cohort. 

• Program participants from the most recent year the program was implemented (2022-

2023) 

• Participants serving in a school leadership role in the subsequent school year.  

 All study participants were selected from the same program cohort. This criterion ensured 

that all participants received the same program experience. Attempting to compare participants' 
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experiences from various program implementation years would have variables that would 

compromise effective data analysis.   

 A list of all induction participants from the school year 2022-2023 was collected from the 

district. The selection of participants from the most recent year of program implementation 

provided participants with the most reliable recollection of program events. This study’s second 

research question, concerned with how program participation has influenced current leadership 

practices, was more clearly discernable with recent program participants. Participants from 

previous years have more outside influences on their leadership practice, which may diminish the 

program's impact.  

 Only program participants serving in a local school leadership role during the 2023-2024 

school year were included in the study. For this study, the school leadership role was limited to 

assistant principal or principal. One of the purposes of the study was to explore the influence of 

program participation on leadership practices. Therefore, participants needed to be currently 

serving in a leadership role.  

Participant Selection 

 A total of 16 program participants met the study criteria. All potential participants were 

contacted via email (see Appendix A). The email included details regarding the study, a pre-

study questionnaire (see Appendix B), and informed consent (see Appendix C).  

The questionnaire allowed respondents to indicate an interest in participating in the study. 

Of the 16 questionnaires which were distributed, 11 were returned. An email to schedule an 

interview was sent to the 11 respondents. Ten of the email recipients followed through with 

scheduling an interview. From this sample of ten, one participant was chosen to be a pilot 

interview, resulting in a final participant sample of nine. An appropriate sample size in 
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qualitative research is not defined by an exact number of participants (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; 

Stake, 1995). Stake states, “It is not uncommon for case study researchers to make assertions on 

a relatively small database” (p. 12). The sample size was small but met the purpose of qualitative 

case study research in exploring a case in-depth versus a study concerned with the breadth of a 

case (Hays & Singh, 2012). Merriam and Tisdell claim that what is needed to meet an 

appropriate sample size is “an adequate number of participants, sites, or activities to answer the 

question posed at the beginning of the study” (p. 101). The selection of nine participants for this 

study represented 56% of the total program participants in the selected case, allowing the study 

questions to be effectively addressed.  

Participants represented elementary, middle school, and high school. Elementary schools 

comprise 59% of the schools in the district utilized for this case. Similarly, 66% of the 

participants in this study are leaders in elementary schools. Middle school representation was 

comparable, with 23% of district schools serving grades six through eight and 22% of 

participants serving in these schools. High schools represent the smallest portion of district 

schools at 15%. One participant in this study was a high school administrator, representing 11% 

of study participants. Several additional models exist in the district, including charter schools and 

special education centers. There were no study participants representing these school models. In 

addition to representing multiple school configurations, the group had various years of leadership 

experience. The range for leadership experience was 13 years, with a mean of 9 years. Table 2 

provides a profile utilizing pseudonyms to represent participants.  
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Table 2 

Participant Profile 

 

The sample was varied but not necessarily representative of the population of leaders 

within the district. Heterogeneous, purposeful sampling seeks to maximize variation to include a 

wide range of experiences among the sample (Hays & Singh, 2012; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). 

Additionally, maximum variation addresses transferability, not generalizability, in the diversity 

of sample selection in expanding the relatability of findings (Merriam & Tisdell). Although the 

sample for this study was small and not representative of all characteristics of school leaders in 

the district, all participants who met the established criteria and consented to study participation 

were included.  

The informed consent process was followed, with participants receiving an informed 

consent notification in the initial email. Participants received a second copy of the informed 

Participant      School Level              Years in 

              Education 

 Years in 

Leadership 

 

Debbie    Elementary           26  9  

Patrice    Elementary          16  5  

Oliver   Middle          21  12  

Chris  High          14  7  

Monica    Elementary          16  6  

Jerry   Middle          25  7  

Pamela    Elementary          12  5  

Paula    Elementary           22  6  

Kristine    Elementary           28  18  
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consent notification at the beginning of the interview. The informed consent notification 

included purpose, procedures, future uses of collected data, risks, benefits, compensation, 

voluntary participation and withdrawal, and confidentiality. All participants were over 18, which 

aligned with the age of research consent following Georgia law. Due to the age of participants 

and the nature of the study, FERPA and HIPAA regulations did not apply. The participants did 

not receive any incentive or compensation for participation. 

Data Collection 

According to Merriam (1998), qualitative data collection does not test a hypothesis but 

supports the building of theory and develops an understanding of concepts. To understand the 

case in this study, the first step in data collection was the administration of a questionnaire to all 

potential study participants who met the established criteria. The next steps for data collection 

were guided by the qualitative case study traditions of Merriam (1998) and Stake (1995). As 

such, document review and semi-structured interviews were utilized. Employing these multiple 

data sources ensured triangulation (Stake) and increased validity (Merriam). Additional 

strategies for addressing internal validity were utilized, such as member checking and 

acknowledgment of researcher bias (Merriam).   

Documents 

Document review was utilized as a data collection strategy prior to semi-structured 

interviews. Document review is a common data source in qualitative case study research and is 

prevalent in almost every study (Stake, 1995). Although some studies have participants create 

artifacts specifically for the study, most document reviews are in the form of pre-existing 

documents, which can provide additional perspectives in a less intrusive manner than interviews 

and focus groups (Hays & Singh, 2012). According to Merriam (1998), one of the advantages of 
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document review is that the documents already exist and do not rely on personal recollection in 

the same manner as interviews.  

Publicly available, pre-existing documents relevant to this case study were limited. The 

district no longer employs the leader who planned and delivered the leadership development 

program for the selected year. Additionally, program participants did not receive documents 

outlining plans or goals for the program. The most relevant document for this study was the 

district’s description of the leadership academy posted on the district website. This document 

included the targeted assistant principal audience, a description of program activities, intended 

outcomes, and expectations of participants. This document was analyzed for evidence of 

Knowles et al. (2005) six assumptions of adult learning theory in connection with the study’s 

three research questions as outlined in Table 3. Evidence of four of the six assumptions was 

identifiable, and document content aligned with the three guiding research questions. The 

program's stated goal identifies the particular assistant principals who are the most appropriate 

candidates for program participation based on readiness. In addition to describing program 

activities, the intended purpose of the activities is explained. Program developers aspire to offer 

activities that support learning beyond knowledge acquisition and aim to enhance the leaders’ 

ability to apply new understandings. The program strives to enhance leader growth based on 

individualized goals. This analysis informed the selection of questions for the semi-structured 

interviews.   
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Table 3 

Document Analysis  

Document Excerpt Andragogical Assumption Research Question 

“Prepare high-potential 

Assistant Principals for 

readiness for potential 

promotion…” 

 

     Readiness to Learn       RQ 1 & 3 

“…activities that develop 

knowledge, skills, and 

understanding of [district] 

specific application of 

leadership concepts.” 

 

 Orientation to Learning      RQ 1 & 2 

“…learn from exemplary 

current and former 

principals…and other district 

leaders.” 

 

         Need to Know      RQ 1, 2 & 3 

“…challenges participants to 

refine their individual 

leadership skills and define 

their leadership purpose…”  

 

The Learners’ Self-concept      RQ 1 & 2 

“…engage in professional 

learning activities that 

incorporate leadership theory, 

global thinking strategies, 

instructional leadership 

practices, customized growth 

goals and systemic action 

planning…”  

         Need to Know 

 Orientation to Learning  

     RQ 1, 2 & 3 

 

 

In addition to the program document, researcher field notes were maintained to support 

the integral role of the researcher in qualitative research (Hays & Singh, 2012; Merriam, 1998). 

These field records documented the researcher's actions and acknowledged biases to improve the 

study's credibility. 
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Interviews 

In addition to the document review, a pilot interview and semi-structured interviews were 

conducted. Qualitative study aims to explore and portray multiple views of the case. According 

to Stake (1995), “The interview is the main road to multiple realities” (p. 64). According to Hays 

and Singh (2012), interviews are the preferred source of data collection utilizing a semi-

structured format with interview protocols. Semi-structured interviews utilize interview guides, 

which include open-ended and structured questions and topics for discussion (Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2016; Stake). In addition to questions and topics, qualitative researchers should plan to 

utilize probes in interviews. Although the probes cannot be planned, asking for clarification, 

additional details, and examples will further develop the information-rich nature of interviews 

(Merriam & Tisdell; Stake). Additionally, the use of individual semi-structured interviews allows 

for each participant to tell their own story. Similarly, Hays and Singh appreciate the opportunity 

for participants' voices to be revealed in individual semi-structured interviews. The participants' 

stories were valuable for exploring the case in this study. For this case study, the qualitative 

nature will require participants to tell their own stories about the phenomenon.  

Pilot interviews allow the researcher to become more familiar with the interview 

questions, make revisions needed for clarity, and help determine the best order for the questions 

(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Stake, 1995). Utilizing feedback from the pilot interview, questions 

that do not yield data relevant to the purposes of the study can be eliminated (Merriam & 

Tisdell). Pilot interviews also provide practice with interviewing skills (Merriam & Tisdell; 

Stake). This additional practice allows the researcher to focus less on the questions during an 

interview and more on the primary goal of listening (Stake).  
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A pilot interview was conducted with a former participant in the aspiring principal's 

program. Experience in the leadership development program allowed the participant to utilize 

their background knowledge to answer the interview questions. A benefit of the pilot interview 

was gauging the reasonableness of interview questions and the likelihood of participants 

willingly providing forthcoming responses. Questions were rearranged following the pilot 

interview to create a more logical sequence. Questions that elicited similar responses were 

combined or eliminated. The researcher was also able to estimate the length of time needed for 

subsequent interviews. This participant recently earned an educational doctorate utilizing a 

qualitative case study design with semi-structured interviews. Due to the pilot interview 

participant’s experience with qualitative research methods, interviewing strategies and data 

collection methods for this study were also discussed.  

Individual, in-person interviews and virtual interviews were offered to all study 

participants. Due to the ease of scheduling, all participants selected virtual interviews. Interviews 

were scheduled for 60 minutes but ranged in length from 17 minutes to 37 minutes. The mean of 

all interviews was 25 minutes. All interviews occurred in one session utilizing Teams online 

meeting software. 

The interviews began with an explanation of the need for audio recording, and recording 

commenced when participant permission was given. Audio recordings were created utilizing 

Microsoft Sound Recorder on a personal laptop, which is fingerprint and password protected. 

Before asking the planned interview questions, participants were provided with a copy of the 

questions as suggested by Stake (1995). Informed consent was discussed, and an opportunity to 

ask questions was provided. It is incumbent upon the researcher to ensure participants fully 

understand all aspects of informed consent, including an understanding of their role in the study, 
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not to feel pressured or compelled into participation, and have the autonomy to withdraw from 

the study at any time without penalty (Hays & Singh, 2012). Participants were also informed 

about their anonymity and steps to maximize confidentiality. Pseudonyms for all participants are 

used in the reporting of findings. Names of schools, district leaders, and any other identifiable 

information provided during interviews have been replaced with generic terms.   

A semi-structured interview protocol was utilized, including prepared questions and 

probes to gain additional information based on participant responses (Hays & Singh, 2012). 

Qualitative research is flexible by design and does not support scripted and structured processes 

(Stake, 1995). Therefore, although participants will acknowledge informed consent, some 

processes of the case study will be fluid on the micro level (Hays & Singh); for example, semi-

structured interviews will not necessarily include the same prepared questions or probes for all 

participants. The researcher developed interview questions aligned with the study’s theoretical 

framework, literature review, and research questions (see Appendix D). Prospective interview 

questions were written to address each of the six assumptions of adult learning theory. Document 

review and the pilot interview guided the final selection and use of interview questions. The 

development of prospective questions allows the researcher to select the most appropriate 

questions as an understanding of the case develops (Stake). According to Merriam (1998), 

interview questions should include less structured and more structured questions; therefore, a 

variety of differently leveled questions were included in the interview protocol.  

Rapport is critical to the success of qualitative interviewing and will be addressed 

through the acknowledgment of the role of the researcher, the concept of faking friendships, and 

addressing the nuances and intentions of rapport building (Hays & Singh, 2012). Once the 

interview has begun, the critical role of the researcher is to listen (Stake, 1995). Therefore, note-
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taking was extremely limited. This allowed for eye contact and maintaining a comfortable, 

conversational style for the interview. Interview questions were structured to elicit in-depth 

responses, and dichotomous questions were excluded (Hays & Singh). Questions transitioned 

from description (i.e., “Tell me about”) to opinion (i.e., “What is your perception of?”) and 

allowed for both general and specific responses (Hays & Singh). Interviews closed with an 

opportunity for participants to share any information not covered by the interview questions.  

Audio files were imported to NVivo software for transcription. Transcripts that identified 

the speakers in the interview were created, and each interview section was time stamped. Hard 

copies of transcripts were printed, and digital Word documents were created. The researcher 

listened to the audio recordings of the interviews and made necessary corrections to the hard 

copy and digital files. This process ensured accurate documentation of the interviews.  

Member checking was utilized to further reinforce the internal validity of the study. The 

interview transcripts were emailed to participants to check for “accuracy and palatability” (Stake, 

1995, p. 115). Although participants were allowed an opportunity for feedback, no changes to the 

transcripts were necessary.  

Data Analysis 

Qualitative data analysis aims to understand the meaning of a situation for the individuals 

involved (Merriam, 1998) and the case as a whole (Baxter & McMaster, 2008). Analyzing data 

co-occurred with data collection to build understanding on the individual and whole case level. 

According to Stake (1995), “There is no particular moment when data analysis begins” (p. 71). 

Similarly, Merriam (1998) and Baxter and Jones (2008) emphasize the importance of concurrent 

collection and analysis. As previously discussed, automated transcription of interview audio 

recordings utilizing NVivo Transcription software occurred following each interview. Audio 
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recordings were compared to the transcripts to ensure accuracy and allow the researcher to 

become familiar with the content. Therefore, informal data analysis began.  

In addition to transcripts, two Excel spreadsheets were created to assist with the 

organization and analysis of the data. The first spreadsheet was organized by participant. One 

worksheet was created for each participant, including their answers to the interview questions. 

This allowed for an in-depth review of each participant’s responses. The second spreadsheet was 

organized by interview questions, with one worksheet for each question. Organizing the data in 

this manner allowed for simultaneous comparison of all participant answers for each question.  

A systematic plan is necessary to effectively analyze a qualitative study's large volume of 

data (Baxter & McMaster, 2008; Berkowitz, 1997). Data analysis for this case involved a three-

step process utilizing open, axial, and selective coding. Coding was utilized, as Stake suggests, 

that qualitative case studies typically employ coding to some extent (1995). This process 

occurred in multiple rounds, as suggested by qualitative research traditions (Berkowitz, 1997; 

Merriam, 1998; Srivastava & Hopgood, 2009; Stake, 1995). 

Coding is categorization by assigning names to data segments, which plays a central role 

in qualitative research and provides the organizing structure for analysis (Maher et al., 2018; 

Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Williams & Moser, 2019). Open coding was utilized as the first level 

of coding through multiple readings of interview transcripts, the program document, Excel 

spreadsheets, and field notes. Keywords and phrases were written on hard copy transcripts, 

highlighted on Excel documents, and highlighted within NVivo, which began reducing the data 

from “many pages of text to many segments of text” (Williams & Moser, p. 47).  This process 

was inductive as data was analyzed at the word and phrase level (unit of analysis). From this 
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process, 243 codes were identified. In addition to highlighting existing text, researcher ideas 

were noted on transcripts.  

The second level of coding employed was axial coding. Axial coding further condenses 

and refines the data using open codes to develop categories (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Williams 

& Moser, 2019). During this step, the codes identified from open coding are analyzed to find 

relationships and patterns, and initial thematic categories are created (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005; 

Williams & Moser). A list of the open codes was created, and color coding was utilized to 

designate similar terms. Additionally, NVivo coding software was used to assist in the coding 

process. Utilizing singular words identified through open coding, word frequency within NVivo 

identified the occurrence of words across all participant responses. The text search function in 

NVivo was used to locate each reference to the identified words, and common words were 

grouped. At this stage, 15 initial categories were developed.   

Selective coding was the final step in the coding process. Selective coding reduces the 

many codes and initial categories into final themes (Williams & Moser, 2019). The 15 initial 

categories were reviewed and refined, resulting in the elimination of some categories and the 

combining of others. This is a deductive process, as Merriam and Tisdell (2016) suggest, in that 

evidence is sought across all data to support the creation of final categories and the identification 

of significant themes. Seven final categories were identified, which were influenced by the 

study’s research questions. From these categories, three major themes emerged. Due to the use of 

this iterative coding process, meaning was able to be constructed. The purpose of qualitative 

research, and as such qualitative analysis procedures, is to construct meaning and understand a 

phenomenon (Merriam, 1998; Pope et al., 2000; Williams & Moser).  
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Data Management 

Full consideration to effective data management strategies was given to protect the data, 

the researcher, and the participants. Hard copies of data, including demographic questionnaires, 

informed consent documents, interview protocols, transcriptions of interviews, and data analysis 

documents, were converted to electronic format by scanning documents into designated files. A 

second copy of the data was created as a working copy. Electronic documents are stored on a 

personal computer that is fingerprint and password protected. I am the only person who can 

access information on this computer. Data will be stored for three years as required by Georgia 

State IRB.  

Trustworthiness 

Although qualitative case study research is subjective and biases exist from the researcher 

and the participants, trustworthiness strategies can be applied (Hays & Singh, 2012). According 

to Schwandt, Lincoln, and Guba (2007), trustworthiness from the perspective of qualitative 

research is “rigorous criteria uniquely suited to the naturalistic approach” (p. 18). Multiple 

strategies have been employed in this study to address qualitative issues of trustworthiness.  

Credibility was addressed through data source triangulation, member checking, and 

prolonged engagement. According to Cohen and Crabtree (2006), triangulation of sources and 

methods is used to “ensure that an account is rich, robust, comprehensive, and well-developed” 

(Triangulation section, para. 3). Multiple interviews and relevant document review supported 

data source triangulation. Although the interview participants were selected from the same 

leadership development program, including all participants who met participation criteria 

allowed for maximizing various perspectives.  

Member checking is vital to qualitative credibility (Baxter & McMaster, 2008; Maher et 

al., 2018). Strategies of member checking were used in an ongoing manner to ensure the voices 



   56  

and stories of participants were accurately reflected. Probes during individual interviews, 

participant review of transcripts, and sharing of the completed case study with participants were 

strategies used for member checking. Member checking is a critical step towards ensuring an 

accurate representation of participants' experiences (Hays & Singh, 2012).  

Prolonged engagement is crucial to establishing relationships with study participants and 

can lend credibility to the study (Baxter & McMaster, 2008; Cohen & Crabtree, 2006; Maher et 

al., 2018). As the sole researcher and through lengthy and extensive contact, I developed a 

thorough understanding of the context of the case. This prolonged engagement allowed for the 

development of positive rapport and the building of trust (Baxter & McMaster).  

Transferability is another criterion for trustworthiness. Keeping in mind that qualitative 

research is not generalizable, transferability allows research consumers to judge the research's 

applicability to other contexts (Hays & Singh, 2012; Patton, 1999). To achieve transferability, 

researchers must include thick, descriptive data, including a complete description of the research 

context (Cohen & Crabtree, 2006). Thick, descriptive data from individual interviews and 

document review, as suggested by Merriam (1998) and Stake (1995), are provided in Chapter 4. 

A complete description of the context has been discussed, characteristics of the participant 

sample have been included, and the methodological processes in data collection and data analysis 

are thorough enough to allow for replication.  

Conclusion 

 This study aimed to gain an in-depth contextual understanding of the perceptions of 

participants in an aspiring principal program and the influence this program has on participant 

leadership practices. Adult learning theory serves as the theoretical framework. A qualitative, 

single case study following the design of Merriam (1998) and Stake (1995) was utilized to 

answer the guiding research questions.  
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A large, suburban public school district serves as the case. Identification of the case 

aligns with Merriam’s (1998) and Stake’s (1995) recommendations and allowance for purposeful 

sampling. Individual participants were selected utilizing purposeful sampling with established 

criteria and acknowledgment of the importance of maximum variation within the sample. The 

sample included participants from the most recent cohort of the district’s aspiring principal 

academy.  

Semi-structured interviews and document review, cornerstones of qualitative research 

data collection, were utilized (Merriam, 1998; Stake, 1995). Data analysis began with the first 

piece of data collection and followed the conclusion of data collection through a multi-step data 

analysis coding process. A complete analysis of collected data is presented in Chapter 4.  
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4  RESULTS 

The focus of this study was to explore the perceptions of participants in a leadership 

development program and to understand the influence on current and future practices. Three 

questions guided the research: 

1. How are the principles of adult learning theory applied in a leadership development 

program? 

2. How does participation in a leadership development program influence administrator 

practice? 

3. Which leadership development program components influence participants’ perceptions 

of preparedness? 

A broad body of literature has established the importance of quality school leadership 

(DiPaola & Tschannen-Moran, 2003; Fuller & Young, 2009; Levin & Bradley, 2019; Marzano et 

al., 2005). Research has also identified many significant challenges school leaders face (Bayar, 

2016; Shoho & Barnett, 2010), including a lack of ongoing support (Beam et al., 2016; Crawford 

& Cowie, 2011). Combined, these challenges have created a deficit of candidates for school 

leadership positions in both quality and quantity (Hayes, 2019; Levin & Bradley, 2019; 

Versland, 2018). Research has shown that ongoing support, collaboration, coaching, and 

mentoring can positively impact self-efficacy, combat the emotional challenges of leadership, 

and improve retention (Hayes, 2019; Levin & Bradley, 2019; Nicolaidou et al., 2016).  

This study utilized semi-structured interviews in which participants described their 

experiences and perceptions following participation in a leadership development academy. These 

school leaders discussed a wide range of topics, including motivation for seeking the 

development opportunity, descriptions of specific academy activities, collaboration with 

colleagues, superiors, and supervisors, identification of academy-developed knowledge already 
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applied to practice, and plans for future application. Audio recordings and transcripts of the 

interviews were carefully analyzed utilizing a process of open coding, axial coding, and selective 

coding. An inductive process was used to select relevant words and phrases through open coding. 

Axial coding was employed to combine the words and phrases into categories. This process 

continued with data being combined, reduced, and further reflected upon. Through this selective 

coding process, three overarching themes emerged. Figure 1 represents the overarching themes 

and categories identified through the coding process.  

Figure 1  

Diagram of Themes and Categories  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Participating in the leadership development program built a collegial network by 

establishing relationships with program colleagues, other school leaders, and district-level 

leadership. This collegial network was viewed as beneficial during the program and had positive 

implications after the program's conclusion. Program participants developed their leadership 

skills in various areas for immediate application and future leadership roles. Specific skills were 

cultivated that supported the leaders in acquiring promotions. In addition to building 

relationships and developing skills, program participants experienced contributions to their self-

concept. Self-efficacy and self-esteem were positively influenced as a result of program 

participation.  
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Building a Collegial Network 

A prevalent theme across the nine interviews was the significant influence of 

collaboration and relationships on participants’ perceptions. The terms relationship(s) and 

collaborate (collaborative, collaboration) were mentioned 42 times. Relationships were 

developed with academy peers, principals, and district supervisors. These relationships fostered 

collaboration during the academy and established relationships that were perceived to be 

beneficial post-academy.  

Relationships with Program Colleagues 

Participants perceived developing personal and professional relationships with program 

colleagues as extremely valuable. These relationships began forming during the first program 

meeting. This introductory, optional meeting occurred in the spring with the formal program 

beginning in the fall. Fifteen of the sixteen program participants chose to attend the meeting. 

Positive relationships began to flourish during this meeting and continued to develop throughout 

the year-long program. These relationships were based on mutual respect and admiration, a 

willingness to share, and a collegial environment. Multiple participants continued to place a high 

value on these relationships after the program had concluded.  

Even before the program started, Chris, a high school leader, had high hopes for the 

potential to build relationships. When asked what he was most looking forward to when he was 

selected, he described the potential for relationships with colleagues and other district leaders: 

I think that the biggest thing looking at the program was trying to build those  

relationships both with rising leaders in the district but also all around the district  

currently. Getting to go shadow, take opportunities to talk to different principals at  

different levels. 



   61  

Participants were excited to work together and perceived that a collegial environment was 

established at the first program meeting. Oliver, a middle school leader, was excited to be 

selected for the program and stated, “And once we had our first meeting, I was really, I was even 

more happy to see the people I was surrounded by.” Oliver, Patrice, and Pamela specifically 

mentioned an emphasis placed on collaboration versus competition by the academy's leader. 

Pamela, an elementary school leader, was initially cautious about the non-competitive 

environment: 

I think the very first day that we met, [the leader of the leadership development program] 

 made a statement, and she said you are not each other's competition. And I was like, she's 

 crazy. That's not true. We are absolutely in competition with each other. 

However, her continued experience in the program and the relationships she was able to 

build with her peers supported the leader’s expectation of a collegial environment:  

But I quickly learned that it really wasn't that like that. It really [was] what she said. 

 When it came full circle, it really resonated because every individual brings something 

 different. And when you look at our schools…it's very clear to me that I'm exactly where 

 I am and where I should be. 

Similar to Pamela’s recollection of a collegial environment from the beginning, Oliver 

explained, “And the first thing that she said is, this is not your competition, this is your peer 

group.” He went on to emphasize the importance that was placed on collegiality. “And so she 

hammered it home that we are not in competition with one another.”  

When asked about collegiality with program peers, Patrice, an elementary school leader, 

also highlighted the establishment of a non-competitive environment. “And from the very first 

meeting, they made it very clear that we were not in competition with one another. And I truly 
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believe that's true.” Patrice described how this applied to career advancement and allowed 

program participants to engage with each other fully: 

And so you're really not competing for a specific school and a specific job. So that kind 

 of increases that collegiality and that open discussion and that vulnerability, all those 

 things. And our group had a lot of transparency with one another professionally. 

Although program participants engaged in class discussions during required monthly 

meetings and assigned discussion posts, their collegiality led to conversations outside the 

program's scope. Patrice recalled, “I got to know people that I didn't know before. And so, you 

know, text messages started back and forth or emails sharing resources.” Monica, an elementary 

school leader, described how beneficial going to lunch with her program peers was in supporting 

collaboration, “…it was really good to just hear from other people and just have an opportunity 

to collaborate.” Oliver pointed out that the program did not require collaboration on assignments 

or projects, but participants would contact each other outside of the program for assistance:    

We may have collaborated outside of that because I met people. Like I knew at one point 

 I was trying to do something in Excel with scheduling. So I reached out to [APA  

colleague] who at the time was at [high school].  

Although Oliver and Monica valued the collaboration with their peers during the 

program, they both desired more opportunities for connection. When asked for additional 

perceptions of the program, Oliver mentioned, “I wish we would have had more forced 

interactions with other people.” He further explained, “There were definitely people in my cohort 

that I never had an instructional conversation about or with…So I think it would have been nice 

if we were required to interact more with everyone in our program.” When asked about 

collaboration with colleagues in the program, Monica described the many positives but noted, “I 
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wish we had more opportunity to have conversations. Our conversations were good, and we were 

very highly encouraged to go out to lunch in the evenings afterward.” As previously 

acknowledged, Monica valued the conversations with her colleagues in the more informal setting 

of lunch but felt that being away from the responsibilities at her school was a challenge. Monica 

reflected on possible strategies for addressing that need. However, she concluded: 

I don't really know a solution to that, but it was really personally tough on me to hang 

 out and talk. Yeah. Even though I know that that's an important part of the experience, it 

 wasn’t something I, I [sic] did often. 

Program participants consistently described how the relationships built during the 

academy with their peers continued to be valuable after the program had concluded. When asked 

about collaboration with his colleagues, Chris responded excitedly, saying, “Oh, my goodness. 

We still talk today. We see each other at meetings. We touch base with one another with 

questions.” Debbie was enthusiastic when detailing how the relationships have continued. 

“…building those relationships was invaluable because now when I go to meetings and I see my 

friends, my colleagues that are high school administrators and being able to reconnect and just 

build that vertical connection is so important.” At the beginning of the program, Oliver was 

hopeful that “we're all here to help each other” and he was pleased that “it's turned out to be that 

way. We still communicate with each other.” When asked to describe the collaboration with 

program colleagues, Jerry reflected, “I will tell you, that is looking back on the whole thing now, 

one of my favorite parts, right? Because we still do chat.” He also said, “There's some people in 

that group now that are obviously I lean on” and that he was pleased to come out of the program 

with “the friendships and new bonds.” 
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Several academy participants have received promotions since the conclusion of the 

program. These promotions have provided benefits for supporting continued relationships. Chris 

detailed these benefits:  

We've had a couple that just became first-year principals this year. And when we run into 

 each other, we kind of see how that's going. Touch base on Hey, what can we do? What 

 can we do moving forward? …what questions or do we not know that we should be  

asking now that you're sitting in that chair? What's something that we can do to grow and 

 work to help prepare ourselves when we're in that chair? 

Pamela also addressed the continued relationships for those who have been promoted. 

She explained, “So and we still even now have that good dynamic in our new principal group, 

those of us that came from the academy and we kind of gravitated towards each other because 

we have that shared experience.” 

The relationships developed among the leaders in the program were perceived to be 

positive and influential. Discussions within the program and sharing ideas and resources outside 

were equally beneficial. In addition to collegiality during the year-long model, participants 

continued to contact each other after the program ended. Establishing a cooperative over 

competitive environment supported the development of these relationships.  

Relationships with District Leadership 

The collegial relationships developed with peers in the academy were strong, but 

relationships were also formed with other leaders. Program participants had an opportunity to get 

to know local school principals and district-level leadership. According to Chris, “I mean, able to 

build really positive relationships with upcoming leaders. But getting the opportunity to better 

get to know the leadership currently in [the district]. They sat down and worked with us…”  
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Many program participants were excited about the opportunity to cultivate relationships 

with principals. Monica identified these relationships as one of the most promising components 

of participating in the academy by explaining, “So I was most looking forward to interacting 

with other principals.” Similarly, when asked what he was most excited about when selected for 

the program, Jerry also acknowledged principal relationships.  

So that the hope of an opportunity to get in front of these people and showcase what you 

 know and let them see your body of work was obviously one of my main goals, but I  

didn't know that's how it was going to play out or not. 

Paula, an elementary school leader, also focused on relationships with principals when 

she explained, “You're also making those connections with people who are already in the 

principalship [and that] has been truly helpful.” 

A specific opportunity to get to know principals was provided through shadowing 

experiences. These experiences were among the most commonly discussed program activities, 

with seven of the nine participants referencing shadowing in their interviews. Chris enjoyed 

these opportunities so much that instead of one shadowing day, he took time to complete 

multiple shadowing experiences. “…I talked to [the leader of the program] and said, hey, is it 

okay? Can we do more than one shadow… I did a couple at middle schools and a couple of 

elementary schools and then another high school.” Oliver elaborated that “…it was refreshing to 

see [the principal’s] vision of a school” as a benefit of his shadowing experience.  

In addition to connecting with principals, program participants appreciated opportunities 

to build relationships, network, and increase their visibility with district-level leadership. One of 

the most influential district-level relationships was with the academy's leader. Monica described 

the leader as “super supportive.” Even before the program started, Patrice was delighted to be 
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accepted because she “…knew who was running that academy, and so I knew that I would learn 

a lot.” Several participants noted that the academy leader sought their input when planning the 

shadowing experiences. Chris mentioned, “They reached out to each participant in the program 

and they wanted our opinions on where we wanted to shadow, what level I was excited to have.” 

Kristine, an elementary school leader, also appreciated the program coordinator allowing input: 

We were assigned to visit a leader and shadow leader for the day, and I very much  

appreciated the fact that [leader of the academy] …Would you like to do something  

different or who would you like to observe? So I was very thankful for that. That was  

really nice. 

Likewise, Monica specifically mentioned the opportunity for input: 

Then we went and shadowed principals at different levels and we were given a choice 

 that we wanted to like, say we're in middle school, but we wanted to have the opportunity 

 to see elementary school. And she set up a lot. And she, it was very meaningful in the 

 sense of like she tried to put you with a new principal or a very experienced principal. 

In addition to the supportive relationship developed with the program leader through 

choice and input, Monica further illustrated this relationship. “After mock interviews, she was 

very available. We all had her cell phone number. She told us to call her if we wanted to run 

through interview questions with her and prepare. And she meant it.” This relationship was also 

impactful for Debbie’s experience in the program:  

It was one of those things where I think when the people that lead the program are  

relatable and when they truly also take time to be transparent, share a lot of their journey 

 with you. It makes it so much more meaningful. 
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Jerry found that the relationship with the academy leader was enhanced through the 

structure of the program. He also appreciated hearing personal stories from both the academy 

leader and district leadership. Jerry pointed out, “…not just sit and get type of format. [Leader] 

always gave us scenarios, little anecdotes, like funny stories about her beginning years…nice to 

hear some of the district level leaders share their stories and their failures…something 

tremendously uplifting about that.” 

In addition to the academy leader, program participants valued their relationships with 

district leadership. The opportunity to network and increase name recognition was consistently 

emphasized during interviews. Debbie was encouraged to apply for the program to “…network 

and be given an opportunity to step outside of the school building and to work alongside other 

district leadership and, you know, give yourself that opportunity.” Oliver explained a similar 

motivation in that he “…wanted to get in there and get my name seen and meet other principals 

with some of the area [superintendents] and get my name known that way.” Similarly, Patrice 

felt that to “…get your name in front of the right people, those academies are a must…” Pamela 

also felt that increasing visibility was a valuable outcome of the academy due to her experience 

in a previous leadership development program. She explained, “I definitely learned from the first 

go around with the leader academy that you get so much exposure to get your name out there.” 

Just as relationships with academy colleagues continued after the program's conclusion, 

participants regarded relationships with school and district leaders as having long-term value. 

Paula reported that current principals offered, “When you move into the principal role, I will 

help you.” She further explained that she tried to express her gratitude to those individuals “…so 

when my time does come up, I am able to reach out to them if I need it.” Patrice highlighted the 

benefits of relationships with district leaders after the academy regarding promotion potential. 
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She explained that it is important to “connect with the right people that are making the decisions 

about the hiring process.” Pamela also related the long-term impact of the academy to future 

promotions when she discussed mock interviews:  

They always do mock interviews as part of that process and those mock interviews. I 

 mean, you can call it a mock interview, but it's really you getting to share and be 

 interviewed by the people that sit at the table and make those decisions.  

Program participants perceived the development of a collegial network to be an 

extremely valuable element of the program. Data analysis revealed this concept to be an 

important theme. Relationships were formed with academy peers, local school leaders, and 

district-level leadership. These relationships supported a collaborative environment among peers 

during the academy and produced long-term benefits as the cohort members remained in contact 

after the program's conclusion. Additionally, relationships were established with superiors and 

supervisors which program participants anticipate may translate into support and promotion.  

Developing Knowledge 

In addition to building a collegial network, program participants consistently identified 

how program participation enhanced their leadership knowledge. Participants were exposed to a 

variety of leadership perspectives, and knowledge for practical application was developed 

through multiple opportunities. Additionally, skills were built to assist program participants in 

advancing their careers. Peer-to-peer discussion posts, speaker panels consisting of principals 

and district leadership, school site visits, and mock interviews were perceived by participants as 

broadening their perspectives and increasing their knowledge base. Participants discovered 

opportunities for applying new skills to their current roles and skills that would have future 

implications.  
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Broadening Perspectives 

Through a variety of experiences, program participants were able to broaden their 

perspectives about leadership and develop an appreciation for diversity of thought. One avenue 

for broadening perspectives originated from the range of experience levels, background 

knowledge, and cross-level understandings of the program participants. Program discussion posts 

allowed participants to share their values and opinions while engaging their peers in 

collaborative dialogue. When asked specifically what he learned from the program, Jerry 

observed, “Most of what I apply is more on, I guess, the theory side.” 

Kristine learned about the many talents and skills possessed by her colleagues and 

developed a sense of respect for them. She described her experience in the mock interviews not 

only as an opportunity to develop her skills but also as an opportunity to learn from her peers:  

And they got me on the middle school team to interview like I was going to be a middle 

 school principal. And I was just so impressed. …but just listening to my colleagues, 

 honestly. [He] was part of my little group there for the mock interviews. …with each 

 question that was asked of him, I was just in awe. It’s an opportunity to go, wow, I work 

 with really smart people. 

Debbie focused on the inherent learning opportunities that were provided due to the mix 

of program participants. She felt that having diversity among her peers was beneficial. Debbie 

explained, “And we had elementary, middle, and high school administrators that were part of the 

program. And every level approaches things differently. Every level has different challenges. 

And it's so interesting to have those conversations cross [sic], across that spectrum.” Jerry, 

Oliver, and Paula also mentioned the benefits of having all levels represented. Paula explained, 

“It was great because we had elementary, middle, and high school APs there. So you know 
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something that high school AP might answer is something totally different than how an 

elementary would answer.” Jerry also discussed the variety of knowledge regarding specific 

skills, such as scheduling. He reported, “Hearing some of the elementary school people talking 

about how they schedule and then middle school. …and then you look at high school…” Oliver 

addressed the broader implications of being a leader at each level when he noted, “I think just 

getting to touch base about what each other, what the responsibilities are for an admin at each 

different level.” He also pointed out the individual personalities each person brought to the 

program. He reflected, “I got to know [program colleague] even deeper and we had 

conversations about instruction and our background and I'm like, okay, we might have very 

similar personalities, but our skill sets are very different.” Similarly, Pamela stated:  

…you would kind of expect in a situation like that that everyone would have very  similar 

 qualities. But we all were actually really drastically different from one another. But it just 

 kind of works and that we all bring something different. And maybe what we share is just 

 the passion for the work and that commitment and that maybe it's a work ethic thing that 

 ties that's the tie that binds and not necessarily that you're all kind of the same person 

 because we are not at all. 

Kristine found particular value in seeing different perspectives within the discussion 

posts and described, “A lot of the collaborative learning especially took place on the discussion 

boards.” The discussion posts occurred online between the monthly in-person meetings, with 

each participant being assigned to facilitate one post. Although specific skills were discussed 

through this collaborative effort, Kristine noted the ability to see patterns emerge in the group’s 

thinking. She further expounded: 
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…posing questions and then responding to them. And that was actually a really good 

 experience for me because again, I found that my responses were almost, you know, 15 

 responses are very similar. And then there was kind of my take, but it was so valuable to 

 me because the more I would see things like patterns emerge, it was always for me a lot 

 more than the question. I would see the patterns emerge and then, okay, if this is the way 

 that I may be doing it this way, but I have got to understand that the vast majority of the 

 people… 

In addition to program participants having diverse ideas, learning about the differences 

among schools was repeatedly noted during interviews. One avenue for broadening perspectives 

was provided through school visits. Monica stated, “But I think just the biggest thing I learned is 

that every school is so different, every school is so different, every job is so different.” She 

further detailed: 

 I was excited about opportunities to be a part of other schools because I think having 

 started at a new school out here and realizing how different our schools are and how [the 

 district], we have so many schools and they are all so different. 

Monica’s initial excitement about the potential for school visits was realized through the 

program. She reported, “We observed and well, we did like walkthroughs of an elementary, 

middle, and high school. And so we saw all levels and we did like a full day on that.” Similar to 

Monica, Paula was also “…excited when I found out that we were going to get to go in different 

buildings and see different buildings all over the county because the county is so big and so 

diverse.” Likewise, Pamela found school visits to be beneficial. She acknowledged, “I got to go 

in different buildings and that really helped me to develop and start to think about how I can take 

those things and make it my own…” Debbie’s thoughts further supported the benefits of this 
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opportunity by explaining, “Walking alongside them and seeing it through their lens and 

coupling that with what you were seeing were some of the best conversations.” Debbie reiterated 

the perspective of other participants related to broadening perspectives when she pointed out, 

“…like everybody does things a little differently…But I mean, I think that that was very helpful 

in this [leadership program].” 

As previously discussed, program participants consistently identified shadowing a 

principal as an opportunity to build a relationship with a school leader. Participants also 

perceived shadowing experiences as an opportunity to broaden their perspectives. Chris, Jerry, 

Monica, and Pamela discussed how their shadowing day pushed them and expanded their 

understanding. Based on where participants were placed for shadowing, Jerry perceived, “I don't 

know this for sure, but I'm pretty sure [leader of the program] said she's putting us, getting us out 

of our comfort zone.” Similarly, when asked about what program components he was looking 

forward to, Chris reported, “…all around the district currently getting to go shadow, take 

opportunities to talk to different principals at different levels. Get out of your comfort zone.” He 

also explained, “…they reached out to each participant in the program, and they wanted our 

opinions on where we wanted to shadow what level I was excited to have. Um, I like to live in 

the uncomfortableness…” so he chose an elementary school to begin his shadowing but also 

visited middle and high schools. Monica’s perspective further supported the value of visiting 

schools:  

I think that doing the shadowing for the day was a really good opportunity to see how 

 things go all day long from a different perspective and just kind of see how the school is 

 run because every school is just a little different… 
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When describing her shadowing experience, Pamela detailed how her previous 

experiences were different from the principal she shadowed: 

…a different type of leader than me. But we both shared a really strong passion for the  

 instructional aspect. And so, it was really cool to kind of see that because it was just  

 different than my principals that I've worked with in the past, and it really helped me to  

 have a different perspective of what I could look like as a principal versus maybe what I'd 

 seen with my other experiences. 

Program participants consistently expressed appreciation for the opportunities to build 

knowledge. Various experiences, along with the composition of the program participants, 

broadened their perspectives. School visits, discussion posts, and principal shadowing were 

perceived by participants to positively contribute to their leadership knowledge and further 

develop an appreciation for diversity of thought.  

Practical Application 

In addition to broadening their perspectives, participants gained practical skills they 

perceived as beneficial. Going outside of the program to visit schools and shadow principals 

provided opportunities for gaining new perspectives. However, bringing school leaders and 

district-level departments into the program allowed participants to enhance specific skill sets. In 

addition, participants consistently identified specific skills for practical application that they 

acquired from each other.  

According to the district’s program description, “…participants enjoy opportunities to 

learn from exemplary current and former principals, assistant superintendents, directors, and 

other district leaders.” Most program meetings did include a panel of currently serving principals 

who presented information and allowed for a question-and-answer session. These panels 
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consisted of principals from elementary, middle, and high school settings. Program participants 

were able to gain insight into the principals’ experiences and learn practical strategies for 

leadership. The perceived value of these panels was frequently mentioned during the interviews, 

with eight out of nine respondents addressing this topic. Oliver enthusiastically described the 

principal panels when he stated, “So a lot of it was just us getting to pick the brains of the 

principals there, which was always fantastic.” 

When asked what she learned from the program that she had already applied or would 

like to apply someday, Monica raved:  

Those [principal panels] were so good. Like you take notes. You don't stop taking 

 notes.  It was really good. Every time we had a principal panel, we had all three levels. 

 So it was good for them to kind of talk about, you know, like kind of piggyback off each 

 other and the conversations that were going on. 

Paula also described how hearing principals’ experiences was helpful. She shared, “I 

mean, the biggest thing is going back to hearing everybody's different experiences and how they 

got there. But then once they got there, how they handled that.” Debbie described how the 

principal panels provided a dose of reality compared to the idealistic view of those who have not 

yet served in the role. She emphasized, “…yet hearing from actual people that you know are in 

that role and what does that look like? What are some of the things you dealt with?” Debbie 

found the principal panel participants to be “…very honest and they do allow you into their 

space, into their headspace.”  

Jerry, Pamela, and Monica specifically addressed the benefit of learning from principals 

who were new to the role. Jerry also perceived the panels as beneficial by explaining, “But the 

bringing in of principals at various stages in their career and various levels… And to hear some 
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of their [sic] their war stories from their beginning years and, and to what they're doing 

now…That was nice.” When asked what skills she learned from current principals, Pamela 

replied, “So I think I took a little bit from everyone and just the things that they shared. And 

early on, one that was really impactful for me was [high school principal], because he had just 

transitioned to that role.” Similarly, Monica noted, “I really enjoyed hearing from principals that 

were new to the district, and because it was like fresh on their mind, like what they weren't 

expecting, what surprised them, areas of growth and that sort of thing.” Later in her interview, 

Monica, like Pamela, described a specific principal she learned from who was also new to the 

role. She commented that the principal “…talked a lot about her experiences as the first year 

[principal] and she talked a lot about journaling and keeping your focus on, you know, because 

there's so many things going on. Keeping your focus on your core values.” Monica has 

implemented this strategy and has started keeping a journal of her own.  

Several participants commented on how the principal panels helped them learn about 

relationships and the school environment. Debbie explained, “…one thing that a number of 

current principals talked to us about was the difference between culture and climate…When you 

become a principal, how do you learn about that culture? How do you honor the traditions?” 

Monica also addressed relationships when she described one particular principal panel, “…their 

topic was relationships and building relationships. And I thought that [sic] that was really good.” 

Debbie found particular value in the multiple perspectives the panels brought to the discussion 

about relationships. She concluded, “What what [sic] do high school administrators deal with? 

How do they approach things differently? How do they relate to their staff differently? Because 

it's hard to grow in those opportunities.” 
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Additional skills garnered from principal panels were mentioned by participants, 

including the school improvement process, beginning of the year pre-planning activities, 

promoting your school through social media, communication with stakeholders, and decision-

making. Pamela recalled, “Like I very vividly remember, [middle school principal], addressed 

our group and he talked about school improvement and how the principal's job is to improve the 

school.” Jerry reflected on developing activities for teacher pre-planning, “I remember when 

[principal] came up and shared some of his ideas about pre-planning activities to build 

feedback…” Monica recollected, “And she also talked a lot about social media and sharing your 

story, because if you don't share your story, other people are going to share their stories.” Similar 

to Debbie and Monica’s identification of relationships as an essential skill learned from the 

principal panels, Patrice discussed building relationships with the community through 

communication. She stated, “…there were some good communication suggestions from a 

principal panel about just consistency and communication, about getting to know your 

community.” Paula detailed a quote from an educational author that she remembered from more 

than one principal panel. She shared, “Another one is, and I wrote this down, the principal at 

[middle school] quoted Todd Whitaker and said to make all your decisions based on what is [sic] 

what your best teachers do.” Paula further explained, “So later, when we had a couple of other 

principal panels, they also referred to that.”  

Another opportunity to learn specific skills was provided through program meetings 

featuring various departments from the district. Paula said that she: 

…loved when we were able to speak about the different parts of the district. And so we 

 had HR come talk to us. We had communications come and talk to us. We had finance 
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 come to us. So being able to speak to those different parts of the district gave me more of 

 a well-rounded experience of what I’m going to be dealing with as a principal.  

Jerry also identified learning from district departments as beneficial. He recalled, “So I 

do have a little APA folder and I will sit there and go like I remember when [director of district 

communications] came to one of our meetings and said this about using your Twitter account.”  

Although program participants gained skills for practical application from principal 

panels and district departments, they also developed skills for immediate application from each 

other. Participants identified many areas of knowledge that were influenced by their colleagues, 

including staff evaluations, assessment programs, school-wide schedules, procedures and 

routines, digital communication, and organization strategies.  

Paula detailed several areas where she learned practical strategies from her peers that she 

could implement immediately. She summarized that she was “…learning across the board” and 

“…definitely brought back little things that we started [implementing].” Debbie concurred 

regarding practical application when she explained, “We definitely had a lot of opportunities to 

kind of process the information we were given and then kind of assimilate that. What will this 

look like when we go back to our schools.”  

In addition to building leadership knowledge by broadening perspectives through 

exposure to different viewpoints and schools, program participants were able to gain practical 

understandings related to their day-to-day work. Principal panels addressed a multitude of 

specific topics, including utilizing communication, building relationships, and managing your 

first year as principal. District departments and program colleagues also served as a source of 

skill development with program participants reporting several strategies they have already 

implemented.  
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Career Advancement 

Combined with opportunities to build knowledge and skills for practical application, 

program participants frequently prioritized the perceived benefit of skills to assist them in 

acquiring the next level of leadership. Participants mentioned how they enhanced their skills 

through mock interviews and developed an understanding of district expectations of school 

leaders. From the program's start, Patrice was hopeful that she would build her knowledge base 

about the principalship. She explained, “…I knew that I would learn a lot and kind of fill in some 

gaps in my experience and my knowledge about the role…” Participants would perceive that 

addressing these gaps and building specific skills would aid in their preparation for the 

principalship.  

Mock interviews were perceived as extremely valuable and mentioned by seven of nine 

research participants. However, several respondents discussed general interview preparation in 

addition to the mock interviews. When asked what helped prepare him the most for his next step 

in leadership, Oliver definitively responded, “The interviews.” He explained, “That was the 

biggest piece for me. Was [sic] as we talked about interview prep, we got a lot of advice from 

former aspiring principals that were principals.” Oliver added, “So we had a lot of conversations 

about the interview process for tier one [initial principal interview].” Likewise, Chris and Jerry 

noted the focus on interview preparation. Chris commented, “They sat down and worked with us 

and prepped interviews before we sat down for tier one tier one [sic] interviews.” Jerry 

correspondingly reported, “They make no secret of saying it's going to be scenario-based and 

long. Please ask us to repeat. Please take notes. Which really did a great job mentally preparing.” 

Patrice reinforced the critical need for being able to interview effectively when she hypothesized,  

“Um [sic], you know, one piece of it definitely is the interview process and interview 



   79  

preparation, because let's face it, I mean, you have to be able to make it through.” Although the 

mock interviews were beneficial, Jerry, who has been through the principal interview process, 

claimed, “…I thought the mock interview experience to get in front of the area 

[superintendents]… But I thought the mock interview questions were way easier than the real.” 

Many program participants claimed the mock interviews to be beneficial in enhancing 

their skills. Pamela placed a high value on the mock interview process even before the program 

started. She identified the interviews as a component she looked forward to when she was 

selected for the program. Pamela contended: 

…they always do mock interviews as part of that process and those mock interviews, I 

 mean, you can call it a mock interview, but it's really you getting to share and be  

interviewed by the people that sit at the table and make those decisions. 

Chris and Patrice perceived the mock interview process to be a valuable, positive 

experience. Chris reflected, “We had mock interview sessions with them. It was a really nice 

time to sit down, talk, discuss, and learn.” Patrice pointed out, “So having the opportunity to do 

mock interviews, to kind of collect talking points for potential interview questions and scenarios, 

I mean, that was very valuable.” 

While Oliver and Monica also perceived the mock interviews as a positive experience, 

they both mentioned the opportunity for feedback. Oliver explained, “…we did the mock 

interviews for tier one with assistant superintendents and got…direct feedback…So that was 

very powerful. I think that would be the biggest piece out of all of that was the preparation for 

the interviews.” Likewise, Monica acknowledged, “But it was really an opportunity for you to 

get some feedback and kind of think about, you know, what they were asking and that sort of 

thing.” 
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Although program participants placed value on the mock interviews, two participants 

acknowledged their feelings about the process. Both Monica and Kristine had trepidation 

regarding this particular program activity. Kristine stated, “So they had the mock interviews set 

up. And so we were broken into groups. And I was really a little bit nervous.” Similarly, Monica 

described her feelings, “So I will say I wasn't looking forward to the mock interviews…” 

Although Monica was hesitant, she acknowledged, “However, if I'm going to apply in a month, 

I'll be sitting next to all of these people again.” Following the mock interviews, Kristine had a 

different feeling. She reported, “And honestly, that mock interview experience, it really almost 

just kind of settled me to a degree as well.” Likewise, Monica indicated a change in perspective 

and explained that the mock interviews “…turned out to be really meaningful.”  

In describing professional learning activities in the program, the district refers to 

developing “knowledge, skills, and understanding of [District] specific application of leadership 

concepts. Several participants felt they better understood the unique district expectations for its 

school leaders due to program participation.  Understanding these expectations was perceived to 

be potentially beneficial in securing a leadership promotion. Participants also felt they would be 

more successful as principals because of this knowledge.  

When asked why she was interested in applying for the program, Kristine explained, “I 

mean, again, it was for me so much more than about becoming a principal. It's understanding the 

expectations of district leadership for leaders.” Kristine referenced this again later in her 

interview about the district's values. She stated, “Like I shared learning for me about what how 

how [sic] we put out what our core values are, but how they apply those values with selecting 

leaders and what their expectations are of leaders.” Similar to Kristine, Oliver was optimistic 

about becoming more familiar with district expectations. When asked what he hoped to learn, 
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Oliver disclosed, “…to get confirmation from those people what it is they are looking for in 

leadership in [the district].” Paula connected lessons learned from district departments visiting 

with the academy to understanding district expectations. She reported: 

And then going back to when when [sic] [leader of the APA] scheduled those department 

 leaders to come and talk to us and she scheduled communications and HR and   

evaluations and everybody to kind of just from that district perspective of what their 

 goals are and what they need you to do. As a principal, I have I took [sic] really good 

 notes on those sections so that I could refer to those as I need. 

Kristine, Oliver, and Paula discussed the clarity they gained surrounding district 

expectations of school leaders. Patrice expanded that idea and related program knowledge to 

state-level expectations. When asked about how she has applied skills gained from the academy 

to her daily work, she explained: 

Oh, you know, I still go back. So I used a OneNote notebook and took notes. And then I 

 created a tab for each of the LKES standards and tried to like I mean, I'll tell you like I 

 went through the LKES fact sheets and really unpacked what the state says leaders are 

 charged with doing in each of those eight areas. 

Patrice said she then “…started to flesh out what I learned from the academy.” 

Broadening their perspective, developing skills for practical application, and acquiring 

knowledge that would assist in career advancement were perceived as important to program 

participants. These opportunities were provided through peer discussion, leader shadowing, 

school visits, principal panels, district department presentations, and mock interviews. 

Additionally, participants were able to build an understanding of the district’s expectations for 
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school leadership. The relationships that participants developed, combined with the acquisition 

of knowledge and skills, contributed to participants’ perceptions of positive self-growth. 

Contributing to Self-Concept 

Program participants’ self-concept was positively enhanced through contributions to their 

self-esteem and self-efficacy. Encouragement received from others, contributing knowledge to 

the group, developing a “principal lens,” envisioning themselves as a principal, and exploring 

their core values all contributed to personal growth. This growth was perceived to be beneficial 

in their current roles and was expected to contribute to their success as they advanced in their 

careers. Participants also highlighted the importance of encouragement from others and the 

perception of their readiness in their decision to participate in the program. Every participant 

interview included comments related to positive self-growth.  

Self-Esteem 

From a humanistic perspective, self-esteem is a person’s sense of self-respect and respect 

from others (Maslow, 1943). Self-respect consists of a sense of achievement, mastery, and being 

able to make contributions. Respect from others is derived from feelings of being valued and 

accepted. Participants reported positive contributions to their self-esteem due to being selected 

for the program. Utilizing their prior experiences to contribute to the group also positively 

influenced self-esteem.   

Even before the first meeting of the academy, participants connected the program with 

positive emotions as they felt honored to be selected. When asked how they felt about being one 

of the sixteen selected for the program, knowing there were many more applicants than 

vacancies, participants used a wide range of descriptors including overwhelmed, excited, 

hopeful, and humbled. Debbie explained, “At first, I remember I was just overwhelmed. I mean, 

it just [sic] there's nothing like being chosen for something.” She also described being selected as 
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a “great honor.” Similarly, Chris, Paula, and Kristine described being selected as an honor. Chris 

reported, “It's a great honor. I mean, surprised that out of as many staff members as we have here 

in the district, that you're one that they viewed as potential to move up into that position.” Paula 

shared, “I felt very honored, and I was excited about it.” Likewise, Kristine mentioned, “I felt 

incredibly honored and really valued and that was really nice.”  

In the explanation for the intent of the program, the district describes selected candidates 

as “high-potential assistant principals.” Accordingly, participants perceived their selection into 

the program as validation from the district of their value as school leaders. As Kristine 

mentioned, she particularly felt valued due to her leadership journey being quite different from 

the rest of her peers. She reported that she felt like a “square peg” yet she felt that “…[the 

district], we recognize that leaders come in different forms, so made me feel valued.” Chris also 

viewed his selection in this way and described that being selected was a “nice validation.” Oliver 

expressed a similar emotion of validation. He noted, “I was excited, but I was very happy that I 

was recognized as someone to make that opportunity to be a part of that group.” Paula reported 

feeling “…like the county was investing in me and making sure that I was going to be prepared 

for the next step.”  

Although being selected was considered an honor by all participants, Debbie and Patrice 

also described their feelings of trepidation. Debbie questioned her abilities and explained, “And 

there's always that fear of what if I don't measure up? Or what if I don't? What if I'm not what 

everybody thinks I am or what [sic]? And what if I can't follow through?” Patrice concurred: 

I do think when you decide to advance your career, there's still a feeling of that imposter 

 syndrome. And when I got accepted because I had not been in school leadership for very 

 long, it was a little bit of doubt of do I belong here. Should I have this seat at the table? 
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Patrice was able to overcome those doubts through “…this constant reassurance that we 

belonged in the academy and that eventually we would belong in a school…” Several other 

participants discussed how the program built their confidence. When asked how he applied 

learning in the program to his daily work, Oliver stated, “Believe it or not, it was a confidence 

thing.” He further elaborated, “I would also say being around that group of people and the 

camaraderie that we had, it just made me more confident…”  

One source of this boost in confidence came from the perception that the academy 

encouraged the participants to be authentic and find value in their individuality. In addition to 

Patrice and Oliver’s increased confidence, Chris, Pamela, Paula, and Kristine addressed this 

emotion in their interviews. Pamela asserted that the academy experience “…really resonated 

because every individual brings something different.”  She expressed how she felt reassured in 

her skills, “But it just kind of works and that we all bring something different.” Chris also 

addressed the focus on individuality. He perceived the program encouraged him to reflect when 

he explained, “What are your [sic] what do you find are your most important values in the role, 

in the position? What do you look for in a classroom? How do you view the job?” When asked 

what she would like to implement in the future, Paula referenced the district’s expectation that 

even though you may hear a consistent message about how to be a successful principal, you still 

have to be true to who you are. She stated, “And one good thing that you just don’t apply, your 

leadership skills are applicable to how you are as a person.” Patrice felt very strongly about the 

emphasis on each leader’s unique talents. She explained, “…we needed to remain true to who we 

were and authentic to our own leadership style. And I'll tell you, I'm [sic] I'm so glad that was 

very powerfully reinforced every single meeting…” Patrice was able to connect that emphasis 
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directly to her current work. She concluded, “…because if I had not done that and I was at this 

school, it would be a bad situation.” Kristine agreed that there was a focus on individuality:  

And what I discovered in the principals um [sic] that the aspiring principals is really, it's 

 what sets you apart that they were looking for. You know, it's like they're not looking for 

 the person who's so amalgamous [sic] that they can fit to support anything. They want to 

 know that this person can do, this, this, and this, and that would make them great for this 

 school… 

As well as feeling valued when they were selected for the program and building 

confidence through an acceptance of individuality, several participants mentioned their value in 

being able to make contributions to the group. When asked how her success as a leader 

contributed to her participation in the program, Patrice discussed her experience as an assistant 

principal. She explained, “You know, I think that I was fortunate to be given a lot of 

responsibility and a lot of freedom to do a lot of work.” Patrice was able to connect this work to 

her experience in the program. She reported, “But that made my learning curve and my toolbox 

and my experience much broader than I [sic], than probably a typical assistant principal. So I 

think that gave me a lot more talking points…” Pamela was also appreciative of the experiences 

she had as an assistant principal. She explained, “So I definitely think as an assistant principal, I 

was very lucky to have had a wide variety of experiences.” She, too, could connect that work 

into collaboration with her peers. Pamela reported, “…going into that when you come together 

with other AP's, there were lots of things that I could share and contribute that maybe they hadn't 

had experiences in, and I could bring some of that to light and have conversations…” Paula 

described a similar assistant principal experience with the three leaders she served with.  

She described those principals as “extremely collaborative” and explained that: 
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They have included me from the get-go about decision-making on all planning, and that 

 has helped me…I feel like I have been able to almost co-principal with all three of my 

 principals that I have, and that has helped me. 

Like Patrice and Pamela, Paula connected these experiences to being able to make 

contributions to the program. She reported, “And because I felt like I was able to speak to things 

that perhaps some other assistant principals weren't able to speak to because they hadn't had that 

experience, and they hadn't had that collaborative environment.” 

Participants consistently reported that feelings of value were positively enhanced through 

program participation. They viewed being selected as an honor which impacted their perception 

of being respected by others. Self-respect was also bolstered through their ability to make 

contributions to the group.  

Self-Efficacy 

Self-efficacy is defined by Bandura (1993) as “people's beliefs about their capabilities to 

produce designated levels of performance that exercise influence over events that affect their 

lives” (p. 118). Bandura and Locke (2003) found that self-efficacy significantly contributes to a 

person’s motivation and overall performance, specifically enhancing setting ambitious goals, 

commitment to achieving goals, and improved ability to handle novel and challenging situations. 

 According to the district strategic plan, one of the academy's goals is to prepare 

participants for the next leadership level. Similarly, the district description of the program 

expands on that concept by stating that the academy intends to support leaders “in pursuit of 

increased responsibility.” Throughout the leadership development program, participants were 

encouraged to assume a “principal lens” to frame their learning. Multiple participants discussed 

the use of this lens, how they were able to prepare for their next leadership role, and how they 
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were able to envision themselves as a school principal. As a result, participants identified a 

positive influence on self-efficacy due to program participation.  

Participants found occasions during the program where they were encouraged to assume 

a principal lens, and these moments were perceived as beneficial. When asked how the program 

has prepared him to be a principal, Chris explained that he began to reflect on himself in that 

role. He elaborated, “I think the program really is built around understanding your why. Why are 

you getting into the role as a principal?” Chris’s perception can be connected to the district’s 

program description which includes, “The [program] challenges participants to refine their 

individual leadership skills and define their leadership purpose…” Later in his interview, Chris 

revisited how he continued to expand his perspective during the program and began to see the 

bigger picture of school leadership. He stated, “If I'm sitting in this [principal] chair, I know what 

these roles are as an admin, but how does that impact the entire building? Looking at more whole 

staff decisions rather than departments or programs.” During the program, Oliver was able to 

assume additional responsibilities in his current role. He described how he worked with his 

principal, “So I had a conversation with my principal about being a [sic] not trying to be the 

principal. But making more decisions and being given that kind of freedom.” Oliver’s 

participation in the program supported practicing those skills and encouraged him to envision his 

role in the future. He believed, “That gave me more confidence to say yes, no matter where I am 

as a principal, I have to make it work for my school within the parameters of the district.” 

Pamela deduced, “Like you can’t [sic] nothing can really prepare you and you just have to be 

ready to go and you need to start looking at life through a different lens.” She further added that 

she was able to apply that lens perspective right away:  
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You know, you're just starting out and just knowing that you have to put [sic] now you 

 have to find your principal lenses right and see the school. And when you're walking 

 around, you're looking at it in a different way. So that's something that right away I can 

 take and kind of apply to what I was doing. 

Kristine also began seeing herself as a school leader. She explained that she had not 

considered it in detail but started identifying her strengths due to the program. She reflected, 

“This is what I would bring if I was the leader.” As she began to develop that vision of herself as 

a leader, Kristine also collected information from the program that she perceived would help her 

in her future role. She explained, “But I had actually started a notebook and I still add to it that 

whole year last year. So I did a section for if I return to the district…if I if I [sic] become a 

building leader…” Patrice also felt the program positively influenced her perception that she was 

ready to assume the next level of leadership. She reported, “I really do feel like the thing that 

pushed me forward was just reaffirming that I [sic] I'm ready. …I think that you can always 

doubt, you can always think about timing. And it just [sic] that experience just made me go for 

it.”  

Although the program enhanced a sense of self-efficacy for some participants, several 

participants acknowledged their preparedness to assume the next level of leadership as their 

reason for applying to the program. When asked about his motivation for applying to the 

program, Jerry explained that his primary motivator was feeling ready for the next step. He 

explained, “…sitting in AP meetings and just looking around and listening and saying…And 

even some of the APs that were promotion-ready. That I just felt like, you know what? I can I 

can [sic] contend with these people.” Jerry also took ownership of his decision to apply for the 

program. He reported, “Um [sic], so going into the [aspiring leader academy], I was, [sic] I felt 
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like that was one of the first times I really initiated my leadership journey.” He felt like the 

decision to apply supported his feelings of “…you know what, I think I’m ready.” Although 

Monica received a “little bit of a push” to apply for the program from a district-level leader, she 

also felt ready to move up because she “…could really envision myself as a principal…” Chris 

also indicated his readiness to assume a higher level of leadership. He explained, “I have shaped 

a vision of, hey, this is and [sic] I could see myself in that role and I really want the opportunity 

to get a school one time and, and [sic] take ownership of that.” He felt that “…the aspiring 

principals [program] was one of the first steps.” 

Study participants frequently described how the leadership program contributed to 

developing a principal lens and supported a vision of future success. According to Bandura 

(1993), “Efficacy beliefs influence how people feel, think, motivate themselves, and behave” (p. 

118). Therefore, efficacy is a powerful influence on success and an important component of 

leadership development.   

Conclusion  

Nine educational leaders who participated in a district-provided leadership development 

program were interviewed for this study. These interviews were audio recorded and NVivo was 

utilized to create transcripts. A process of open, axial, and selective coding was employed 

through researcher and NVivo analysis. Guided by three research questions and framed by adult 

learning theory, three themes emerged through the analysis process: building a collegial network, 

development of knowledge, and contributions to self-concept. Participants perceived the 

relationships they developed in the program to be valuable. These relationships were established 

with program colleagues as well as district-level leadership. The benefits of these relationships 

were experienced during the program and extended beyond its conclusion. Leadership 

knowledge, skills for practical application, and skills to assist with career advancement were 
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acquired during the program. Multiple opportunities, including principal shadowing, school 

visits, district presentations, principal panels, and mock interviews, were perceived by 

participants to improve their leadership skills. Every study participant mentioned the program’s 

contribution to positive self-growth on self-esteem and self-efficacy. Participants felt valued by 

being selected for the program and through their ability to contribute their knowledge. Through 

developing their principal lens, participants could envision themselves in the principalship and 

increase their professional confidence. Chapter 5 will connect study results with relevant 

literature, address adult learning theory assumptions, and provide implications for practice and 

further research.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



   91  

5 DISCUSSION 

 A qualitative case study was conducted using semi-structured interviews with nine 

district-led leadership development program participants. Three questions guided the research: 

1. How are the principles of adult learning theory applied in a leadership development program? 

2. How does participation in a leadership development program influence administrator practice? 

3. Which leadership development program components influence participants’ perceptions of 

preparedness? 

A systematic process of coding was employed to analyze participant interviews. Through this 

analysis, the findings indicate three areas in which the participants perceived an influence on 

their leadership development due to program participation. The first theme identified was 

building a collegial network. Results show that participants were able to build relationships with 

their program peers and district-level leaders. These relationships were perceived to be beneficial 

during the program and after the program's conclusion. The second theme focused on the 

development of knowledge and skills. Participants were able to build their leadership knowledge 

by broadening their perspectives, acquiring practical understandings, and gaining skills that 

could lead to career advancement. A variety of program activities provided these opportunities 

for knowledge development. The final theme to emerge was contributions to self-concept. 

Changes in self-concept occurred through positive contributions to participants’ self-esteem and 

self-efficacy. Program participants experienced a sense of being valued and honored by being 

selected for the program, and they were able to develop a vision of themselves as successful 

principals.  

 Knowles et al. (2005) andragogical model of adult learning theory framed the study to 

address the three research questions. Table 4 summarizes the connections between research 

questions, andragogical assumptions, overarching themes, and key findings. This discussion will 
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also use this theoretical framework to connect study findings and relevant literature. Implications 

for practice for school leadership development programs will be provided. In conclusion, 

suggestions for further research will be discussed.  

 

Table 4 

Key Findings Connections 

 

Research 

question 

Andragogical 

assumption 

Overarching theme Key findings 

RQ 1 & 2 Role of Learners’ 

Experiences 

     Building a Collegial     

     Network 
• Shared experiences 

• Group discussions 

• Variety among learners in 

the program 

 

RQ 1 & 3 

 

Readiness to Learn: 

Timing of 

Knowledge 

Acquisition & Need 

for Emotional 

Support 

 

     Building a Collegial  

     Network 

 

• Ready for additional roles & 

responsibilities 

• Relationships provided 

emotional support & 

opportunities to learn 

 

RQ 1, 2, & 

3 

 

Need to Know: 

What, How, & Why 

 

     Developing Knowledge 

 

• Gaps in knowledge 

• Models of skills being used 

• Understanding of district 

expectations 

 

RQ 1, 2, & 

3 

 

Orientation to 

Learning: Learning 

Through Life-

centered Activities  

 

     Developing Knowledge  

 

• Shadowing & school visits 

• Mock interviews: practice 

with feedback 

• Immediate application  

 

RQ 1 & 2 

 

Learners’ Self-

Concept: Viewed as 

Capable of Self-

direction & Personal 

Autonomy 

 

     Contributing to Self- 

     Concept 

 

• Perception of being valued  

• Personal goals; principal 

lens 

• Collaboration between 

participants & “teacher” 

• Feelings of competence 

 

RQ 1  Motivation      Contributing to Self-   

     Concept  
• Internal motivation 

• Natural desire for 

continuous learning 
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Major Themes 

Building a Collegial Network 

 Participants identified the opportunity to develop relationships with their colleagues as 

one of the most valued aspects of participating in the leadership academy. The academy provided 

a collegial, supportive environment, leading participants to dialogue with their peers beyond the 

academy's requirements. These collegial relationships were appreciated during the program but 

continued to thrive after the program’s conclusion. Additionally, relationships were established 

with school principals, the program's leader, and district leadership. Relationships with school 

principals provided opportunities to increase participants’ professional network and contributed 

to the potential for support when program participants are promoted. The relationship with the 

program's leader was highly valued for its supportive nature. Participants appreciated the level of 

accessibility with the leader and the intentionality of the program design she utilized. Participants 

also perceived the program as an opportunity to increase their visibility with district leadership, 

allowing them to showcase their skills and talents.  

 Participants perceived a high level of collegiality and placed significant importance on 

this environment. While all participants had positive recollections of relationships established 

during the program, one-third of participants expressly referred to establishing this collegial 

atmosphere from the first meeting. Pamela, Oliver, and Patrice referenced the program leader’s 

emphasis on cooperation instead of competition. According to relevant literature, an environment 

of collegiality is highly beneficial in support programs for beginning principals (Eller, 2014). In 

contrast, when examining a university-sponsored program for principal preparation, Taylor 

Backor and Gordon (2015) found that opportunities for collaborative learning were lacking. 

However, the educational leaders in this case study perceived their relationships and 

opportunities to learn from one another as highly collaborative. Patrice commented, “And then, 
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you know, I just [sic] I got to know people that I didn't know before. And so, you know, text 

messages started back and forth or emails sharing resources.” According to Black and Earnest 

(2009), leadership development programs should include activities supporting the development 

of social relationships. This type of learning environment results in the creation of “influential 

relationships” (p. 186).  

 Participants consistently described how they supported one another throughout the 

interviews. They could rely on each other for emotional support and technical expertise.  

A common challenge for school leaders is the isolation and loneliness of the position (Hayes, 

2019; Slater et al., 2018; Versland, 2018). This can be influential as isolation indicates job 

satisfaction and significantly predicts a school leader’s longevity (Bauer & Silver, 2017). Issues 

of isolation and loneliness experienced by assistant principals can be attributed to the change in 

work friendships when an educator moves into a leadership role (Craft et al., 2016). Debbie 

expressed an emotion that many of her colleagues shared when she stated, “You know, it's just 

something that's going to be [sic] have such worth and just that survival piece of being an 

adventure and not feeling like you're alone.” Relationships established during the leadership 

development program can potentially combat these feelings of isolation and loneliness. 

 The educational leaders in this study frequently emphasized how they built positive 

connections with peers, principals, and district leaders. A collegial environment, emotional 

connection, and opportunities to network with colleagues not typically within their realm 

contributed to developing an extended professional network. An overall lack of support from 

districts is a common concern for school leaders (Crawford & Cowie, 2011; DiPaola & 

Tschannen-Moran, 2003; Fuller & Young, 2009; Wang, 2022). When formal support is not 

provided through adequate professional learning, induction support, or mentoring, leaders tend to 
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create informal networks on their own (Beam et al., 2016; Fuller & Young, 2009; Crawford & 

Cowie, 2011; Levin & Bradley, 2019; Versland, 2018). Specifically, creating small group 

networks and establishing positive professional relationships benefit mid-career assistant 

principals as they prepare for the next level of leadership (Hayes & Burkett, 2021). According to 

Jerry, “The networking at the end of the day, what I took out of the [leadership development 

program] thing. That was my favorite.” Participants appreciated and valued these networking 

opportunities. Networking and developing cohort support groups are essential leadership support 

components (Taylor Backor & Gordon, 2015). 

 Principal shadowing was a highly valued program experience. Seven participants 

discussed principal shadowing and reported a positive correlation between building relationships 

and networking. Correspondingly, research supports these findings. Field-based experiences, 

such as shadowing experienced assistant principals and veteran principals, should be included in 

professional development programs for aspiring principals (Hayes & Burkett, 2021; Oleszewski 

et al., 2012). This practice provides an opportunity to develop professional relationships (Hayes 

& Burkett). Research has also found that school leaders need ongoing, continued support after 

being promoted to the principalship (Taylor Backor & Gordon, 2015). Participants expressed that 

the relationships they formed with principals through shadowing would continue to be beneficial 

after the program's conclusion. Paula concurred with her program colleagues when she reported 

that principals offered, “…when you move into the principal role, I will help you,” and that she 

would feel comfortable contacting them for support when needed.  

 Knowles et al. (2005) propose six assumptions of adult learning theory. Two of these 

assumptions, the role of the learners’ experiences and readiness to learn, are relevant to the 

relationships established with colleagues and district leadership through the leadership 
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development program. The role of the learners’ experiences addresses the wide variety of 

differences among adult learners and claims that experiential learning provides opportunities to 

support knowledge development (Knowles et al.). Group discussions are also viewed as an 

essential component of learning. All participants served as assistant principals during the 

program. As such, collegial relationships could be established based on common prior 

experiences. Even though all participants served as assistant principals, there was a wide range of 

experience levels, and all K-12 structures were represented (elementary, middle, and high 

school). Participants mentioned an appreciation for this diversity in the group, which contributed 

to establishing relationships and ultimately led to increased learning. Group discussion posts and 

collegial conversations outside of the program's parameters also provided an opportunity to build 

beneficial relationships. Shadowing principals provided an opportunity to observe and learn 

through experiencing the role of a principal in a real-world setting. In addition to gaining skills 

and knowledge through shadowing, relationships were developed that were perceived to have a 

long-term impact and serve as a resource for program participants when promoted.  

 The second assumption of adult learning theory relevant to the relationships established 

in the leadership development program is readiness to learn. This assumption acknowledges the 

importance of timing related to acquiring new knowledge. It claims that the best time for adults 

to develop new skills is when they move from one developmental stage to another (Knowles et 

al., 2005). Assistant principals choosing to participate in a leadership development program 

because they have decided they are ready for a principalship is an example of the assumption of 

readiness to learn. Collegial relationships and professional networks were developed due to 

participation in the program, which will provide long-term support to these leaders as they 
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advance their careers. The program allowed these relationships and networks to develop, but the 

participants needed these networks due to moving from one leadership role to the next.  

 Readiness to learn also addresses the learner’s need for emotional support from others 

related to the individual’s level of competence and dependence (Knowles et al., 2005). Levels of 

competence and dependence are situational and fluctuate throughout our professional lives 

(Knowles et al.). Although participants of the program were experienced assistant principals, 

they lacked competence in being principals and, therefore, were more dependent on the 

knowledge and emotional support of others. The relationships they were able to form during the 

program provided emotional support as well as opportunities to acquire knowledge and skills.  

 Issues of isolation (Hayes, 2019; Slater et al., 2018; Versland, 2018), lack of support 

(Crawford & Cowie, 2011; DiPaola & Tschannen-Moran, 2003; Fuller & Young, 2009; Wang, 

2022)., and the absence of collaborative learning (Taylor Backor & Gordon, 2015) are concerns 

of school leaders. Creating collegial environments (Eller, 2014) and providing experiential 

opportunities (Knowles et al., 2005) enhance school leaders' experiences and support their 

learning in a development program. Beneficial relationships and the development of professional 

networks with peers and district leadership were commonly addressed by study participants. 

These relationships and networks were based on prior experiences, utilizing each other as a 

valuable resource for emotional support and knowledge, and the critical timing of the program as 

participants prepared to move forward in their careers.  

Developing Knowledge 

 In addition to building relationships, participants acquired new knowledge and practiced 

skills related to various leadership tasks and responsibilities. Multiple opportunities were 

provided to gain knowledge from peers, broaden perspectives through experiences, and practice 
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skill application for career advancement. Group discussion posts allowed participants to share 

their stories and learn from each other. School visits and principal shadowing supported 

participants in broadening their perspectives and expanding their understanding of the role of the 

principal. Program participants viewed these experiences as opportunities to learn from models 

currently serving in the role they hope to acquire. Respondents consistently mentioned guest 

panels of principals and district-level departments. Eight of nine participants specifically 

mentioned the principal panels and described them as “fantastic” and “so impactful.” Participants 

were able to develop knowledge and skills with practical applications both to their current work 

and future roles.  

 Aspiring school principals must be prepared to face the many challenges of the 

principalship. The responsibility for this preparation falls on the school districts (Hayes & 

Burkett, 2021). Unfortunately, there is often a lack of professional development provided by 

school districts for assistant principals (Eller, 2014). Findings from this case study indicate that 

participants in the district-provided leadership development program perceived they could build 

knowledge and skills through various experiences and thus be prepared for future challenges.  

 Communication is an area of difficulty faced by many school leaders. Fortunately, this is 

one of the specific areas where participants were able to build leadership knowledge. 

Communication issues can interfere with building family relationships and become a barrier 

(DiPaola & Tschannen-Moran, 2003). Strong communication skills are essential to school 

leadership success (Taylor Backor & Gordon, 2015). However, assistant principals need support 

developing these skills (Hayes & Burkett, 2021). Program participants mentioned the positive 

influence of learning from panels and question-and-answer opportunities. Patrice explained, 

“There were some good communication suggestions from a principal panel about just 
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consistency and communication” and how improving communication skills would build an 

understanding of your school community. Gaining knowledge from the communications 

department was explicitly mentioned. Monica also discussed learning strategies for utilizing the 

district’s communication system from program peers. Additionally, program participants were 

able to build skills related to using social media to communicate with families and the broader 

community.  

 School leaders must serve students, faculty, staff, parents, and the community through 

their expansive role. Working with this wide range of stakeholders can be challenging (Taylor 

Backor & Gordon, 2015). Through department presentations and principal panels, participants in 

the leadership development program expanded their understanding of working with this diverse 

group. Participants built skills to prioritize students and collaboratively work with all 

stakeholders. Debbie recalled, “…the [high school principal] shared a lot about prioritizing your 

students, even when parents want to be the priority.” 

 Several participants expressed concern that nothing can truly prepare you for the 

principalship. Oliver, who has been an assistant principal and a principal, emphasized, “…being 

an AP does not prepare you to be a principal at all.” Related literature supports this concept. 

When assistant principals assume the principalship, they are often unprepared for the stress 

accompanying the role (Crawford & Cowie, 2011; Gentilucci et al., 2018). Therefore, 

professional learning opportunities should align with realistic expectations and simulate day-to-

day responsibilities (Barnett et al., 2012; Hayes, 2019). Field-based experiences such as school 

visits and shadowing allow aspiring leaders to see real-world leadership in action and should be 

provided through development programs (Hayes & Burkett, 2021; Taylor Backor & Gordon, 

2015). Shadowing for assistant principals (Oleszewski et al., 2012) and learning walks (Eller, 
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2014) are significant in developing leaders. Providing models of successful principals through 

school visits and shadowing allowed the aspiring principals in this study to see first-hand the 

actual functioning of the role. Pamela described learning about the challenges from a first-year 

principal. She recollected, “Like you can’t [sic] nothing can really prepare you, and you just have 

to be ready to go.” Pamela also referenced how she learned about instructional leadership by 

observing it during the shadowing experience. She explained, “I came and shadowed [principal]. 

I can very clearly see that [principal] were [sic] a different type of leader than me.  

But we both shared a really strong passion for the instructional aspect.” 

 The need to know is an assumption of adult learning theory that addresses what, how, and 

why components of learning (Knowles et al., 2005). This assumption asserts that adult learners 

need to understand the content that will be addressed and how this content will be delivered in a 

learning environment (Knowles et al.). In addition to the topics to be covered and the planned 

learning experiences, Knowles et al. purport that adult learners must understand why learning is 

necessary. This assumption frames the participants’ discussion of what they hoped to learn from 

the program, how they thought they would gain knowledge, and their perceived usability of 

newly acquired understanding.  

 Although participants did not discuss information provided at the onset of the program to 

clearly define the content of the academy or the specific delivery methods, they did discuss what 

they hoped to learn. Participants were eager to learn about interview preparation, a realistic view 

of the principalship, and the problems and challenges faced by school leaders. Although unsure 

of the program's content, Paula hoped it would be a “…well-rounded experience of what I'm 

going to be dealing with as principal.” The findings show that participants referenced principal 

panels, school visits, building relationships, creating a professional network, shadowing, and 

conversations with various leaders as the methods they most looked forward to in the program. 
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Oliver’s thoughts were similar to his peers. When asked what he was most excited about when 

he was selected, he explained he wanted to see models “…all around the district currently, 

getting to go shadow, take opportunities to talk to different principals at different levels.” 

 Knowles et al. (2005) assert that adult learners need to understand the why behind a 

learning experience to establish how the learning will be beneficial. One practical application for 

identifying the necessity of learning is through self-assessment at the beginning of a learning 

experience. Although a self-assessment was not utilized, program participants could see the why 

behind the learning in the program. Program participants mentioned that the academy would 

address gaps in their knowledge between assistant principal and principal skills. Several 

respondents discussed how the program built their understanding of district expectations for 

leaders. These participants felt this understanding would help them be successful principals; 

therefore, the why for learning was career advancement. Another recommendation from 

Knowles et al. is to use models of successful application of knowledge to understand better why 

an adult learner should undertake learning. One of the most frequently mentioned components of 

the leadership program was the use of principal panels. Respondents highly valued this delivery 

method because these panels were models of applying leadership knowledge. Participants 

specifically appreciated the inclusion of former program participants on these panels. The 

inclusion of former program participants on the panels allowed current program participants to 

make a direct connection between what they were learning and future applications.  

 The second assumption of adult learning theory relevant to participants’ skill 

development is orientation to learning. This assumption is concerned with the process of learning 

through life-centered activities (Knowles et al., 2005). Orientation to learning is less concerned 

with subject-oriented tasks; instead, it claims that adult learners most effectively acquire 
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knowledge when it is connected to real-life, problem-centered applications. This study's findings 

show that acquiring practical skills was essential to participants. Learning practical skills from 

program peers was often highlighted as valuable in the interviews. School visits also allowed 

participants to see the application of leadership knowledge in a real-life context. However, the 

most frequently reported problem-centered learning experience was the mock interviews. Seven 

of the nine participants discussed the mock interviews and appreciated the opportunity to apply 

their newly acquired knowledge of interviewing skills to the mock interview scenario. 

Participants also mentioned the positive influence of receiving immediate supervisor feedback 

following the mock interviews.  Adult learners can build skills by acquiring knowledge and 

subsequently having an opportunity to apply it and receive feedback (Nicolaidou et al., 2016).  

 Through the interviews, it became apparent that participants held the perception that they 

gained valuable knowledge and skills through the program. They were able to broaden their 

perspectives by engaging with peers and leaders from a variety of backgrounds. This perspective 

continued to be developed through school visits and shadowing. Participants placed an 

exceptionally high value on the knowledge they developed from principal panels and the skills 

they could practice through mock interviews. Research confirms the need for specific skill 

development through field experiences and realistic, life-centered application (Barnett et al., 

2012; Hayes, 2019; Hayes & Burkett, 2021), such as shadowing (Taylor Backor & Gordon, 

2015). By observing models of successful leaders in various settings, participants understood 

why they needed to develop leadership knowledge and skills.  

Contributing to Self-Concept 

 Participants shared a variety of reasons for applying for the leadership development 

program. They consistently expressed being encouraged by current supervisors and other district 
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leaders to apply. A sense that they were prepared for the next level of leadership and personal 

growth and a need to assume control of their learning also motivated these aspiring principals. 

Feelings of honor, self-worth, and value were experienced when they were selected to 

participate. Participants experienced a positive growth in their confidence through their selection 

and participation in the program. Findings indicated that the ability of participants to contribute 

to the knowledge base of the cohort group positively impacted their self-esteem. In addition to 

positive self-esteem growth, program participants developed self-efficacy about perceived 

abilities to be successful principals. The development of a “principal lens” was consistently 

mentioned during the interviews. Participants perceived they were more prepared for the next 

level of leadership and were able to envision themselves in the principal role as a result of 

participating in the program. 

 Voluntary participation in professional learning opportunities results in more positive 

changes to practice than forced participation (Nicolaidou et al., 2016). While participants stated 

various reasons for joining the program, all participants self-selected this opportunity. Debbie did 

not feel pressured to apply for the leadership program but was motivated by others. She 

explained, “…[district leaders] kept trying to encourage me to just continue my leadership 

journey.” Although several participants were hopeful the program would lead to promotion, 

enrollment in this leadership academy is not required for future promotions.  

 Understanding oneself is critical for influential leaders and adult learners (Taylor Backor 

& Gordon, 2015). This concept involves being able to identify your strengths and areas for 

growth. Debbie addressed this understanding, “How you know your weaknesses. You know how 

your brain does not work.” Participants consistently described their perception of personal 

growth in multiple areas due to program participation. These leaders acknowledged gaps in their 
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skills and hoped that the program would address those gaps to prepare them for their next step in 

leadership. Patrice was aware of her own needs due to her limited experience. She explained, “I 

had only been at one school recently, and my elementary experience truly was limited just to one 

school.” This awareness, or self-discovery, benefits mentoring and support programs (Gumus, 

2019).  

 Program participants consistently identified the reassurance of belonging and the 

reaffirmation of skills as positive contributors to their self-concept. Patrice emphasized being 

“authentic to our own leadership style.” Effective professional coaching for assistant principals 

can positively influence their confidence levels (Hayes & Burkett, 2021). Continuing 

professional support for beginning principals can enhance their feelings of value by recognizing 

their individuality (Gumus, 2019). Participants felt valued for the different perspectives and 

experiences they brought to the program. Pamela concurred with her peers, “…every individual 

brings something different,” and those differences were appreciated within the program.  

 Self-efficacy, a belief about one’s competence in performing in a specific situation, is an 

essential indicator of principal effectiveness (Bauer & Silver, 2017). “A person with the same 

knowledge and skills may perform poorly, adequately, or extraordinarily depending on 

fluctuations in self-efficacy thinking” (Bandura, 1993, p. 119). Verbal persuasion, vicarious 

experiences, and mastery learning experiences influence self-efficacy (Tschannen-Moran 

& McMaster, 2009). Verbal persuasion positively influenced participants’ self-efficacy when 

they were encouraged by other leaders to apply for the program due to their potential. Vicarious 

learning experiences were provided through school visits, shadowing, and principal panels. 

These experiences supported program participants' knowledge development and increased their 

feelings of self-efficacy and preparedness. According to program participants, the most 



  105  

influential opportunity was the mock interviews. This format provided participants with a 

learning experience in which they could practice and work towards mastery of interviewing 

skills. Feedback presented to learners utilizing a positive frame of reference can improve self-

efficacy (Bandura, 1993). Multiple participants mentioned the benefits of receiving direct, 

immediate feedback following the mock interviews.  

 Two assumptions of adult learning theory frame participants’ experiences in positive self-

growth: the learner’s self-concept and motivation. The assumption of the learner’s self-concept 

focuses on two constructs: self-directed learning and personal autonomy (Knowles et al., 2005). 

Self-directed learning occurs when the learner assumes all control of learning. An independent 

study model is an example of self-directed learning. Although the leadership development 

program was not self-directed, one participant explained it was “One of the first times I really 

initiated my leadership journey.” This academy did allow adult learners opportunities for 

personal autonomy. Personal autonomy addresses how adults participate, establish their purpose 

and goals, and how they take control of their learning (Knowles et al.). Self-identification of 

needs and collaboration between the teacher and the learner are concepts of personal autonomy. 

Learners with a stronger feeling of competence and previous experience related to new learning 

are more likely to self-identify their needs and collaborate with the teacher (Knowles et al.). 

Most participants felt more confident both by being selected for the program and as a result of 

program participation. They could identify their strengths and weaknesses and develop 

confidence in their unique skills and talents. As previously discussed, program participants were 

consistently encouraged to “be themselves.” One participant reported, “I think the program really 

is built around understanding your why. Why are you getting into the role as a principal? What 

are your [sic] what do you find are your most important values…” Participants also experienced 
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positive contributions to their self-concept as learners by being able to contribute to the group 

based on their previous experiences. Learners who connect their previous experience to new 

content are more likely to engage in learning thoroughly (Knowles et al.).  

 Motivation is essential to how adults learn (Knowles et al.). Study participants identified 

a variety of internal motivations for applying to the leadership academy. Internal motivation, 

such as a desire for increased job satisfaction, improved quality of life, and positive self-esteem, 

is typically more relevant for adult learners (Knowles et al., 2005). Motivators included feeling 

ready for the next leadership level, wanting to apply their vision to a school environment, and 

encouragement from principals and other leaders, leading to feelings of competence and value. 

Adult learners are motivated by ongoing professional development and growth opportunities that 

satisfy their natural desire for continuous learning (Knowles et al.). Participants described 

excitement about the program's opportunities for learning and personal growth. Additionally, 

adult learners are more motivated to engage with learning when the learning is deemed 

personally valuable (Knowles et al.). Relevance to current work and future possibilities were 

consistently described by program participants, supporting the perception that the program 

material was personally valuable. Motivation for learning is also impacted by the learner’s 

feelings of confidence related to new knowledge and skills (Knowles et al.). The encouragement 

program participants received from other leaders to apply, the confidence boost they experienced 

when they were selected, and the reaffirmation of their competence during the program 

combined to elicit feelings of confidence, positively impacting motivation to learn. The 

exploration of these three themes and relevant literature, framed by adult learning theory, 

suggests several recommendations. 
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Implications 

 This study examined the components within a leadership development program that 

participants perceived as influencing their current practices and their feelings of preparedness for 

the next leadership level. Knowles et al. (2005) six assumptions of adult learning theory framed 

the study. Data analysis of semi-structured interviews led to the identification of three major 

themes. Several implications have been identified, connecting research, findings from the study, 

and adult learning theory.  

Implications for Principals 

 The first recommendation is that all school principals must take an active role in the 

professional development of assistant principals because they are uniquely situated to provide 

this type of support. The literature review and the findings of this study substantiate the 

importance of providing ongoing professional development for school leaders. Program 

participants continuously highlighted how valuable the relationships and knowledge they gained 

from principals were. Principals should encourage and support their assistant principals in 

participating in district-led or university-based professional development programs. If a district 

or university-based professional development program does not exist, there are strategies that 

principals can utilize to build capacity for their assistants. Veteran school leaders possess the 

knowledge, skills, and expertise to serve as mentors, allow developing leaders the opportunity to 

visit their schools, and provide shadowing experiences. “Given the high turnover of principals, 

providing assistant principals with ongoing support and development opportunities can have 

enormous benefits, especially as a way of developing the attitudes and competencies needed to 

be successful principals.” (Barnett et al., 2012, p. 122). As Paula explained: 
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 It's one of the first things that you can do in order to get consistent leadership in the 

 district. So in order to be able to consistently fill that principal pipeline, you've got to 

 start investing in your leaders from the beginning. 

Implications for Districts 

 The second recommendation focuses on the role of the district in providing support 

incorporating Knowles’s assumptions of adult learning theory. The need to know assumption of 

adult learning theory is concerned with what, why, and how of learning. Self-assessment is one 

method for addressing this assumption (Knowles et al., 2005). Leadership development programs 

should utilize self-assessments to assist learners in identifying the gaps in their knowledge and 

skills. There was no mention of formal self-assessment from these participants. One respondent 

stated, “We do not really test adults so unless they are comfortable telling you what they need.” 

When participants are accepted into a leadership development program, self-assessment will 

allow for reflection and differentiated program planning for leaders.  

 Self-assessments should also be used for individualized goal setting. Professional 

development models that incorporate goal setting effectively can contribute to improvements in 

practice (Hayes & Burkett, 2021; Nicolaidou et al., 2016). When participants were asked about 

their goals for the program, responses varied, but none identified expected outcomes established 

by the program or a formal process for setting personal goals. Goal setting encourages adult 

learners to take ownership of their learning. This ownership positively impacts the learner’s 

sense of personal autonomy and contributes to the learner’s self-concept (Knowles et al., 2005).  

 The third recommendation is for districts to plan multi-year support programs.  

As documented in the research, opportunities to extend professional learning beyond a one-year 

program should be considered due to the many challenges and feelings of isolation school 
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leaders can face. When asked about their interest in future professional learning, several 

participants were eager to take on the next opportunity, although they were uncertain what that 

opportunity would be. One respondent described themselves as a lifelong learner; another 

participant replied, “any and all” when asked what professional learning they would like to seek 

next. Ongoing professional development would satisfy participants’ natural desire for learning 

and personal growth, support existing relationships, assist with developing new professional 

networks, and continue to develop knowledge and skills.  

Suggestions for Further Research    

 One of the limitations of this study was the constraint of time. To conduct the study 

within an appropriate time frame, participants were interviewed after the conclusion of the 

program. It would be beneficial to conduct additional research in which leadership development 

program participants are interviewed at the onset and again after the program. This would allow 

the researcher to gain a deeper understanding of the motivation and goals of the participants 

before their exposure to program content. Engaging in multiple interviews over time would also 

expand the researcher’s exposure to the case and study participants. In qualitative research, the 

relationship between the researcher and the study participants is influential (Stake, 1995), and a 

stronger relationship lends additional credibility to the study (Cohen & Crabtree, 2006). 

 This study was designed to focus on the perceptions of program participants. A 

qualitative case study designed to include the perceptions of the program developers could be 

beneficial. This additional perspective would allow for further exploration of the application of 

adult learning theory to the developmental and planning stages of a leadership program. A 

comparison between the program developers’ intended outcomes and program participants’ 

perceptions could provide insights beyond what was learned from solely utilizing participants.  
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Malcolm Knowles’s six adult learning theory assumptions were utilized to frame this 

research. Knowles introduced the term andragogy in 1968 and continued to refine his 

understanding of adult learning theory, expanding from four assumptions to six (Knowles et al., 

2005). As discussed in Chapter 3, Knowles is a “pioneer of the principles of andragogy” (Black 

& Earnest, 2009, p. 186), and andragogy is considered to be a pillar of adult learning theory 

(Merriam, 2001). However, criticism aimed at Knowles’s theory claims there is an overemphasis 

on self-autonomy and personal control of learning without consideration of the context of 

learning (Merriam, 2003). Hartree (1984) explains that “andragogy emphasizes the autonomy 

and self-directing nature of the adult” (p. 207). According to the findings of this study, the 

relationships participants created among themselves, as well as with district leadership, were 

viewed as one of the most influential components of the program. Future research could utilize a 

theoretical framework that allows for a more intentional focus on the context and relationships of 

adult learning within a professional learning environment.  

Conclusion 

 An effective leader's impact on a school's performance is well documented. Principals 

influence teacher retention, teacher leadership development, and school climate (Georgia 

Partnership for Excellence, 2019). Quality school leadership also impacts student achievement as 

principals play a crucial role in school improvement (Fuller & Young, 2009). However, many 

school leaders report a lack of preparation to assume the principalship and inadequate support 

once serving in the role (Morgan, 2018; Yavuz & Robinson, 2018). Feelings of stress, loneliness, 

and isolation are often the result (Bauer & Silver, 2017; Slater et al., 2018). Effective 

professional learning and induction support for assistant principals and beginning principals can 

be beneficial (Bertrand, 2018; Crawford & Cowie, 2011; Hayes & Burkett, 2021). Professional 

development for school leaders can be offered in various formats, including mentoring and 
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coaching (Levin & Bradley, 2019; Taylor Backor & Gordon, 2015). Additionally, experiential 

learning in the form of field experiences is valuable in providing a realistic view of the 

principalship to aspiring and beginning leaders (Knowles et al., 2005; Zmeyov, 1998).  

 One aspiring principal program in a large suburban school district bound this case study. 

The Merriam (1998) and Stake (1995) models for qualitative design were utilized and Knowles 

et al. (2005) six assumptions of adult learning theory framed the study. Criteria for case selection 

were established, resulting in the use of a program that provided an appropriately sized 

participant sample, a defined purpose of preparing leaders for the next level of leadership, and 

multiple professional learning activities. These criteria provided a case that aligned with the 

purposes of the study and the guiding research questions.  

 Criteria were also developed for selecting study participants to fit the general needs of 

qualitative case studies and the specific needs of this individual study. Participants from the 

2022-23 program were invited to participate in the research if they served in a school leadership 

role in the subsequent year. Of the 16 possible participants, 11 returned the potential participant 

questionnaire. Ten participants completed the final step of scheduling an interview, with one 

participant selected for a pilot interview.  

 A document review was conducted utilizing the description of the program created by the 

district. This document was analyzed for evidence of Knowles et al. (2005) six assumptions of 

adult learning theory. Following the document review, semi-structured interviews were 

conducted virtually using approximately 17 interview questions. The researcher developed and 

aligned these questions with the study’s research questions, relevant literature, and theoretical 

framework. The interviews ranged from 17 minutes to 35 minutes and were audio recorded. 

NVivo transcription software was used to transcribe the recordings. Transcripts were compared 



  112  

with the audio files, and corrections were made to ensure accuracy. Study participants were 

provided with a copy of their transcript for an opportunity to make corrections. This member 

checking process increased the internal validity of the study.  

 A multi-step coding process was applied to participant transcripts. Merriam (1998) 

suggests a process of coding that begins with inductive analysis and transitions to deductive. 

Open coding, axial coding, and selective coding allowed the data to be thoroughly analyzed, 

leading to the emergence of three themes: building a collegial network, developing skills, and 

contributing to self-concept. These themes aligned with Knowles et al. (2005) six adult learning 

theory assumptions and the study’s research questions. Evidence of the six assumptions was 

found throughout the interview responses, and many program components were perceived as 

influential on participants’ current practices. Program participants built highly valued 

relationships that provided emotional support and learning opportunities. Additionally, 

respondents reported positive self-growth related to self-esteem and self-efficacy.  

 The participants in this study provided valuable insights as to how a leadership 

development program was able to enhance their current practices, expand their professional 

network, and prepare them to be successful principals. These leaders were self-aware and 

forthcoming in discussing their strengths and areas for growth. They were also knowledgeable 

about school leadership and the relevant professional development needs. Debbie contended, “So 

it really does, it does require a lot, a lot of people to continue to move people forward.” Paula 

agreed with the importance of having numerous people involved in the process. She proposed, 

“The more people you know, the more experiences you have, the more well-rounded you are as a 

leader. And something like the [leadership development program] was definitely going to 
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prepare me for my next step.” Pamela placed an even higher value on the program and asserted, 

“I don't think that I would be sitting here if I had never participated in that program.” 

 Every child deserves a quality education. While many factors impact the education that 

students receive, “principals have a pronounced, positive effect on the schools they lead. They 

contribute to important outcomes like student achievement, reduced absenteeism, and teacher 

retention.” (Grissom et al., 2021, Summary section, para. 2). Unfortunately, principals face many 

daily challenges, and there are concerns about shortages of school leaders (Bauer & Silver, 2017; 

Versland, 2018). Investing in developing assistant principals is one opportunity for building the 

principal pipeline. However, no consistently agreed upon method exists for “how to best prepare 

and support assistant principals, and how to effectively prepare them for success as principals” 

(Goldring et al., 2021, p. 1). This study identified promising practices in leadership development 

that positively influenced aspiring principals' knowledge, skills, and self-concept. With ongoing 

research and a focus on continuous improvement, effective leadership development programs 

can be provided to all school leaders, resulting in improved school outcomes.  
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                                   APPENDICES 

                                   APPENDIX A 

Email Script for Study Recruitment 

Email script for participants of aspiring principals’ leadership development program for selected 

case. All participants from the 2022-2023 cohort will receive the following email with a link for 

the questionnaire for possible dissertation study participation. Although the informed consent 

form will not be required to be completed in conjunction with the questionnaire, it will be shared 

in the email to provide potential participants with as much information as possible.  

 

Dear School Leader, 

I am contacting you because you are a member of the 2022-2023 Aspiring Principals Academy. I 

am in the process of completing a study for the Ed.D. program at Georgia State University. 

Conducting this study has been approved by the Cobb County School District IRB process 

(approval documentation is attached). The purpose of this study is to explore the experiences of 

school leaders in a leadership development program, and I am recruiting members of the 2022-

2023 Aspiring Principals Academy as study participants.  

Please use the link below to complete the Questionnaire for Possible Dissertation Study 

Participation. Completion of this survey is not a commitment on your part to participate in the 

study. Completion of the survey only indicates your interest in being considered for 

participation.  

The Georgia State University Informed Consent form is attached to this email. Please do not 

complete the form at this time. The form is included in order to provide you with additional 

details regarding study participation. If you are selected and agree to participate, the Informed 

Consent form will be provided to you at the time of selection.  

 

Please contact me if you have any questions:  

Jquinn6@student.gsu.edu 

Thank you for your consideration, 

Jenny Douglas 

 

 

  

mailto:Jquinn6@student.gsu.edu
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APPENDIX B 

Questionnaire for Possible Dissertation Study Participation 
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Branching: Only “Yes” answers to question 11 will lead to question 12:
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APPENDIX C 

Informed Consent Form 

Georgia State University 

 Informed Consent 

 
Title: Supporting School Leaders: A Case Study to Explore Leadership Development Through the Lens of 
Adult Learning Theory  
Principal Investigator: Dr. Nicholas Sauers 

Student Principal Investigator: Jenny Douglas 

 

Introduction and Key Information 

You are invited to take part in a research study. It is up to you to decide if you would like to take part in 

the study. 

 

The purpose of this study is to explore the experiences of aspiring leaders in a leadership development 

program.  

 

Your role in the study will last no more than one, 60-minute interview, a 15 minute review of interview 

transcript, and a 15 minute follow-up conversation as needed.  

 

Participating in this study will not expose you to any more risks than you would experience in a typical 

day.  

 

This study is not designed to benefit you. However, I hope to gain information about leadership 

development programs.  

 

Purpose 

The purpose of this study is to explore the experiences of aspiring leaders in a leadership development 

program.  

 

You are invited to take part in this research study because you are:  



  129  

• A program participant from the most recent year the leadership development program was 
implemented. 

• Serving in a school leadership role in the subsequent school year.  
 

A total of 16 people will be invited to take part in this study.  

 

Procedures  

If you decide to take part, you will:  

• Respond to the email invitation with options of days and times for you to be interviewed.  

Determine a location that works best for you to be interviewed.  

• Be interviewed by Jenny Douglas for 1 hour of time; the interview will be audio recorded.  

• Review and verify the accuracy of your interview, which should take no more than 15 minutes.  

• Be available for a brief follow-up conversation to clarify any questions. This conversation will 

take no more than 15 minutes.  

• Participating in this study should take no more than 1.5 hours for the interview, review of 

transcripts, and follow-up conversation if needed.  

• Responses collected from the questionnaire will be included in the study results. 
 

Future Research 

The researcher will remove information that may identify you and may use your data for future 

research. If I do this, I will not ask for any additional consent from you. 

 

Risks  

In this study, you will not have any more risks than you would in a normal day of life.  No injury is 

expected from this study, but if you believe you have been harmed, contact Jenny Douglas as soon as 

possible. Georgia State University and the research team have not set aside funds to compensate for 

any injury.  

 

Benefits  

This study is not designed to benefit you personally. Overall, I hope to gain information about the 

experiences of aspiring leaders in a leadership development program.  
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Alternatives 

The alternative to taking part in this study is to not take part in the study. 

 

Voluntary Participation and Withdrawal  

You do not have to be in this study. If you decide to be in the study and change your mind, you have the 

right to drop out at any time. You may skip questions or stop participating at any time. You may refuse 

to take part in the study or stop at any time. 

 

Confidentiality  

We will keep your records private to the extent allowed by law. The following people and entities will 

have access to the information you provide:  

• Jenny Douglas (student principal investigator) and Nicholas Sauers (principal investigator)  

• GSU Institutional Review Board 

• Office for Human Research Protection (OHRP)  

 

We will use a pseudonym that you select rather than your name on study records. The information you 

provide will be stored in a locked filing cabinet and on a fingerprint and password-protected computer. I 

will keep a copy of the audio recording on the fingerprint and password protected computer until it has 

been transcribed and you have verified the accuracy. Upon your verification of the transcription’s 

accuracy, the audio file will be permanently deleted from the computer. When I present or publish the 

results of this study, I will not use your name or other information that may identify you. 

 

Contact Information  

Contact Jenny Douglas at jquinn6@student.gsu.edu or Nicholas Sauers at nsauers@gsu.edu 

• If you have questions about the study or your part in it  

• If you have questions, concerns, or complaints about the study 

 

The IRB at Georgia State University reviews all research that involves human participants. You can 

contact the IRB if you would like to speak to someone who is not involved directly with the study. You 

can contact the IRB for questions, concerns, problems, information, input, or questions about your 

rights as a research participant. Contact the IRB at 404-413-3500 or irb@gsu.edu.   

 

 

mailto:jquinn6@student.gsu.edu
mailto:irb@gsu.edu
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Consent  

I will give you a copy of this consent form to keep. 

 

If you are willing to volunteer for this research, please sign below.  

 

____________________________________________   

 Printed Name of Participant        

 

 ____________________________________________  _________________ 

 Signature of Participant      Date  

 

 _____________________________________________  _________________ 

Principal Investigator or Researcher Obtaining Consent  Date  
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APPENDIX D 

Interview Question                    Research Question                     Adult Learning Theory 

How long have you been in 

leadership? What do you 

enjoy the most about your 

job? 

 

  

Give me an example of how 

you thought the program 

would make you an even 

better leader.  

 

How did you think this 

program would build your 

leadership skills? 

 

When you were selected for 

the program, what were you 

most excited about?  

     RQ1 & 3 

 

 

     RQ1 & 3 

 

     RQ1 & 3 

The Need to Know 

 

 

The Need to Know 

 

The Need to Know 

 

How did you feel about being 

selected for this program? 

 

Tell me about a program 

experience in which you had 

choice or differentiated 

experiences were provided.  

 

 

     RQ1 

 

     RQ1 

 

The Learners’ Self-Concept 

 

The Learners’ Self-Concept 

Tell me about collaboration 

with your colleagues in the 

program.  

 

Describe something you 

learned from a colleague.  

 

How did your success as an 

assistant principal prepare 

you for this program? 

 

 

     RQ2 

 

     RQ2 

 

     RQ2 

Role of the Learners’ 

Experiences 

Role of the Learners’ 

Experiences 

Role of the Learners’ 

Experiences 

How do you feel this program 

has prepared you for your 

next step in leadership? 

 

     RQ3 Readiness to Learn 
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Describe a particular program 

experience that has helped 

prepare you.  

Tell me about something you 

learned in the program that 

you’ve already implemented 

or that you’d like to 

implement in the future.  

How were you able to 

connect what you learned in 

the program to your daily 

work? 

Tell me about your decision 

to participate in this program. 

What future professional  

learning experiences do you 

hope to participate in? 

Is there anything else you 

would like me to know about 

your program experience? 

     RQ3 

 

     RQ2 & 3 

 

 

     RQ2 & 3 

 

     RQ1 

      

     RQ1 

      

 

      

Readiness to Learn 

 

 

 

Orientation to Learning 

 

 

 

 

 

Orientation to Learning  

 

 

 

Motivation 

 

 

Motivation 

 

   

   

   

   

   

   

 

 

 

  


