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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Overview 

 The role of the principal has become increasingly complex over time, moving 

beyond traditional responsibilities such as operations, instructional leadership, and 

personnel to also include public relations and community building (Anderson & Weiner, 

2023; Barr & Saltmarsh, 2014). Reports have shown that principals have faced increased 

obstacles such as “news media scrutiny” and “rampant cynicism,” which necessitates 

community and public relations work to promote “community input” and “engagement-

interactivity” (Carlsmith & Railsback, 2001, pp. 4–5). Political pressure further 

complicates principals’ responsibilities in public and community relations, particularly as 

parents, guardians, and community members make concerted efforts to limit or challenge 

a school’s decision making and processes (Rogers et al., 2022). A 2022 national survey 

identified that about half of district leaders have reported that “political polarization” has 

disrupted their “ability to educate students” and 46% of those surveyed have had to take 

action to respond to political controversy (Jochim et al., 2023, p. 2). This type of 

relationship between schools and societal politics is “macropolitical” (Bacharach & 

Mundell, 1993), and the pressure is “turbulent” in a way that can lead to educational 

change (Beabout, 2012). National surveys have reported that this type of macropolitical 

turbulence in schools has increased, especially since 2020 (Jochim et al., 2023; Rogers et 

al., 2022). 

Statistics have also pointed to the importance of understanding and addressing 

principal retention (NASSP, 2020). National research has indicated that principals have 

increasingly left the profession due to “the tense political environment” (NASSP, 2021, 
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n.p.). Turnover and attrition are relevant in the realm of macropolitical turbulence in the 

educational field particularly because in severe or extreme forms of turbulence, the forces 

of turbulence threaten or enact structural damage to the educational institution (Gross, 

2020). This can include, but is not limited to, school leaders leaving their positions or the 

education field altogether when the level of turbulence may feel too overwhelming to 

continue in their roles. 

Although there has been research about school principals’ perception of 

workplace politics more broadly, including both micropolitics and macropolitics (Tooms 

et al., 2007), and about turbulence theory (Gross, 2020), the available research on how 

school principals navigate specifically macropolitical turbulence has been limited. There 

have been some studies on how school leaders have responded to student activism around 

political issues such as gun violence and climate change (Kwako et al., 2023; Mansfield 

& Lambrinou, 2022; Variyan & Gobby, 2022); the conflict over critical race theory 

(CRT) (Blosser & Cavendish, 2023; Hamilton, 2021; Hodge et al., 2023; Koyama, 2023; 

Liou & Alvara, 2021; Pollock et al., 2022); issues of gender and sexuality (Eisenberg et 

al., 2012; Journell, 2017; Payne & Smith, 2018); and crisis incidents at a national level, 

such as September 11th or COVID-19 (Almontaser, 2018; Singer et al., 2023). However, 

these studies focused solely on one issue or event, rather than exploring how principals 

conceive of macropolitical turbulence broadly. 

Some of the researchers behind the studies about specific political events used 

methodologies that analyzed and reported out principals’ sensemaking (Weick, 1988) 

around a challenging problem without a straightforward solution, whereas others 

interviewed teachers, leaders, families, and other community members to provide a 
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broader view of the conflict. The existing studies focused on an issue or an event and 

asked school leaders to reflect on their experiences, but there remains a gap in the 

literature about how principals might reflect on the various macropolitical issues that 

arose during their tenure and what connections or patterns might exist between how they 

made sense out of and responded to each of these issues. 

In this study, I interviewed school principals and asked them to reflect on 

macropolitical flashpoints in their school community during their tenure. I used Gross’s 

(2020) turbulence theory, Pepper et al.’s (2010) framework for crisis leadership, Weick’s 

(1988) sensemaking theory, and Honig and Hatch’s (2004) conceptualization of bridging 

and buffering as groundwork for my study and interview protocol. In these interviews, I 

asked principals to reflect on what macropolitical issues generated turbulence during their 

careers, how they responded to that turbulence, and how they saw the turbulence 

impacting their leadership and vice-versa.  

Statement of the Problem 

In 2004, a CEO of a hospitality company made a political statement against 

human trafficking. At the time, colleagues warned her not to do so because the public 

would see it as bleak and unrelated to the business (Weber Shandwick, 2016). However, 

by the mid-2010s, CEOs were increasingly speaking out about politics, which many 

scholars dubbed “CEO activism” (Weber Shandwick, 2016). School leaders, however, 

have experienced a somewhat different history with activism and politics. Although the 

school principal’s “office” was formally established in the United States in the early 

1900s, many principals in as early as the 1930s were already involved in politics because 
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they were working in racially segregated communities, which in and of itself was 

political due to the context of the Civil Rights Movement (Rousmaniere, 2013).  

Although there has been ample research in the business world around “CEO 

activism” or other ways in which business leaders are called upon to be involved in 

politics (Branicki et al., 2021; Hou & Poliquin, 2022; Melloni & Patacconi, 2023; 

Olkkonen, 2022; Rumstadt & Kanbach, 2022), there is a gap in the literature on 

analogous research about school principals and how they engage with political questions 

and demands from the community. School principals and corporate CEOs are different in 

both their responsibilities and their professions; however, leadership research on various 

issues—including leading through macropolitical turbulence—can serve as guidance or 

instruction for new and current leaders. In this domain, the leadership research for CEOs 

is plentiful, whereas the available research about school principals is scarce.  

Although there is a wide range of definitions of “politics,” in the context of this 

study, “politics” is defined as “interactions through which values are authoritatively 

allocated for a society” (Scher & Usdan, 1970). This gap in the literature is apparent 

because there are myriad news reports about school leaders who have faced community 

pressure to respond to political issues (Green, 2021; Lawrence, 2022; Ray & Gibbons, 

2021) and national surveys that have reported principals’ decisions to leave the 

profession due to tense political environments (NASSP, 2021), yet there are few 

empirical studies on how school principals are making sense of and responding to these 

political conflicts between the school and its community. 

Hartman (2015) asserted that cultural conflict and educational conflict have long 

been a part of American history, stating that schools “have been the institution most 
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counted on to ensure the reproduction of American norms—norms that in and of 

themselves have been the object of bitter dispute” (p. 200). Despite this conflict in United 

States schools, new political issues spring up every month, year, or decade, and if the 

event and its subsequent demands from the community are unexpected or challenging 

enough, it can create a crisis moment for a school principal. In Pepper et al.’s (2010) 

book on school leadership during crisis, the authors stated that unlike those in businesses, 

“stakeholders in public education are motivated by a unique balance of intrinsic and 

extrinsic incentives rarely seen outside education” and “organizational systems built 

almost entirely around humans (and particularly humans lacking a common unifying 

vision or purpose) create an environment ripe for crisis” (p. 4). Pepper et al.’s (2010) 

definition of crisis in education delineated that it must “threaten a school’s core values” 

and be “obvious…but born from complex…circumstances,” requiring “urgent decision-

making” (p. 6). Though not all political moments deliver a crisis to any given school, 

school principals may encounter moments that generate turbulence to the level of crisis—

the nature of the political moment that does so will depend on the values of the school 

community. 

However, the research available about school leadership in conflict-ridden times 

has primarily been around leadership in crisis, not macropolitical turbulence. For 

example, there has been research about school leadership in crisis after school shootings 

(Barker & Yoder, 2012; Brown, 2018), during COVID-19 (Anderson & Weiner, 2023; 

Beauchamp et al., 2021; De Voto et al., 2023; Fernandes et al., 2022; Murphy & Devine, 

2023; Sum, 2022), following natural disasters (Bishop et al., 2015; Mutch, 2015), or 

crises like school closures (Lenarduzzi, 2015). However, there has been a lack of studies 



 14 

that examine school leadership and sensemaking during and after macropolitical 

turbulence in the community, and few that prompt principals to reflect on their 

experiences with political crisis or turbulence and derive meaning from those events in 

relationship to their own leadership. The literature that most closely connects to the latter 

include Yamamoto et al.’s (2014) study on how emotions impact leadership during 

“critical incidents” and Smith and Riley’s (2012) literature review on the skills leaders 

need to address crises, despite crises being inherently unpredictable in nature. There 

needs to be a stronger literature base for the leadership skills, dispositions, and guidelines 

necessary for these moments. Developing a larger body of research that can shine a light 

on the sensemaking of principals in macropolitically turbulent moments will be 

paramount for training new and current principals to be more effective leaders in their 

communities.  

There has been the least amount of empirical research on how school principals 

navigate macropolitical events that are not related to internal school politics, but rather, 

broader societal politics. That is, existing research on principals and political moments 

mostly focused on school-related politics, such as accountability policies or school 

reform (Ingle et al., 2012; Tooms et al., 2007). There has been little research on how 

school principals make sense of and respond to societal-level political (i.e., 

macropolitical) issues, and my research will seek to address that gap. 

Furthermore, while there has been ample empirical research on principals’ 

sensemaking (Ganon-Shilon & Schechter, 2017; Mutch, 2015; Reid, 2021), there is a gap 

in the literature in empirical studies that tied elements of sensemaking with 

macropolitical pressure or the influence of that pressure on public relations demands on 
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principals. There have been studies about school principals and public relations more 

broadly (Çoruk, 2018; Møller, 2012; Owan et al., 2022; Wiyono et al., 2023), but those 

are limited in that they do not focus on public relations about political incidents. For 

example, some of the most common political issues present in educational settings in 

2024 that made headlines are about community pressure around banning books, religious 

education in public schools, transgender bathrooms, socioemotional learning, and critical 

race theory (CRT) or Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) work in schools (Hatfield, 

2023; Rogers et al., 2022; Stanford, 2022); however, there has been no existing literature 

yet on how school principals have experienced these issues or made sense out of them as 

political moments, or whether and how they influenced their work as leaders. 

Additionally, although there are news articles, national surveys, and reports from think 

tanks (Hatfield, 2023; Rogers et al., 2022; Stanford, 2022) that name some of these 

issues, there has been a lack of peer-reviewed empirical research on which macropolitical 

issues principals identify as most relevant or pressing in their professional experience. 

The existing literature has lacked robust qualitative research that provides insight 

on how public-school principals make sense out of and respond to macropolitical 

incidents and the accompanying turbulence in the school community. This gap reveals 

the need for research studies that probe current principals on the types of macropolitical 

incidents have become flashpoints in their communities, how they made sense out of the 

accompanying turbulence, how they responded to the turbulence, how they saw the 

experience impacting their leadership, and how their leadership impacted the turbulence 

in the community, if at all. The results from my study could provide guidance for school 

leaders by allowing them to learn from other principals’ experiences and potentially shed 
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light on the types of leadership skills and training that might be necessary for principals 

in the current educational and political climate. 

Purpose and Research Question 

 The purpose of this research study is to explore the ways in which school 

principals navigate macropolitical turbulence and the subsequent pressure that might arise 

from the school community. This study focused specifically on the experiences of 

principals as they reflect on moments in their tenure as school leaders during which they 

had to make sense out of and make decisions in response to political pressure. To address 

this purpose, the central research question was: 

• How do principals navigate community relations during times of macropolitical 

turbulence? 

Sub-Questions 

● What macropolitical events or changes in political climate have principals 

perceived as generating turbulence for their schools during their tenure, and how 

did they perceive that impact? 

● How have principals responded to these macropolitical events or changes in 

political climate within their school communities? 

● How do principals use make sense of their leadership identity, development, and 

decision-making during times of macropolitical turbulence or changes in political 

climate?  

Statement of Potential Significance 

This study has the potential to fill a gap in the literature about school principals’ 

navigation of macropolitical turbulence and the skills and dispositions needed to respond 
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to those moments. The results of this study may help inform current and future school 

principals by providing a model, set of guidelines, or even counterexamples for how to 

respond to this type of turbulence. It may also help inform how principal preparation 

programs tailor their instruction and curricula for new principals so that they are able to 

learn and practice the skills necessary to be responsive in the current educational and 

political climate. 

Schools have been the site of much political debate for decades due to their role in 

cultural development in the United States, and they will likely continue to serve that role 

in the future (Hartman, 2015). As the public continues to press organizations and by 

proxy, their leaders, to respond to political conflict, leaders are left with the ongoing 

question about how to manage that pressure. This study can provide principals with more 

insight on that “how” by providing direct, first-person experiences from which to learn. 

Furthermore, through the sensemaking portion of this study’s interviews, the results can 

provide broader or thematic understandings of how principals can make sense of their 

own similar experiences, even if the political issues at play or not the same.  

According to the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), approximately 

10% to 12% of public-school principals left the profession in any given year between 

2008 and 2021, with roughly 11% of public-school principals who left the profession in 

the summer of 2021 (NCES, 2023). Organizations and local governments have pursued 

efforts to understand and address principal attrition, citing an array of problems such as 

insufficient preparation, negative working conditions, low salaries, lack of agency, and 

high pressure from accountability measures (NASSP, 2020). Principal job satisfaction 

was low, with the National Association of Secondary School Principals reporting that 
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38% of principals anticipated leaving the profession in the three years following the 

report. Additionally, only 35% of principals stated in 2021 that they were generally 

satisfied with being the principal of the school, compared to 63% in 2019 (NASSP, 

2021). The NASSP also reported that 34% of principals stated that they had received 

online threats and 29% had received in-person threats from parents or guardians, which 

the organization connected to the “tense political environment” (NASSP, 2021). 

Understanding the nature of this political environment and the challenges these principals 

have experienced because of it could help scholars understand why principals leave when 

those environments arise, which is a necessary first step in attempting to counteract the 

attrition. Furthermore, it could also help school leaders prepare for facing similar 

situations as they become increasingly prevalent.  

Researchers have identified political tensions as a key influencer on the function 

and environment of school communities (Rogers et al., 2022). These reports have also 

shown that political conflict has also increased, with 69% of principals who experienced 

“substantial political conflict over hot button issues,” and 45% of principals who 

experienced “more” or “much more” community-level conflict in 2021-2022 compared to 

that in prior years. Principals shared that parents or community members made efforts to 

limit or challenge the district’s policies or functions, including 50% of principals 

experiencing those efforts related to “teaching and learning about issues or race and 

racism,” 48% about “policies and practices related to LGBTQ+ student rights,” and 33% 

about “student access to particular books in the school library they deemed inappropriate” 

(Rogers et al., 2022, p. 7). PEN America reported that school leaders, boards, and 

librarians have experienced fear regarding book restrictions, which has driven their 
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efforts toward compliance with legislation (Meehan et al., 2023). This study will help 

scholars better understand principals’ firsthand experiences with some of these issues, 

and how they have responded to them in moments of political conflict in their school 

communities. It may also expose further areas for potential research, as these firsthand 

accounts might shed light on other elements of leadership through politically charged 

times that need additional scholarly attention.  

From a policy standpoint, there are few existing policies that directly guide school 

leadership responses to political matters. However, K–12 school districts often have 

public relations offices that manage public statements or other responses to incidents. 

Harvard University and other colleges have also gone as far as adopting policies that 

dictate that, in Harvard’s case, “the university and its leaders should not… issue official 

statements about public matters that do not directly affect the university’s core function” 

(Garber, 2024, n.p.). Understanding K–12 school principals’ experiences more clearly 

from firsthand accounts may elucidate a path forward for clearer district or local policies 

for how school leaders can respond to community pressure about politics.  

Theoretical Foundation and Conceptual Framework 

Theoretical Framework 

The theoretical foundations of this study combined elements of turbulence theory, 

crisis leadership in schools, and sensemaking theory. Shapiro and Gross (2013) framed 

turbulence theory as the metaphor of a plane experiencing turbulence, defining four 

levels of turbulence that a school might encounter: light (little disruption), moderate 

(widespread awareness), severe (crisis), and extreme (structural damage to the 

institution). Shapiro and Gross (2013) also posited that elements of positionality, 
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cascading, and stability impact how institutions experience turbulence. They defined 

positionality as how people experience turbulence depending on their position in or 

related to an organization. They defined cascading as the idea that turbulence has a 

positive feedback loop, in that turbulence can beget more turbulence. And finally, they 

described stability as relating to how principals manage to rebalance an organization 

following turbulence. Because this study will attempt to widen the scope of existing 

literature on crisis management, which would fall only under “extreme” turbulence in 

Gross’s theory, using turbulence theory is appropriate in providing a range and the 

elements of positionality, cascading, and stability for principals to make sense out of their 

experiences of turbulence, particularly in “moderate” and “severe” levels. 

Secondly, I used Pepper et al.’s (2010) theoretical framework of crisis leadership 

in schools, which offered a matrix of crisis origins (i.e., predictable–unpredictable and 

external–internal) as well as the following elements: (a) “Respond to a crisis before it 

becomes one” (b) “Identify truly immediate priorities” (c) “Let time, efforts, and 

resources flow in proportion to your prioritization” (d) “Communicate” (e) “Be flexible” 

and (f) “Do not personally succumb to the crisis” (p. xv). I used Pepper et al.’s (2010) 

framework as a lens through which to look at how principals navigate around and 

respond to macropolitically turbulent moments. 

Finally, I used Weick’s (1995) sensemaking theory in the broader theoretical 

framework for my study. In his text, Weick (1995) defined sensemaking as “an 

articulation of the unknown” to “comprehend, understand, explain, attribute, extrapolate, 

and predict” (Ancona, 2011, p. 4). It served as a helpful framework in this study because, 

as Weick (2001) contended, sensemaking is like cartography, and as Ancona (2011) 
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asserted, “by mapping an unfamiliar situation, some of the fear of the unknown can be 

abated” (p. 6). This theory served as the foundation for my choices in methodology, 

through which I designed my interview protocol to prompt principals to make sense out 

of their experiences and provide a map for themselves, future principals, and scholars to 

better understand school leadership in macropolitical turbulence.  

Conceptual Framework 

In my conceptual framework, I integrated elements of sensemaking in the broader 

scope of community relations in response to turbulence or crisis. I situated the principal 

in the school community between district, state, and federal policymakers; families; 

teachers, staff, and students; and other stakeholders that consider themselves as part of 

the community but do not fall under any of those categories. I drew upon Honig and 

Hatch’s (2004) concept of bridging and buffering in this model, as the principals are 

situated between these categories of school community members and must act as a bridge 

and buffer between them. I considered macropolitical turbulence as an “input” for the 

community, and a direct connection between principals’ experience of that turbulence 

and sensemaking in response to that turbulence. I also included Mutch’s (2015) 

framework of dispositional, relational, and situational factors of sensemaking in crisis, 

alongside the define, respond, and learn stages of sensemaking from Weick (1995) to 

depict and frame principals’ cartographic transformation of the unknown to the better 

understood.  

Figure 1 

Conceptual Framework in Literature Review 
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Summary of Methodology 

I used a qualitative research design because I am interested in understanding the 

experience of school principals, and qualitative data in the form of full, detailed stories 

and firsthand accounts would best serve this purpose. My study used a basic qualitative 

interpretive design, because I used interviews to better understand how principals have 

navigated tense, macropolitical environments. I used a semi-structured protocol to 

interview 10-20 school principals, who I identified using convenience and snowball 

sampling. I used Zoom to interview participants and then code the data using a thematic 

analysis approach. 

I categorized data based on what types of macropolitical incidents principals have 

experienced, the types of actions they have taken in response to those incidents, what 

they learned from those experiences as leaders, and the impact of their actions on their 

school communities. My questions were open-ended and encouraged principals to tell 
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their stories in full, so that the data could be as rich as possible to provide insight into 

how these principals have navigated these incidents and offer guidance for other 

principals in similar situations. 

Limitations/Delimitations 

Some limitations for my study include limited sampling, due to principals who 

may not feel comfortable speaking on the record about potentially contentious topics like 

politics. Furthermore, because I chose a basic qualitative design and only interviewed 12 

principals, there was limited generalizability of the results of my study. I was also an 

“outsider” in each of my interviews, because I was not embedded in each school 

community, and this positionality may have limited the depth of answers I received from 

principals.  

One of the delimitations I decided on was to only interview American school 

principals. As such, this only provided insight into other American school leaders’ 

experiences and was not necessarily transferable to principals from around the world. I 

also chose to interview principals only, because of my focus on sensemaking, which is 

primarily about how leaders define and understand the situations they are in. I only be 

interviewed the principals and not teachers, students, or families. This provided limited 

insight on community relations more broadly, as I did not have firsthand accounts from 

teachers, students, or families, who were also core parts of the school community. As 

such, conceptualizations and understandings of community relations were defined by the 

principals with whom I spoke, not other members of the community.  

Definitions of Key Terms 

 Several terms in this study will be essential elements of my dissertation. To 

provide as much clarity as possible, here are the definitions of each term: 
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Macropolitical was defined as related to power and decision-making in issues that 

are external to a school (Blasé & Blasé, 2002), with external interest groups acting in 

ways that can “penetrate the organization” (Bacharach & Mundell, 1993, p. 432). This is 

in contrast with micropolitical, which Lindle (2020) defined as “the conditions of 

schooling [that] generate and sustain persistent conflict… including who participates, 

who wins or loses, and what roles school leaders play” (n.p.). 

Turbulence was defined as a force that threatens or enacts structural damage to an 

institution, with the four levels of turbulence being light, moderate, severe, and extreme 

(Gross, 2020). 

School-Community Relations was defined using Pawlas’s (2005) definition, which 

stated that it is “a broader, more inclusive term” than public relations, in that it “has a 

direct link to students” and “involves the community in a process of two-way 

communication with the school and emphasizes not increasing the community’s 

understanding of the school but instead increasing understanding between the school and 

its community” (p. 23). 

School Community was defined using Redding’s (1991) definition of “an 

assemblage of the people intimately attached to a school—its teachers, administrators, 

students, and the students’ families” (p. 7). 

School Crisis was defined using Pepper et al.’s (2010) definition, which stated 

that it “is an event or series of events that threaten a school’s core values or foundational 

practices… is obvious in its manifestation, but born from complex and often unclear or 

uncontainable circumstances…[and] necessitates urgent decision-making” (p. 6). 
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School Public Relations was defined using Pawlas’s (2005) definition of public 

relations as “social accountability,” which positioned public relations based on James 

Grunig’s work that defined it as a “two-way, symmetric structure… conducive to 

developing and maintaining relationships” (p. 23). 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Introduction 

Business scholarship has included many studies on how CEOs as leaders are 

called upon to respond to political questions or issues (Branicki et al., 2021; Hou & 

Poliquin, 2022; Melloni & Patacconi, 2023; Olkkonen, 2022; Rumstadt & Kanbach, 

2022), but there is not yet analogous research for school principals as leaders. Although 

CEOs and school principals have different roles and responsibilities, with the former 

operating in the private sector and the latter in the public one, they have shared the recent 

experience of facing political pressure in their roles as leaders (Rogers et al., 2022). 

There are many studies in the existing literature on school leadership in times of crises 

such as natural disasters, school shootings, and financial problems (Barker & Yoder, 

2012; Bishop et al., 2015; Brown, 2018; Gainey, 2009; Mutch, 2015), or the COVID-19 

pandemic (Anderson & Weiner, 2023; De Voto et al., 2023; Fernandes et al., 2022; 

Hulme et al., 2023; Murphy & Devine, 2023). Though this literature has provided a 

helpful perspective on how school principals might respond to unpredictable external 

events, there is a gap in the literature around school leadership in times of turbulence (not 

just severe turbulence or crisis) specifically related to macropolitical incidents or ongoing 

issues. 

Although there is some research on principals’ relationships to politics (Starr, 

2011; Tooms et al., 2007), most of it is about a specific political issue such as student 

activism on issues like gun violence, renaming schools, and climate change (Kwako et 

al., 2023; Mansfield & Lambrinou, 2022; Variyan & Gobby, 2022); critical race theory 

(CRT) (Blosser & Cavendish, 2023; Hamilton, 2021; Hodge et al., 2023; Koyama, 2023; 
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Liou & Alvara, 2021; Pollock et al., 2022); or gender and sexuality (Eisenberg et al., 

2012; Journell, 2017; Payne & Smith, 2018). None of these studies provided an 

opportunity for school principals to review their experiences with varying macropolitical 

issues and make sense out of or draw connections between those incidents and how they 

navigated those moments.  

There is some research on school principals’ perceptions of and experience with 

public relations (Çoruk, 2018; Møller, 2012; Owan et al., 2022; Wiyono et al., 2023), but 

these studies are broad in nature. For example, Çoruk (2018) examined principals’ 

opinions about public relations practices, and Owan et al. (2022) studied the degree of 

principals’ public relations skills. This left a gap in the literature for how principals 

employ these public relations skills and practices during times of turbulence.  

In the available literature, there have been many studies about principals’ 

sensemaking (Evans, 2007; Ganon-Shilon & Schechter, 2017; Murphy & Devine, 2023; 

Reid, 2021; Steilen et al., 2024), but no studies have examined how principals use 

sensemaking when navigating political issues or responding to community turbulence 

around those issues. There have also been several studies on how principals might act as 

“bridges and buffers” or “boundary spanners” to respond to turbulent situations (Honig & 

Hatch, 2004; Miller, 2008; Kohansal, 2015; Rutledge et al., 2010), which provided 

insight on how principals perceived their own leadership choices in relation to their 

communities’ members during challenging moments, such as while navigating test-based 

accountability policies. However, none of these studies focused on how principals might 

utilize these bridging and buffering skills when navigating ongoing macropolitical issues.  
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In this literature review, I share the existing scope of research on macropolitical 

events relevant to school communities, particularly when those community members 

turned to schools during or following those events, and how school principals navigated, 

responded to, and made sense of those conflicts. I also seek to identify related research on 

public relations demands on principals, principal sensemaking, crisis leadership, and 

leadership-community relations.  

Literature Review Search Methodology 

 I found studies for this review by using the George Washington University 

(GWU) Ex Libris Discovery database and Google Scholar, primarily focusing on search 

terms such as school politics/macropolitical, school public relations, principals in 

turbulence/crisis, principal sensemaking, principal boundary spanning, principals as 

bridges and buffers, and principal community relations, focusing on peer-reviewed 

articles and books published between 2001 and 2023. I chose 2001 as the earliest year 

because of the relative dearth in empirical studies on macropolitical issues affecting 

schools from the past 10 years, so I expanded my search terms back an additional decade. 

The primary exceptions to this range were Weick’s 1988 article on sensemaking, 

Bacharach and Mundell’s 1993 text on organizational politics, which both made up a 

definitional foundation for my research. I also searched for varying combinations of the 

search terms above. Due to the mechanisms of GWU’s database, I was redirected to Sage 

Journals, ProQuest, EBSCO, and JSTOR, which I also utilized to identify peer-reviewed 

empirical studies. 

 The first challenge in this literature search was that most articles returned from a 

school politics search were about micro-politics, or organizational politics within the 
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school organization (i.e., between colleagues, between the school leader and teachers, 

etc.), whereas my study is focused on how societal-level political issues influence schools 

and school leaders. In a search for macropolitics schools, though there were 12 results, 

only two of them directly addressed macropolitics, and neither of them took place in K–

12 settings. I then expanded my search to school principals and politics, which yielded 

514 results. However, many of these results again focused on micro-politics, which were 

about internal politics within a school staff. Several of the articles that I did find related 

to macropolitical pressure on schools were also related to budgetary concerns at the 

district level or student activism at the higher education level (Ingle et al., 2012; Tooms 

et al., 2007). I thus pivoted my search to include various macropolitical flashpoints for 

schools, including Iraq War and school principals (19 results), Critical Race Theory and 

school principals (78 results), Black Lives Matter and school principals (10 results), and 

COVID-19 and school principals (147 results). I chose these macropolitical issues 

because they have been relatively recent and have impacted schools, garnering a great 

deal of media attention in the past few years. However, even within each of these sets of 

search results, there were limited relevant empirical studies that focused on principals’ 

roles and perspectives related to these issues. 

 Searches for Critical Race Theory and school principals primarily yielded articles 

that used CRT as a theoretical framework about a different topic (such as 

transformational leadership), rather than on how school principals navigated community 

pressure about CRT. Similarly, results from Black Lives Matter and school principals 

considered the BLM movement more as a backdrop for antiracist leadership, rather than a 

controversial issue that principals must navigate. Many of the articles about COVID-19 
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and school principals were more about principals’ emotional well-being or general 

experiences, so I narrowed those results down to ones that dealt explicitly with the 

politics of the crisis or community turbulence. Most of the articles from Iraq War and 

school principals were about psychiatric studies and health-related in nature, thus not 

relevant to the scope of this study. 

 Empirical research on public relations for school leaders was also limited, 

especially in the United States. I first used the search term school principals public 

relations, which yielded 14 results. I therefore expanded my search to include 

international studies (e.g., Australia, Turkey, Nigeria, Indonesia, and Norway), and to 

include crisis communication and management in schools. I excluded studies that focused 

on public relations in non-school settings, which revealed a relative gap in existing 

research on how school districts and schools handle communication and public relations. 

Because most of these studies were qualitative, it was difficult to generalize about what 

constituted school principals’ standard practices for navigating in and communicating 

around crises; however, certain similarities and themes emerged from that existing 

qualitative research, particularly about adaptive leadership, sensemaking, and community 

relations. These themes were notably prevalent in research about schools in crisis.  

 Other than recent empirical research, I also included literature from seminal texts 

about sensemaking theory (Weick, 1988; Weick, 1995), crisis leadership (Pepper et al., 

2010), and turbulence theory (Gross, 2020). These theories formed the basis for my 

theoretical framework, and provided me with a clear, intersecting set of lenses through 

which to examine the existing literature. In this examination, I focused first on school 

principals and the changing role of the principal in relation to communication and public 
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relations. Next, I looked at literature about boundary spanning—that is, bridging and 

buffering—for community relations. Then, I directed my attention to macropolitical 

turbulence that impacted schools. Finally, I delved into principals’ sensemaking in times 

of crisis and how principals managed community relations in those crises. 

Theoretical Framework 

 This study uses three primary theories that constitute the overarching framework. 

First, Gross’s (2020) turbulence theory allows for an expansion of existing literature on 

crisis leadership to consider challenging issues a school principal may face that might not 

be narrowly defined as a “crisis.” Shapiro and Gross (2013) defined four guiding 

questions in considering turbulence: 

How might the levels of disturbance facing innovating schools be described so 
that different degrees of challenge could be compared? How might the emotional 
strength of that disturbance be more thoroughly understood? How might the 
school look at its own disturbance in a measured way so that reasoned action 
could be more likely? Might there be a positive aspect to the disturbances facing 
schools that decide to innovate? Or, was turbulence always a detrimental force 
always to be avoided or at least diminished? (p. 39) 

Gross (2006) also emphasized that this framing originated from the idea that change 

typically leads to resistance and opposition, and that he wanted to be able to understand 

this type of conflict management better. To do so, and to address his first question, he 

first defined four tiers or levels of turbulence: light, moderate, severe, and extreme 

(Gross, 2020). Shapiro and Gross (2013) gave the example of a school struggling to bring 

together two sub-communities from different socioeconomic statuses. Though there was 

no looming crisis, this was a form of “light” turbulence in that leaders needed to pay 

attention to sustain the health of the community, but there was no existential threat to the 

school’s identity or structural integrity, nor did it reach the level of widespread 

awareness.  
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 Turbulence theory will help place principals’ experiences of macropolitical 

incidents through a lens that can help them differentiate between degrees of challenge 

and make sense out of past and potential “reasoned action.” Gross (2020) also provided 

positionality, cascading, and stabilizing as elements to consider in leadership. 

Positionality is the idea that no one in or around an organization experiences the 

turbulence in the same way, and that their experience depends on their position in or 

related to an organization. Cascading is the concept that turbulence has a positive 

feedback loop, because turbulence can generate further turbulence. Stability is about how 

principals manage to rebalance an organization following turbulence. These ideas are 

critical to the framework of this study, as I will ask principals to consider their 

positionality, the cascading effects they experienced during the moments of turbulence, 

and the stabilizing actions they took in response to the turbulence. 

Combining turbulence theory with Pepper et al.’s (2010) theoretical framework 

about school crisis provided this research with an additional scaffold for considering 

principals’ decision-making and actions in these turbulent moments. Pepper et al. (2010) 

posited that there are external versus internal origins of crisis, and predictable versus 

unpredictable origins of crisis. I will use this matrix to define macropolitical severe 

turbulence as an example of external-unpredictable crises. Pepper et al. (2010) also 

provided a useful definition of “crisis” in general, which I delineated in my “key terms” 

in Chapter 1.  

The final essential component of my theoretical framework is Weick’s (1995) 

sensemaking theory. Weick (1995) posed the question about what constituted 

sensemaking, and defined it as: 
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First, someone notices something, in an ongoing flow of events, something in the 
form of surprise, a discrepant set of cues, something that does not fit. Second, the 
discrepant cues are spotted when someone looks back over elapsed experience. 
The act of looking is retrospective. Third, plausible speculations… are offered to 
explain the cues and their relative rarity. Fourth, the person making the 
speculation publishes them…[or] creates an object that was not “out there” to 
begin with but now is there for the noticing… [Finally,] issues of identity and 
reputation are involved. (p. 2) 

The value of sensemaking, according to Ancona (2011), is that it will help the principals 

in this study “comprehend, understand, explain, attribute, extrapolate, and predict” 

macropolitical issues and incidents as they relate to their leadership. As Weick (1995) 

delineated, sensemaking is “grounded in identity construction, retrospective, enactive of 

sensible environments, social, ongoing, focused on and by extracted cues, [and] driven by 

plausibility rather than accuracy” (p. 17). These elements formed the basis of my 

interview protocol, in which I prompt principals to consider their experiences 

retrospectively and relate it to their leadership identity construction. 

 This theoretical framework will help define the nature and impact of 

macropolitical turbulence for school principals. Principals in this study will have 

experienced a variety of macropolitical issues impacting their school community, and 

sensemaking will allow them to reflect on those experiences and make sense out of what 

happened, how they utilized certain leadership skills in their response, and how their 

leadership was impacted. I will be able to use the definitions of school crisis and 

turbulence to retroactively categorize and analyze the components of their experiences, as 

well as potentially draw connections between different incidents using those 

categorizations.  
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Conceptual Framework 

 In this study, the primary foundations are based in Weick’s (1995) and Anderson 

and Weiner’s (2023) framing for sensemaking in crisis, Gross’s (2020) “Turbulent 

Tensions Pentagon” and turbulence theory, Mutch’s (2015) three factors for leadership in 

crisis, and Pepper et al.’s (2010) crisis leadership framework. 

 First, I considered the ways in which principals serve as bridges and buffers 

(Honig & Hatch, 2004). They therefore span boundaries between themselves and district, 

state, or federal agencies; themselves and community members (both families and non-

families); and themselves and teachers, staff, and students (Gross, 2020; Honig & Hatch, 

2004). Secondly, I considered the dispositional, relational, and situational factors of 

leadership in crisis, as posited by Mutch (2015). And finally, I used Smith and Riley’s 

(2012) and Weick’s (1995) guidance on the cyclical acts of learning, defining, and 

responding in crisis as a critical component of my conceptual framework.  

Bridges and Buffers, Boundary Spanning, and the Turbulent Tensions Pentagon 

 Honig and Hatch (2004) defined principals as “bridges and buffers” to mean 

either blurring “boundaries between ‘organization’ and environment” or “limiting 

environmental linkages without completely suspending them,” respectively (p. 23). 

Principals have also been defined as “boundary spanning,” which is when principals 

manage upward (district, state, or federal agencies), downward (teachers, staff, students), 

or outward (community members, either families or non-families). This, coupled with 

Gross’s (2020) concept of the “Turbulent Tensions Pentagon” (i.e., central office, 

principals, teachers, students, families and communities), informed a portion of my 

conceptual framework.  
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Dispositional, Relational, and Situational 

 Mutch (2015) argued that there are “three sets of factors [that influence] leaders in 

crisis contexts,” which are “dispositional, relational, situational” (p. 190). The prevailing 

idea behind these factors are that leaders’ dispositions (i.e., background, values, 

personality) will affect how they respond in crisis. For example, they may be perceived as 

“trusted, respected, decisive” (p. 190). Secondly, their relationships to the community and 

its members will affect whether trust, respect, and communication can be fostered or 

sustained, even in times of crisis. And finally, Mutch (2015) defined situational factors as 

the leaders’ abilities to understand contexts and be adaptive and flexible.  

Learn, Define, Respond 

 Smith and Riley (2012) offered multiple models for preparing for and responding 

to crises. First, they shared Mayer, Moss, and Dale’s (2008) “linear three-phase model… 

prevent, respond, recover” (p. 60). Then, they shared a “cyclical model” from Boin 

(2009) that hinged upon “two-way communication” and a cycle of “detect, 

prevent/prepare, contain/resolve, recover, learn” (p. 61). Finally, they offered multiple 

scholars’ findings that suggested that “review, reflect, learn” are key components of 

responding after a crisis has passed (p. 64). Though Smith and Riley (2012) provided an 

overview of many different studies that addressed crisis management, I synthesized the 

elements from each to simplify the cycle to learn, define, and respond, which connected 

back to Weick’s (1995) definition as well.  

Figure 1 

Conceptual Framework in Literature Review 
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 The following subsections of this literature review will examine and analyze 

empirical studies on principals and their experience with public relations, boundary 

spanning and crisis management, specific macropolitical issues, and sensemaking in 

crisis. 

Principals’ Complex Responsibilities & Public Relations 

There has been empirical evidence that the role of school principalship has 

changed since the beginning of the 21st century (Jean-Marie et al., 2009; Reid, 2021; 

Tintoré et al., 2022), particularly with regards to principals’ responsibilities to manage 

politics in their role (Winton & Pollock, 2013). Some of these changes have included 

increased responsibility around operations, human resources, executive leadership, 

systems thinking (i.e., a conceptual framework for leading that considers wholes and 

complex interrelationships), budgeting for special education, and school culture (Lynch, 
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2012; Shaked & Schechter, 2018; Tingle et al., 2019). The existing research also focused 

on recent demands of school leadership that have been underdeveloped in leadership 

training programs, such as public relations and community engagement, which are key 

components of this study (Carlsmith & Railsback, 2001; Çoruk, 2018; Hess & Kelly, 

2007; Mayger, 2023; Møller, 2012; Petzko, 2008).  

As such, this section will outline some of the ways in which the role of 

principalship has grown more complicated, including the increased responsibilities 

around public relations. Although there are data to suggest that principals have a wide 

variety of responsibilities and must consider and be prepared for public relations with the 

community, many of the studies about principal preparation for those responsibilities are 

quantitative and comparative (Petzko, 2008; Tingle et al., 2019; Tintoré et al., 2022; 

Wiyono et al., 2023). For example, scholars have analyzed the types of skills principals 

have been trained for (including in public relations) and quantitatively compared them 

based on principals’ perceptions of value or degree of preparation. However, there has 

been insufficient qualitative research on principals’ experiences of managing that wide 

range of responsibilities, with a specific focus on public relations. Furthermore, there has 

been a lack of empirical evidence about the most recent challenges to their 

responsibilities that principals have faced in an era of tense political climate found in 

national surveys (NASSP, 2021). 

Increased Types of Principal Responsibilities  

There are many ways in which principals have perceived their roles as becoming 

more unwieldy and complex. Tintoré et al. (2022) conducted a literature review based on 

153 documents and research between 2003 and 2019 to identify the most common and 
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pressing problems school leaders faced in that 17-year range. They identified eight 

categories: management, complexity, learning, educational authorities and policy, staff 

and teaching, students, families and the community, and society. This study was a 

scoping review, intended to map key characteristics in the eight categories (Tintore et al., 

2022). They identified literature by using inclusion criteria for “surveys, books, and book 

chapters” between 2003 and 2019, and utilized key words such as “problems,” 

“challenges,” and “principal” or “headteacher” (Tintoré et al., 2022). Tintoré et al. (2022) 

used a scoping review strategy called Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews 

and Meta-Analysis (PRISMA) to exhibit the results of their scoping review. This showed 

the number of results at each stage (i.e., identification, screening, eligibility, and 

included), which made their process both transparent and replicable.  

Tintoré et al. (2022) then showcased their data in a table that included these eight 

categories, also including the number of articles that fell under each category and 

subcategory. For example, the authors identified the category of “problems with families 

and the school community” and a subcategory beneath it of “more demanding parents of 

and increased parents’ expectations,” of which there were five studies discovered (p. 

542). Another key finding was that there was an overwhelming number of studies that 

demonstrated “high job complexity” for principals, with 85 studies that fell under the 

“complexity challenge” of subcategories such as the “increasing number, and difficulty of 

responsibilities” or “increased paperwork” and administrative responsibilities; 28 studies 

that found that the job had become more intense, and that the diversity and demand of 

tasks had grown; eight studies that identified the “difficulties in managing ordinary 
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demands” of principalship; and 12 that identified the “difficulties in managing new 

demands of the job” (pp. 546–549). 

Tintoré et al. (2022) did not collect qualitative data from principals themselves as 

that was not the purpose of their article; as such, the study did not seek to provide 

information about how principals felt about these challenges. Instead, they examined a 

wide range of studies covering 17 years and included research from an international 

scope. The authors’ purpose was to identify the problems principals experience, and a 

scoping review was an appropriate way of doing so, as it allowed the authors to produce 

results with more generalizability than if they had interviewed principals from one school 

district or one geographical region.  

Similarly, Lynch (2012) provided insight into the complex responsibilities of a 

principal through a literature review that emphasized instructional leadership for students 

with disabilities. This author provided an overview of how principals have experienced 

an increase in responsibilities that collectively can have an impact on teacher retention, 

student character development, district or state and community perceptions of the school, 

acquisition of resources, state of the school budget, long-term vision for the school, and 

academic performance of its students (Lynch, 2012). The author detailed the various 

ways in which principals are no longer simply a disciplinarian for students and a manager 

for teachers, and the importance of restructuring principal preparation programs to reflect 

this. Though this was a literature review and not an empirical study, it helped reveal a gap 

in more recent literature the restructuring of principal preparation programs in service of 

those increased responsibilities. This left space for newer quantitative studies on how 
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principals rank their many priorities, or qualitative studies that might ask these school 

leaders to explain their experiences with navigating these competing demands. 

In contrast, Reid (2021) focused on 10 public school principals in New Jersey in 

2018-2019 and generated empirical, qualitative data. These principals also saw their roles 

evolving, particularly in terms of safety, mental health, and parental interactions (Reid, 

2021). This may have implications for principals who consider departing from the 

profession altogether, particularly as the job becomes increasingly difficult to manage. 

Reid (2021) emphasized that because school leaders perceived that the role has changed 

so drastically, particularly with school safety and security, school districts should invest 

funding and time toward the development of school leaders to retain current principals 

already working in schools.  

In this qualitative study, Reid (2021) used sensemaking (a concept further 

explored in a following section) as a lens through which to interview principals. He 

conducted 30 interviews with these principals by using purposive sampling in New 

Jersey, noting that due to the small, localized sample size, the results were not 

generalizable about all principals. With data from only 10 principals, Reid (2021) noted 

that although the study provided valuable insights, it left room for plenty of future 

research about sensemaking about the evolution of their roles. He also stated that he was 

able to establish credibility through member checks and peer review from colleagues. 

Ultimately, Reid (2021) concluded that principals have faced an evolving role rife with 

complexities, and that sensemaking allowed them to reflect on that change and the need 

for investment in developing new and veteran leaders.  
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Tintoré et al.’s (2022) and Reid’s (2021) studies served as strong complements of 

each other, as their methodologies were drastically different, yet their results were closely 

connected. While Tintoré et al. (2022) determined that 17 years of research demonstrated 

that there were eight categories of challenges that principals saw as relevant to their roles, 

Reid’s study asked principals to provide narratives about what challenges they predicted 

would be relevant in the future of the role, and how these challenges impacted their 

decision to stay in the profession or not. 

Principal Preparation for Increased Responsibilities  

Given the increasingly complex nature of principals’ jobs, I also reviewed 

empirical studies that represented how principals perceived their preparation for their 

increased responsibilities. Shaked and Schechter (2018) demonstrated that preservice 

principals identified the importance of systems thinking in challenging leadership 

situation. The authors delineated systems thinking with Senge’s (1990) definition of 

“seeing wholes…[and] interrelationships rather than things…[and] patterns of change 

rather than static ‘snapshots’” (p. 262). This study is directly connected to Tintoré et al.’s 

(2022) and Reid’s (2021) research, because the former two studies set up the idea that 

principals’ work has increased in volume of challenges, and the Shaked and Schechter 

(2018) study positioned this increase as a reason to see leadership preparation as 

necessarily complex, using systems thinking as the way to consider that complexity.  

Shaked and Schechter’s (2018) study took place in Israel and utilized reflective 

journals, semi-structured interviews, and focus groups, as well as a four-stage analysis 

process (i.e., condensing, coding, categorizing, theorizing) to determine that principals 

wanted to feel prepared to utilize systems thinking, and that the preparation programs the 
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leaders interviewed had gone through were able to provide them that training to prepare 

them for multidimensional complexity in future challenges. The researchers used a 

qualitative design and interviewed 24 preservice principals who were in a course on 

systems thinking. Shaked and Schechter (2018) also claimed to avoid using the term 

“systems thinking” to prevent participants from automatically using their terminology. 

While this was important to obtain a truer sense of how these preservice principals 

thought about the challenges of the role, the fact that they were all enrolled in a systems 

thinking course could have meant that the participants were already led toward systems 

thinking responses, revealing a potential flaw in the design of the study. The authors 

were, however, particularly adept in using reflexivity in their research, adding 

reputability to their findings. 

There were two main findings from Shaked and Schechter’s (2018) research. 

First, preservice principals identified the importance of leading systematically, with one 

participant naming that principals could be boundary spanners, a concept that I will 

explore in the next section of this literature review. Another finding from the study was 

that principals must adopt a multifaceted approach to decision making, meaning that 

principals must tackle singular issues by considering many different positionalities, skills, 

and competencies (Shaked & Schechter, 2018). Because Shaked and Schechter (2018) 

focused on pre-service principals, their study left room for future research to probe 

whether current principals feel that their preparation for systems thinking has been 

adequate for the real situations they have dealt with in their tenure. Although Shaked and 

Schechter’s (2018) study was connected to the scope of my topic in terms of principal 

preparation for complex responsibilities, it had limited implications for principal 
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sensemaking amid political pressure in the community, a central element of my study. 

However, in applying the findings from Shaked and Schechter’s (2018) study, it became 

clear that principals have a responsibility to think about complex positionality and 

cascading impacts in navigating this type of conflict or pressure.  

In exploring what the “multidimensional” perspective from Shaked and 

Schechter’s (2018) study might require, I reviewed studies spanning 10 years to 

determine what skills and competencies principals found relevant to their roles. Petzko 

(2008) showed that new principals considered public relations to be 13th in a list of 18 

knowledge and skill areas, whereas more recent studies have shown that principals 

believe that public relations necessitated expertise, and that there should be an increased 

shared responsibility and knowledge about public relations for schools (Çoruk, 2018). 

The Petzko (2008) study was a quantitative study that used a one-way ANOVA to 

determine whether there were significant differences between group means for the 18 

knowledge and skill areas, whereas the Çoruk (2018) study was a qualitative study that 

used content analysis to determine categories, codes, and themes. The Çoruk (2018) 

study was also specifically about public relations, whereas the Petzko (2008) one was a 

more general survey of skills principals found relevant that included public relations as 

one of those skills. As such, a gap remains in terms of what school principals believe they 

need to navigate the complexities of their jobs.  

The Petzko (2008) study revealed that principals ranked public relations relatively 

low in terms of necessary skills, but Çoruk’s (2018) more recent study demonstrated that 

principals do seek additional support in public relations skills development. Yet another 

study from Tingle et al. (2017) attempted to focus on district-led leadership development 
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programs in the southwest United States, determining that participants identified that 

“human capital, executive leadership, school culture, and strategic operations” as the 

most important training activities the districts offered (p. 1). Tingle et al. (2017) used 

purposive sampling of 59 principals in an urban district in the southwest, collecting data 

from the “Principal Effectiveness Survey” from Houston’s Independent School District 

(ISD), an instrument that included eight sections: “observation and feedback, 

instructional planning, data-driven instruction, scholar and adult culture, instructional 

leadership… professional development for leadership teams, professional development 

for teachers, and resource management” (p. 7). Participants ranked their choices from 

least to most influential in terms of effectiveness or impact on leadership. Executive 

leadership, which the authors defined as the ability “to respond to change… address 

challenges… [and create] culture that engages employees,” and school culture as it 

related to “all parties [staff and students] to feel a sense of belonging” were two factors 

that stood out, scoring 11.9% and 44.1%, respectively (p. 4). It was unclear from the 

authors’ definition of the two categories why they necessitated two separate categories, 

and there was some level of incongruence that the authors determined that executive 

leadership had an influence on effective leadership, when it only scored 11.9% compared 

to school culture’s 44.1%.  

Tingle et al. (2017) determined that the implications of their research were that 

“human capital, executive leadership, school culture, and strategic operations had an 

influence on their development as school leaders” (p. 13), but due to the conflicting 

nature of their categorizations and the fact that it was a quantitative study that could not 

provide insight into which parts of the categories the participants found most important, 
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or how they made sense of the conflicting nature of the set categories, there remains a 

gap in the literature of how principals make sense of these responsibilities and their 

relationship to their own effectiveness. Finally, the author claimed that their study had 

direct implications for the rest of the nation and its principal professional development; 

however, this study was only focused on one urban school district and used an instrument 

that was developed by Houston ISD, which might necessarily limit its generalizability 

beyond a localized setting. 

Despite the available research on principal preparation for increased 

responsibilities, there remains a gap in meaningful qualitative data that offers insight on 

how principals have felt about their preparation for the increasing complexity of their 

jobs, specifically around public and community relations. My study will seek to address 

that gap by ascertaining whether principals feel equipped to navigate the public relational 

component of their jobs as it relates to macropolitical turbulence.  

Skills Covered in Principal Preparation Programs 

The increased responsibilities that principals have experienced has led to a wide 

range of skills that they need to meet those expectations and carry out those 

responsibilities. There are many different studies that have described the dimensions of 

skills that principals must have to be effective leaders (Geraki, 2014; Grissom & Loeb, 

2011; Katz, 1974; Smith & Piele, 2006), and even more studies internationally that 

catalogue those dimensions (Taun et al., 2022; Romanowski et al., 2019). 

For example, Grissom and Loeb (2011) asked principals to rate their effectiveness 

based on 42 different tasks, which the authors developed based on another study and 

adapted based on their discussions with principals from across the country. The 
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dimensions they developed based on those 42 tasks were “instruction management,” 

“internal relations,” “organization management,” “administration,” and “external 

relations” (Grissom & Loeb, 2011, p. 1099). The authors conducted an online survey of 

314 principals and 585 assistant principals from Miami-Dade County Public Schools in 

2008, and 89% of principals and 85% of assistant principals responded. The survey 

included a four-point scale for responses, including “ineffective, a little effective, 

effective, and very effective” (Grissom & Loeb, 2011, p. 1096). Assistant principals were 

asked to respond about their principal’s effectiveness as it related to the 42 tasks from the 

survey.  

The researchers found that only “organization management” skills predicted 

student achievement growth, teacher satisfaction, and parents’ rating of school 

performance. However, the authors themselves stated that effectiveness was “measured 

with substantial error” and that more refinement of an instrument would help with 

determining whether there are strong correlations between organization management 

skills and school performance (Grissom & Loeb, 2011, p. 1118). Grissom and Loeb 

(2011) further asserted that their findings may have argued that there are practices that 

are about managing the organization (e.g., budgeting) and other practices that are about 

instructional management (e.g., observing teachers), but in reality, it is also possible to 

consider combining these skills together (e.g., budgeting informed by observations of 

teachers to determine where to allocate resources). Grissom and Loeb (2011) categorized 

the 42 tasks into five dimensions, necessarily separating them thematically; however, one 

of their conclusions was about warning preparation programs from considering 

instructional leadership and management skills as a dichotomy. They argued for a “more 
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holistic view of school leadership as necessitating skills across multiple dimensions” 

(Grissom & Loeb, 2011, p. 1119).  

Another conceptual framing of administrative skills came from Katz (1974), who 

stated that principals need to have “technical,” “human,” and “conceptual” skills (Geraki, 

2014, p. 48). These dimensions of leadership skills as Katz (1974) defined them were 

expanded by Geraki (2014), who added “administrative skills” to the framework (p. 52). 

Based on this combined conceptualization of skills, human skills (e.g., negotiating, self-

confidence, ability to face conflict), cognitive skills (e.g., managing time and change), 

administrative skills (e.g., managing resources), and technical skills (e.g., computing, 

supporting teachers) make up a tableau of skills necessary for successful school 

leadership. Geraki (2014) noted that “human (so-called ‘soft’) skills” are increasingly 

important for school leaders (p. 58), a dimension that was less explicitly noted in Grissom 

and Loeb’s (2011) study, though hinted upon more implicitly in skills such as 

“developing a safe school environment” and “dealing with concerns from staff” (p. 

1099).  

Geraki’s (2014) study focused on a sample of 124 secondary school principals 

from Greek public schools, and used the Competing Values Framework (CVF) to define 

the 8 leadership roles throughout the study (i.e., Innovator, Broker, Producer, Director, 

Coordinator, Monitor, Facilitator, Mentor), which another scholar positioned on an x-axis 

of internal versus external focus, and a y-axis of flexibility versus control. Geraki (2014) 

determined that Greek principals were more likely to be the “Innovator, Director, 

Monitor, and Facilitator” and less likely to be the “Broker, Producer, Coordinator, and 

Mentor” (p. 45). The author designed a survey with a seven-point scale to determine 
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leadership skills and behavior. Then, Geraki (2014) used a t-test analysis with a p-value 

of 0.001 to determine significance, and Principal Component Analysis (PCA) to 

determine factors within those leadership roles and skills. Geraki (2014) also used the 

Cronbach alpha coefficient to determine reliability in comparing the covariance between 

items in the study.  

Although Geraki’s (2014) study took place in Greece rather than the United 

States, it demonstrated that school leaders can favor certain leadership roles over others, 

and in citing that there has been scholarly work arguing that balancing different roles can 

be more successful, Geraki (2014) argued that more training is needed. Geraki (2014) 

also made the case that a more “people-oriented and adaptive leadership rather than the 

stability-based and task-oriented styles currently prevalent in contemporary secondary 

education” is necessary for stronger school leaders (p. 60). Both Grissom and Loeb’s 

(2011) study and Geraki’s (2014) study drew conclusions that demonstrated a need to 

more closely examine the literature on what dimensions of leadership skills current 

preparation programs emphasize.  

A review of empirical studies about principal preparation revealed that, despite 

these increasing demands for principals to be effective communicators and public 

relations managers and to have a critical consciousness in their roles, principal 

preparation programs in universities may not reflect sufficient preparation for those 

responsibilities, with more than 29% of time covering technical knowledge (i.e., 

“traditional”) like law and finances and 15% on managing personnel—all other 

categories such as external leadership and school culture using less than 10% apiece of 

the program’s time (Hess & Kelly, 2007). Hess and Kelly (2007) posited that perhaps this 
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did not accurately reflect what school principals will practice in their roles, and Mayger’s 

(2023) study showed that courses in preparation programs are often outdated, with 

insufficient skill development.  

In these two qualitative studies, researchers collected data from syllabi for 

principal preparation programs. In the Hess and Kelly (2007) study, the authors gathered 

31 sets of syllabi from 56 principal preparation programs and split the 210 total syllabi 

into weeks to determine how much time each program spent on issues like accountability 

and school improvement, and how much time each program spent on various technical 

skills like finance, law, or data training. The authors used a coding system that involved 

seven categories, although it was not immediately clear what type of content analysis 

they used, and there were no mentions of credibility measures, such as member checking 

or triangulation, taken to ensure the quality of the coding and analysis.  

Hess and Kelly (2007) obtained the syllabi by first looking for those that were 

available online, then requesting them from departments who did not have them readily 

available. To determine the standards for inclusion, the syllabi had to clearly list the 

topics for each week (Hess & Kelly, 2007). The authors categorized the syllabi by 

program type (i.e., elite, large, typical) and the results fell under eight categories: 

“managing for results, managing personnel, technical knowledge, external leadership, 

norms and values, leadership and school culture, managing classroom instruction, [and] 

survey/other” (Hess & Kelly, 2007, p. 254). The authors found that principals did not 

receive sufficient training on using data or technology, or on managing or evaluating 

personnel (Hess & Kelly, 2007), which they highlighted in their conclusion. However, 

when examining the data on what leadership programs cover, “managing for results” 
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yielded 15.7% and “managing personnel” yielded 14.9%, which were both low compared 

to technical knowledge such as finance and law (29.6%); however, external leadership 

and school culture were also rarely focused upon, with only 8.0% and 6.0%, respectively 

(Hess & Kelly, 2007).  

Although this study was robust in its methodology for analyzing syllabi, the 

authors’ conclusions seemed primarily focused on school improvement and 

accountability, including the lack of focus on these domains in principal preparation 

programs. They also noted that external leadership and school culture had an even 

smaller fraction of dedicated time in these syllabi. Furthermore, given that this was a 

quantitative study on syllabi specifically, the study did not actually reveal whether these 

percentages reflected insufficient preparation based on principals’ perception of 

necessary skills. This leaves a gap in the literature around what principals perceive as 

sufficient or insufficient preparation, including whether the preparation around a wide 

variety of skills and competencies adequately prepares principals for public and 

community relations in practice.  

In Mayger’s (2023) study, the author also analyzed syllabi for principal 

preparation programs, aiming to determine whether the programs focused enough on 

families and communities. Mayger (2023) used the terminology “family and community 

engagement” (FCE) to guide her study, employing a qualitative content analysis of 

course syllabi. Her conceptual framework included managerial, technical, 

transformational, and democratic factors of leadership for FCE (Mayger, 2023). My 

research will have direct connections to research in the following section from Mutch 

(2015), who also focused on dispositional skill sets required for community relations. 
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Mayger (2023) sampled 314 principal preparation programs from three large states from 

each of the four major American regions, and all preparation programs were state-

approved. This provided a strong amount of generalizability of her results, at least within 

the United States, as her sample size was large and represented all four major American 

geographical regions. Mayger (2023) coded her data using two phases and found that 

24% of the syllabi focused on managerial skills (e.g., “knowledge of multiple 

communication methods”), 47% focused on technical skills (e.g., “involve [families] to 

support student learning or school vision”), 52% focused on transformational skills (e.g., 

“knowledge of stakeholder diversity”), and 21% focused on democratic skills (e.g., 

“advocate for school/community issues”) (p. 13). She also explained the trustworthiness 

of her analysis, and how she checked for robustness. The key findings from her study 

imply that far fewer preparation programs focus on skills involving advocating for 

community issues in comparison to technical skills such as “implementing data-informed 

action plans” (Mayger, 2023, p. 7).  

However, one flaw of Mayger’s (2023) study was that many of the skills within 

each of the four categories (i.e., managerial, technical, transformational, and democratic) 

seem to have overlap with skills in other categories. For example, she listed “involve 

[families] in school improvement” as technical and “involve [families] in collaborative 

governance or leadership” as democratic (Mayger, 2023, p. 13); however, it is not clear 

from her methodology or her conceptual framework description why these exist in 

different categories despite their similarities. One strength of her study was that it 

provided a list of concrete FCE skills, such as public relations skills and relationship 

building that she quantified from the syllabi, but again, these were in separate categories 
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(managerial and transformational, respectively) without sufficient explanation for their 

differentiation.  

Together, both the Hess and Kelly (2007) and Mayger (2023) studies provided 

valuable insight into principal skill preparation for domains that included public and 

community relations, and both focused on obtaining data from existing principal 

preparation syllabi. However, despite their research, there remains a gap in the literature 

on what principals themselves perceive as over- or underrepresented in their principal 

preparation programs, and whether they consider public and community relations as 

adequately represented in their development to become school leaders.  

Public Relations Responsibilities 

A review of the literature demonstrates that there have been some studies that 

have emphasized the increase in principals’ concern for public image. One study from 

Møller (2012) focused on the concept of always being on stage or performing for 

constituents. Mølller (2012) emphasized the complicated nature of principals’ work, 

especially as they may be primarily public facing, whereas operational responsibilities 

may draw them away. Møller’s (2012) study took place in Norway and was somewhat 

unconventional in the sense that it drew from findings from the International Successful 

School Principalship Project (ISSPP), rather than generating its own empirical data. 

Nevertheless, Mølller (2012) revealed findings that demonstrated that principals need 

practice and experience on being the figurehead for an organization. The author stated 

that this was a case study that drew upon findings from the ISSPP; however, it is not in 

and of itself a well-designed case study by qualitative standards, because Møller (2012) 

himself did not conduct a case study on one school or community; rather, he identified 
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the “many accounts of successful principals” from the ISSPP report. As such, I turned 

next to other research on principals’ perceptions of public relations to derive a clearer set 

of firsthand accounts of that leadership experience. 

Other scholars have argued that not all aspects of school administration require 

PR skills, such as managerial decision-making and operational tasks, whereas other 

elements such as community relations and personnel building certainly do (Owan et al., 

2022). This tension between increased managerial and operational tasks against the need 

for principals to navigate their “on stage” presence—two responsibilities that each draw 

principals away from the other—has made the role more complicated in nature. The 

Owan et al. (2022) study took place in Nigeria, which meant that it may not have had 

transferability to principals in the United States. However, it utilized human relations 

theory (HRT) and its assumptions about how “the community cannot function effectively 

without the school and vice versa” (p. 7). The authors used a qualitative research and 

correlational design to examine “the relationship between principals’ communication 

patterns and school-community relationship” (Owan et al., 2022, p. 8).  

Owan et al. (2022) analyzed data from 5,545 participants (271 of whom were 

principals, and the majority of whom were teachers) across 271 schools in a state in 

Nigeria, focusing on principals’ communications patterns and fund management to better 

understand how principals’ communication and public relations might affect school-

community relationships. They used exploratory factor analysis (EFA) and confirmatory 

factor analysis (CFA) as two quantitative measures, which leveraged correlation matrices 

and Chi-square goodness of fit indices to determine that principals did not have strong 

communication patterns and had average fund management. 
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The authors themselves also acknowledged that the study included limitations, 

such as a skewed sample from just one state in Nigeria, and in the context of my study, 

there may be limited transferability from a Nigerian sample to an American one. 

Furthermore, there are a plethora of cultural differences between Nigeria and the United 

States that might substantially distance the meaning of “communication” and “school-

community relations” between the two countries. However, this study’s results 

demonstrated that developing strong connections and communications with community 

leaders can lead to effective school leadership (Owan et al., 2022). Given that this was a 

correlational analysis, it is meaningful that the authors were able to identify a clear 

correlation between communication with the community and strong leadership. However, 

it was not within the scope of this study to elucidate how principals can engage in 

effective communication with the community. This left a gap in the literature for 

exploring what principals perceive as non-family community members’ role in 

community relations and how they practice public relations as leaders. 

Finally, surveying the existing literature for principals’ public relations demands 

as they related to specifically politics yielded meager results. An article from Winton and 

Pollock (2012) was useful in conceptual framing, though it was not an empirical study, as 

it posited that districts often dismiss principals from their jobs when they are unable to 

foster positive relationships with their communities while also juggling political 

demands, resulting in a lack of trust and confidence from community members. This was 

a critical element of this literature review but also demonstrated the most significant gap 

in the available empirical research on how principals’ roles and responsibilities have 

evolved as they relate to public relations in politics. Searby and Williams (2007) also 
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provided a conceptual guide, but neither their article nor Winton and Pollock’s 

conceptual review provided empirical data to help practitioners understand how 

principals respond to political events or a tense political climate and navigate community 

relationships in those responses. Winton and Pollock (2012) offered helpful framing for 

the inherently political nature of a principals’ role. However, Winton and Pollock (2012) 

focused on micro-politics, or politics within the school, whereas my study will aim to 

focus on principals’ complicating work with macropolitics, or societal issues. Searby and 

Williams (2007) advised administrators to use networks, build coalitions, listen, and 

communicate, but did not offer their own data, instead providing excerpts from other case 

studies and examples.  

It became clear in reviewing the existing literature that much of the research 

conducted on public relations and schools has been on school districts, as districts have 

often been the level of governance responsible for handling communications about 

policies. However, as Wachel and Wachel (2015) asserted in their book about public 

relations professionals and the principal, “a public relations professional thinks a lot 

about perception and how an audience feels about a school district, [but] the principal has 

a huge role in carrying out the vision at each individual school level because parents and 

students are going to have a perception immediately upon being connected with a school” 

(p. 5). The authors also stated that school communications used to be just about sharing 

what the school does, but has now become about “media relations, event planning, 

writing, producing news, relationship building, managing messages, organizing support, 

social media, website management, content management, community relations, business 

partner liaison, team leader” (Wachel & Wachel, 2015, p. 32). But when surveying the 
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existing empirical research, there were no studies that examined from a qualitative 

perspective how principals viewed their work in public relations against the backdrop of 

macropolitical conflict. Furthermore, the existing studies on public relations and schools 

have not provided specific qualitative data that differentiated between how a principal 

viewed their own public relations responsibilities in contrast to or in congruence with 

those of the district’s.  

As evidenced by the literature reviewed, there exists a wide gap in the literature 

about how macropolitics have complicated principals’ roles, especially according to the 

principals’ experiences and perceptions about necessary skill sets or specifically, public 

relations. Although there has been ample research on the increased demands of principal 

responsibilities, there has been a mismatch of principal preparation for these complex 

demands, and there has been limited qualitative research based in the United States that 

explored how principals perceive of and exercise public and community relations skills, 

especially in the tense political environment within which they work. 

Principals as Buffers and Bridges, Boundary Spanning for Community Relations 

A crucial finding from reviewing the literature on school principal responsibilities 

and public relations skills in the previous section was that there has not been sufficient 

empirical evidence that has pointed to how, exactly, principals have exercised public 

relations skills successfully in their roles. I turned next to community relations—which in 

this study and Pawlas’s (2005) book have been defined differently than public relations 

(see “Key Terms”)—and research that more explicitly examined school principals’ roles 

in managing relationships within the community, whether with district leaders, families, 

staff, or students. A guidebook by Porterfield and Carnes (2014) posited that principals 
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and superintendents have often “used public relations (and community relations and 

media relations and even employee relations) as a means of keeping people out… 

Communications becomes the buffer between leadership and the stakeholders” (p. xvi). 

Instead, the authors argued, “What if we used our communication to build bridges instead 

of moats?” (p. xvii).  

A review of the existing research revealed that Honig and Hatch’s (2004) 

conceptual framework of bridging and buffering has been studied in a wide variety of 

contexts for school principals. Scholars have studied principal bridging and buffering for 

teacher accountability demands (Rutledge et al., 2010) and curriculum mandates 

(Kohansal, 2015), while other scholars have studied it in the context of “boundary 

spanning” (Anderson & Weiner, 2023; Miller, 2008), alongside “brokering” (Hulme et 

al., 2023), or as “managing parental involvement (Horvat et al., 2010). Other researchers 

have studied the principal’s role in community relations based on the principals’ 

dispositions (Barr & Saltmarsh, 2014), on how to establish the necessary bidirectional 

communication (Wiyono et al., 2023), or on models for responsible community 

engagement (Stanley & Gilzene, 2023).  

Bridging and Buffering 

One key and challenging responsibility for school leaders, as evidenced by 

empirical research, has been the role of being a “buffer” and “bridge,” a concept 

originated by Honig and Hatch (2004). Honig and Hatch’s (2004) article provided a 

literature review and conceptual framework, although their focus was on schools as 

institutions making buffering and bridging decisions, such as “buffering” themselves 

from “external demands” to determine the “terms of compliance” (p. 23). Honig and 
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Hatch (2004) posited that to “craft coherence,” school leaders must find the right balance 

of activities that sit on a spectrum of bridging (e.g., “blur boundaries between 

organization and environment”) and buffering (e.g., “reinforce borders between 

organization and environment”) (p. 24). However, it is important to note that there must 

be someone, typically the school principal, making those decisions for the institution. As 

such, this literature review was focused on examining the principal’s role in bridging and 

buffering.  

Bridging and buffering is particularly relevant to the scope of this study because it 

helped shed light on the role that principals play as liaisons and community relations 

managers in times of macropolitical turbulence and community demands. One study from 

Rutledge et al. (2010), who applied Honig and Hatch’s (2004) framework to school 

principals, employed a mixed-methods approach to examine principal bridging and 

buffering in the context of teacher quality and accountability. Rutledge et al.’s (2010) 

study included a sample of 30 principals from a Florida school district, utilizing 

interviews and a ranking activity to collect both qualitative and quantitative data, 

respectively. The authors used ranking questions to generate a “bridging measure” on a 

zero-to-three scale and used simple and partial correlations to identify potential patterns 

and trends. They also conducted two-hour interviews with these principals, asking them 

to describe the pupils at the school and the vision for their schools, as well as their hiring 

policies. The authors used NVivo to code their qualitative data and cited their memo 

writing and group cross-checking about their memos as a trustworthiness measure. 

The authors claimed that, while the qualitative portion of their study provided 

insight into how school administrators navigated those policies, the quantitative ranking 
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data might reflect their working hypotheses about principals’ bridging and buffering. For 

example, the authors were able to demonstrate that the principals studied trended toward 

bridging rather than buffering when it came to teacher quality accountability policies; 

however, they also found that the principals navigated a complex set of tensions, 

including what constituted a “quality” teacher (Rutledge et al., 2010). The authors also 

emphasized a limitation to Honig and Hatch’s (2004) framework, which was that it did 

not account for what, exactly, the school leader may be bridging and buffering.  

Although Rutledge et al. (2010) explained the manner in which they arrived at the 

“composite measure of buffering and bridging” (p. 231) in the quantitative part of their 

study and shared their statistical significance p-values for their simple correlations, most 

quantitative statistical scholars have suggested a sample size of at least 30 subjects 

(Fraenkel & Wallen, 2009), which implied that Rutledge et al.’s (2010) study may not 

have been as robust in its quantitative data as it was in its qualitative data as it just met 

the minimum suggested number. The authors stated that their findings have implications 

for policy and practice regarding bridging and buffering, but specifically between district 

administrators and staff. This is one of its delimitations, as the authors chose to focus on 

district officials and teachers; however, it did not include principal bridging and buffering 

with the broader community. A further search for more empirical studies on principals 

specifically as “bridge and buffer” within the school community yielded limited results. 

As such, there remains a gap in the literature for how principals might act as bridges and 

buffers in the community, and not just for policies but also for politics, which this study 

will seek to remediate.  
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A study from Kohansal (2015) also focused on bridging and buffering by 

principals between district officials and teachers. The author focused on two school 

districts in California, and the author used a qualitative design, interviewing 16 teachers, 

four reading teachers, four principals, and four district officials. The author was 

interested in determining how the principals used bridging and buffering while 

implementing curriculum imposed by the state (Kohansal, 2015). Kohansal (2015) 

supplemented the interviews with observations in classrooms, accompanying field notes 

during professional development workshops, and information from district websites. The 

author also emphasized the practice of reading and rereading the data but did not share 

other trustworthiness measures taken to bolster the qualitative data. However, because 

Kohansal (2015) interviewed teachers and reading specialists alongside the four 

principals of focus, the data was somewhat triangulated, rather than solely reliant on the 

principals’ perspectives. 

Kohansal (2015) found that “the more the principals buffered, the more 

independent the school was from institutional expectations” and that “the more the 

principal bridged, the more the school conformed to institutional expectations, and the 

less involved the teachers were in the processes of instructional decision making” (p. 

649). This study provided valuable insight into the impact that principals can have on 

their schools through decisions to bridge or buffer; however, a delimitation of both the 

Rutledge et al. (2010) and Kohansal (2015) studies was that they did not demonstrate the 

impact of bridging and buffering between school community members, like families, and 

school staff, which is relevant in the broader context of navigating community relations 

during macropolitical turbulence. These findings imply that a principal’s decisions and 
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actions may have a direct impact on the extent to which the school can operate 

independently from a larger institution (e.g., a district) in the face of macropolitical 

challenges.  

A principal’s role is particularly important in the context of macropolitical 

turbulence, because although many formal communications from schools come from the 

district office—namely, the superintendent—the principal will often serve as the “bridge” 

and the “buffer” between the community and the school and is typically seen as more 

accessible than a district leader (Kohansal, 2015). Additionally, the existing literature on 

evolving responsibilities of school principals, or on turbulence and crises in schools, does 

not have significant implications for practice unless scholars also understand those 

phenomena in the context of the principal’s duty to the school community (Porterfield & 

Carnes, 2014). How has leadership training prepared principals for making sense of a 

crisis, or responding to a political event, but more importantly, what impact has that had 

for principals’ relationships with the school’s community? Because public schools serve 

the community, and principals must be able to be the bridge between the community and 

the external and often higher-up directives they receive, it is important to also investigate 

principals’ role as buffers and bridges. 

One study that did extend Honig and Hatch’s (2004) bridging and buffering 

model to external community members was the study from Hulme et al. (2023). The 

authors posited that during the COVID-19 crisis, principals demonstrated not only 

bridging and buffering, but also a third dimension: “brokering” (Hulme et al., 2023). 

Brokering has involved “the negotiation of common understandings, shared professional 

language and temporary agreements… to support more effective joint work” (Hulme et 
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al., 2023, p. 173). This brokering happened between school principals and teachers, 

students, and families. This qualitative study included interviews with 12 “headteachers” 

(i.e., principals) in the United Kingdom (U.K.), and the authors focused on how these 

leaders “crafted coherence” (Honig & Hatch, 2004) during the crisis of the pandemic.  

Hulme et al. (2023) identified these leaders’ use of bridging, buffering, and 

brokering as adaptive leadership strategies. The authors were careful to note that they 

made sure to obtain informed consent using Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research, 

and that their study was not meant to be generalizable due to its small sample size. They 

employed a thematic analysis of their interview data, using repeated cross-case analysis 

along “four dimensions of adaptive leadership in the context of ambiguity: agentic (local 

decision making), collaborative (external relationships), emotional (ethos of care) and 

relational (collegial)” (Hulme et al., 2023, p. 166). Hulme et al.’s (2023) study began to 

address a gap in the literature around how school leaders navigate bridging and buffering 

in their communities during times of crisis and provided the additional lens of brokering 

to bolster the collaborative or bidirectional aspect of this navigation. 

The authors of this study found that there are relationships between schools and 

care, schools and district-level governance, as well as schools and higher-level 

governance (Hulme et al., 2023). In their findings, Hulme et al. (2023) identified that the 

school leaders had to bridge between their school and allied agencies, broker by sharing 

language and agreements, and buffer by resisting challenges to their jurisdictions. In this 

way, the authors of this study were able to shed light on how headteachers in the U.K. 

were able to navigate community or external relations in a time of crisis.  
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Given that the focus of this study will be American K–12 principals, and that it 

will include principals from a variety of types of schools and not just independent 

schools, the results of Hulme et al.’s (2023) study only provided a slice of potential 

insight on how school leaders bridge, buffer, and broker between their school and their 

community. The study also highlighted that the plethora of existing school crisis 

management research only focused on crises with a clear beginning and end, such as 

natural disasters (Hulme et al., 2023). As such, the authors were able to identify an 

additional research gap, one that depicted how school principals can navigate community 

relations during ongoing crisis, or turbulence, which I will explore in a later section. 

Boundary Spanning 

Even though Honig and Hatch’s (2004) bridging and buffering existed on a 

spectrum, the authors’ framework also implied a dichotomous choice between either 

further solidifying or further removing boundaries. Other studies have examined the 

concept of “boundary spanning,” which instead provided insight on how school leaders 

must exist at that boundary, even if they might not have actively sought to only reinforce 

or only blur that boundary. For example, Anderson and Weiner (2023) conducted a study 

that framed “crisis leadership as boundary spanning,” in which the authors used a 

qualitative design (p. 1). Anderson and Weiner (2023) interviewed 120 principals from 

36 different schools across the United States in rural, suburban, and urban settings to 

describe how school principals managed “up, down, and outwards to lead the response” 

to COVID-19 (p. 1). These principals shared that their autonomies are constrained by 

district leaders and higher-up agencies and governmental organizations. The authors 

stated that principals are thus more like “middle managers” than CEOs. Anderson and 
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Weiner (2023) called this middling position “boundary spanning,” which involved 

managing upwards (to the central office or superintendent), downward (to teachers and 

students in the school) and outwards (to the wider school community). Anderson and 

Weiner (2023) emphasized the importance of considering “the intersection of boundary 

spanning and crisis leadership,” because the skills are essential in times of crisis, during 

which mistrust usually runs rampant (p. 4). 

The results of this study included ways in which principals managed up toward 

districts by interpreting mandates and pushing back when necessary, managing down by 

communicating information to teachers, students, and families by using existing 

structures (e.g., department chairs), and managing outwards by engaging families to 

explain changes, receive feedback, and share resources (Anderson & Weiner, 2023). A 

major implication from Anderson and Weiner’s (2023) study was that principal 

preparation programs must be able to adequately train preservice principals in boundary 

spanning skills, including “communication and information sharing, trust and 

relationship-building, advocacy, and collaboration” (p. 16).  

Anderson and Weiner’s (2023) study was robust, as it included a wide range of 

schools from various parts of the United States and detailed the thematic coding data 

analysis the authors used. The authors did not, however, provide much information about 

trustworthiness, only stating that the team of researchers analyzed the data together to 

ensure reliability between researchers. The authors ultimately demonstrated that district 

leaders must invest energy into supporting principals in boundary spanning but left room 

for future research that could focus solely on the managing outwards dimension. 

Particularly because there have already been many studies about managing upward and 
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downward, Anderson and Weiner (2023) demonstrated a gap in research that focuses 

specifically on the third dimension (i.e., outward) of this three-dimensional framework 

for thinking about principals’ navigation of community relations during crisis. This 

research will attempt to address that gap. 

Parental Engagement for Community Relations 

Existing literature reviews have showcased the key skills needed for community 

relations. For example, Stanley and Gilzene (2023) proposed in their literature review the 

L.E.A.P. model (listening, engaging, advocating, and partnering) for leaders to 

effectively engage with their communities. This model used a “critically oriented praxis” 

that included “critical self-reflection,” which the authors emphasized is necessary in 

leadership preparation. However, Furman (2012) argued in her literature review that 

despite the importance of critical consciousness, there have not been enough specific 

recommendations around how to foster those skills or improve upon that consciousness. 

 Some researchers have conducted studies on parents as community members and 

how they perceive a principal’s capacity for spanning outwards. In Barr and Saltmarsh’s 

(2014) study, the parents interviewed shared that they viewed principals as having the 

challenging job of being an “entrepreneur and risk manager” (p. 496). That is, parents 

saw principals as reputation managers for the schools, which implied that they also 

expected principals to know the community well, as they saw themselves as stakeholders 

or even clients. They further attributed a principal’s availability with inclusivity in the 

community, and unavailability with issues in the principal’s “motivation and personality” 

(Barr & Saltmarsh, 2014, p. 497).  
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In Barr and Saltmarsh’s (2014) qualitative study, the authors conducted 22 focus 

group interviews with 174 participants in Australia and took care to note the limitations 

of a focus group format. For example, participants in focus groups with negative 

perspectives might dominate the conversation. The authors emphasized that their 

interview protocol made purposeful space for both positive and negative comments, and 

that the focus groups themselves were not homogeneous. However, there was still the 

persistent risk of individual participants with dissenting opinions feeling silenced in the 

face of a majority voice in the group. One of the key findings from these focus groups, 

however, is that principals have a responsibility to be not just “entrepreneurs and 

‘impression managers’ but… [also] relationship builders in their communities” (Barr & 

Saltmarsh, 2014, p. 501). This has implications for the scope of this study, as principals 

may share experiences of both managing “impressions” and continuously building 

relationships in the face of macropolitical pressure. 

Barr and Saltmarsh (2014) emphasized that parents found principals’ leadership 

skills for explicitly modeling parent engagement for their staff and creating a welcoming 

environment were the most important factors for community relations. That is, although 

literature reviews have shown the importance of principals listening to and advocating for 

the community members, Barr and Saltmarsh’s (2014) study added the layer of modeling 

parental engagement for staff as a key component of fostering positive community 

relations. Furthermore, the methodology behind their study, which involved conducting 

focus groups with parents, provided direct insight into how much parents found that 

availability, advocating, and listening from principals to be effective.  
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Importantly, this type of relationship building has depended heavily on context. 

To understand how school principals act as a bridge or buffer with the community, it has 

also been necessary to examine who makes up the community and what differences exist 

between school personnel and community members. This has included differences 

between a school’s principal or even its teaching staff and its community members, 

which has been particularly common with mostly middle- or upper-class White educators 

in communities with racial minorities from lower socioeconomic statuses, leading to a 

chasm between staff and families (Horvat et al., 2010). Gross’s (2020) idea of 

positionality and Weick’s (1988) emphasis on “enacted environments,” in that the milieu 

within which the principal exists matters, have demonstrated the importance of 

community relations based on situational context. The research from Horvat et al. (2010) 

was a qualitative case study, and the authors interviewed 21 parents, five teachers, three 

principals, two students, and one staff member. They also collected observational data 

from each setting and demographic data from the U.S. Census. Horvat et al. (2010) 

recognized that a case study can be limiting in terms of generalizability of its findings 

and can even run the risk of participants “overly romanticizing the past” (p. 704). 

However, the authors did collect data from a variety of stakeholders at the three school 

sites, and from a span of 30 years, which provided a richness evident in the results.  

 Horvat et al. (2010) chose to focus on a large city in the Northeastern United 

States over the course of 30 years. This long range allowed the authors to compare 

different management styles over the course of the 30 years, identifying that although all 

three leaders in the case study engaged community members meaningfully and leveraged 

relevant resources with care, they also knew the importance of maintaining thoughtful 
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boundaries with families (Horvat et al., 2010). The student population of the case study 

school was originally primarily Black and came from low-income families, but over the 

course of the 30-year range, the population became more racially and socioeconomically 

diverse. The authors emphasized the importance of using situational or context-based 

perspectives to understand the types of leadership skills and decisions best suited for 

engaging with the parents and fostering positive community relations, particularly with 

changing demographics in the school community.  

The authors implied that principals’ work in community relations has required 

both proactive and transparent communication with the caveat of also being able to 

manage appropriate boundaries, an idea that mirrored Honig and Hatch’s (2004) 

framework of achieving balance between bridging and buffering via negotiation of those 

boundaries. A critical conclusion from the case study was that leaders must undergo 

meaningful training to metacognitively acknowledge and address the milieu they are in, 

as well as to leverage the power of community members in an effective way (Horvat et 

al., 2010). This has substantial implications for the scope of this study, as it helped reify 

the concept of “community relations” as more than simply listening to and 

communicating to the community, but rather also understanding the context, placing 

boundaries, and actively managing those relationships. 

 Finally, a study following the COVID-19 pandemic conducted by Wiyono et al. 

(2023) asserted the need for bidirectionality in community relations. The authors argued 

that this bidirectional communication could be achieved through “e-leadership,” which 

they defined as using information and communication technology as a leader. In this 

quantitative study, 100 principals from a 200-person sample in Indonesia completed a 
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questionnaire that generated data that Wiyono et al. (2023) used in a correlation 

coefficient analysis. The findings indicated that although principals used technology well 

in school leadership, they did not do so as much in managing public relations, often due 

to lack of experience, even though studies have shown that they have a responsibility to 

manage public and community relations (Møller, 2012; Owan et al., 2022).  

 The authors of this study employed explanatory research design to attempt to 

explain the phenomenon of e-leadership in community relations (Wiyono et al., 2023). 

Wiyono et al. (2023) used an instrument that included frequency, variation, effectiveness, 

and mastery of technology use along the axes of “public relations communication, 

community involvement, and community support” (p. 6). The authors determined that the 

reliability coefficients were all above 0.7, which implied that the instruments had 

reliability (Wiyono et al., 2023). They used descriptive statistics and structural equation 

modeling to determine how effective the technology usage was on public relations 

(Wiyono et al., 2023). They then used a goodness-of-fit analysis, which determined that 

the principals’ use of technology affected their public relations positively. These 

quantitative measures provided allowed for the authors to examine a large sample size 

and reach some level of generalizability between principals across all of Indonesia; 

however, because they delimited any qualitative data, the study was not able to shed light 

on the principals' perspective on what elements of public or community relations were 

best or worst served by technology. This, combined with the fact that this study was not 

conducted in the United States, left a gap in the literature about how principals in the U.S. 

might utilize technology in meaningful ways to foster positive community relations.  



 70 

Wiyono et al.’s (2023) study showed that communication may often take the form 

of digital communication, and that principals who used digital means for connecting with 

the families were often able to establish meaningful communication with the community. 

But technology is only a tool for effective communication in leadership, not a roadmap 

for action. The authors emphasized that technology is a critical vehicle for developing 

relationships with the community, particularly in the modern age, because it can 

contribute meaningfully to community-based collaborative problem solving. This study 

did not mention how technology might blur boundaries between the school as an 

organization and the community as its environment, as it was not within its scope or 

purpose. This also left space for research that might connect Honig and Hatch’s (2004) 

conceptualization of those boundaries to how leaders might navigate technology and 

community relations, especially when it relates to the hypervisibility of social media.  

 Though there have been many studies on these various dimensions of bridging 

and buffering or community relations, there were still limited data on how principals 

managed these responsibilities in the context of macropolitical turbulence. Questions 

about the degree to which a principal should blur or reinforce boundaries, in times of 

crisis or turbulence, remain unanswered. Though there has been research around 

turbulence in schools and public relations responsibilities for principals, there are still 

gaps in the literature about what constitutes effective community relations as a school 

principal amid macropolitical turbulence, and even how technology might factor into 

these situations. This macropolitical turbulence can be defined as societal-level political 

issues that generate challenges, pressure, or uncertainty for a school community. In the 
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next section, I turned to examples of “macropolitical” turbulence, and how it has led to 

issues for the larger school community and the principal at its helm. 

Macropolitical Turbulence and Schools as Political Battlegrounds 

 The United States educational system, though relatively new compared to its 

international counterparts, has been fraught with politicization for decades, whether 

around backlash against communism, racial integration efforts, sex education, or 

“acceptable” books in schools (Alleyne, 2022; Benedict, 2023; Foster, 1997; Kammer & 

Maestas, 2023; Reber, 2005; Schultz, 2022). Hartman (2015) asserted that the 1960s 

marked an era of divide for the nation, when pluralism, secularism, and feminism 

collectively pushed against the White, Anglo-Saxon, and Protestant values upon which 

the nation was founded. Hartman (2015) further argued that education has therefore long 

been a “proxy for arguments about whose values will shape the nation’s future” (p. 200).  

The existing literature on macropolitical turbulence in schools and how principals 

navigate or manage macropolitical issues is disjointed. I first utilized literature reviews 

and conceptual frameworks about macropolitics and turbulence to frame my search 

(Bacharach & Mundell, 1993; Beabout, 2012; Gross, 2020). A national report from 

Pollock et al. (2022) focused on the current political battle over perceptions of critical 

race theory (CRT) in schools as a “conflict campaign,” and served as one source of 

empirical data on how schools and educators more broadly have been experiencing this 

macropolitical issue. Pollock et al.’s (2022) report was not focused solely on principals 

but rather delineated how these campaigns impacted educators broadly who experienced 

“hostile environments” over perceived “CRT” curricula, some of whom were principals 

who expressed fear over being attacked for their schools’ efforts to teach about race or 
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with culturally responsive practices (p. vii). Another national report from Rogers et al. 

(2022) focused on the effect of political conflicts and division on public schools, offering 

implications for principals and schools in considering how to best support dialogue and 

democracy amidst this conflict. Finally, a third national report from Jochim et al. (2023) 

did address macropolitical tensions and their effects on schools, but focused on district 

leaders (i.e., superintendents) rather than school principals. Furthermore, these studies 

were conducted by the UCLA Institute for Democracy, Education, and Access; the Civic 

Engagement Research Group; and the Center on Reinventing Public Education and Rand, 

respectively, rather than published as an empirical study through a peer-reviewed journal. 

Other research has shown how principals navigate the micropolitical decision-

making issues, but against the backdrop of a macropolitical context, including resistance 

to change, COVID-19 school reopening, or Muslim school leadership post-9/11 

(Almontaser, 2018; Singer et al., 2023; Starr, 2011), though this was not necessarily 

connected to a macropolitical change or issue. There were also many studies on the 

impact of conflict over a macropolitical issue such as CRT on schools more generally, 

though none of them focused on first-hand accounts from principals’ perspectives 

(Blosser & Cavendish, 2023; Hamilton, 2021; Hodge et al., 2023; Kaplan & Owings, 

2021; Koyama, 2023; Liou & Alvara, 2021). There were also studies about educators 

talking about their experiences with student activism (Kwako et al., 2023; Mansfield & 

Lambrinou, 2022; Variyan & Gobby; 2022) or discussing issues around race, gender, and 

sexuality (Eisenberg et al., 2012; Journell, 2017; Payne & Smith, 2018; Pollock et al., 

2023; Shah et al., 2023; Walker et al., 2022). The available studies on school leadership 

and macropolitical issues each examined singular or isolated issues, rather than 
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prompting principals to make sense out of patterns or connections between these issues, 

which will be the focus of this study. 

Defining Macropolitical 

“Macropolitical” can be defined as relating to external interest groups and forces 

outside of the school, especially because schools—as public-sector organizations—are 

expected to reflect the values of their communities (Bacharach & Mundell, 1993). This 

has manifested often in America’s two-party system, when interest groups and organizers 

from one party or the other can put pressure—directly or indirectly—on organizations 

like schools to further a political cause from their side of the political divide (Pollock et 

al., 2022). This has been in direct contrast with the micropolitical, which may be based in 

ideology, organizational goals, or means of achieving results, but all of which are specific 

to internal organizational systems (Bacharach & Mundell, 1993). An example of 

micropolitical issues in schools may include resource distribution between classrooms or 

power differentials between staff members (Ball, 1987). Though Bacharach and 

Mundell’s (1993) article was not based on an empirical study, it did establish a 

framework through which to examine schools’ relationships with politics. In the context 

of this study, this literature review focused primarily on macropolitical issues, rather than 

micropolitical ones.  

Defining Turbulence 

In Gross’s (2020) turbulence theory, the five characteristics he defined are 

turbulence’s patterns, abruptness, persistence, ongoing development, and potential for 

positive change. I chose to focus on turbulence theory in this study rather than on crisis 

management primarily because macropolitical pressure is often ongoing and moderate or 
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severe in nature, according to Gross’s (2020) scale of light, moderate, severe, and 

extreme turbulence. On the other hand, the literature on crisis leadership typically defines 

a crisis in schools as an event that threatens a school’s identity (Pepper et al., 2010). 

Examples of these crises include 9/11, natural disasters, school shootings, state takeovers, 

or rezoning. Existing literature reviews have emphasized that crisis management 

situations may lead to leadership attrition, and that innovative ways of preparing leaders 

may be necessary (Bailey et al., 2022). Turbulence, in contrast, can be seen as more of a 

constant, albeit with varying degrees of severity (Gross, 2020). Gross (2020) also 

highlighted that turbulence can even be a positive or constructive force, extending the 

metaphor of flight turbulence by stating that turbulence is required to take off into the air. 

In Beabout’s (2012) feature essay, he defined turbulence as “the perception of potentially 

disruptive forces in an organization's environment or operating conditions and 

perturbance as a social process in which people respond to turbulence by considering 

organizational practice” (p. 17). Though this was also not an empirical study, it set forth a 

conceptual framework that helped clarify and differentiate between turbulence, 

perturbance, and disruption.  

With turbulence comes the pressure to act, and school leaders may experience this 

pressure or the resistance to how they choose to act in response to demands (Beabout, 

2012). In this regard, navigating community relations is not just about the relationship 

between families and principals, it also implicates politicians and the press. Both 

Beabout’s (2012) literature review and Gross’s (2020) turbulence theory provided clarity 

for the parameters of how I consider macropolitical turbulence, and the empirical studies 
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I do focus on in this section will fall primarily under the classifications of “light, 

moderate, or severe turbulence.”  

There have been many studies on school leadership in moments of crisis, some of 

which I will explore in a later section of this review (De Voto et al., 2023; Lenarduzzi, 

2015); however, the existing literature does not include much empirical evidence about 

school principals in moments of turbulence or specifically macropolitical turbulence. As 

such, this study will seek to address that gap and build upon how macropolitical events 

and tense political climates fit into frameworks of crisis management and turbulence 

theory. 

Principals and Micropolitical Issues Against a Macropolitical Backdrop 

The existing research studies that attempted to address the question of principals 

navigating macropolitical pressure and turbulence were limited. However, there have 

been some studies about principals’ micropolitical issues within the school against a 

macropolitical backdrop. One such study conducted over the course of three years in 

Australia that focused on school principals examined how politics are linked to resistance 

to change that principals might face. In this study, Starr (2011) emphasized that 

resistance can be passive or active, violent or non-violent, and may take the form of legal 

action or even the threat of litigation. The authors asserted that formalized complaints and 

lawsuits have been increasing, which reflected a generalized macropolitical change in 

public belief that these complaints can stop unwanted change from school principals 

(Starr, 2011). Thus, principals’ work in community relations have also extended into 

formalized governmental structures, such as complaints and even lawsuits, further 

complicating the implications of how principals navigate this turbulence. Worth noting 
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was that Starr (2011) did not explicitly use the language of “turbulence,” but did write 

more generally about “major change” (p. 646). 

Starr (2011) utilized grounded theory and conducted 100 interviews with 

Australian principals with varying levels of experience. She used inductive processing to 

analyze insights with “macro, meso and micro” experiences that mirrored the 

differentiation between macro- and micropolitics (Starr, 2011, p. 649). The principals 

Starr (2011) interviewed all perceived resistance to change as having negative 

connotations and recalled experiences of staff and community members sending death 

threats, vandalizing property, engaging in sabotage of the principals’ career, or voting 

“no confidence” in a council (p. 650). Principals also shared that they generally 

understood resistance to change, but that repeated cycles of change have led to 

disenchantment with change and thus increased resistance. They also stated that they 

have experienced a reduction in their own power as principals, and that litigation 

especially has undermined their efforts to effectively lead in positive change (Starr, 

2011). Other key findings included an increasing culture of complaint that principals 

have experienced in their roles, and that principals see themselves as “purveyors of 

unpopular policies and procedures” (Starr, 2011, p. 656). 

Although the author described some elements of her methodology, including the 

makeup of her sample and the type of qualitative study conducted, she did not include 

any mention of how she coded and analyzed her data, nor did she describe her techniques 

to ensure trustworthiness. She shared many direct quotes and excerpts from her 

interviews, which clarified principals’ perceptions. The scope of this study only included 

macropolitical elements that relate directly to school policies, such as ones for enrollment 
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or standardized testing, and therefore provided limited insight into how other broader 

political issues impact principals.  

 Another example of a study that endeavored to explore principals’ experiences in 

dealing with micropolitical issues against a macropolitical backdrop was about COVID-

19 school reopening. Conducted by Singer et al. (2023), this study focused on public and 

charter schools from five urban school districts during 2020–2021. The authors 

interviewed 56 school and district leaders, from Denver, Detroit, New Orleans, Portland, 

and Washington, D.C., including public data and additional interviews from families. 

Singer et al. (2023) highlighted that partisanship and context both mattered because 

values and culture impact the community members and the leaders.  

 Singer et al. (2023) selected these five school districts to provide a range of 

governance structures and contexts and explained briefly what made the districts different 

from one another. This study was not focused solely on school principals but did find that 

the 15 principals interviewed used surveys to inform their decision-making, emphasizing 

that there wasn’t a vehicle for understanding collective parental perspectives and 

opinions. There was also a race- and class-based inequity problem in the backdrop of 

these micro-politics, where white, affluent students more often chose in-person learning 

than their Black and lower income counterparts (Singer et al., 2023). Another key finding 

from this study was that due to New Orleans residents’ experience with Hurricane 

Katrina, the New Orleans community demonstrated open-mindedness toward centralized 

decisions, further proof that context mattered in navigating these political issues (Singer 

et al., 2023). These findings connected to Mutch’s (2015) contextual or situational 

element of factors that can influence school principal decisions.  
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The authors further argued that decision making had to be responsive to local 

conditions and politics (Singer et al., 2023). This implied that in understanding how 

school leaders navigated contentious issues, whether micropolitical or macropolitical, 

understanding local political dynamics can be paramount. However, it was not within the 

scope of this study to focus on what those local political issues or their respective 

dynamics were in terms of partisan disagreement over pandemic restrictions beyond 

schools. Though this was not the intended goal of Singer et al.’s (2023) study, it revealed 

some potential for future research that might probe principals on what they perceive the 

local political issues to be.  

 Finally, Almontaser’s (2018) study on Muslim principals post-September 11th 

(9/11) provided additional insight about how principals navigate micropolitical relations 

within their schools against the macropolitical backdrop of post-9/11 Islamophobia. 

Almontaser (2018) focused on the lived experiences of 14 Muslim principals in American 

public schools post-9/11. This was a phenomenological study, which was an appropriate 

design for understanding the lived experiences of these principals, and had participants 

from the Northeastern, Southern, Midwestern, and Western regions of the United States. 

Almontaser (2018) interviewed each participant twice, and then analyzed the findings 

based on categories and themes using Edelman’s (1988) political spectacle lens. Edelman 

(1988) stated in his text on political spectacle that “it is language about political events, 

not the events in any other sense, that people experience; even developments that are 

close by take their meaning from the language that depicts them” (p. 104).  

 Almontaser (2018) noted that one limitation of her study was that there may have 

been limited responses from participants due to fear of retribution, especially against the 
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backdrop of post-9/11 Islamophobia. The participants shared that the tense political 

climate impacted their leadership and their interactions with community members, and 

that the media also impacted them and their leadership (Almontaser, 2018). This study 

was highly relevant to this literature review because it not only focused on school 

leadership during a macropolitically turbulent time, but it also highlighted the relevance 

and importance of media in how these principals navigated their roles and 

responsibilities. In fact, Almontaser (2018) reported that the word “media” was the most 

frequently used word by the participants, as it appeared 143 times in her data.  

 The author pointed out that her sample size was limited, as she could not identify 

many Muslim school leaders, so she cautioned that her results may not have been 

generalizable to all Muslim public-school principals (Almontaser, 2018). She also 

emphasized that more research should be conducted about principals amidst the “political 

spectacle,” especially as it could have deleterious effects on schools (Almontaser, 2018). 

This study will aim to address that gap. 

 These studies were less about school principals being called upon to respond 

directly to a macropolitical issue, which will be the focus for this study, and more about 

micropolitical conflict against a macropolitical backdrop. The Starr (2011) study had a 

backdrop of changing public perceptions of school governance, the Singer et al. (2023) 

study had the backdrop of conflicting opinions on school reopening during the pandemic, 

and the Almontaser (2018) study had the backdrop of Islamophobic sentiment post-9/11.  

Principals and Macropolitical Student Activism 

Another dimension of how principals might navigate macropolitics has arisen 

when students at their schools get involved in activism. For example, students have taken 
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charge in activism around climate change (Variyan & Gobby, 2022), gun violence 

(Kwako et al., 2023), and name changes proposed for schools presented by activists as 

anti-racist work (Mansfield & Lambrinou, 2022). There have been many ways in which 

principals might face macropolitical pressure from the school community, but this section 

will focus specifically on pressure from students. 

Variyan and Gobby’s (2022) critical analysis of news articles from Australia 

revealed that school leaders have struggled to manage discourse around politics, because 

any position taken can in turn lead to more discourse and backlash. Principals have 

therefore often been in a bind, trying to manage the emotionally fraught community and 

press while also trying to fulfill their responsibilities as school leaders. Although the 

authors of this study did not collect primary empirical data from principals themselves, 

they analyzed newspaper articles using a critical thematic analysis to identify patterns in 

how school leaders have communicated around student activism against climate change. 

Although this study took place in Australia, it showed that polarized views along party 

lines have been something that principals must consider (Variyan & Gobby, 2022). The 

authors emphasized that principals tried to achieve a balancing act between media 

attention, student safety, and student voice (Variyan & Gobby, 2022). 

The authors of this study also found that principals reported finding difficulty in 

managing the media in these macropolitically turbulent moments, and that they often 

decide between choosing a side, claiming a neutral stance, or saying nothing at all 

(Variyan & Gobby, 2022). Another key finding was that the press would often cover 

principals “in reaction to the ‘emergency’ of student activism rather than the emergency 

of the climate crisis itself” (Variyan & Gobby, 2022, p. 11). This provided a unique 
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insight into the experiences of principals navigating macropolitical issues. That is, 

principals may often find themselves navigating the community’s reaction to the 

macropolitical issue, rather than the issue itself.  

Although this study provided insight into how principals might navigate 

macropolitical issues when they arise through student activism, it did not provide 

qualitative empirical data directly from principals through interviews, instead drawing 

from news reports. Though the purpose of Variyan & Gobby’s (2022) study was not to 

collect firsthand experiences from principals, the methodology they chose necessarily 

filtered quotes from scholars, leaders, and politicians through the lens of various 

journalistic publications. It would be useful for future studies to delve into principals’ 

perspectives on some of the sentiments from those stakeholders.  

Another study from Kwako et al. (2023) focused on principals' responses to 

student gun violence protests. Like Variyan and Gobby’s (2022) study, it included data 

about the different ways principals might choose to respond to macropolitical student 

activism. However, unlike Variyan and Gobby (2022), Kwako et al. (2023) surveyed and 

interviewed principals in U.S. public schools, which was more relevant to the context of 

this literature review. Kwako et al. (2023) used the “deter-manage-educate” framework, 

which offered three possible ways principals might respond to student protests. Deter 

would mean preventing or discouraging students from protesting, manage would involve 

focusing on student safety and daily operations, and educate would include offering 

students ways to learn more about the macropolitical context. The authors highlighted 

that principals can often be found in a challenging situation, because they are scrutinized 
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by district leaders, staff, parents, the media, and even external community members 

(Kwako et al., 2023).  

Kwako et al. (2023) used a mixed-methods method that involved a quantitative 

survey, qualitative interviews to showcase principals’ thinking, and a thematic approach 

to analyzing their data. The survey included questions about principals’ perceptions on 

the impact of potential gun violence in schools, civic learning, their own civic 

engagement, and their experience as school leaders (Kwako et al., 2023). The authors 

were clear about how they framed the survey questions and how they counteracted any 

extremes in their data, which was useful in understanding the nature of their results. 

Kwako et al. (2023) used linear regression analyses on the quantitative data, determining 

that almost all principals chose to manage from the deter-manage-educate framework, 

and hardly any of them chose to deter. Their interviews demonstrated that some 

principals would choose multiple tactics; for example, many would choose both manage 

and educate. They also found that the few principals who chose to deter did so because 

they found protests to be unproductive. However, those who chose to educate did not fall 

on partisan lines. This might have implications for future research on principals’ 

perceptions of their schools’ responsibility for civic education despite political 

polarization.  

Kwako et al. (2023) drew attention to Tinker v. Des Moines Independent 

Community School District, a Supreme Court decision from 1969 that gave high 

schoolers protection to freedom of expression in politics. The authors pointed out that 

future research should clarify the extent to which principals understand Tinker in relation 

to their responsibilities as principals, which has remained a gap in the research. Kwako et 
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al.’s (2023) study was exemplary in its clarity, transparency, and scope, as evidenced by 

their appendices that provided their survey questions, regression results, and qualitative 

codes, which could be extrapolated upon for future research. 

Finally, another study that provided insight into how student activism around 

politics impacts schools came from Mansfield and Lambrinou (2022). Mansfield and 

Lambrinou’s (2022) study was about student activism on “anti-racist policy changes” in 

Alexandria City Public Schools (ACPS) in Virginia (p. 19). This study used public 

transcripts during 16 ACPS events, such as school board meetings and community 

conversations. They identified participants across these events, using three research 

questions, the most relevant of which was the third, which asked how leaders responded 

to students’ activism. They then used focused coding to identify four major themes.  

These four themes were about needing students to be part of policy change, 

understanding students identified in relationship to these policies, identifying a lack of 

cultural competency in schools, and building critical awareness in the community 

(Mansfield & Lambinou, 2022). The authors noted that these events and attitudes formed 

in the aftermath of the Black Lives Matter movement, and that student activism and 

leadership have had a direct impact on these ACPS events. This study was not about 

principals’ experiences with navigating student activism as a macropolitical issue, instead 

focusing on participants in these ACPS events such as students and school board 

members. Furthermore, all events were virtual due to the COVID-19 pandemic, which 

led to limited observational insight into the dynamics at these events. However, this study 

did point out a specific case study of student activism with implications for principals to 

consider how they might respond to similar forms of macropolitical activism. 
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Critical Race Theory as Macropolitical Turbulence 

I turned next to other macropolitical issues that have impacted schools, including 

the debate over critical race theory (CRT), which some families and politicians have 

perceived as a threatening initiative inserted into K–12 schools (Governor of Virginia, 

2022; Hamilton, 2021; Kaplan & Owings, 2021) and some educators have experienced 

distress around navigating amidst the debate (Blosser & Cavendish, 2023; Hodge et al., 

2023). Although Kaplan and Owing’s (2021) article was not an empirical study, it served 

as a review of existing literature and recent political changes in America to help 

principals understand how “CRT” as a moniker has been misused by external political 

interest, which has impacted learning around race or practices rooted in culturally 

responsive pedagogy.  

Another study by Liou and Alvara (2021) did offer empirical data on anti-CRT 

policies, though in a higher education context. Liou and Alvara’s (2021) study took place 

at an Arizonan university but focused specifically on how faculty members prepared 

school leaders for considering antiracism and the anti-CRT movement. This study was a 

self-narrativization, which the authors used to demonstrate the need for higher education 

settings to provide space for faculty to navigate anti-CRT turbulence. However, the 

authors did not include validity measures such as reflexivity practices (e.g., memo 

writing), which left the limitations (i.e., bias) of autoethnographies intact. Furthermore, 

while this study provided helpful context for current anti-CRT political environments, it 

was based in a university setting and did not offer insight for K–12 school principals.  

An empirical study more relevant to the scope of my research was Koyama’s 

(2023) ethnographic study, which focused on Arizona school principals who were asked 
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to reflect during interviews about their experience navigating CRT bans. Not only was 

this study done on K–12 school principals in the United States (i.e., the same participant 

pool as this study), but it was also a recent study that attended to the recent uptick in CRT 

bans in schools, which is an example of macropolitical turbulence for schools. In 

Koyama’s (2023) study, she found that principals first develop an understanding of CRT 

bans by gathering information from sources such as news publications, social media, 

professional development, and existing curricula. Next, these principals worked to find 

other principals to problem solve together and share experiences around these bans.  

A key finding from this study was that principals believed they needed to be 

conscientious about the political leanings and energy of their communities, avoid pushing 

too hard no matter what their own political stances were, and consider potential backlash. 

Some principals also stated that despite their leadership roles, they felt they were in a 

bind, unable to exert real agency over the bans in practice (Koyama, 2023). This had a 

direct connection to Anderson and Weiner’s (2023) concept of principals as boundary 

spanners, as they—in the face of macropolitical pressure—might have limited power 

under their district leaders (e.g., spanning upward) or might often spend a great deal of 

energy focused on potential backlash and are unable to align their actions with their 

political values or the values of their teachers, students, or community members (e.g., 

spanning downward and outward) due to that fear of resistance. 

Although Koyama’s (2023) study provided valuable insight into how school 

principals make sense out of macropolitical turbulence such as CRT bans in schools, 

there are some limitations to her methodology. First, though she stated that she used 

emergent methods for her coding, she did not share in her findings or analysis what the 
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codes or patterns she identified in her analysis were. Instead, she shared direct quotes 

from her interviews and some paraphrased comments that the principals shared 

throughout the study. The only finding she shared was not a theme, but a concern she 

stated was most mentioned by participants or had the highest count in frequency in her 

interviews: being preoccupied with how teachers and families would respond to CRT 

bans (Koyama, 2023). Finally, though 14 principals were interviewed, only five were 

included in the data analyzed and shared. Most ethnographic qualitative research has a 

sample size of between 30 and 50 participants; as such, this study’s sample size was 

relatively small, which limited the scope of data generated (Morse, 1994). The findings of 

this study implied that principals were deeply concerned about their ability to respond to 

CRT bans, specifically with district-level restrictions and capacity to span outwards to the 

community.  

Gender & Sexuality Issues as Macropolitical Turbulence 

Another macropolitical issue that many administrators have encountered has been 

about gender and sexuality in schools. This was demonstrated in Payne and Smith’s 

(2017) study, which focused on 12 educators who had participated in Reducing of Stigma 

in Schools (RSIS) workshops, using semi-structured interviews, written evaluations 

following workshops, follow-up questionnaires, field notes, and phone and email 

communications with school leaders in order to shed light on how principals perceive the 

potential of bringing LGBTQ-centered professional learning to their staff. Payne and 

Smith (2017) used emergent coding and identified key themes from their data, eventually 

analyzing it to find that “barriers to LGTBQ-focused professional development” and “to 

implementing LGBTQ-inclusive practice” were two consistent themes experienced by 
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the participants (p. 196). Payne and Smith (2017) found that the principals they spoke to 

often did not have a good sense of existing LGBTQ issues in their schools, whereas 

assistant principals who dealt with discipline and guidance counselors seemed much 

more in the know. Furthermore, principals who were resistant to the idea of this 

professional learning were either unaware of LGBTQ concerns in the school or worried 

about appropriateness or backlash from the community if implemented. The authors 

claimed that principals who resisted for the latter reason saw the controversial nature of 

the topic to mean that they would have to reach consensus to avoid backlash (Payne & 

Smith, 2017). An implication from this study was that deeper knowledge about the 

controversial macropolitical issue might help the principal feel more equipped to respond 

to demands, concerns, or requests around that issue. 

Although the authors did not provide descriptions of the trustworthiness of their 

study, they did express the wide variety of data sources they pulled from, which aided in 

triangulation. An additional limitation of their study was that although there were many 

participants in the RSIS workshop itself, they were only able to interview 12 educators, 

and the results cannot be generalized to how other leaders feel outside of Central New 

York, where this workshop was offered and the study was conducted. This study, despite 

these limitations, was able to frame LGBTQ rights and concerns as a macropolitical issue 

that impacted how they conceived of their leadership and their school as a battleground 

for those politics.  

Another macropolitical issue that has generated turbulence for schools has been 

transgender bathroom rights. A conceptual paper by Journell (2017) analyzed North 

Carolina’s 2016 House Bill 2 regarding the issue of transgender bathroom rights. This 
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article was a review of existing literature, utilizing common frameworks and making an 

argument, though it itself was not an empirical study. It did, however, offer a look at a 

recent and relevant form of macropolitical turbulence in schools. Both the Payne and 

Smith (2017) and Journell (2017) studies positioned LGBTQ issues as macropolitical 

concerns that continue to be relevant in schools. However, the Payne and Smith (2017) 

study focused on how principals considered these concerns internally, that is, in relation 

to professional learning for teachers, rather than in relation to the wider community. The 

Journell (2017) paper, though non-empirical, also looked at leadership and macropolitical 

concerns; however, it focused instead on a theoretical framework around epistemic, 

political, and politically authentic factors for leaders to make decisions around 

transgender bathroom rights. That is, the issue is epistemically open (i.e., contrasting 

views can be held), politically open (i.e., not settled), and politically authentic (i.e., has 

“traction in the public sphere”) (p. 342). As such, this study will aim to bridge that gap in 

focusing on leaders’ external work regarding macropolitical issues in schools through an 

empirical lens, though drawing upon some of Journell’s (2017) framework. That is, the 

issues that the principals in my study may surface will likely meet the three criteria that 

Journell (2017) offered in his framework. 

Another study that offered insight into how gender and sexuality as macropolitical 

issues have affected schools came from Eisenberg et al. (2012). However, this study 

focused on teachers rather than principals. The authors conducted focus groups with 41 

sexuality education teachers in Minnesota and reported that teachers were deeply 

impacted by organizational challenges, including limited support from administrators, 

and structural challenges such as time and resources. The key findings in this study 
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indicated that there are significant challenges—including feedback from parents and 

advocacy groups—for teachers when it comes to teaching about sexuality. The authors 

argued that the findings of their study demonstrated that school leaders need to be 

cognizant of that feedback and to ensure that teachers feel supported in that process. This 

study had the delimitation of focusing on teacher perception, which necessarily meant 

that it did not focus on principals’ perceptions of providing support for sexuality 

education. As such, a gap in the literature remains on how principals navigate the 

political disagreement around sex education in schools. 

Racial Issues in Schools as Macropolitical Turbulence 

A final category of macropolitical issues and their related turbulence that school 

leaders face has to do with racial justice. Shah et al. (2023) conducted an empirical study 

on school district leaders in Ontario, Canada that focused on their experiences leading for 

racial justice. Though this study was not on K–12 principals, nor was it conducted in the 

United States, it did provide oral history interviews that demonstrated certain frameworks 

that leaders might find themselves using in times of political duress: “complicities and 

complexities, accountabilities and alliances, and different metrics, different expectations” 

(Shah et al., 2023, p. 179). The authors used a multiple-case study approach in the 

Greater Toronto Area (GTA), interviewing 12 participants who were Black and Brown 

district leaders and utilizing counter-storytelling to share the experiences of these leaders 

attempting to fight for racial justice in schools. The researchers coded the data and used 

“tempered radicalism” and “applied critical leadership” as frameworks and employed 

bracketing to explicitly name biases from the research team. This study, unlike the others 

mentioned above, was not about a macropolitical pressure from the community, but 
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rather about district officials fighting for racial justice—itself a political issue—and 

navigating the turbulence that can come with that fight. 

Though there are a myriad of examples of how macropolitical events and issues 

impact K–12 schools, there was limited empirical evidence about how that macropolitical 

turbulence impacted schools when it arrives at their proverbial doors, and even less 

evidence about what school principals did in the face of that type of turbulence. Due to 

that gap in the available literature, I turned next to research around school principals and 

their sensemaking in crisis, rather than in macropolitical turbulence.  

Principals’ Sensemaking in Crisis 

While there may have been limited research around school principals in the face 

of macropolitical turbulence, there has existed a wide breadth of empirical studies on 

school principals in moments of crisis, whether they be natural disasters, school 

shootings, state takeovers, or any other event defined by Pepper et al. (2010) as 

threatening a school’s identities and practices. Pepper et al. (2010) further offered a 

matrix for analyzing school crises, which included axes between two dichotomies: 

internal–external and predictable–unpredictable. In the context of my study, 

macropolitical crises could be considered external-predictable or external-unpredictable, 

depending on the situation. One could argue that macropolitical turbulence, if considered 

ongoing in varying degrees, might be conceptualized as external-predictable, in that 

principals should anticipate that there will always be some level of disruption to schools 

or their leadership from a political issue. 

School leaders have already been up against a role with constantly evolving 

responsibilities, and that role has become further complicated in moments of abrupt 
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change or crisis. Anderson and Weiner (2023) emphasized that “dispositional, relational, 

and situational” factors, as defined by Mutch (2015) are important considerations for 

school leaders when they must liaise with their constituents in moments of crisis (p. 5). 

While community relations are important even in supposedly “normal” times, these 

authors posited that it is even more important in crisis moments. In the most “normal” of 

times, these leaders will have to exercise their ability to navigate the multidimensional 

demands of their jobs; however, what happens in moments of turbulence or crisis?  

In this section, I first examined research on crisis management in schools (Barker 

& Yoder, 2012; Beauchamp et al., 2021; Bishop et al., 2015; Brown, 2018; Gainey, 2009; 

Hulme et al., 2023), then sensemaking in different examples of crisis (De Voto et al., 

2023; Evans, 2007; Lenarduzzi, 2015; Murphy & Devine, 2023; Steilen et al., 2024) or 

crisis-like incidents (Koyama, 2014; Sum, 2022; Yamamoto et al., 2014). Finally, I 

reviewed research that became a key part of my conceptual framework on factors of 

sensemaking in crisis (Mutch, 2015). 

Defining Sensemaking 

The existing research on school principals in times of crises often focus on 

sensemaking, a theory put forth by Weick (1995) defined as “a sequence of events 

occurring over time” that “begins as individuals form unconscious and conscious 

anticipations and assumptions, which serve as predictions about future events” (p. 4). 

Weick (1995) offered this sequence as a means of constructing sense out of events that 

involves properties such as being “grounded in identity construction, retrospective, 

enactive of sensible environments, social, ongoing, focused on and by extracted cues, 

[and] driven by plausibility rather than accuracy” (p. 17). Weick (1995) also argued that 
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an increase in complexity and turbulence will in turn lead individuals to rely on habits, 

routines, and well-worn ideas that feel most familiar for them. Weick (1995) further 

posited that ambiguity is an occasion for sensemaking, relevant because ambiguity is a 

hallmark of crises.  

Boin et al. (2017) asserted in their book about crisis management that effective 

leaders must be able to read crisis situations and utilize sensemaking. The literature 

revealed that sensemaking, as it relates to the leader’s own identity and self-perception, 

matters when it comes to principals’ responses to turbulence or crises. Weick (1988) 

originated the term “sensemaking in crisis conditions” to describe the process of asking 

the question: “How can I know what I think until I see what I say?” This necessarily will 

involve “the action of talking” to infer understanding (p. 307). This study, therefore, will 

seek to prompt principal participants to talk through their understanding of the turbulence 

or crises they faced to make meaning out of their experiences. 

School Crisis Management 

The available literature on crisis management in schools was relatively rich 

compared to the other domains of this literature review. There were studies that focused 

on leadership during the crisis of the COVID-19 pandemic (Beauchamp et al., 2021; 

Hulme et al., 2023), as well as studies about leadership after the crisis of school shootings 

(Barker & Yoder, 2012; Brown, 2018) or natural disasters (Bishop et al., 2015). There 

was also a useful study that synthesized elements of school crisis management for many 

types of crises (Gainey, 2009).  

A qualitative study about school leadership during the COVID-19 crisis from 

Beauchamp et al. (2021) revealed that during that crisis, communication was no longer 
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only about standard mechanisms of announcements. Instead, it was necessary to maintain 

the image of a school itself and its identity, given that people were no longer gathering in 

a physical building. This was an especially relevant study because it offered an example 

of a crisis that necessarily removed a typical boundary between school and community, 

as during the COVID-19 pandemic, students were “in school” but at home. Especially 

noteworthy in this study was that some of the principal’s responsibilities as they related 

to “typical” boundaries may have been blurred during the crisis, which demonstrated a 

level of vulnerability that may enhance the school’s image, providing it with texture and 

meaning.  

Beauchamp et al.’s (2021) study focused on 12 headteachers, or principals, in the 

United Kingdom. The authors interviewed each participant for an hour but could not 

triangulate their data using observations due to lockdown restrictions. They also stated 

that their study could have been more robust with multiple perspectives, but the 

restrictions of being in the early stages of the pandemic prevented them from expanding 

their scope. Their five key findings after using open coding and meetings between 

researchers to agree on coding were external expectations, adaptive leadership, emotional 

leadership, communication, and resilience in ambiguity (Beauchamp et al., 2021).  

Though this study was conducted in the United Kingdom, it provided illuminating 

insights into how principals’ communication functioned in times of crisis and argued that 

vulnerability may be a positive feature rather than a drawback. That is, the authors 

offered the possibility that the vulnerability resulting from more bridging might be 

helpful in a moment of crisis. However, the authors did note that the data was based on 

self-reports and within a small participant pool, which limited the generalizability of the 
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study. Furthermore, because this study focused on leadership during the COVID-19 

pandemic, it was delimited to that crisis and the authors made no claims about 

transferability of their five themes to all crises. This left a gap in the literature for future 

research to broaden the interrogation of principals about whether these themes applied 

across different contexts or crises. 

Another study that focused on leadership during the COVID-19 crisis also took 

place in the United Kingdom, with four of the same researchers (Hulme et al., 2023). 

While the Beauchamp et al. (2021) article focused on emotional leadership and 

vulnerabilities, Hulme et al. (2023) focused on adaptive leadership skills of bridging, 

brokering, and buffering, as explored in a previous section of this literature review. 

Other research on school leadership during crises focused on school shootings or 

natural disasters as crises. Bishop et al. (2015) studied school leaders who were affected 

by tornadoes in a region in Alabama, also utilizing Pepper et al.’s (2010) framework for 

crisis management. The authors used a phenomenological qualitative research design, 

employing purposeful sampling to identify nine participants. Four of these participants 

were principals, one was an assistant principal, and the others were at the district level. 

The authors conducted semi-structured interviews and analyzed the data using open and 

axial coding, member checking, peer debriefing, and an external peer reviewer, ensuring 

a relatively high level of trustworthiness.  

Bishop et al.’s (2015) primary findings were in “crisis management, crisis 

leadership characteristics, post-crisis support, and crisis preparation” (p. 222). The 

participants shared that the school leaders acknowledged the importance of being 

decisive, accessible, caring, and mission focused. They also emphasized the value of 
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offering counseling services and highlighted that none of them had a crisis management 

plan in place before the tornadoes occurred. Although they had emergency drill 

procedures, the school leaders stated that they should have been more prepared for a 

crisis of this magnitude. Another key finding from Bishop et al. (2015) was that there was 

value in sharing these schools’ stories, and to establish networks for advice and 

encouragement. This had implications for future research, as it meant that identifying and 

showcasing more first-hand accounts from school leaders about how they have managed 

crises will be valuable. 

There have also been studies done on school leadership and crisis management 

following school shootings (Barker & Yoder, 2012; Brown, 2018). Brown (2018) focused 

on a rural middle school in the South, where multiple community members were killed 

during a shooting. This case study provided insight into the experiences of the principal, 

counselor, and the school community, though the data Brown (2018) collected for the 

case narrative was from the principal. One of the primary findings from the study was 

that the principal learned a lot about handling crises from the shooting, but that leaders 

should not have to experience a shooting to learn how to respond to these types of crises 

(Brown, 2018). This study was highly detailed in the principal’s recount of interactions 

during and after the shooting, but one shortcoming was that it did not include any other 

triangulating data, only offering the principal’s perspective. However, as a richly 

described case study, it could provide other school leaders with the practice and exposure 

needed to prepare for their own potential crises. 

Another example of a study on school shootings came from Barker and Yoder 

(2012), who studied crisis communication following the Virginia Tech school shooting in 
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2007. Although their study was about a higher education setting, the authors made claims 

about crisis management for education settings more broadly. Barker and Yoder (2012) 

conducted a case study, claiming that they collected data from interviews with 

individuals involved with the crisis who communicated with the community, as well as 

from secondary sources. However, the results they shared only seemed to offer secondary 

source data, and there were no excerpts from interviews shown. If Barker and Yoder 

(2012) had conducted a case study with fidelity, they should have included several data 

collection techniques beyond just secondary data from Virginia Tech public 

communications to achieve proper triangulation (Priya, 2021). 

The authors stated that the university had a “University Relations Crisis 

Communication Plan” and an “Emergency Response Plan,” the former which should 

have been updated following previous crises but had not been despite protocol. They 

argued that if the Virginia Tech administration had properly revised the school’s crisis 

plan after the previous crisis, the school may have been able to employ faster means of 

communication (Barker & Yoder, 2012). Barker and Yoder (2012) also claimed that 

every school setting should have a centralized information channel to effectively 

communicate during and following any given crisis, even though students and other 

individuals in the public may release information about the crisis through their own 

personal devices as well. This had implications for future research about “cocreating 

crisis communication with involved publics” (Barker & Yoder, 2012, p. 97). However, 

given that this study was at a university and that the scope of this study was a crisis-level 

event (i.e., a school shooting), it left room for future research to examine how K–12 
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school leaders might view crisis communication similarly or differently for turbulence in 

comparison.  

Another study from Gainey (2009) also focused on crisis communication but 

demonstrated that only 38% of school leaders found crisis management plans helpful, 

because the plans themselves were underdeveloped or even overly developed to the point 

of difficulty in use (Gainey, 2009). That is, although there have been clear connections 

between using crisis management (as a means of bridging between the school and its 

community) and leadership during moments of external turbulence, it is not sufficient for 

leaders to simply develop a crisis management plan as a means of developing community 

relationships.  

Gainey’s (2009) quantitative study utilized questionnaires to address this question 

around crisis management, though her study focused on superintendents and public 

relations managers at the district level rather than principals. The main reason for this 

was likely because crisis plans are often developed at the district rather than school level. 

However, her study still had interesting implications for how leaders may fare in 

community relations in times of crisis. For example, she asserted that those leaders who 

do not speak out in times of crisis will leave wide open spaces for critics to do so instead 

and cited past research that showed that it is near-impossible to meaningfully build a 

relationship with a community during an actual crisis (Gainey, 2009). This may connect 

meaningfully to Honig and Hatch’s (2004) framework of bridging and buffering insofar 

as claiming that a lack of bridging efforts during times of crisis might amount to 

unintentional reinforcement of barriers between the organization and its environment. 
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One limitation of Gainey’s (2009) research, however, was that the two studies she 

conducted were small and local. The first was in South Carolina and surveyed 45 

districts, and the second was in Atlanta and only received eight surveys in total. To 

provide local data, she unfortunately ended up with data that may not be generalizable to 

all American school districts, particularly if districts have vastly different approaches and 

infrastructure to public relations and crisis management. Finally, an important finding 

from Gainey’s (2009) South Carolina-based study was that much of crisis management 

and community relations falls under a typical business’ PR manager’s portfolio, including 

but not limited to ongoing public image work and constant evaluation of public opinion. 

This has implications for whether it is even possible for a principal to be the individual 

responsible for all the bridging and buffering necessary for community relationship 

management during times of turbulence or crisis, not just because principals may not be 

trained for it, but also because of the constraints defined by a district’s public relations 

office or the time restrictions presented by the complex nature of principals’ jobs.  

Sensemaking in Crisis 

There are several empirical studies that investigated how principals use 

sensemaking in times of crisis. For example, Evans’ (2007) study on sensemaking about 

race and demographic changes in schools demonstrated that the principals they 

interviewed revealed a willingness to act in moments of crisis depending on whether they 

determined their school’s identity to be called into question. Although this qualitative 

study was not about macropolitical issues, it did represent what sensemaking revealed for 

school leaders in times of change. As Evans (2007) stated, these leaders recounted their 

experiences of race and demographic change in their districts in a way that attempted to 
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make them justifiable and reflective of their identities. This emphasized how much local 

contexts can affect a principal’s sensemaking. Worth noting was that this study only 

examined three suburban schools, though Evans interviewed at least eight staff members 

at each school and described cross-checking responses against school documents and 

policies. Though the author did not label her study as a case study, it most closely 

resembles this methodology, and the author neglected to discuss the limitations for 

generalizability for a case study (Maxwell, 2013). 

Action in these moments of crises have also depended heavily on perceived 

constraints, even if the principal has been able to critically define his or her own role in 

the context. Existing literature that focused on how principals make sense of their roles 

and positionality in times of crisis include ones facing school closure or COVID-19 (De 

Voto et al., 2023; Lenarduzzi, 2015). In Lenarduzzi’s (2015) qualitative study, he stated 

that in this crisis, principals had some ability to enact decisions and changes in their 

schools; however, there were many constraints from legal or district-level standpoints. 

Principals regularly identified the ability to navigate this positionality as a challenge. 

They used language such as “walking the line” and “balancing act” as they attempted to 

meet the needs of the community and work within the parameters of the district 

(Lenarduzzi, 2015, p. 263). Lenarduzzi’s (2015) study was particularly strong in that he 

acknowledged his reasoning for selecting his narrative methodology and sampling 

process, as well as offering a clear explanation of his data analysis. The study focused on 

Canadian schools rather than American ones and was in response to school closures as a 

critical event rather than a macropolitical event as defined in my study. Still, it provided 
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valuable insight into how a critical event required leaders to reflect on values to ground 

themselves in such an event.  

Lenarduzzi’s (2015) study paired well with De Voto et al.’s (2023) study on 

COVID-19 as a crisis for schools because while the former defined the need for reflective 

practices and centering values in times of crises, the latter further delineated the internal 

and external factors that can drive sensemaking during those crises. In De Voto et al.’s 

(2023) study, the authors used a multiple-embedded case study that focused on two 

school districts in Illinois chosen using purposeful sampling, one that had many resources 

and the other that lacked resources. The researchers used semi-structured interviews with 

school leaders and teachers, as well as governmental documents and a survey that 

measured school responses to COVID-19, then analyzed the data using qualitative 

software with a priori codes in multiple phases. They also self-reported constraints of 

their study, including the fact that they only focused on the state of Illinois and only two 

districts within that state.  

The findings of this study highlighted how in times of crisis, a K–12 principal’s 

ability to engage in sensemaking will be influenced by external elements such as federal, 

state, or local guidelines, and internal ones such as leadership experience and school 

capacities and existing routines (De Voto et al., 2023). As such, De Voto et al. (2023) 

made the argument that leadership preparation programs must include crisis management 

learning and that sensemaking has necessarily hinged upon the existing crisis response 

structures that a school had in place, often a reflection of its available resources.  

Other studies on sensemaking during the COVID-19 crisis included Murphy and 

Devine’s (2023) research on 11 principals from schools in Ireland, and Steilen et al.’s 



 101 

(2024) study on four principals in California and New York. Murphy and Devine (2023) 

focused on exploring sensemaking and how that sensemaking affected the principals’ 

leadership practices, as well as determining what leadership development for crisis 

management could look like in the future based on current needs. The authors leveraged 

the Children's School Lives (CSL) national longitudinal seven-year study, which had a 

sub-study focused on COVID-19. The researchers used semi-structured interviews and 

initial coding with reflexive thematic analysis to identify four themes. These themes were 

about the importance of relationships and communication between the principals and the 

school community, the challenges of instructional leadership, the emotional burdens of 

crisis leadership, and the value of collaboration (Murphy & Devine, 2023).  

Although this study was conducted in Ireland, it was unique in providing rich 

qualitative data on principals’ experiences with sensemaking in a time of crisis. It offered 

particularly valuable insight into the pressing need for adequate preparation for school 

leaders in the domain of emotional support, highlighting that the role has not been 

sustainable in its current iteration (Murphy & Devine, 2023). It would be valuable to 

conduct further similar research, but in the United States instead. 

The study from Steilen et al. (2024) somewhat met that gap, as it provided 

qualitative and longitudinal data about American principals during the COVID-19 

pandemic. It also focused on principal sensemaking, and the authors interviewed these 

four principals four separate times using semi-structured protocols. The researchers 

individually coded the transcripts and then met for inter-rater reliability. The main 

findings were about safety, equity, student and staff support, parents and politics, and 

communication (Steilen et al., 2024). A shortcoming of this study was that it only 
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included four participants, which the authors acknowledged meant limited 

generalizability. They also emphasized that only focusing on two states, New York and 

California, limited the generalizability of the data (Steilen et al., 2024).  

Steilen et al.’s (2024) study added to the existing literature because it offered an 

additional framing beyond sensemaking that included “sensebreaking” and 

“sensesplitting.” That is, sensebreaking involved “disconnecting from previous 

narratives” when parent complaints over the principals’ actions undermined those 

principals’ abilities to make sense out of best practices (Steilen et al., 2024, p. 304). 

Sensesplitting involved a divergence of views, or “the growth of two narratives emerging 

out of the same phenomena” (Steilen et al., 2024, p. 306). In this study, it was evident in 

how principals communicated that they were acting in accordance with public health 

guidance to do what was best for students, whereas parents expressed dissatisfaction with 

those actions, yet still leaning on the health of students as the argument for their 

competing view. 

Steilen et al.’s (2024) study therefore expanded the literature on principal 

sensemaking in times of crisis by drawing attention to the impact external community 

members such as parents can have on a school, and how that impact can push against or 

erode principals’ sensemaking and leadership experiences. The authors posed the 

question about how principals can lead when such different understandings from the 

same phenomenon can arise within a community (Steilen et al., 2024). This study 

therefore left room for future research to begin to address that question and focus on the 

culture of the community in times of change, turbulence, or crisis. 
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Sensemaking in Different Definitions of Turbulence 

Collectively, the literature on sensemaking in crisis shared a common theme of 

promoting more resources and commitment to supporting leaders’ emotional well-being. 

However, some studies did not necessarily focus their methodology on “crisis 

management,” yet still included themes that were similar to those found in crisis 

management literature. Some of these studies, while not explicitly using the language 

“turbulence,” used language that mirrored that of Gross’ (2020) turbulence theory. For 

example, there were studies about volatility, uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity 

(VUCA), or “critical incidents” and other highly volatile moments in education. One 

study conducted by researchers in Australia focused on COVID-19 as a series of crisis 

events for schools; however, it used VUCA as a framework to determine three primary 

conclusions (Sum, 2022). First, Sum (2022) determined that school leaders must make 

sense out of their changing roles (though the authors do not use sensemaking theory 

formally in their writing). Secondly, Sum (2022) emphasized that leadership preparation 

programs need to equip principals with the ability to be uncomfortable with issues. And 

third, Sum (2022) argued that resources need to be funneled toward supporting the 

socioemotional wellbeing of principals in the face of VUCA.  

Sum (2022) utilized an exploratory case study methodology that focused on three 

primary and secondary school leaders in Melbourne, Australia. She used purposive 

sampling to identify leaders that worked in the same district and collected data using four 

rounds of focus groups. Then, she analyzed data by coding the transcriptions and using a 

reflexive thematic analysis to identify findings. Some shortcomings of this research study 

were that it only interviewed three principals (plus one assistant principal), which 
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provided a very limited scope and little generalizability, and that the author did not 

describe any validity measures. The study would have benefitted from other data sources 

for triangulation, as well as member checking and writing memos. However, this article 

did provide insight about principals’ needs while sensemaking by using a common 

framework (VUCA) for crisis management.  

Another empirical study conducted by Yamamoto et al. (2014) offered a 

perspective on how emotions play a role in sensemaking in “critical incidents.” Most 

notably, this study used a theoretical framework that connected a leader’s sensemaking 

with using sensemaking as a naming tool and leveraging discomfort and emotion as a tool 

for leadership development (Yamamoto et al., 2014). The authors used a multi-case study 

phenomenological approach, employing three interviews with open-ended categories 

about emotions and leadership and meaning making during critical incidents (CIs). The 

sample included nine administrators in both suburban and urban public schools. The 

authors then analyzed the data using a coding strategy they applied to transcripts, 

documents, and field notes. The authors claimed credibility through triangulation and 

multiple data sources, as well as member checking, peer debriefing, and reflexive 

dialogue. In fact, this study had some of the most rigorously defined trustworthiness 

measures amongst the studies in this literature review.  

The authors’ findings included themes such as CIs leading to redefinitions of the 

leaders themselves, “a sense of loss of control and a gap” that impacted the leaders, a 

reassessment of who they were as leaders, and sensemaking accomplished by “talking to 

trusted others, self-talk, and for some, turning to their own spirituality” (Yamamoto et al., 

2014, p. 173). These findings were significant in the scope of my literature review for a 
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few reasons. First, though the study used the term CIs instead of crises, and while some 

but not all CIs might meet Pepper et al.’s (2010) definition of a crisis, it did offer findings 

about sensemaking amid incidents that demonstrated turbulence. Secondly, it identified 

specific ways in which principals achieved that sensemaking, such as finding ways to 

match who they thought themselves to be and the actions they took. And finally, this 

study incorporated emotions and metacognitive understandings of those emotions as a 

critical component of that sensemaking. 

Finally, a formative study conducted by Koyama (2014) also offered some 

conclusions about principals’ sensemaking, not during moments of crisis but in the era of 

accountability, which has served as a time of immense change and turbulence, depending 

on the school district or region. Pepper et al. (2010) noted that although some might 

consider “schools to be in a permanent state of crisis” in terms of performance—which is 

closely tied to the accountability movement—by their definition, the accountability era 

may not be considered a crisis but rather more akin to ongoing moderate turbulence. 

However, Koyama’s (2014) study did focus on how principals made sense out of a 

hugely disruptive educational movement (No Child Left Behind, or NCLB), as it was 

locally mandated in New York City. Koyama (2014) posited that principals serve as 

“bricoleurs,” in that they “are skilled at performing diverse tasks by drawing together 

whatever material objects or ideas might be at hand, and not necessarily contingent to or 

destined for completing one kind of task” (p. 281). She interviewed 45 New York City 

principals between 2005 and 2008 in an ethnographic study, during which she used 

NVivo 2.0 to employ two levels of coding. Koyama (2014) shared that she addressed 

potential bias by testing out subcodes with colleagues and reaching “80% intergroup 
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coding agreement” (p. 288). She also stated that she achieved further trustworthiness by 

triangulating with multiple forms of data, including observations and interviews with 

other school staff and organizations, along with participation in relevant hearings and 

meetings. The author argued that principals first must make sense out of the external 

factor (accountability policies) but then enact another form of sensemaking in creating 

their own “bricolages” based on how they understand the human and material resources 

available to them. 

The studies in this section all involved sensemaking, but not in what the 

researchers named as crises or turbulence. However, given the lack of alignment in the 

terminology in the available research and given their relevance to the scope of this study, 

these articles provided a helpful look at how sensemaking can help leaders develop better 

understandings in times of uncertainty. 

Sensemaking Framework in Crisis: Dispositional, Relational, Situational 

Finally, Mutch’s (2015) study went beyond just the emotional dimension of 

leadership in crises by providing a conceptual framework that involved “dispositional, 

relational, and situational” factors that influence leaders in those moments. It could be 

argued that Yamamoto et al.’s (2014) study’s focus on emotions can be fitted in the 

“dispositional” factor; however, Mutch’s (2015) dispositional factor also includes 

“personal qualities, experiences, values, beliefs, personality traits, skills, areas of 

expertise, and conceptions of leadership” (p. 190), creating a more multidimensional 

approach of conceptualizing “disposition.” Mutch (2015) collected data from principals, 

teachers, staff, students, and families from schools selected via purposeful sampling, and 

through semi-structured interviews, supplemented with documents such as art, photos, 
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videos, and other school documents. The data was analyzed using a constant comparative 

method; however, the researcher did not share some of the codes developed in that 

method. Also, although Mutch (2015) shared ethical considerations such as anonymity 

and informed consent, she did not offer explanations of any credibility measures she may 

or may not have taken.  

Mutch (2015) contributed to the existing literature on leadership and crisis 

management by identifying principals’ actions during the recovery stages of crises. In her 

analysis, she concluded that successful principals in crises could draw from 

“dispositional qualities and prior experiences along with the relational skills they had 

honed over time… and managed the on-going crisis by assessing and responding to the 

situational demands in a thoughtful, flexible, and nuanced manner” (p. 193). Though this 

finding did not speak explicitly to sensemaking, it did offer a connection between these 

three factors and how a principal understands a crisis (somewhat akin to sensemaking) 

and can act effectively in response. I drew upon these factors in the conceptual 

framework I designed for this study. 

There has existed a strong connection between the sensemaking cases about 

principals and schools in crisis with macropolitical turbulence. Societal-level political 

issues, when controversial enough to inspire vocal support or opposition from the 

community, can lead to the type of backlash and debate that fits Pepper et al.’s (2010) 

definition of crisis. However, although there has been literature on turbulence theory, 

school crisis management, and sensemaking for principals, these areas of research have 

largely existed in parallel with or even unrelated to one another. The gap in the literature 

is therefore at these elements’ intersection, and further addressing of this gap would help 
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shed more light on how principals understand their positionality and make sense of a 

crisis or near-crisis moment in the face of macropolitical turbulence. 

 This study will seek to highlight principals’ sensemaking around their experiences 

with macropolitical turbulence, whether borne from a macropolitical event or a changing 

political climate. It will ask principals to consider their experiences as they relate to 

boundary spanning (i.e., restrictions from the district or higher-level governance, 

responding to pressure from within or outside their school community), sensemaking 

(i.e., dispositional, relational, and situational factors and their influence on their 

conceptualization of their experiences), and how they respond as leaders (i.e., learn-

define-respond).  

Figure 1 

Conceptual Framework in Literature Review 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 
Overview of Methodology 

The available literature has demonstrated that K–12 school principals have 

experienced a great deal of change to the nature of their jobs over the decades, and that 

different forms of political turbulence and other types of crises can impact their jobs and 

leadership (Jochim et al., 2023; NASSP, 2021; Rogers et al., 2022). Exploring principals’ 

experiences with these macropolitically turbulent issues and their sensemaking around 

those experiences can help scholars, leadership preparation programs, and other current 

principals better understand what school leaders might need to be prepared for these 

moments and how to make sense out of leadership in these moments. 

My study explored how K–12 principals make sense out of navigating community 

relations in the face of macropolitical turbulence and consider their leadership amid that 

turbulence. Research has demonstrated that principals’ responsibilities have changed in 

the past several decades (Jean-Marie et al., 2009; Reid, 20211; Tintoré et al., 2022; 

Winton & Pollock, 20013), and that school leaders have contended with a host of issues 

ranging from operations to human resources to school culture (Lynch, 2012; Shaked & 

Schechter, 2018; Tingle et al., 2019). One of those responsibilities that have been a more 

recent consideration for principals has been public and community relations (Carlsmith & 

Railsback, 2001; Çoruk, 2018; Hess & Kelly, 2007; Mayger, 2023, Møller, 2012; Petzko, 

2008), which is a key component of my study.  

Existing studies have shown that principals have had to act as “bridges and 

buffers” (Honig & Hatch, 2004) and boundary spanners to support stronger community 

relations (Hulme et al., 2023; Kohansal, 2015; Rutledge et al., 2010). Some of the studies 
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that supported this concept have also shown that bidirectional communication and 

boundary spanning are particularly important in times of crisis (Anderson & Weiner, 

2023; Barr & Saltmarsh, 2014; Stanley & Gilzene, 2023; Wiyono et al., 2023). 

School principals have experienced a wide variety of macropolitical turbulence, 

as evidenced by empirical research on specific political issues (Almontaser, 2018; 

Blosser & Cavendish, 2023; Eisenberg et al., 2012; Hamilton, 2021; Hodge et al., 2023; 

Kaplan & Owings, 2021; Koyama, 2023; Kwako et al., 2023; Liou & Alvara, 2021; 

Mansfield & Lambrinou, 2022; Payne & Smith, 2018; Pollock et al., 2023; Shah et al., 

2023; Singer et al., 2023; Starr, 2021; Variyan & Gobby, 2022; Walker et al., 2022). 

Although there is a gap in the literature in how principals make sense out of navigating 

that macropolitical turbulence, there does exist literature on how principals make sense 

out of moments in crisis (De Voto et al., 2023; Evans, 2007; Koyama, 2014; Lenarduzzi, 

2015; Murphy & Devine, 2023; Mutch, 2015; Steilen et al., 2024; Sum, 2022; Yamomoto 

et al., 2014). A study that incorporates elements of sensemaking in crisis to principals’ 

experiences of macropolitical turbulence can address the gaps in the literature on how 

school principals navigate community relations amid macropolitical issues. 

In my study, I employed a basic interpretive design (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016) to 

explore K–12 school principals’ experiences with macropolitical turbulence in their 

school communities. I utilized a semi-structured interview protocol, interviewing 

principals to learn about how they construct an understanding of those experiences 

(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). I then used open and axial coding to conduct a thematic 

analysis of the data, which I achieved by using Atlas.ti to identify initial categories or 
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themes of data, and then finding connections between those categories (Bernard et al., 

2017). 

Research Questions 

The goal of my study is to shed light on K–12 school principals’ experiences 

navigating community relations amid macropolitical turbulence. As such, the following 

primary question guided my study: 

• How do principals navigate community relations during times of macropolitical 

turbulence? 

Furthermore, the following sub-questions will also guide my study: 

● What macropolitical events or political climates have principals perceived as 

generating turbulence for their schools during their tenure, and how or why have 

they generated that turbulence? 

● How have principals responded to these macropolitical events or political climates 

within their school communities? 

● How do principals use make sense of their leadership identity, development, and 

decision-making during times of macropolitical turbulence or changes in political 

climate?  

Epistemology 

In a basic qualitative design, the research is predicated on the idea that 

“individuals construct reality in interaction with their social worlds” (Merriam & Tisdell, 

2016, p. 24). As such, basic qualitative studies rely on constructivism as the guiding 

epistemology. According to Crotty (1998), a constructionist epistemology frames reality 

as “constructed by human beings as they engage with the world they are interpreting” (p. 

43) and that humans can “be described… as engaging with their world and making sense 
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of it” (p. 54). Because this study relied on principals to talk through and about their 

experiences with macropolitical issues that their school communities have faced, it 

necessarily relied on a social constructivist approach, in that it allowed principals to 

construct meaning about their experiences and that it was tied to the social construction 

of the experience as it related to their community.  

Theoretical Framework 

 In my study, I used turbulence theory, crisis leadership in schools, and 

sensemaking theory. Shapiro and Gross (2013) offered a model that included light, 

moderate, severe, and extreme forms of turbulence that include factors of positionality, 

cascading, and stability that can affect how institutions experience that turbulence. The 

authors used positionality and framing as ways to better understand how people 

experience that turbulence and how turbulence can lead to more turbulence, respectively. 

Stability will be the factor I focused on in interviews with principals, prompting them to 

think about how they made decisions to help rebalance their school community amid 

turbulence.  

 Pepper et al.’s (2010) matrix for crisis leadership on axes of predictability and 

external versus internal nature helped form the next part of my theoretical framework. 

Their matrix was paired with six elements of response to crisis, which also guided the 

formation of my interview protocol. Finally, I utilized Weick’s (1995) sensemaking 

theory to serve as the foundation of my methodological choices. Because sensemaking, 

where people articulate their experiences to make sense out of them, is linked to 

constructivism as an epistemology, it made the most sense to select a basic qualitative 

design in this study. 



 113 

Conceptual Framework 

 The conceptual framework for my study was based on Honig and Hatch’s (2004) 

framing of principals serving as bridges and buffers between district-level officials, 

students and staff, and families. Mutch (2015) also offered dispositional, relational, and 

situational factors of leadership in crisis, which became an auxiliary piece of the 

conceptual framework, centered around who the leaders themselves were. Finally, Smith 

and Riley (2012)’s cyclical framework of learning, defining, and responding in crisis 

became the actions-based part of how these leaders operated in response to issues that 

arose in their school communities. In my coding, I relied on this conceptual framework to 

help categorize the data from my interviews with principals during analysis. 

Research Procedures 

I used a basic qualitative interpretive design for the methodology of my research 

study. This was the design most appropriate for the nature of my study because it focused 

on how participants made meaning based on an experience, and I as the researcher 

worked to interpret the collective experiences from that data (Merriam, 2002). This 

methodology lent itself well to capture the lived experiences of school principals, and 

was therefore best suited for my study, which hinged upon sensemaking about those 

experiences.  

Sampling 

I chose K–12 school principals as my participants. I began with a convenience 

sampling based on a secondary connection I had, an assistant superintendent who agreed 

to help me identify principals as potential participants. I decided to use snowball 

sampling from there, intending to reach at least 10 principals through this avenue. 
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Although I initially intended to focus on local Virginia school principals, choosing Zoom 

as my medium for interviews allowed me to expand my sample search to any K–12 

school principals via snowball sampling, as my sampling filters do not include a 

geographical restriction other than the restriction of being based in the United States.  

 Initially, I also intended to have a sampling filter of principals with at least three 

years of experience in at least one school, because four was the national average number 

of years for school principals in their schools (Levin & Bradley, 2019). However, I 

expanded recruitment to any current principals, because it was relevant to the scope of 

this study to hear from principals of varying levels of experience, as these macropolitical 

events and issues remain emergent each year, no matter how many years the principal has 

worked in their role.  

 I sent waves of emails to recruit participants, the first of which was be based on 

convenience sampling, and the second, third, and fourth of which were from snowball 

sampling from existing participants. I obtained emails by using a combination of social 

media advertising and district-level communications and listservs. Within the recruitment 

email, I included a demographic survey that asked participants to share their gender, 

number of years as a principal, number of years at their current school, and an indication 

of their willingness to participate in a semi-structured interview. I also included in the 

email a description of informed consent and measures to maintain confidentiality (see 

“Human Participants and Ethics Precautions”).  

 My sampling occurred between October 2024 and March 2025, which was 

relevant to the context of my research because it positioned my participants’ responses 
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about certain political issues and events on a timeline. A relevant political event in that 

sampling frame was the 2024 presidential election.  

Interviews 

In my interview protocol, I selected a semi-structured approach, which used the 

same set of open-ended questions but that do not necessarily follow a strict sequence, as 

well as potential follow-up or probing questions (Salmons, 2015). It was important that I 

used open-ended questions so that participants were left to make sense out of their 

experiences, rather than being prompted within the confines of closed-ended or even 

leading questions. These interviews were over Zoom, which allowed me to widen my 

potential participant pool, but it also meant paying close attention to what needs arose 

when conducting an online rather than an in-person interview. Salmons (2015) 

emphasized that mediated immediacy involving similarity, informality, and self-

disclosure was important for fostering approachability despite the online medium.  

 I grouped the questions in this interview protocol into five main categories: 

general background information about principalship, macropolitical events, school and 

leadership responses to those political events and climates, community relations, and 

principal sensemaking. The general background information allowed the participants to 

share about their principalship experiences more broadly before diving into the 

community and macropolitics, the focuses of this study. The questions about 

macropolitical events and tense political climates elicited responses about what principals 

have perceived as macropolitical issues that have been relevant during their tenure and 

will address the first sub-question of my research question. The third category provided 

space for the principals to share how they as leaders may have individually responded to 
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these events or the climate as well as how they consider the schools’ institutional 

responses, specifically about how they bridge and buffer between district-level leadership 

and their school communities. The final two categories drove toward the overarching 

research question, which was designed to focus on how principals made sense out of 

these experiences and their relationship to community relations. See Appendix A for the 

full interview protocol. 

Data Collection and Storage Procedures 

I stored audio recordings and transcriptions of interviews digitally on an external 

hard drive only, not on any form of cloud-based storage or on the local computer hard 

drive, and I kept the external hard drive in a locked filing cabinet. Once I had saved the 

files on the external hard drive, I deleted all audio and transcript files on Zoom’s cloud-

based software immediately. Analytic memos were digital and stored on that same 

externa hard drive as well. Any handwritten notes or memos were stored in that same 

filing cabinet. Data, coding, and any memos did not include any personal identifying 

information of any kind. All principal, school, and district names were changed to 

pseudonyms to maintain confidentiality. All handwritten and digital files will be 

destroyed five years after the publication of my study. 

Data Analysis 

I chose to use thematic analysis based on open and axial coding for this study, 

because thematic analysis will allow me to focus not on the quantitative count of words 

or phrases, but instead interpreting themes within the data (Guest et al., 2012). This was 

well-suited for a basic qualitative interpretive design, because it provided me with the 

opportunity to identify thematic categories based on many pages of transcripts, and then 
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to further refine themes based on relationships between the first cycle of open coding 

(Strauss & Corbin, 1990; Saldaña, 2016), which were key to Merriam’s (2002) 

conception of basic qualitative design’s focus on constructivist understandings of 

experiences. 

First Cycle Coding 

In the first cycle of coding data, I began with open or initial coding, which 

allowed me to read transcripts through to identify thematic categories. The goal in this 

cycle was to be open to all possible themes that might emerge from interpretations of the 

data (Saldaña, 2016). I used a line-by-line approach to identify these thematic categories. 

This was well-suited for my study because it allowed me to take a large volume of 

transcript data from interviews from 12 principals, and then segment and whittle down 

that data to identify themes that arose from repetition, similarities and differences, or 

language-based or logical connectors in the data (Guest et al., 2012). 

Second Cycle Coding 

In the second cycle, I used axial coding to further refine and determine 

connections between first cycle categories. The purpose of axial coding was to create 

relationships between categories from my initial coding (Saldaña, 2016). During this 

time, the goal was to reach saturation, when no new themes can be identified from the 

data. 

Use of Atlas.ti 

I used Atlas.ti, a qualitative data analysis software, to manage my data and to 

develop codes for the transcripts. The software made analysis easier, as it provided a code 

window that allowed me to use drop-down elements and create hierarchies within the 
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codebook. This tool was also especially helpful in managing large volumes of data, 

which I had in my various transcripts. 

Analytic Memos 

Saldaña (2016) emphasized that analytic memo writing is an important part of 

axial coding, because it will allow the researcher to think through the contexts, 

conditions, interactions, and consequences suggested by the data. Saldaña (2016) also 

claimed that memo writing itself can be code-generating, because reflecting on the range 

of categories can elicit further categories. These memos will also be important for 

reflexivity and validity (see “Validity”) throughout the process as well. 

Using these analytic memos, I was able to reflect on some of the bias I brought 

into the interviews to somewhat mitigate that bias. Although it was impossible to remove 

bias altogether from the qualitative research process, reflexivity through written analytic 

memos can help challenge thinking and assumptions (Saldaña, 2016). In my memos, I 

wrote about the assumptions I may have made before starting the interviews and then 

reflected on those assumptions and how the interview may have shifted my thinking after 

the interview. I also drew connections between interviews in my memos, as making those 

connections may also have helped me challenge some of my previously held assumptions 

about a participant. Finally, I also wrote about my own positionality in my memo, and 

how that might have affected how I was interpreting the results from each participant.  

Validity 

According to Maxwell (2013), validity threats in qualitative research can include 

bias and reactivity, both relevant when the researcher is the instrument. It was not 

possible to remove bias altogether, but it was necessary to explain possible biases through 
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memos to establish stronger validity. In terms of reactivity, I as the researcher could have 

impacted the participants, and Maxwell (2013) argued that collecting rich data, using 

member checks or validation through participants, looking for discrepant data, and 

employing triangulation could all help counteract these validity threats. 

Internal Validity or Credibility 

Merriam and Tisdell (2015) defined internal validity as the degree to which 

“research findings match reality,” though the authors noted that reality is dynamic and 

complex (p. 242). I established internal validity in a few ways. First, I used triangulation 

between those multiple sources of data to cross-check information from different 

perspectives. I also used member checks, or respondent validation, to gather feedback 

from the participants directly about the interpretations and themes I identified. I 

accomplished that by sending these elements for member checking over email, to leave 

time for participants to respond without conducting a separate interview, which some 

participants might have found time restrictive.  

Reliability or Consistency 

Merriam and Tisdell (2015) defined reliability as “the extent to which research 

findings can be replicated” (p. 250). They emphasized that reliability looks different in 

qualitative research compared to quantitative research, because human behavior is 

dynamic. As such, they claimed that qualitative research is more about consistency and 

dependability. To achieve a strong level of consistency, the triangulation mentioned in 

the previous section will help because it demonstrated that the data was consistent 

between participants and other sources of data. I also used an audit trail, which revealed 
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how I collected data along each step of the process, as well as how I arrived at certain 

categories, and other decisions I made throughout the study (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015).  

External Validity or Transferability 

Finally, Merriam and Tisdell (2015) stated that external validity is about “the 

extent to which the findings of one study can be applied to other situations” (p. 253). 

They cautioned that generalizability is complicated in qualitative research, because of the 

nature of sampling methodology and because it is not relevant in the statistical definition 

of the word (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). As such, the authors posited that external validity 

in qualitative research is much more about “reader generalizability” in that the 

applicability of the study’s findings depends on whether the readers themselves can apply 

them to their own contexts (p. 256). I also used rich, thick descriptions to provide ample 

contextualization of my study so that readers can more adequately determine the degree 

to which the study’s findings are applicable to them and their respective contexts 

(Merriam & Tisdell, 2015).  

Statement of Subjectivity and Reflexivity 

Durdella (2019) explained that even with internal validity, reliability, and external 

validity measures, it is still paramount to use self-reflective strategies to acknowledge and 

address the fact that the researcher is the instrument in qualitative studies, which means 

that reflexive processes are necessary to help address questions of subjectivity.  

Although I am not a public-school principal, I am an assistant principal and have 

therefore sat in many leadership conversations about macropolitical issues that our school 

has faced and thus enter this study with professional experience with some of these issues 

that foreground this study. I have also spoken with myriad principals who have felt 
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frustrated, to the point of questioning whether they want to stay in their positions, about 

how politics have impacted their school community and their concerns about their 

responsibilities, and those past conversations may impact my perception of the landscape 

of school leadership. Each time I have spoken with veteran principals about this, they 

have expressed that the pressure around macropolitics has increased and has impacted the 

demands of their leadership, which has led me to be curious about how principals have 

been managing this additional stressor.  

Furthermore, because I follow macropolitical issues closely in the news, 

especially if they impact schools, it has formed the basis of my interest in this topic. I 

also have my own political leanings, which influence what types of news sources I 

follow, even though I try to read news from a variety of different outlets. This means that 

I have been exposed to political issues most relevant and of interest to news readers who 

share a similar political leaning as I do, which also impacts the macropolitical issues I am 

most attuned to. I was careful to construct my interview protocol so that I never ask my 

participants about specific macropolitical issues that I name; rather, I asked participants 

to identify those issues themselves. 

Finally, because I am pursuing a doctorate in educational leadership and have 

conducted an in-depth literature review on the topic of this study, I had to be careful in 

my probing and follow-up questions not to inject terminology or theories into the 

participants’ interviews, leaving space for them to make sense out of and define their own 

experiences.  

I used reflective and analytic memos throughout the study to identify bias and 

potential reactivity, as well as the trajectory of my pattern identification based on some of 
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those biases. I also made sure to use member checking and other validity measures to 

keep myself open to any findings I might not have expected or initially considered.  

Human Participants and Ethics Precautions 

I followed the International Review Board’s (IRB) procedures for this study. This 

included utilizing informed consent with participants, ensuring them that I would 

maintain confidentiality by using pseudonyms for their names, their school’s names, and 

their district’s names. Part of the informed consent process included sharing with 

participants the purpose of the study and the nature of the usage of its publication. I also 

shared their rights as participants, especially their voluntary role in the study and their 

right to withdraw if desired. I also explained to my participants how I would store the 

data from their interview audio recordings and transcripts, so that there was a high level 

of transparency with them. 
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Chapter 4: Findings 

Overview 

 In this study, I spoke with school principals with the purpose of better 

understanding how they navigate community relations during times of macropolitical 

turbulence. To do so, I conducted semi-structured interviews with 12 K–12 school 

principals from across the United States and asked them about what political events or 

changes in political climate have arisen during their tenure as principals, how they 

navigated each, and how they made sense out of their leadership identity and 

development in those moments. The format of my interview included seven discrete 

questions with follow-up or probing questions that allowed me to delve deeper into topics 

directly related to my main research question and sub-questions. Because I framed my 

questions in a way that did not name any macropolitical issues or events and instead 

prompted participants to share whatever came to mind based on their own experiences, I 

was able to ensure that I received responses that reflected how they perceived 

macropolitical turbulence in their own school settings. I was also able to collect responses 

about how they managed those types of macropolitical turbulence, and how they made 

sense out of their own leadership in those contexts as well.  

 During data collection, I recorded the Zoom interviews and then went back to 

listen to and transcribe them manually, which allowed me to check for accuracy 

throughout the process. At the end of each transcription, I created a reflective memo that 

focused on summarizing the interview, interpreting elements of the participant’s 

responses, and making connections between interviews. I then sent each transcript to the 

respective principal for member checking. After, I used Atlas.ai to analyze the data. This 

involved using descriptive initial coding, then rereading the transcripts again to 
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streamline my initial codes. Next, I categorized the codes, which was an iterative process 

as I reread pieces of each transcript to ensure contextual accuracy and connection to my 

conceptual framework. Finally, I arrived at 12 code categories. Those categories were 

responsive to my research questions, and the categories then led to the themes shown 

below. 

Main Research Question: How do principals navigate community relations during times 

of macropolitical turbulence? 

Sub-Question 1: What macropolitical events or changes in political climate have 

principals perceived as generating turbulence for their schools during their tenure, 

and how did they perceive that impact? 

Sub-Question 2: How have principals responded to these macropolitical events or 

changes in political climate within their school communities? 

Sub-Question 3: How do principals use make sense of their leadership identity, 

development, and decision-making during times of macropolitical turbulence or 

changes in political climate?  

The themes that emerged were: 

1. A politically polarized nation, combined with the existing and emergent 

challenges of principalship, growing distrust of or push back against schools, and 

the rapid evolution of access to technology have created a landscape in schools 

ripe for macropolitical turbulence. 

2. Principals cited certain political issues or events, including the 2016 presidential 

election, 2020’s COVID-19 crisis and racial reckoning, October 7th and the Israel-

Palestine conflict, plus politicized topics in education such as book bans, 
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curricular challenges, and gender/sexuality when asked to reflect on moments of 

macropolitical turbulence during their tenure as principal. 

3. There are certain tactics school principals have used in macropolitical crisis 

moments, including alignment with the district/network, relying on public 

relations officials, pointing to policy, or honing a communication strategy. 

4. Principals have worked to find the right balance between boundary buffering and 

boundary bridging outwards, where the former can involve their interpretation 

and implementation of policy as the “boots-on-the-ground” official, and the latter 

can involve actively building trust through community engagement.  

5. Boundary bridging and buffering downwards has involved supporting staff 

through the turbulence, building trust with staff and students, and making space 

for teachers’ and students’ voices to be heard. 

6. Principal preparation programs have provided a wide range of learning for 

leaders, but most emphasize that mentorship, collaboration using scenarios, and 

learn-as-you-go experience have been most helpful in their ability to navigate 

macropolitical turbulence.  

7. Most principals shared that these moments have led them toward focusing on 

what they see as the core of school experience: student learning and raising young 

people to be compassionate, critical thinkers who are civically engaged.  

Participants 

 The participants of this study were from all over the United States (West, 

Midwest, South, Mid-Atlantic), worked at many different types of schools (public, 

private, charter), and had a wide range of years of experience as principal. In the 
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following table, I gave each participant a number and pseudonym, and listed the type of 

school, region, and division at which they work, as well as their age, gender, and years of 

experience as a principal.  

Table 1 

Participant Demographic Information 

# Pseudony
m 

Type of 
School 

Region Division Age Gender Years of 
Experience 
as 
Principal 

1 Alice Public Charter East 6-8 45-54 Female 1-2 
2 Betty Public East K-6 55-64 Female 3-5 
3 Caroline Public East K-5 45-54 Female 3-5 
4 Diana Public South 6-12 45-54 Female 11-15 
5 Ernie Private Midwest 6-12 35-44 Male 6-10 
6 Frank Public Midwest 6-12 45-54 Male 11-15 
7 Greg Public Charter West K-6 35-44 Male 1-2 
8 Holly Public Charter Midwest 6-12 55-64 Female 6-10 
9 Ivan Private West 6-8 45-54 Male 6-10 
10 Jacob Private South 6-12 45-54 Male 3-5 
11 Kathleen Private Midwest 6-12 45-54 Female 3-5 
12 Larry Public South 6-12 45-54 Male 6-10 

 I had six female and six male participants, and seven of the 12 worked in high 

schools, whereas three worked in elementary settings and two worked in middle school 

settings. Six of the participants had five or fewer years of experience, and the other six 

had six or more years of experience. Four worked in private schools, four worked in 

public schools, and four worked in charter or public charter schools. The participants 

ranged from all over the nation, with three from the East coast, three from the Midwest, 

one from the Southwest, one from the West Coast, and three from the South. Though I 

did not intentionally select an even balance between genders, type of school, or years of 

experience, I did make sure to track detailed demographic information, and the range for 

each demographic category implies a greater degree of generalizability. Next, I offer a 
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brief profile of each participant, including the macropolitical concerns they shared in 

their interviews. 

 Alice is a new principal on the West Coast, who transitioned from being a teacher 

to an assistant principal to a principal in the same school. She cited the presidential 

elections and immigration as the primary macropolitical concerns in her school 

community and shared that her main efforts toward navigating any related turbulence 

have been centered around active listening and community engagement. 

 Betty, a principal on the East Coast, has been at her school for more than a 

decade, but is in her fourth year as principal. She also started at her current school as a 

teacher, then became an assistant principal there before assuming the role of principal at 

that same school. She shared that one of the most prevalent macropolitical issues she has 

had to deal with as principal have been COVID-19—including masking and school 

reopening amid the pandemic—and issues around gender and sexuality. One thing she 

emphasized was the extent to which families pushed back during the COVID-19 

pandemic, and the residual tensions that still exist post-pandemic. As someone who has 

worked in education for more than 30 years, she emphasized how much more families 

have questioned school staff members’—including hers as the leader—authority or 

expertise.  

Caroline, who also works on the East Coast, became the principal of her school 

during the first year of the COVID-19 pandemic. She also shared that the related 

macropolitical issues, such as mask-wearing, during the COVID-19 pandemic and the 

presidential election have been at the top of her mind as macropolitical issues that have 

generated turbulence in the school community. She highlighted the importance of 
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proactive community and trust building, along with collaboration with peer leaders, when 

navigating these types of turbulence. 

Diana is a principal in the South and has been a school administrator for 20 years. 

When asked about macropolitical issues she has had to deal with as a principal, she cited 

state politics, presidential elections, and gender and sexuality issues. She also shared a 

specific political curricular challenge she had to navigate. Diana stated that she has also 

experienced that families are less likely to give school staff members the benefit of the 

doubt, and that she combats that by proactively building relationships and community, 

making sure that families know that she is the kind of leader who will hear their 

concerns.   

Ernie is a principal at a private high school in the Midwest, who came into the 

role from a college counseling position, and before that, a high school teacher role. He 

shared that the presidential elections and Israel-Palestine have been two macropolitical 

issues at the forefront of the school community but also shared more standalone instances 

such a couple issues related to gender and sexuality, and another regarding book lists. He 

asserted that an important piece of navigating these types of turbulence is fostering an 

environment where community members can have difficult conversations about divisive 

topics. However, he also shared that in an increasingly politically polarized environment, 

it has been increasingly important to put focus back on the mission of the school, and to 

“stay in your lane” of educating students rather than making political statements.  

Frank is also a principal in the Midwest, but at a public school. He has about a 

decade of experience as a principal and had experience teaching English and coaching 

before that. He stated that concerns about immigration, presidential elections and 
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administration changes, school shootings, and LGBTQ rights have all come up during his 

tenure as principal thus far. He spent much of his interview emphasizing the importance 

of building a positive school culture—and shared the myriad ways in which he does that 

with students especially—to navigate macropolitically turbulent times.  

Greg is a new principal at a charter school in the West, who taught government 

before becoming a school leader. He reflected that the presidential elections and 

administration changes, as well as immigration, were two macropolitical issues that were 

particularly relevant in his school community. Greg emphasized alignment within the 

charter network along with research around what other school communities are doing to 

navigate macropolitical turbulence. He also shared the importance of learning and 

practicing effective crisis management.  

Holly is a principal at a public charter in the Midwest who had experience as a 

principal in another school beforehand as well. She shared that she will be leaving both 

principalship and schools after this school year. When prompted to think about 

macropolitical issues that affected her school community, she shared about state politics 

and presidential elections. Holly highlighted the importance of principal autonomy in 

decision-making, along with having more time and fewer bureaucratic responsibilities, as 

ways to better address macropolitical turbulence.  

Ivan is a principal at a private middle school on the West Coast with many years 

of experience. He worked as an administrator at a public school before that and had prior 

experience as a special education or learning support coordinator. Ivan shared that 

economic concerns, DEI, gender and sexuality, and COVID-19 were all macropolitical 

issues that arose during his time as principal thus far. He cited his experience buffering 
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when needed for teachers, along with active community engagement with families, as 

ways of navigating macropolitical turbulence.  

Jacob is a high school principal at a private high school in the South. Although 

this has been his first year as principal at this school, he was previously a principal at a 

different school in another state. He shared that Israel-Palestine, gender and sexuality, 

school shootings, and the presidential election have been significant issues that have 

arisen during his tenure as principal thus far. Jacob also emphasized that as a principal 

new to the school community, he has prioritized proactively building relationships and 

trust with members of the community. He also noted that he lives by the quote, “The 

community you deserve is the community that you help to build.”  

Kathleen is also a private school principal, but in the Midwest. She was 

previously an English teacher at the same school and assumed the principalship in the 

past few years. Kathleen said that the three issues that come to mind first in thinking 

about macropolitical turbulence have been the war in Ukraine, the Israel-Palestine 

conflict, and the presidential election. She shared that she has navigated these issues by 

bringing in external programming or speakers, active listening of community members, 

and educating students on how to have difficult conversations.  

Larry is a public-school principal in the South. He has been the principal at two 

different schools in the same area, and shared that COVID-19, presidential elections, 

book and curricular challenges, school shootings, and state politics have been major 

issues that have generated turbulence in his experience. He emphasized that he often 

points to district or state policies when experiencing community push back to educate 

families and respond to those forms of turbulence. He also highlighted how important it 
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is to him to focus on teaching students to be critical thinkers, regardless of the political 

climate.  
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Thematic Findings 

 Upon analysis of the data from the interviews with the principal participants, the seven thematic findings that emerged are 

represented in the table below. 

Table 2 

Codes, Categories, and Emergent Themes from Data Analysis 

Initial Codes (1st) Categories (2nd) 
(Themes) 

Description of Theme Sub-Themes 

2016 as turning point 
2020 as turning point 
education politicized 
increase in political turbulence 
increase in sensitivity 
loss of nuance 
more ideological as a society 
macropolitical turbulence 
now vs then 
people vs government 
political polarization 

Macropolitical 
Climate & Turning 
Points 

A politically polarized nation, 
combined with the existing 
and emergent challenges of 
principalship, growing 
distrust of or push back 
against schools, and the rapid 
evolution of technology have 
created a landscape in schools 
ripe for macropolitical 
turbulence. 

- 2016 and 2020 as Turning 
Points 

- Increase in Sensitivity, 
Turbulence, and Polarization 

- Ideology and Politicization of 
Education 

book restrictions 
COVID-19 
curricular restrictions 
DEI 
economic concerns 
gender & sexuality 
George Floyd 

Macropolitical 
Events or Issues 

Principals cited certain 
political issues or events, 
including the 2016 
presidential election, 2020’s 
COVID-19 crisis and racial 
reckoning, October 7th and the 
Israel-Palestine conflict, plus 

- Macropolitical Events 
- From Event to Issue 
- Macropolitical Issues 



 133 

Initial Codes (1st) Categories (2nd) 
(Themes) 

Description of Theme Sub-Themes 

immigration 
Israel-Palestine 
October 7th 
presidential elections 
race/race relations 
religion 
school shootings 
Ukraine 

politicized topics in education 
such as book bans, curricular 
challenges, and 
gender/sexuality when asked 
to reflect on moments of 
macropolitical turbulence 
during their tenure as 
principal. 

external political groups 
heterogeneous school 
community 
inability to respond 
never enough time 
principal responsibilities 
outside of students/teachers 
school choice 
school demographics 
school funding 
school safety 
school VUCA 
schools as microcosms of 
society 
social media and technology 
state law 
state politics 
the media 
too fast-paced 
too many meetings 
turnover 

Emergent Changes 
& Challenges to 
School Landscape 

A politically polarized nation, 
combined with the existing 
and emergent challenges of 
principalship, growing 
distrust of or push back 
against schools, and the rapid 
evolution of technology have 
created a landscape in schools 
ripe for macropolitical 
turbulence. 

- Context of the School 
- Conditions of Principalship 
- External Conditions 
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Initial Codes (1st) Categories (2nd) 
(Themes) 

Description of Theme Sub-Themes 

unexpected/changing elements 
of principalship 
appealing principal decision  
family distrust of school 
family making demands 
family response for own child 
parental rights 
push back from families 
questioning school staff 
expertise 

Community 
Pressure 

A politically polarized nation, 
combined with the existing 
and emergent challenges of 
principalship, growing 
distrust of or push back 
against schools, and the rapid 
evolution of technology have 
created a landscape in schools 
ripe for macropolitical 
turbulence. 

 

art of doing nothing 
communication strategy 
crisis management 
public relations specialist 
talking points 
timing of responses 
withdrawal from statement 
making 
writing a statement 

Crisis 
Communication 

There are certain tactics 
school principals have used in 
macropolitical crisis 
moments, including alignment 
with the district/network, 
relying on public relations 
officials, pointing to policy, or 
honing a communication 
strategy. 
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Initial Codes (1st) Categories (2nd) 
(Themes) 

Description of Theme Sub-Themes 

avoiding a political issue 
balancing policies and people 
boots-on-the-ground 
boundary buffering 
conflicting local vs state 
expectations 
disconnect from leadership 
above 
district or network policy 
occupying the middle ground 
pointing families to policy 
political neutrality 
principal as final 
say/responsibility 
principal 
interpretation/implementation 
of policy 
principal as peacemaker 
response to push back 

Boots-on-the-
Ground 
Interpretation & 
Implementation of 
Policy: Buffering 
Outward & Upward 

Principals have worked to 
find the right balance between 
boundary buffering and 
boundary bridging outwards, 
where the former can involve 
their interpretation and 
implementation of policy as 
the “boots-on-the-ground” 
official, and the latter can 
involve actively building trust 
through community 
engagement.  

 

active listening 
building community through 
active engagement 
building trust to dispel concerns 
collective responsibility 
concern about community 
perception 
difficult conversations 
direct communication with 
families 

Active & 1-on-1 
Engagement: 
Bridging Outward 

Principals have worked to 
find the right balance between 
boundary buffering and 
boundary bridging outwards, 
where the former can involve 
their interpretation and 
implementation of policy as 
the “boots-on-the-ground” 
official, and the latter can 
involve actively building trust 
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Initial Codes (1st) Categories (2nd) 
(Themes) 

Description of Theme Sub-Themes 

empathize with school 
community 
families knowing principal well 
family engagement 
getting feedback from 
community 
inclusivity 
meeting families one-on-one 
partnering with community 
members 
proactive communication 
response to push back  
school culture 
sense of community 
share resources with 
community 

through community 
engagement. 

asking teachers to change 
behavior 
collaborating with teachers 
discipline 
distributed leadership 
divisional differences 
dress code 
external program/consultant 
harassment/bullying 
staff relations 
student activism 
student freedom of speech 

Supporting Faculty 
& Students: 
Bridging & 
Buffering 
Downward 

Boundary bridging and 
buffering downwards has 
involved supporting staff 
through the turbulence, 
building trust with staff and 
students, and making space 
for teachers’ and students’ 
voices to be heard. 
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Initial Codes (1st) Categories (2nd) 
(Themes) 

Description of Theme Sub-Themes 

student relationship with 
principal 
teachers nervous about saying 
wrong thing/getting fired 
ways to support staff 
alignment within district or 
network 
collaborating with leadership 
peers 
lean on experts 
mentorship 
modeling 
other schools/districts/networks 
as resource 
professional organization 
school board role 
superintendent role 
support from leadership above 

Mentorship & 
Alignment: 
Bridging Upward 
 
 
 
 

 

Principal preparation 
programs have provided a 
wide range of learning for 
leaders, but most emphasize 
that mentorship, collaboration 
using scenarios, and learn-as-
you-go experience have been 
most helpful in their ability to 
navigate macropolitical 
turbulence. 

 

learn-as-you-go 
role-playing/scenarios/case 
studies 
self-guided principal learning 
time and experience 

Scenarios & Learn-
As-You Go 
Experience 

Principal preparation 
programs have provided a 
wide range of learning for 
leaders, but most emphasize 
that mentorship, collaboration 
using scenarios, and learn-as-
you-go experience have been 
most helpful in their ability to 
navigate macropolitical 
turbulence. 

 



 138 

Initial Codes (1st) Categories (2nd) 
(Themes) 

Description of Theme Sub-Themes 

gap in principal preparation 
operations 
principal prep program 
school law 

Principal 
Preparation & 
Coursework 

Principal preparation 
programs have provided a 
wide range of learning for 
leaders, but most emphasize 
that mentorship, collaboration 
using scenarios, and learn-as-
you-go experience have been 
most helpful in their ability to 
navigate macropolitical 
turbulence. 

 

alignment of intention and 
actions/words 
being more discerning  
disposition 
future of education 
grace under pressure 
knowledge about 
policies/politically savvy 
lifelong learner 
locus of control 
path to principalship 
personal connection to 
education 
political is personal 
principal as advocate 
principal as figurehead 
principal reflection 
principal upbringing/experience 

Sense of 
Leadership Identity, 
Approach, & 
Purpose 

Most principals shared that 
these moments have led them 
toward focusing on what they 
see as the core of school 
experience: student learning 
and raising young people to 
be compassionate, critical 
thinkers who are civically 
engaged.  

- Sense of Leadership Identity 
- Sense of Leadership 

Approach 
- Sense of Purpose 
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Initial Codes (1st) Categories (2nd) 
(Themes) 

Description of Theme Sub-Themes 

principalship/hope for the 
future 
prioritize kids/parents/teachers 
school mission/vision/values  
sense of purpose 
sensemaking 
sharing identifiers with 
community 
stay in your lane 
teaching students civics/civil 
discourse 
teaching students compassion 
teaching students conflict 
resolution 
transparency 
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The first sub-question of this research study was about what kinds of 

macropolitical turbulence principals have experienced during their tenure as principal. In 

analyzing the data, I found that there were certain turning points and subsequent 

comparisons that principals made between “now and then,” compounded with emergent 

challenges in the school landscape directly linked to those turning points, and specific 

macropolitical issues or events that their schools experienced. I found that when I asked 

participants about “macropolitical turbulence,” they responded in a way that naturally 

highlighted turning points, or the moments in which attitudes, behaviors, or climate really 

changed in their school communities.   

Macropolitical Climate and Turning Points 

Sub-Theme 1: 2016 and 2020 as Turning Points 

 As participants explained their experiences with macropolitical turbulence, some 

of them pointed specifically to 2016 as a turning point in their school communities. Betty, 

Caroline, Diana, and Ernie each pointed to the 2016 election and related national politics 

as a time during which attitudes in their communities shifted. Some of them also stated 

that the lasting impacts from that turning point are still felt to this day. For example, both 

Caroline and Ernie stated that before 2016, their experience with their school community 

was that the climate was not as politically charged. As Caroline shared: 

I was in the classroom in 2016. I feel like November 2016… that was a moment 
of change, that has remained consistent now, for the past—wow, 8 years... And 
for the first more than half of my career thus far, started as a teacher in 2001, I felt 
like we were teaching children. I felt like there were less, the politics of the world 
didn’t feel like it infiltrated the walls of the school the way that it does now on a 
daily basis. 
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When probed further, Caroline surmised that part of the reason why politics have 

“infiltrated the walls of the school” more nowadays was that “children have access to a 

lot of information now that they may or may not know how to process.” This emphasis 

on access to technology’s impact on school climate resurfaced many times throughout my 

interviews with participants.  

Ernie shared that in 2016, as certain community members became more vocal 

about their support for a particular candidate, it shifted the climate in the school from one 

that is not “inherently deeply political,” to one that “definitely had a different tenor in our 

community.” Betty also stated, “I think right when President Trump was first elected, I 

think there was just—and into Biden, and into Trump again, I just think [it] has been 

more divisive.” 

 Diana also related the shift her school community felt in 2016 to one involving an 

inclination to say “provocative and unkind things in a school setting,” which she said felt 

like reflected “the number of ways in which people are acting in those ways has 

increased, probably since the 2016 election cycle.”  

 Though some labeled 2016 as an impactful turning point in their school 

communities, some emphasized 2020 as a particularly disruptive turning point. Alice, 

Betty, Caroline, Ivan, Jacob, and Larry all highlighted that year as a macropolitical 

turning point. Most of them posited that COVID-19 was the catalyst behind that 

foundational shift, but they emphasized slightly different elements of the pandemic and 

its effects on their schools.  

 For example, Alice said that 2020 was a turning point for their school because it 

led to “a huge decline in parent and community participation or engagement over the last 
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few years,” and that “it’s really taking a long time to gain the parent engagement” in their 

school. Though not as directly tied to macropolitical issues, Alice shared this information 

when I asked about how political events or issues have impacted community relations in 

her school. She stated that there were disagreements in her school community about how 

the school handled distance learning or school reopening, and that there was a culture of 

push back from parents about those decisions that was unique to 2020 and has been hard 

to recover from since.  

 For Caroline, there was a similar connection between 2020, COVID-19, and a 

culture of pushback. She said: 

I have noticed that there is just a little bit more push back… people came out of 
[the pandemic] more stressed, and I think we just have more of this, right? 
Something will come out, and it will just be more [of that push back].  

Still others emphasized that 2020 was a turning point because of the way their schools 

experienced an increase in polarization during that time. Caroline, for example, attributed 

it to “the trifecta of global issues that were occurring in 2020 in many ways defined [her] 

principalship. The health crisis, the social issues, they were front and center in the 

world.” Larry shared that the “longstanding impact” of 2020 was that “it created a 

polarization among the community” that was deeply felt at the local level.  

 A few participants also said that 2020 served as a turning point because it 

removed much of the boundary between what existed outside versus inside the school’s 

proverbial walls. Ivan stated that he thought that “COVID was the height of when we had 

the outside coming in” and Diana gave an example of a nearby school where “people 

from outside” the school community came in and tried “to weigh in on a local decision 

without actually being directly tied to our school in any way.”  
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 Finally, some of the principals also cited 2020 as a major turning point for their 

school communities because schools expanded their reach into more sociological issues. 

Jacob said that he could not “remember schools outside of the last… five years really 

making statements.” He went on to say that he does not “remember anything sort of 

global, US sort of centric” that led to a school response. He posited that this may have 

been connected to the murder of George Floyd, and how “a number of schools” wrote a 

letter or response to the event.  

 Larry presented a broader view on how schools expanded their reach into 

sociological issues in 2020: 

I don’t know if I’d use the term catalyst, but the COVID-19 experience created 
kind of that sense of momentum for it to expand outside of that conversation and 
now into a plethora of other social topics. And it truly is more social, far less 
economic in nature. 

Larry also shared that during the COVID-19 pandemic, his school district saw a lot of 

demographic changes because of people coming into the state in search of looser 

regulations and restrictions. This led to a great deal of conflict within the school, as there 

was a spectrum of responses, with everything from those who wanted the school to 

provide distance learning for their children who had COVID-19, to those who said they 

would not pick up their child despite contact tracing and their child’s positive COVID-19 

test result. He said that there was the polarization of the school community but that it 

went beyond the community level as well: 

I would go even larger than our school community, but within the state of [State], 
[because] it became a cornerstone in our current elected officials’—both the 
governor as well as state legislature—and so I would argue that the resistance to 
or opposition to CDC guidelines or any sort of federal entanglement has only 
strengthened and become more and more a part of the vernacular of our state-
level government…. Sociologically, you know, law enforcement post-Rodney 
King became public enemy number one, in a generalized sense. I said, I’m 
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starting to believe that education post-COVID-19 has become public enemy 
number two. It’s—anything that we do is automatically questioned. 

Though not all participants cited 2016 or 2020 specifically when sharing their responses 

to the question about what types of political events or changes in political climate have 

arisen in their tenure as principal, those who did brought up those years without being 

asked specifically about when they noticed a change. Eight out of the 12 participants 

brought up either 2016 or 2020, or both, when describing significant political events or 

issues that have impacted their communities.  

Sub-Theme 2: Increase in Sensitivity, Turbulence, and Polarization 

Some participants did not cite a specific time or year when the climate in their 

schools shifted but did say that there have indeed been significant changes in the past five 

to 10 years, all broadly falling into the categories of increased sensitivity, turbulence, or 

polarization. Alice emphasized that “certain leaders have come to light in the last 10 

years that are very vocal about just very conservative views for education, and it doesn’t 

leave a place for [certain] people… to feel safe sometimes in academia and learning.” 

Betty said that the macropolitical turbulence is “just in schools” and that “there’s no more 

of it just being outside. It’s in schools, so you have to know what’s going on.”  

Diana, who has been in education for 31 years, said definitively that she did not 

“remember seeing or having to navigate the level of tension in the K-12 system” that she 

did now. Betty shared something similar about how “there has been a little more of that—

headbutting is a little bit strong—but a little bit of that push back, that I think people want 

to push, and that gives a little bit of tension.”  

These participants all shared general increases in sensitivity and turbulence in the 

past five or 10 years, and the key effects of that sensitivity and turbulence are push back 
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from families, which I will revisit in an upcoming emergent theme, and a certain rooted 

quality of macropolitical turbulence within school settings, which participants noted was 

not previously true.  

Sub-Theme 3: Ideology and Politicization of Education 

Some participants also stated that the increase in polarization has included those 

outside of schools who have influenced those working and learning in schools. As Ivan 

shared, “I’ve seen a shift in [DEI initiatives] as well, but now I’m also seeing the 

rollback. You know, the rollback of, ‘Oh, we don’t use DEI 'cause we might get sued… 

You’ve got these groups that are infiltrating, they’re even targeting some of the private 

schools.” Larry went on to state: 

At our state level, we’ve seen a transition to the single-party dominance, since 
I’ve been a principal, and so with that, we—you know, we just kind of have to 
live with what the legislature and our governor puts out, because there’s really not 
sort of any competitive nature or sustained opposition to those viewpoints.  

Larry also attributed some of this to a loss of nuance on a more societal level. He shared: 

I think unfortunately when it comes to the political climate and the… political talk 
that’s out there, technology I think has reduced levels of understanding. Because 
generally speaking, it’s all snippet-oriented, right? And so the depth of 
understanding, depth of knowledge really has been kind of stripped away from it. 

Some principals I spoke with shared that there have been instances where previously 

unpolitical educational issues have become more politicized. Alice said that “there were a 

lot of ideas about education that were discussed in the last few elections.” Larry 

emphasized that many state government’s “anti-woke agenda” causes have been about 

educational issues specifically. Jacob reflected that with COVID-19, “for school, it 

became such a political—I mean, not just for schools, for everywhere—it became such a 

politicized topic around that, and so that was I think really hard.” Betty attributed some of 

this politicization of educational issues as a part of a people versus the government 
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mindset. She said, “I think schools are an extension in some people’s minds—public 

schools, I should say, maybe all schools, I work in public schools, so I kind of go that 

route—public schools are an extension of government policy.” 

Other participants also described what they have seen as a national shift toward 

being more ideological in nature. Ivan, for example, said:  

We’re like getting more ideological… if we’re not somehow messaging that we 
are on board with these different things that are important to a society… [like] 
becoming more safe, more inclusive… Like, how do we do that in a way where 
we’re part of a larger movement, but we’re not necessarily like, losing the focus 
on the students that are with us every day. And what happens on the daily, you 
know? Cause it’s like if we get too much into the macro, we’re losing our sight on 
the micro, you know our job is the micro, that’s where have the most control. 
That’s where we have the most influence, that’s where we can make the most 
change.  

These participants all shared observations about how macropolitical turbulence was not 

just related to specific political turning points, but that it was connected to a broader, 

societal trend of an increased ideological focus and a greater sense of politicization of 

educational issues that were previously not considered political in nature.  

Macropolitical Events or Issues 

 Some of the findings from the interviews I conducted revealed trends in political 

climate more broadly, whereas other responses I received were much more focused on 

specific macropolitical events or issues.  

Sub-Theme 1: Macropolitical Events 

 Although most responses from participants, when asked about macropolitical 

turbulence, focused on ongoing political issues, some of the principals cited specific 

events that became political nationally and in their school communities. For example, 
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four of the participants mentioned the murder of George Floyd1 or the protests that 

followed his death as a macropolitical event that had an impact on their school 

communities. For example, Alice, Ernie, and Kathleen mentioned “George Floyd” as an 

event that had a substantial emotional impact on the community. Meanwhile, Holly and 

Jacob mentioned “George Floyd” as a moment when they had to respond or communicate 

to the school community about the event in a way that they did not have to before. As 

Holly said: 

I’m seeing all of the statements coming across from all of the corporations. Again, 
I’m 56. I’ve seen it so many times. And I’m like, oh, okay. Initially I didn’t know 
it was going to be a thing, because usually it happened, and no one said anything. 
But everyone was staking their—putting their stake in the ground around his 
name, and my board chair called and said, “We’re expecting you to write a 
statement. I’ve prepared a statement, what do you think yours is gonna talk 
about?” 

Jacob also shared: 

I don’t remember anything sort of global, US sort of centric, like, “Here’s our 
response to this.” And I think you know going back to George Floyd, you know, a 
number of schools did that either well or not well, rightly or not rightly in that 
regard. 

Other participants shared that October 7th, 2023 was a macropolitical event that generated 

a great deal of turbulence in their school communities2. Three principals, all from private 

schools, mentioned either October 7th specifically by its date, or Israel-Palestine more 

broadly as an ongoing conflict. Jacob and Kathleen both stated that October 7th greatly 

impacted their communities in that members felt both emotionally impacted and 

 
1 George Floyd was a Black man who was murdered by a White police officer in Minneapolis, Minnesota 
on May 25, 2020. His murder and his last words (“I can’t breathe”) became a flashpoint in America and 
internationally as people took to the streets to protest his murder. Tributes and memorials sprung up across 
the nation, and companies, organizations, and institutions put out statements following his death.  
2 On October 7, 2023, a Hamas-led attack on the Gaza Envelope in Israel involved the killing of 1,195 
people and the hostage-taking of 250 Israeli individuals. The attack led to a continued, months-long 
retaliation from Israel toward the Gaza Strip that, at the time of writing, has still not ended. There remains 
ongoing national and international disagreement and political attacks over the conflict. 
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compelled to call upon the school to respond to the event in some way. Jacob also 

mentioned that following those responses, the school had to work to “rebuild trust with 

specifically members of [their] Jewish community.”  

 Ernie, Jacob, and Kathleen all mentioned instances in the fallout after October 7th 

as ongoing macropolitical turbulence that they experienced in their schools. Both Ernie 

and Kathleen mentioned that the Israel-Palestine conflict was unique because even 

though their school community was often relatively aligned on macropolitical issues, this 

was an instance when their community was extremely divided. Ernie shared: 

Other than saying that it’s a terrible humanitarian tragedy on both sides, that is an 
issue that I just, frankly I just try to avoid because from the two sort of most 
prominent sides, whatever you say is never enough, and feels like it can be read in 
really different ways, and it just feels like a “Don’t touch it” kind of issue. And so 
that’s, but I think that some members of the community that might be on one side 
or the other, I think sometimes want the school to say something.  

Kathleen shared something similar: 

I think what was really tricky about the Israel—you know, the situation with 
Israel and Gaza is that there was a very strong inclination on the part of some of 
our Jewish families to be saying, “This is how we should be talking about this 
situation, this is how we should be talking about Israel, this is how we should be 
talking about Zionism.” And that was not even a singular opinion amongst our 
Jewish families, if that makes sense…. Gaza’s the only situation where I’ve had 
to stand in front of the campus and be like, “Hey y’all we have to be with each 
other in a different way, because this is—like otherwise this is gonna destroy us,” 
like that’s the only—the only one where it’s gotten to that point. 

Ernie, Jacob, and Kathleen also all shared instances when students or staff in the 

community took a stand on the conflict in a way that led to push back from within the 

school community. Ernie shared an instance where students had created an art piece that 

included the words “Free Palestine,” and Jacob shared an example where a staff member 

was wearing a “Free Palestine” pin. Kathleen said that students at her school created 

posters “that spoke to the conflict in many different ways” and ranged from “People are 
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starving and we need to raise money for World Central Kitchen” to “Anti-Zionism is not 

anti-Semitism.” Jacob also shared an instance when a student wrote a piece in the student 

newspaper about the Israel-Palestine conflict, and “Jewish family members [were] 

coming out and saying, ‘This is on school newspaper, is the school affirming all of this? 

And is this the school’s stance?’”  

 Finally, Jacob also said that there had been ongoing fallout after the People of 

Color Conference (POCC) run by National Association of Independent Schools (NAIS) 

from 2024, during which there were two speakers who called the conflict in Gaza a 

“genocide.” He said that he had families who raised questions or concerns about that 

conference, and he wrote and shared a letter “in response to POCC” and the concerns that 

were raised. 

Only one participant, Kathleen, mentioned the war in Ukraine as a macropolitical 

event that impacted their school community. She shared that the war had affected the 

students because they felt an emotional response about the war, perhaps because they felt 

“sort of a heightened sensitivity toward injustices.”  

Sub-Theme 2: From Event to Issue  

 There were two major categories that came up frequently in my data analysis—

COVID-19 and presidential elections—that may have started as macropolitical events but 

became ongoing political issues. COVID-19 showed up 36 times in my participants’ 

responses, and presidential elections showed up 48 times. They were also both unique as 

categories because 7 of the 12 participants mentioned COVID-19 and all 12 of the 

participants mentioned the presidential elections when asked about macropolitical events, 

issues, or changes in climate in their school communities. The two principals with the 
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most experience as principal did not mention COVID-19, but did mention the presidential 

elections.  

 Participants who mentioned COVID-19 brought up issues such as mask wearing, 

vaccinations, distance learning, reopening, and the ongoing fallout that has continued 

even after the pandemic was over. For example, Betty, Ivan, and Larry all mentioned 

mask wearing as a contentious issue in their school communities. Betty and Larry both 

talked about how the governor in their respective states had an impact on the contention 

around mask wearing in their communities. Betty, for example, emphasized that in terms 

of “when families have a certain belief, or maybe a political following,” it was 

“particularly around the mask mandate, was when [she] probably saw that most upfront. 

Some families really believing at the time when [Governor] became the governor and 

decided that he was not going to have a mask mandate anymore in schools.” 

Larry shared something similar, stating that it was “everything from everybody 

should be wearing masks and nobody should be touching one another, to why do we have 

to wear these masks at all, within five-minute conversations.” He further emphasized: 

Within the state of [State], it became a cornerstone to our current elected 
officials’—both governor as well as state legislature—and so I would argue that 
the resistance to or opposition to CDC guidelines or any sort of federal 
entanglement has only strengthened and become more and more a part of the 
vernacular of our state-level government, which has had a tremendous impact on 
us locally as school districts, as school principals. 

Alice did not mention mask wearing but did state that there were “community 

disagreements” within their school about “decisions to either close… schools or reopen” 

them, or about “the way that [their] school handled distance learning.”  

 Some of the participants noted that COVID-19 opened the doors for further 

division and push back from the school community. When asked about whether there 
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were political issues that someone in the school community brought to his attention as 

something to respond to or do something directly about, Ivan said: 

I think probably the most direct—when people were the most emboldened to do 
that was probably during COVID. And what was fascinating was that we had 
everybody from you know I’m going to breathe my freedom-ness on you, to if my 
kids comes to school, you’re killing them, you know what I mean? 

Jacob also mentioned that division when he talked about COVID-19 and specifically 

vaccines. He said, “I think so much has just become so politicized in the US today and—

politicized and polarized—and like we have to take a stance on something. It’s like, are 

you pro-vaccine or anti-vaccine?”  

Larry shared that the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic have been ongoing. He 

emphasized, “Although that was 2020, I would still argue that it’s had a longstanding 

impact.” Ivan also said that the impact of COVID-19 was enormous, and that he saw it as 

something that became political and could be responded to as apolitically as possible. He 

said: 

I mean it was so detrimental to kids’ learning and families, the stress just went so 
up, and yet it was also this amazing opportunity to respond in a way that was 
steady, that was solid, that was apolitical as we could be, and just about what 
keeps kids safe and keep them here at school and helping them feel safe. 

Another macropolitical event that become more of an ongoing political issue has been 

each presidential election, according to many of the participants. Diana mentioned 

Barack Obama’s election in 2008, but most participants talked primarily about the 2016, 

2020, and 2024 elections. As mentioned previously, all 12 participants talked directly 

about the presidential elections when responding to some of my interview questions.  

Three participants, Ernie, Holly, and Ivan, specifically mentioned January 6th, 

2021 as a political event related to the presidential election of 2020, which had an impact 

on their school communities. Ernie stated that he remembered writing his “weekly update 
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to families saying” something along the lines of “I cannot believe this happened in our 

country” but that as time has passed, he said, “I don’t know if I would write that now… 

Like I think what happened was awful and I totally disagree with it, but I don’t know if 

it’s like, ‘Oh I should comment on this.’” Holly said that she had students who were so 

alarmed by the event that “they were afraid that we were going to war.” And Ivan used 

January 6th as an example of “where as much we want to sort of focus on our school, 

these outside issues come in and they cross into our own values, or they’re just not fact.” 

He said that when people at the school said “Oh, yeah, that protest,” he countered with, 

“Hold up. That was an insurrection. That’s what it was. We need to call it what it was.”  

 Other participants mentioned presidential elections in the context of division 

within the community based on who students or their families voted for. Betty, for 

example, said that some kids are “coming to school and saying, maybe repeating 

something they heard at home, about a candidate, and teachers [are] worried about saying 

anything” in response. Diana said that the 2008, 2016, 2020, and 2024 elections have 

been particularly challenging in her school community. 

Those were pretty challenging times for us in our school district and in our 
schools, the schools that I was leading. The school district where I work is a very 
conservative school district in the state of [State], and there are a lot of very 
strong and vocal community groups that were on either side. 

Ernie also shared that during the 2016 election, there were some “caregivers at the school 

who… became essentially vocal supporters of Donald Trump’s candidacy” even though 

“the vast majority of people” in their school community felt that it was impossible that he 

could have won, and upon his victory, Ernie stated that “it was like a funeral at school.”  

A few participants also shared that presidential elections have led to an increase in 

conflict and even harassment in the student body. Frank shared:  
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We had a couple situations where students were wearing MAGA hats in the 
building, and that was a difficult conversation because it was disruptive, and so 
navigating those conversations was challenging, and there were some strong 
emotions on each side of some of those scenarios. 

Diana highlighted instances in her school community where she has had to find the right 

balance between maintaining space for students’ free speech and protecting students from 

harassment or bullying. She said: 

For us locally, and again in a pretty conservative area in [State], there are a lot of 
very vocal Republicans and folks who were generally supportive of Republican 
candidates running in each election cycle. It was challenging for us in schools 
because you’re balancing students’ freedom of speech rights with also anti-
bullying and harassment issues. [It’s] been pretty prolific, especially around times 
when we have had election cycles, so it has unfortunately become a reality 
probably in the last decade or so that our students in schools are using racist and 
anti-gay language when they are unhappy with a peer. We’ve had to spend some 
time responding, a lot of time, responding to bullying and harassment reports, and 
we have some very strict state procedures that require us to document how we 
investigate bullying and harassment reports and threats. 

Diana added that she has even had to address employee behavior in a similar regard.  

I will say that with the outcome of the elections, the last three cycles, I have had 
to actually deal with employee behavior as well. Celebrating in a maybe taunting 
way, the outcome, one way or the other, and so that is also disappointing because 
that models behavior that we don’t want kids to adopt. 

Still other participants emphasized their work with staff members about remaining 

neutral in the face of presidential elections, so as not to present biased information that 

impressed upon students how they or their families should vote. Betty, Diana, Ernie, and 

Ivan all mentioned this in some way. Ernie, for example, stated that one of the school’s 

teachers had “an Obama or a Biden like sign in her room… [and] she was told, ‘You 

can’t have that, as a 503c non-profit, we cannot have political or one-sided political 

paraphernalia up.’” Diana also shared the ways in which she has directed energy toward 

ensuring teachers avoid sharing personal political views in classrooms: 
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We had to put more effort into providing direction to teachers in social studies 
and just teachers in general around expressing personal views as a part of their 
instruction, whether or not for example they should include or how they should 
include information about the election cycle and processes and political parties in 
their instruction, and how they should promote respectful civil discourse in their 
classrooms without the perception that they were infringing upon students’ first 
amendment rights. 

Ivan said that he also had to react to teachers sharing their personal political views: 

Some of the teachers who can be you know obviously more liberal because we’re 
a pretty progressive school, they did this whole thing where they just like after 
Trump was elected in 2016, they literally were like crying in front of the kids, 
which is like—what are you doing? Like that’s not okay. 

Again, every principal I spoke to mentioned the presidential elections in some way 

throughout their responses.  

 Kathleen mused that perhaps with how prominent presidential elections have 

become in the national consciousness, it may be unavoidable in schools. She said, “It was 

just going on in the world, it was going to be a part of our school too.”  

Sub-Theme 3: Macropolitical Issues  

 When I posed questions toward these participants about what types of 

macropolitical issues have affected their school communities, I did not provide any 

examples at any point during the interview. Instead, I left space for them to consider and 

share whatever issues came to mind for them. Only Alice and Ivan mentioned economic 

concerns, and Betty, Diana, and Ivan mentioned diversity of religious backgrounds 

briefly in their responses. Ernie, Holly, and Ivan made mentions of diversity, equity, and 

inclusion (DEI) as a political issue that grew and then receded in the shifting political 

climate. Much more common in the participants’ responses were book and curricular 

restrictions, gender and sexuality, immigration, and race or race relations. 
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 Five of my participants mentioned book restrictions, and three of them mentioned 

curricular restrictions. However, those who mentioned them provided longer, more 

detailed explanations about them than some of the other macropolitical issues they may 

have mentioned more in passing. Betty did not give an example of a community member 

from her school requesting a book be removed altogether, but shared her reflections about 

how generally speaking, she feels “like there’s been more divisive policy out there, and 

that… it’s like picking a side. A little bit of, and I haven’t had this, but an example might 

be books in libraries. Or content in libraries.” She said that there was an instance where a 

family member felt that one book was too mature for 4th graders, and that the school 

ultimately agreed with that assessment.  

However, she shared that her staff felt a heightened sense of anxiety around 

community pressure around what books the school is or is not allowed to have. She 

shared that a librarian at her school emphasized, “With the most recent election, I’m 

concerned that I’m going to be told what I can have or not have in the library.” Betty also 

said that her teachers felt something similar, and that they have said to her “I don’t want 

to get fired if I suggest a book, or if I say something about what we’re teaching, or if I 

teach the wrong thing, if I say something I’m not supposed to say.” She did say, however, 

that the board in her school district had been trying to provide guidelines for how to 

respond to potential challenges.  

Both public-school principals from the South—Diana and Larry—gave several 

examples of how book and curricular restrictions have impacted their school 

communities. Diana shared: 

In the state of [State] and I think nationally it’s true, have had a pretty vocal group 
arguing about parent rights in public schools, and they want more involvement 



 156 

and more ability to help select instructional materials or more accurately how to 
challenge library materials and classroom materials that they feel may not align 
with their personal beliefs, and maybe even the ability to prevent them from being 
used as all… and now we’re seeing more and more that parents and community 
groups want input, influence, and perhaps even the opportunity to veto the 
selection of topics and materials that are used in our schools. 

Larry said something similar: 

Our governor is very much—I don’t know how to phrase this, but—he’s one of 
the people who uses “the woke agenda” as part of his platform, and so because of 
that, we’ve seen an exponential increase in book challenges, curriculum and 
content challenges. 

He also pointed out that he has sat on the committee for book challenges within the 

district. He said that in those committees, they ultimately decided whether to retain, 

restrict, or remove the text from the school. In the case of removal, Larry said, it involved 

being removed not just from the school library or media center, but from any teacher’s 

bookshelves or classroom libraries as well.  

 Ernie and Ivan, who are both private school principals, brought up examples not 

of book restrictions, but of concerns around book lists. Ernie brought up a parent’s 

concern over the book Genderqueer, which was on a published list titled something akin 

to “Great Transformative Novels for Teens.” He reflected: 

It was one book among 50 on a list on a website, but at the same time, the 
moment you say “Choose one of these,” you’re lifting up the book and saying, 
“This is worthy of your attention.” And so I think it’s some of the, it’s issues that 
aren’t necessarily inherently Democratic-Republican issues, but issues that have 
been politicized I think in our country that trigger or, sort of ignite sensitive 
nerves and cause reactions. 

Ivan said that at his school, the staff members “don’t flag the [books] that have ‘issues’ in 

them,” such as if one of the books has “a gay couple” in it. His approach, instead, was to 

share these book lists—which are not required reading—with families in advance, and 



 157 

families could make their own decisions about which books they want their children to 

read.  

 Participants also raised curricular restrictions as another macropolitical issue they 

experienced. Betty mentioned that some of her school leader colleagues have experienced 

more families questioning or disagreeing with what is taught or not taught in their 

schools. Diana said that in her state, there has been a law that states that the school 

district must have “a published process for parents and community members to challenge 

instructional materials.” She went on to share: 

We have a Parent Bill of Rights that passed that actually forbids educators in our 
schools from talking about topics like that, or anything that would fall under the 
“mental health” or “social emotional learning” umbrella without informing and 
gaining parent consent to do so. 

She gave the direct example from her school during which a family member challenged 

an 11th grade English assignment about how the media shapes public perception about an 

issue. Because the issue was about the police, the family member claimed that it was a 

part of the “liberal defund the police” agenda. 

 Larry also gave examples of curricular restrictions that occurred at the state-level, 

rather than just at his own school: 

So the largest curricular challenge which was national news is that College Board 
has AP African American History… [and a new act] basically said that you 
couldn’t teach a lot of topics relating to the diaspora or African American history 
that would somehow intimate that there was systemic government-sponsored 
racism or prejudice… They made the determination that it was not appropriate—
that it did not align with state statute, or could not be offered. The second 
conversation that I’m very aware of is AP Psychology has been under review. 
Specifically related to a lot of—or not a lot—but the DSM5 talks about gender 
dysphoria and all those types of things, and that once again falls under the 
governor’s anti-woke agenda. 

Larry’s response then ties into another macropolitical issue that was mentioned by 10 of 

the 12 participants—gender and sexuality. This category was mentioned 46 times across 
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the 10 transcripts, sometimes related to gender identity and transgender issues, other 

times related to sexuality.  

 When asked why some of these issues have shown up in schools the way they 

have, Betty shared:  

It’s that worry I think that I have felt that there are some who feel that you’re 
trying to tell me what to do, or you’re trying to—you know, I think some with the 
gender, with the transgender piece, there are definitely those within my 
community that are concerned about that. I don’t know who they are, but it comes 
up in anonymous kind of family engagement surveys, things about restrooms, and 
I want to make sure my child is not sharing [bathrooms]. 

Ernie said something similar when asked to reflect on why these issues may be so 

prevalent in schools:  

I think, I mean think on some level, there are like pretty fundamental differences 
of opinion on how certain things should be sometimes, and what topics are 
appropriate and what topics aren’t appropriate. I think that that can be really quite 
divisive and just recognizing that there might not actually be a middle path or a 
common understanding. And sometimes as a school that might mean that a 
family, like look, in our health class, we’re gonna talk about safe sex among 
same-gendered people, and if you don’t like that, that’s not really a negotiable 
topic. 

Diana said that there have been specific instances at the district level where there was 

substantial push back from community members or external individuals against policies 

that protect students who identify as LGBTQ. She shared: 

The school district where I work is a very conservative school district in the state 
of [State], and there are a lot of very strong and vocal community groups that 
were on either side. And then through those campaigns, and through some of the 
social issues related to LGBTQ rights, for us that created some tension. We had as 
a district adopted a policy to protect the rights of students who identified as 
LGBTQ, and we had actually a district policy handbook, and we went through a 
period of about three or four years where we had a number of school board 
activists who would attend our school board meetings to talk about that document 
and their concerns about its influence in the school setting, and whether or not it 
aligned with their personal beliefs on that topic. We also have had some local 
legislation at the state level that restricts our ability to use preferred names for 
students, to use gender pronouns that do not align with their sex at birth. 
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Ernie also shared an incident at his school where the school had invited someone who 

was transgender to speak at their school, and the school received push back from families 

because of their identity. He also shared that some family members drew issue with the 

musical the school put on, which included gay characters.  

 Some principals shared that gender and sexuality was a macropolitical issue that 

was relevant to their schools because of the student body. Frank and Jacob, for example, 

both shared instances when students were a part of a student organization relating to 

LGBTQ identity or wanted to organize a walkout related to LGBTQ issues. Finally, some 

participants shared instances when harassment or bullying have surfaced in ways that 

relate to gender and sexuality. Diana and Holly, for example, brought up instances when 

anti-gay language had been used, or individuals had said “very hurtful and mean things” 

or purposefully used incorrect pronouns related to LGBTQ students.  

 Another macropolitical issue that several participants mentioned was 

immigration. Ten of the 12 participants mentioned immigration, though there were not 

many specific examples of how immigration came up in their school settings. Alice and 

Greg in particular mentioned immigration frequently, and they stated that the 

demographics of their respective schools included majority Hispanic students. Alice, for 

example, said:  

I mean it’s always a sensitive topic with immigration and documentation, and we 
have a lot of families who are undocumented, and even some of our students are 
undocumented, but of course the safety of not sharing that information about 
which families we have is something I’m really reluctant to do of course, because 
I don’t want to put any families in jeopardy. 

Greg shared a similar story, where one of his students came to school with a backpack 

full of her belongings from home, because her parents said that she needed to take 

everything with her “in case something happens” as they worried about deportation.  
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 Meanwhile, Frank, Holly, Jacob, and Larry brought up immigration, but in the 

context of what the school’s response would be should U.S. Immigration and Customs 

Enforcement (ICE) showed up at their respective schools. They did not have instances 

where ICE came to their schools, but they talked about how within their school 

administration, they have discussed how they would respond (requiring a warrant) and 

protect their students.  

 Finally, Diana brought up immigration in the context of some anti-immigrant 

language she has heard her students use, during which she had to respond to from a 

disciplinary standpoint. And Frank brought up immigration in his school context from 

back in 2016, when students who had Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) 

status were affected, and how the school provided resources and support to those families 

in need.  

 Finally, another macropolitical issue that was mentioned often by nine of the 12 

participants was race and race relations. Caroline and Ernie both listed “race” in a longer 

list of macropolitical issues when prompted about what issues have impacted their school 

communities. Some principals, like Diana and Ivan, brought up race as it related to 

student discipline, when students used “racist” language or “racial slurs.” Frank brought 

up an instance of student activism about a racist incident that occurred outside their 

school, but that his students wanted to take a stand against. And Jacob shared the 

phenomenon of “Black at [School Name]” Instagram accounts that popped up for many 

private schools across the country, where students anonymously submitted experiences 

that they went through that made them feel marginalized on campus.  
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 Other principals, like Holly and Kathleen, brought up ways in which staff 

members have responded to the broader national conversation on race. Kathleen shared: 

[The board] did draft an anti-racism resolution that was pretty close on the heels 
on a lot of you know, of the Black Lives Matter movement and what was 
happening in the culture at that time, and—but I would say that wasn’t really 
affecting the day-to-day operations of the school, and that was kind of a 
discussion when it came up because there were initially some things in the 
statement about you know who we do business with and things of that sort. 

Holly, on the other hand, mentioned instances of micropolitical tension within the school 

staff specifically related to Black History Month. She stated: 

Like Black History Month was seen as a disruption to the learning, and in our 
whole district PD, someone stood up and said, “I’m just so glad it’s March. I get 
to have my TA back” because the TA was working on the assembly things. And 
this was a White teacher, and I’m just like… “We’re okay with this, y’all?” 

Although “race” and “race relations” is broad as a category, there were many instances 

when either of them were brought up. As the interviewer, I did not bring up race or 

gender in any of my questions, but most participants mentioned these categories in their 

answers.  

One macropolitical issue that is political in nature on the national stage, but that 

participants mentioned as something they tried to approach in an apolitical manner, were 

school shootings. Eight of the 12 participants mentioned school shootings in some way. 

Some of them, like Alice, Diana, Greg, and Larry brought up school shootings in the 

context of pressure they felt as leaders to be prepared for any possibility of a school 

shooting at their respective schools. Others, however, mentioned school shootings in the 

context of how their schools managed communication around or taking a stance in 

response to school shootings in other parts of the country. Frank, for example, said that 

he “had to send out communication regarding the walkout that was happening for the 

Florida shootings. [He] sent out a proactive letter to [their] parents” about the walkout 
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that students had organized to take a stand in response to the Marjory Stoneman Douglas 

High School in Parkland, Florida.  

 Larry also talked about how his school community responded to the Parkland 

shooting. He shared the ways in which state-level legislation that came out after the 

shooting that were meant to protect schools more had actually made “it difficult to run a 

school like a school” in that they had to be able to lock down their parking lot and their 

media center, and “it’s like the entire campus is locked down at all times.”  

 Both Jacob and Kathleen shared instances when their schools responded to a 

school shooting in a way where they had to balance the political and apolitical elements 

of the response. For example, Jacob’s school had a neighboring school that experienced a 

school shooting. He stated:  

It just seemed important that we weren’t silent, you know, that we said, again it’s 
about caring for our kids… Like, obviously there’s the loss of life, and we share 
profound empathy and can’t understand what the school community’s going 
through, and want to be able to support and help them however we can, and make 
sure that our kids are safe and feel safe and do what we can do around that. You 
know, I would have loved to say, “Yeah that’s why you get rid of guns,” or that’s 
why you do this, or do that, or whatever that might be, but that’s just not the time 
to—we want to be really mindful that we’re not taking the political stance on 
some sort of an issue. 

Somewhat similarly, Kathleen shared school shootings were something that she “didn’t 

really think of… as a political situation” but said that they could be. She stated that in her 

school’s state, there were two school shootings within a short time frame. She said that 

there were kids at her school “who were really deeply affected by that, and it became 

very evident that to say nothing about that… was not going to be okay.” She said that the 

school made statements and held moments of silence. However, she said that there was 

some push back from families of younger students at the school.  
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 There were a wide range of macropolitical issues that participants shared in their 

responses. Although it was impossible to share in-depth details about all of them, the 

range shared above encapsulated a particular snapshot of what these principals have 

experienced in their tenure as school leaders.  

Emergent Changes and Challenges to School Landscape 

Although I asked questions about how principals have responded to some of the 

macropolitical turbulence mentioned in the previous themes, many of my participants not 

only answered with the actual political issues at play, but also with notable conditions of 

the school landscape that may impact how these issues have affected their communities 

or how they have chosen to respond.  

Sub-Theme 1: Context of the School 

When I asked about what macropolitical issues or events have impacted each 

principal’s school community, Alice, Greg, Ivan, and Larry brought up the demographics 

of their school in a way that related to their answers about the political issues. For 

example, Alice and Greg both shared that their student body population was majority 

Hispanic, and that immigration was top of mind for them and their school communities 

when it came to macropolitical issues.  

Ivan brought up demographics as they related to the previous school at which he 

worked, because the changing demographics had an impact on the shift in what types of 

issues community members brought up to the administration. For example, he shared that 

at first, it was “a more White, Christian community” and over time, as “the neighborhood 

was losing students… the school became sort of a transfer school” and there ended up 

being families “from all different backgrounds.” He then went on to share a religious 
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disagreement in the school community after some families wanted to do a “Day of the 

Dead” celebration at the school, which some families had concerns about, because they 

had been previously told “no church in school.”  

Finally, Larry brought up school demographics in the context of his school, as he 

shared that there have been generations of families who have attended the same school, 

which he shared to say that the “political climate there has been the same thing for 

probably the past hundred years” and that “when it comes to political conversations there, 

it’s actually almost muted.” He also shared that for those families who are more 

concerned about poverty and socioeconomic status, “the du jour politics aren’t important 

to them” and that they are more focused on “how… [to put] food on the table.”  

Betty, Caroline, Diana, Ernie, Jacob, and Kathleen also brought up demographics 

within their school, but specifically in the context of the heterogeneity within their 

schools. Most of them brought up different backgrounds, views, and perspectives in 

various ways to describe how conflict related to political issues arose within their 

communities. For example, Betty shared that teachers felt “nervous about not knowing 

how to navigate someone’s viewpoints that are maybe much different from yours.” 

Caroline brought up her staff as well, describing how in response to COVID-19 and 

presidential elections, there “are vastly different perspectives and [she has] the honor and 

the reasonability to—so most recently, honoring [her] staff and making clear the 

expectations that [they] remain focused on providing a safe space for students to learn.” 

Repeatedly, these principals brought up how different perspectives in their school 

communities, whether between students, staff, or family members, ushered in challenges 

in the context of responding to macropolitical issues, because there was such 
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disagreement or even conflict with how the school “should” respond. For example, 

Kathleen shared with respect to the Israel-Palestine conflict in particular, “there was a lot 

of difference between what students were saying and what faculty were saying and what 

parents were saying, but then again, none of those groups were a monolith or agreeing 

with each other.” 

Sub-Theme 2: Conditions of Principalship 

Another way in which principals responded to my question about how they have 

responded to macropolitical turbulence in their schools was related to conditions of 

leading a school. They cited issues like the fast-paced nature of information sharing and 

the demands that puts onto principals to communicate, the unpredictable or unexpected 

ways in which schools and leadership changes, and the ways in which they are pushed 

toward responsibilities that do not have to do with teaching and learning.  

For example, Caroline emphasized, “we have to be prepared to responsive to 

people getting information true or untrue at rates that are so fast, and with people who are 

so young.” Greg also said that while it might seem “okay to wait and see… and get more 

information,” he felt that “every minute… every 15 minutes or whatever it is, that those 

parents typically or whomever doesn’t get an update or anything like that, you’re losing 

control of that situation and it’s looking worse and worse for you.” 

Alice and Betty also alluded to issues related to volatility, uncertainty, 

complexity, or ambiguity (VUCA). For example, Alice emphasized that there is “no 

handbook” on school leadership, and Betty stated that “the difficult part” of leadership is 

“that there’s always a gray area. And so you know as a leader, how am I going to respond 

to the gray area?”  
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Caroline, Greg, and Ivan all mentioned the ways in which responding to 

macropolitical turbulence can be especially challenging because of how much the nature 

of school leadership continued to shift. Caroline said “the landscape just continues to 

change” when it comes to preparing to be an effective school leader, and Ivan stated that 

there is “nothing like” the job of school principal. He mused, “Who has angry parents 

coming at you on the daily at your job?” Greg pointed out that there have been so many 

responsibilities he has had to face as a principal that he did not expect, “and there’s kind 

of no bounds to that, there’s no limit to what those things could be.”  

Finally, Frank highlighted that in the past, he would not have considered politics 

to be a part of his job portfolio or responsibilities as principal. He stated, “If you asked 

me that question three years ago, I would say, ‘It’s not my problem.’ As a school 

principal, I would have said, ‘It’s not my issue, it’s not my problem, it’s above my pay 

grade,’ all the things.” However, as Kathleen shared, “There was no way to avoid” 

politics in schools. “It was just going on in the world,” she said. “It was going to be a part 

of our school too.”  

Sub-Theme 3: External Conditions 

Another way in which principals responded to my question about how they have 

experienced macropolitical turbulence or responded to it was to bring up external 

conditions that have impacted either the turbulence itself or how they have chosen to 

respond to it. For example, Caroline brought up the idea that schools are “a microcosm of 

everything else going on” and Holly said that “everything that involves our society 

involves our schools,” also using the language that “school is like a microcosm” of what 

plays out on the world stage. Seven of the participants made some type of reference to the 
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idea that the external, macropolitical issues that they mentioned are to some degree 

inherently tied to the inner dynamics of their school communities.  

However, there are certain ways in which external conditions more directly 

influence their schools and therefore the turbulence they experience or the way in which 

they choose to respond. For example, state law will at times dictate how certain school 

leaders are able to respond at all. Diana mentioned state law that mandated “a published 

process for parents and community members to challenge instructional materials.” Ernie 

brought up state law regarding bathroom usage and gender identity, and how the school 

had to follow state law, and how the administration was attempting to do so 

“compassionately.” Then, there were also mentions of state law as it related to parental 

rights. When I asked about other political issues he has faced as principal, Larry 

emphasized how state-codified parental rights have led to “a lot of conflict in that school-

to-community relationship” especially as it has related to attendance and truancy issues.  

Relatedly, three different participants also brought up broader state politics in 

terms of how it impacted the macropolitical turbulence they experienced. This included 

state-level officials, like the governor, pushing resistance to Centers for Disease Control 

and Prevention (CDC) guidelines, or opposition toward and challenges to books, 

curriculum, and content in schools. Two of the principals even mentioned external 

political groups that have acted or sought to act in a way that directly impacted schools in 

their districts. Diana shared, “there are a lot of very strong and vocal community groups 

that were on either side” and there was even “a political action group who bussed in 

retirees… to stack the school board meetings and tie up the public comment.” She added, 

“More parents and outside groups are increasingly defending the rights of people to say 
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provocative and unkind things in a school setting.” Larry also had an example, where “a 

political subgroup within the state” in which he worked had taken on book challenges as 

a part of their platform.  

When I asked principals about what types of macropolitical turbulence they have 

experienced as school leaders and how they have responded to those types of turbulence, 

many of them mentioned conditions of their schools, their roles as leaders, and those 

external to their schools as emergent challenges that either affected or even exacerbated 

that turbulence or influenced how they chose to respond. More of the ways in which the 

participants chose to respond will be shared in a later theme.  

Community Pressure 

 Broadly speaking, the ways in which participants shared their experiences with 

macropolitical turbulence had to do with some form of community pressure. Some of 

these had to do with direct actions that family members took to challenge the school’s 

decisions, and others were about general distrust or questioning of school authority or 

expertise. Nine of the 12 principals mentioned some kind of pushback from families in 

their responses to the question about macropolitical turbulence in their communities.  

 First, two of my participants talked about families’ distrust of the school, and four 

of them mentioned questioning of school staff expertise of some kind. Larry, for 

example, shared the following example: 

I think the political polarization that we’re seeing is maybe catalyzing that, but 
there’s this intense level of distrust. There’s not a time when—let’s say a kid gets 
into a fight at our school. The first request I get from the parent is to watch the 
video tape. Because even if there was a deputy—may have been a deputy 
involved, a dean might’ve been involved, heck, I might have been involved—our 
words don’t mean, our words aren’t truth. 
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Betty, Caroline, Diana, and Larry all mentioned some degree of questioning school staff 

expertise as a form of community pressure. Betty talked about how there was a general 

mindset from families that fell under the umbrella of “questioning” the staff. She shared 

the types of questions she has often gotten: 

We’re gonna need to know what exactly what happens with this… What are you 
gonna do to handle it? What are you doing exactly? What are you going to do? … 
Are you going to be able to handle it? Is everyone going to be okay? What’s 
happening? We need to—what’s the policy? What’s the—what is your procedure 
for how you do this? 

Betty went on to say, “In the past four years… I have felt more of a need to assert myself 

as the principal” due to that questioning from the community. She shared that a father 

once challenged her by questioning her authority and asking, “How do you know that?” 

She laughed a little during the interview and said, “Well, my authority is that I’ve been 

doing this for a while.”  

 Diana shared something similar in her response. She said that “people are a little 

less likely to give school staff members the benefit of the doubt.” In an example about a 

gas leak at a school, she said that families are less inclined to approach it from a 

perspective of, “These are professionals who’ve undergone a lot of training, and their 

first priority is the safety of my kid.” Instead, Diana emphasized, “They believe that they 

can somehow get in there and handle that gas leak for us.” 

 This questioning, combined with the larger concept of “parental rights,” showed 

up in four of my participants’ responses. The example that Ernie gave was from the 

transgender speaker at his school, and how families who were deeply upset about it felt 

that “it wasn’t the school’s—essentially the school’s responsibility to… introduce this 

concept… the parents were like, ‘This is our job, not your job.’” This was somewhat 

related to what Jacob and Kathleen shared from their experiences that it felt as though 
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families had particularly intense reactions because it is their own children they are 

concerned about, not just children in general. Jacob stated: 

What is the most important thing to every parent? Like, it’s their kid. And they 
may be able to talk rationally every other time, but when they’re talking about 
their kid and something heightened occurs, they’re not going to be rational, you 
know not all the time, because that’s the most important thing. 

Kathleen also empathized with how families may respond when it directly impacts their 

own children. 

I feel like parenting is really pretty hard sometimes, and so reaching out to the 
school in partnership is… I get the inclination for why that happens… in terms of 
a social conflict [for example], we can—like sometimes it is appropriate for us to 
mitigate that, but you know, in other circumstances, it’s not. 

Some of the responses I received from my participants were about community pressure in 

the form of general pushback from families, and others were about families making 

specific demands of the school. Principals shared examples of families pushing back with 

regards to everything from COVID-19 measures to class groupings, course content to 

book lists, how the school responded to a macropolitical event to disciplinary issues, 

school or district policies to what they saw as insufficient DEI programming. Sometimes, 

as Betty shared, it took the form of a parent saying “Hey, we believe this… this is what 

our child is going to do or not do.” For Diana, it has looked like a parent saying, “that we 

[as the school] had no right to infringe on their beliefs… [and that] it’s not our place to 

judge those beliefs.”  

 Jacob gave the example of the POCC backlash, and how “some parents… felt 

like, ‘This is an anti-Semitic conference’” based on what the two speakers had said about 

the conflict in Gaza being a “genocide,” and the push back took the form of families 

saying, “I don’t want to give money to a school who’s going to send its employees to an 

anti-Semitic conference.”  
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 Larry provided a different example related to COVID-19, when his school did 

contact tracing and had to send kids come who tested positive, and would have parents 

who responded by saying, “You’re not sending my kid home. I won’t come down there to 

pick them up. I think this is all a sham.”  

  Some of the principals offered instances when families not only pushed back on 

something but also made specific demands. Ernie shared that members of the Jewish 

community at his school insisted that the school must “say something” in response to 

October 7th. Jacob, who works at a private school, said that “families devote a lot of 

resources, and so they want some sort of delivery on what they’re paying for.” Kathleen 

even stated that once, “a parent came and essentially said, ‘Here are teaching materials 

that I want you to be using in social studies classes around [the Israel-Palestine] 

conflict.’”  

The principals shared that sometimes, this community pressure led to difficult 

conversations with family members, which I revisit in a later finding under the broader 

umbrella of how principals chose to respond to macropolitical turbulence and community 

pressure.   

In terms of the ways in which my participants have responded to macropolitical 

turbulence in their roles as school leaders, there were some examples they shared that are 

more reactive and immediate in nature, and others that were more relational, proactive, or 

ongoing. In the next section, I share the reactive and immediate forms of crisis 

management that principals employ, as well as the balance between buffering and 

boundary bridging that are more relational and ongoing.  
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Crisis Communication 

 Crisis management and leadership is closely connected to communication during 

and after critical incidents. As such, my participants who spoke about communication 

strategies, talking points, timing of responses, and statement writing are highlighted in 

this section.  

 As Kathleen shared, “if people get angry about [an issue], it ends up having an 

unintended consequence, [and] that’s usually when it veers into crisis management.” 

Most of the principals did not cite a specific macropolitical event or issue that they 

labeled as a crisis, per se, but whenever I asked about what types of preparation were 

helpful or would have been helpful for navigating these types of macropolitical 

turbulence, some of the participants emphasized crisis management or communication.  

 Broadly speaking with regards to crises, Diana said that in her school district: 

We have a plan, if the situation is serious enough, all that I need to do is call or 
text my boss, who will activate the district crisis team, and they’ll get between me 
and the parents and the community, and they’ll take over that role. If we had a 
true emergency where I couldn’t do that, they would take it over, but the best 
thing is to hear it from me, and it has taken us a little bit of time to develop a way 
to do that, and now my assistant principals understand, like once the immediate 
crisis is you know, handled or we’ve got a plan in motion, I’m going to pull back 
and, you know, send out a burst of information to the most critical stakeholders, 
and then I can reengage, help them, and then I’ll have to pull back again and 
update people. 

Some principals shared that reactive communication relies on the existing foundation of 

previous, proactive communication. Diana went on to say: 

At least for me, my decision about how to respond to it as a school leader is to be 
proactive in building relationships with students and community members so that 
they have a sense of who I am as an educator, as a leader, and they develop a 
certain level of trust in the decisions that I make. It has made me devote a lot 
more time into communication, so I do weekly newsletters to students, or to 
families and to staff, I try to make sure that we have thorough information on our 
website, on social media. I use a variety of communication tools to be proactive, 
and what I find is that for most families, then, if there is a question or concern, 
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they are more likely to bring that to me or my team to problem solve, and they’re 
also a little more willing to give us the opportunity to work on that issue, versus 
maybe going straight to the top. 

Ivan said that his approach with these types of communication was to be as clear as 

possible. He emphasized that “clarity is kindness… How do we be direct enough with 

respect that we’re talking about it?”  

 Frank stated that his approach was to focus not on the issue he and his staff cannot 

control and instead focus on how they responded to it. He said: 

We can’t always control the political issue that come at us, we can’t always 
control the emergency things that happen. If we have a school fire—we’ve had a 
school fire before—we can’t always control what happens to us, but we can 
control how we respond to it. 

Some schools, such as the private or charter schools at which a few of my participants 

work, had a public relations specialist or a communication arm of their network. In those 

schools, it may be that communication came from that branch of the school. However, 

most of the other principals who talked about communicating a response to a 

macropolitical issue or incident focused on talking points, timing of responses, and 

statement writing.  

 For example, Caroline, Diana, Frank, Greg, and Holly all mentioned the 

importance of timing of responses. Caroline said, “Timing is everything. Respond to 

everything like it’s the most important case that we’re caring for.” Diana also said: 

As a school leader if you are not proactively communicating as you can basic 
information, then it creates a worry on the part of parents that you are hiding 
information, and that you are not being truthful, and that they begin to worry 
“What else are you hiding?” 

Greg also said that he is in favor of communication being “as immediate as possible.” 

However, Frank and Holly both talked about being slower and more deliberate in 

communicating. Frank said that of course there was the “immediate communication that 
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goes out right away” in moments of extreme crisis. However, he also shared his 

philosophy around doing nothing in response. He said: 

There’s a lot of times where, as a principal… I have to sit down with my team and 
ask the question, “What happens if we do nothing?” Right? So there’s an art to 
doing nothing. And I think a lot of principals… get into trouble because they try 
to overdo things or they try to do too much. And I think it’s important in that 
decision-making process, if you ask that question, “What happens if I do nothing? 
What will be the worst-case scenario if I do nothing? What will be the best-case 
scenario if I do nothing? 

Holly also reflected that perhaps sometimes she may “move too slowly” but it came from 

a place of wanting “to carefully address it so that [she doesn’t] do it wrong.”  

 Other ways in which participants shared about immediate or reactive responses to 

turbulence was in terms of talking points. Betty, Caroline, Diana, and Greg all shared the 

importance of having talking points in response to events or issues. Sometimes that 

involved workshopping those talking points with other peer leaders, other times that 

involved receiving talking points from district leaders.  

 Finally, six different participants mentioned statement writing in response to 

macropolitical turbulence, and four of them talked about a withdrawal from statement 

writing. Greg talked about how his school put out a statement in response to immigration 

concerns to reassure families that the students were safe at school. He shared that his 

school network modeled it after other big school districts or charters in the area had 

released theirs.  

 Ernie shared that he had written a statement in his newsletter in response to 

January 6th, and that there was pressure from the school community to write a statement 

in response to October 7th. Jacob said that he wrote a statement about the 2024 POCC 

with regards to the concerns about the use of the word “genocide” at the conference, and 

that his and many other schools sent out statements after George Floyd or October 7th. He 
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emphasized that he does not “remember schools outside of the last… five years… really 

making statements.”  

 Kathleen said that she herself had not written a statement as principal, but that her 

school’s board did write one “on the heels… of the Black Lives Matter movement” and 

that more broadly, the school had written a statement with regards to the school shootings 

that had occurred in the state. Ivan said that his Head of School also put out statements in 

response to anti-Asian hate and “how we protect kids, and you know, our feelings around 

it.” And Holly shared that not only did she statements coming out from corporations after 

George Floyd, but also that she was asked to write one by her board chair.  

 However, some of these same participants—Ernie, Ivan, Jacob, and Kathleen, 

who all happen to be private school principals—also shared that they have observed in 

their own school settings and more broadly a withdrawal from writing statements. Ernie 

said that he saw companies increasingly saying, “Look, it’s not our place to make 

political statements” and schools now saying, “Okay, we’re going to focus on the 

education of these children, and... we don't need to make political statements.” Ivan said 

something similar, that “because of the political climate and the legal climate, we’re 

doing less of [the statement writing] as things come up.”  

When I asked Jacob about the vision he was trying to set out for his division when 

it came to how the school handles the macropolitical, he emphasized, “We haven’t 

formalized the language, but really I think as much as possible trying to stay out of issues 

and topics… certainly with the stance.” Somewhat similarly, Kathleen also said that her 

current Head of School may not have been “more politically neutral or anything like 

that,” but has “backed off from” commenting on political issues. She continued by saying 



 176 

that it was “through the perspective of, ‘Is this really the place of the school to be 

commenting on what happens?’ … If you comment on this, what does it say if you don’t 

make a statement about that?”  

While not all principals made mentions of statement writing, the principals who 

did mention it brought it up when I asked about how they have responded to some of the 

macropolitical issues they described, or when they distinguished between what their 

responsibilities were compared to the responsibilities of leadership above them.  

As previously mentioned, this type of crisis communication is one way principals 

shared about how they responded to macropolitical turbulence, but in an immediate and 

reactive way. The other ways they shared were more ongoing or even proactive in nature.  

Boots-on-the Ground: Buffering Outward and Upward 

 In the next few themes I will discuss, I used Hong & Hatch’s (2004) framework 

of boundary spanning, including buffering versus bridging outward, upward, and 

downward. That is, to span a boundary can mean breaking down the barriers between 

principal and community members (bridging) or further reinforcing those barriers 

(buffering). Outward has to do with community members such as families and caregivers, 

upwards has to do with leadership above the principal such as superintendents or district 

leaders, and downwards has to do with students and staff at the principal’s school.  

One such related theme that emerged from the data was that principals are unique 

in their role as the “boots-on-the-ground” staff member who sees, processes, and 

responds to what happens in the school community directly, with the additional 

responsibility of interpreting and implementing policies that may be directly related to 

macropolitical turbulence or pressure from the community. As participants shared their 
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experiences, it became clear that they had to understand and interpret district and state 

policies to respond to macropolitical pressure from community members or even from 

leadership above them.  

 Three of my participants used the language “boots on the ground” to describe 

their roles as principals, because they are the implementers of policies and regulations. 

As Diana shared: 

We’re the ones that are the boots on the ground. We monitor the adherence to 
those policies and procedures more consistently, because in our buildings, 
obviously we have a better connection to the behavior of the students and the 
staff. And so in our own district policy and procedure manuals, one of the things 
that’s the fine print that gets students and parents a lot is that most of our policies 
and procedures say that the principal’s decision is final, or we have appeal rights 
by which if they feel that their rights have been violated, they have a process by 
which they can have those challenges heard. 

Somewhat similarly, Frank said that he considered the principal role as “boots on the 

ground” as well: 

Superintendents and school board members are the ones that seemingly have the 
platforms to help advocate and make those decisions for what happens with 
schools and school funding and political issues, but the principals are the ones that 
are in the building every day. 

Because this boots-on-the-ground responsibility implied a level of responsibility on the 

principal’s part to then respond to macropolitical community pressure, principals may 

have to understand, interpret, and implement district, network, or state policy as a 

response. Sometimes, this could be challenging, as participants shared that local and state 

expectations can conflict with one another. This might mean navigating governors’ 

executive orders or adjusting to changes in state laws to ensure school compliance with 

statutes. More than one participant emphasized that their job was not to form policy, but 

to interpret and implement it in a consistent way.   
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But some of the principals saw this responsibility as imperative. As Betty said, 

“the buck stops with the principal,” and as Caroline emphasized, “We’re responsible 

for… all things.” Greg shared that in the context of charter schools, “You got a lot of 

freedom, but you got a lot of responsibility to make those decisions.” Kathleen shared 

that there were certain instances, such as the one with the Israel-Palestine posters, where 

she felt that she had to “lay down” the law by saying “here’s how we’re going to 

handle… putting stuff up on the walls and dialoguing about this.”  

 In this responsibility, some participants shared their desire to find the right 

balance between “policies and people.” Betty shared that “people want you to implement 

the same thing for every single family and situation” even though it’s unlikely that that 

can “happen all the time” which is why “the implementing part… can be difficult.” 

Caroline also said that she tries “to keep policies and people in mind” and that she has 

people around her “to help think through policies and as they relate to a given situation” 

in a way that is “people focused.” This related to what some of them shared about feeling 

as though they had a responsibility to be “a peacemaker,” as Betty stated. Whether this 

involved asking the question Diana posed, “What am I supposed to write about this that 

will make everybody feel calm and safe?” or what Ernie said about considering himself 

as “a diplomat,” these participants talked about how much their job was about balancing 

people and policies in a way that fostered a sense of diplomacy and peace.   

 However, some participants shared that responding to macropolitical community 

pressure meant boundary buffering in an outward (i.e., out to the community) way and 

pointing families to policy. Betty said that she has “felt more of a need to assert [herself] 

as the principal” and Ernie shared that even though sometimes community members just 
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want to be seen, “with any sort of relationship, you set boundaries” and “some of what’s 

going on now is that sort of setting of boundaries and what should be expected and 

what’s our place and what isn’t” when it comes to families expecting schools to respond 

or make a statement about something political. Kathleen said that she wished she had 

gotten even more guidance around “boundaries to maintain” when people come to her 

with macropolitical questions, so that she could better say “this is a family issue” or “this 

is an out-of-school” issue.   

 Other participants shared that when there is macropolitical community pressure 

coming toward them, they can point to certain designated policies. Betty said that their 

school “board has been very open about reviewing [books] and talking to [principals] 

about how [to] review materials” in a way that allows her “to respond to [challenges] as a 

principal” and “point parents to” the regulations. Diana gave the example that when 

families react to issues of students’ use of anti-gay or racist language by saying that the 

school cannot “infringe on their beliefs,” she is able to point to the student code of 

conduct, which is set by the school board.  

 Similarly, Larry shared that when community members pushed back about 

something political, he referenced “statute and [State] administrative code in almost 

every conversation.” He told me that “regardless if I agree or disagree with it,” he can say 

to parents “If you’re unpleased with this legislation, that’s great, here’s the person you 

contact, because I’m just the principal.” 

 One of my participants, Ivan, also shared that they did this buffering by trying to 

occupy a “middle ground.” He said, “We saw that when we went to the middle… our 

families feel better and trust us more, even though they didn’t want to.” Ivan went on to 
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say that this middle ground meant they “offered solutions and… focused on kids” so that 

families “could only push so far.” He emphasized that his form of buffering was in some 

ways about being “steady and boring” rather than trying to find “the silver bullet” and 

submitting to the “swinging pendulum of education.” He said that it meant “not getting 

buffeted by the political waves” and not trying “to appease everybody.”  

 Buffering and implementing policy was challenging, however, when there was a 

disconnect from leadership above (buffering upward). Some participants said that “if the 

decisions” about “procedures and processes that we use to respond and to advocate on 

behalf of… teachers and… [the] school” are “made without representation from people at 

the school site, the procedures can be really cumbersome, or don’t necessarily achieve 

what they’re setting out to do.” Larry shared that this disconnect had made him “less 

trusting as it relates to… district policy… whether it be state administrative code or state 

board rule or state statute.”  

 Other participants shared that their attempts to buffer or implement policy could 

be challenging when their Head of Schools or board has a vastly different approach to 

handling macropolitical community pressure. Ivan, for example, shared that his Head can 

be “hyper-responsive to parents” and that he can be “much more anxious about the 

political winds,” sometimes catering to “one family who’s had these concerns.” Holly 

shared that the hierarchy in school governance can prevent her from feeling like she can 

respond adequately, because “there [wasn’t] really a two-way conversation” between her 

and the board. These issues in governance served as obstacles for some of my 

participants in their ability to buffer effectively in the face of macropolitical community 

pressure.  
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Active and One-on-One Engagement: Boundary Bridging Outward 

 The participants I interviewed almost all talked about the importance of active 

listening, community engagement, direct communication, proactive communication, or 

fostering a sense of community and culture in their answers about how they navigate 

macropolitical turbulence and related community pressure. Some of them talked about 

how much they thought about community perception, like Betty, who said that she 

always wanted to “make sure that [she’s] not presenting [herself]… in a way that’s being 

disrespectful to a family or what they believe.” Alice also said that she sometimes felt 

nervous because she did not “want [families] to think [she’s not]… empathizing with 

them.” Diana also said that she found it important to be “very aware of how our words 

and our actions are viewed by stakeholders.”  

 Multiple participants emphasized the importance of “creating safe and 

comfortable spaces for our students,” as Diana shared, and an “inclusive space in a 

climate that lacks so much of that,” as Caroline stated. Caroline also posed the questions:  

How do you teach an entire school community what it means to be caring, 
collaborative communicators who are able to show their care for each other and 
the world, regardless of what’s happening politically? What are the expectations 
that you set for your school community, set with your school community, and 
hold everyone to? 

Frank emphasized how much time and energy he spent fostering a positive school 

culture. When I asked about examples of political issues that students, teachers, or family 

members have raised with him as the school leader, Frank said that there were not many 

instances of this, and that he would credit that to the amount of “time and energy [spent] 

on establishing a positive culture.” 

 Many other participants also brought up the importance of a sense of community. 

Alice and Jacob both shared how important it was for her to foster a stronger sense of 
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community after the distance created by COVID-19, and Betty emphasized the 

importance of being “knowledgeable about what’s happening in your community.” Jacob 

also shared his philosophy around community, which he borrowed from a colleague, 

which was, “The community we deserve is the community we help to build.” 

 Both Alice and Frank employed the idea of empathizing with their school 

communities as one way to build that sense of community and school culture. Other 

participants shared that building community and a sense of culture meant active listening 

and engagement, eliciting feedback, proactive communication with families, and sharing 

resources with community members. Betty stated: 

I always talk to families, I always put out communication and invite anyone, I 
can’t think honestly in the time that I have been principal that I’ve turned 
someone away that wants to talk to me, even if I feel like I’m saying the same 
thing over and over. 

She also said that in her experience, “a lot of that frustration and anger happens when 

people feel like they aren’t being heard.” Alice also shared the ways in which she tried to 

be “an active listener,” which has involved “round-table discussions” and parent coffees. 

Caroline shared that one of the biggest lessons she took away from COVID-19 was “to 

listen to people,” and that she always tries “to follow up and then provide some wrap-

around care… especially after a challenging conversation.” Kathleen said that when 

“someone is coming to me and saying, ‘This is how I’m feeling about this issue’ and 

‘This is how I think… [the] school should be responding to it,’” she always tried “to 

presume good intent” and “to listen to where [they are] coming from.” Frank talked about 

just how important he felt it was “to slow down and listen.” Sometimes, he said, that 

meant doing nothing, because “it has to start with listening first, truly listening and 

seeking to understand.” For some principals, like Betty and Caroline, this meant 
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anonymous surveys given to families so that they could elicit feedback as principals. For 

other participants, like Alice and Frank, it meant engaging families through avenues such 

as the parent-teacher organization (PTO) or association (PTA/PTSA). Diana said that she 

felt that if she made clear to families who she is “as an educator, as a leader,” then “they 

develop a certain level of trust in the decisions” she makes. “Parents are more likely to go 

on this journey with you if they sincerely believe that you have their child’s best interests 

at heart,” Diana added. Frank said something similar, in that “after 10 years here, [he’s] 

earned a little bit of credibility with [the] parents, and they kind of know that [he’s not] 

perfect, but [that he’ll] be real with them [and] authentic.”  

 Some of the principals I spoke to said something similar. For example, Holly 

shared how important it was for her “to communicate directly with families.” Jacob 

shared that communication had to be done “from the beginning, [because] if you’re trying 

to do it when times are turbulent, it’s just not going to go well.”  

 Some participants also emphasized that this outward boundary bridging also 

included building trust to dispel concerns, meeting families one-on-one, and having 

difficult conversations. Nine of the 12 participants talked about ways in which to build 

community through active engagement. Alice, Betty, Caroline, Diana, Frank, Greg, Ivan, 

and Jacob all talked about some kind of proactive relationship building when asked about 

how they navigate community relations during times of macropolitical turbulence.  

 However, sometimes active engagement with the community is slightly more 

reactive in nature and might mean having difficult conversations with family members or 

meeting with families one-on-one. Still, this was a type of outwards boundary bridging 

that could help with fostering relationships within the community. Betty said that she 
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preferred not to “email back and forth” and would rather simply get on a call with family 

members. Caroline said that she told families that she wanted to “schedule the time to 

hear [their] concerns.” A few other participants talked about how they had to have 

difficult conversations with students or family members after certain incidents took place. 

For example, Frank shared that after some “students were wearing MAGA hats in the 

building,” he had to have “a difficult conversation [with them] because it was disruptive.” 

Ernie shared that he felt it was important for school leaders to practice having those 

difficult conversations. 

 Finally, a few participants talked about sharing resources with the community or 

partnering with community members to bridge outwards. Alice talked about how she 

tried to share resources and workshops out to family members in the community, and 

both Alice and Jacob talked about how they built partnerships with community members. 

Alice called upon elders in the community when it came to sharing resources with the 

community, and Jacob emphasized that he connected with a Jewish alumna and a local 

rabbi when he was responding to families about issues that were particularly salient to 

Jewish members of the community.  

 Most of the participants I spoke to spent a great deal of time talking about the 

importance of active, one-on-one and whole-community engagement, and even though 

some of them discussed reactive measures to macropolitical pressure from the 

community, they also reflected how important it was when navigating that pressure to 

continuously and actively build community, so that they were not just reactive, but 

proactive and ongoing as well.  
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Supporting Faculty and Students: Buffering and Bridging Downward 

In the previous section, participants shared ways in which they boundary spanned 

outwards toward the community. However, when asked how they navigate macropolitical 

turbulence in their school communities, many of them also shared ways in which they 

had to either buffer or bridge downwards with respect to their teachers and students. For 

teachers, principals shared that they collaborated with and supported teachers, yet also 

occasionally needed to ask teachers to change their conduct. They were also focused 

more generally on staff relations in their schools.  

Alice, Betty, Caroline, Greg, and Holly all talked about ways in which they liked 

to collaborate with teachers and staff members in navigating macropolitical turbulence. 

Alice talked about a recent project she started with two teachers on curating resources 

and lessons that focus on immigration “to make [their] students feel a little more 

comfortable and a little more safe and secure… with the unknown that’s coming.” Betty 

shared that teacher leaders in her school sometimes came to her after a challenging 

meeting with parents and asked, “Hey, can we just debrief about what just happened?” 

She emphasized that she believed “that debrief and conversation are really important, 

post any kind of parent interaction, any kind of community interaction” especially for 

those “who are looking to go into admin.”  

Holly said that she has had “a morning circle” with her staff, during which they 

may discuss how to address an issue that might be distressing for community members. 

“We’ll address it, make some blanket statement, if we need to address proactively 

anything… this is how we’ll address it should it come up in a negative way, should kids 

need someone to talk to, identifying those individuals.” Holly also talked about the 
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importance of distributed leadership, more specifically the idea of “buckets” of 

responsibilities, “and then [sharing] those buckets across [her] team, so that [she’s] not 

constantly meeting and delegating about the same things.” For example, she assigned 

attendance to one staff member, and coaching to another.  

A couple of participants brought up the idea of bringing in external programs or 

consultants to support teachers and staff. Frank, for example, said that they brought in a 

local resource to offer support to staff and families for DACA students. Kathleen shared 

that her school brought in different speakers and an organization to focus on supporting 

staff and students in having dialogue despite differing holding different viewpoints, “and 

being in community when things are contentious.” 

Many participants brought up how important it was for them to support their staff. 

Some, like Betty and Diana, said that they tried to coach teachers on how to have difficult 

conversations or how to respond when students make provocative comments. Caroline 

mentioned modeling language for teachers “so that they’ve got language, they’ve got 

confidence, [and] they’ve got perspective to maybe shift or elevate a practice they have.” 

Ernie said that one way he supports his staff is by “reviewing book lists with teachers” if 

needed. And Ivan shared that sometimes, supporting teachers means being the buffer for 

them if families “crossed a line” or “disrespected a teacher.” He said: 

When a teacher has an email [from a parent] that’s really gross, I’ll be like, ‘Don’t 
worry about it, I got this.’ And I come in, and I take care of it… I tell them they’re 
on notice, and the way they’re talking needs to change. 

A couple of participants shared that some of their teachers were nervous about saying 

something that would upset parents or getting fired. Betty emphasized that “teachers are 

nervous… and they don’t want to upset parents.” When I probed her on why, she said 

“There is this fear of losing a job” or that “someone is going to talk about them to 
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someone above” the principal. Diana stated that she met with teachers and talked to them, 

because she did not “want them to be afraid to teach.” These principals all brought up 

various ways in which they support their teachers and staff, a form of bridging 

downward.  

Two principals, Jacob and Larry, gave examples when they had to ask a staff 

member to change their conduct at work, which is a form of downward buffering. Jacob 

shared the example of a teacher who wore a pin that parents saw as political and 

disruptive, and the first time he spoke with the teacher, Jacob said that he “wanted him to 

kind of come to his own decision around it,” but after the teacher continued to wear it, he 

said that he had to emphasize how much it was taking away from the focus in the 

classroom. Jacob added, “Sometimes in my role, I have to protect individuals from 

themselves as well… I will certainly protect you from parents, but if you’re doing things 

that are going to put your identity or your stature in jeopardy, I got to be the one that does 

that, even if you don’t like it.”  

Larry also had an instance when he had to ask a math teacher who was engaging 

in political discussion in his classroom to stop. He emphasized that the topic “didn’t 

relate to the standards whatsoever,” and the push back came from students and parents. 

Larry added that the first time he spoke to the teacher “was a reminder” about “what the 

rule says,” and the second time, he had to say “Now you’re just being outwardly defiant 

to what the rule is, and if you can’t [change that]… I would have to terminate you based 

on your decision-making.” Frank also mentioned how much of a principal’s job is not 

just “managing behaviors of kids… [and] parents,” but also “managing behaviors of staff 
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members.” He said that he tried to take the approach “accountability with grace” in all 

three. 

For students, some participants shared that they must think about things like dress 

code, harassment or bullying, and student discipline, but also supporting students in their 

activism and exercise of free speech. Jacob shared that his school did not have a dress 

code when it came to political messages but did have one that generally prohibits 

“anything inflammatory.” Frank and Larry both shared instances when students came to 

school with red “Make America Great Again” hats. Frank said that in that instance, he 

had to have “a difficult conversation” with the students about the hats, “because it was 

disruptive… and there were some strong emotions on each side.” Diana said that her 

school has seen “a lot more… political t-shirts and hats,” or has had students who wore 

“a Trump mask, or they might wear shirts that had anti-immigrant language.” She said: 

So now we’re really having to try to not allow for some of those types of things to 
happen, and we’re having to address them, from a disciplinary standpoint and 
loss-of-privilege standpoint. And it’s frustrating and disappointing and I feel like 
the number of ways in which people are acting in those ways has increased, 
probably since the 2016 election cycle, and I would say that more parents and 
outside groups are increasingly defending the rights of people to say provocative 
and unkind things in a school setting, and that’s disappointing to have to deal 
with. 

Diana shared that the onus fell upon the superintendent and the district to then consider 

questions such as, “How are we supposed to respond to dress code violations, how is it 

that we are going to respond to challenges for instructional materials? What are the 

employee and student discipline consequences for these kinds of things?” And then, she 

added, it was her job to “monitor the adherence to those policies and procedures… 

because in our buildings, obviously we have a better connection to the behavior of the 

students and staff.”  
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 Diana and Holly both talked about policies around bullying, which is another way 

principals may have to buffer downwards toward students. Diana shared about how her 

school has had “an uptick in the types of students [who] may engage in physical or verbal 

confrontation” and “students [who use] racist and anti-gay language when they are 

unhappy with a peer,” and about how she relies on the student code of conduct to 

“employ [interventions] in addressing some of these situations.” Holly emphasized that as 

principal, she “can’t make any policies up,” but can, for example, use “a bullying rule… 

to address hate speech.” In these instances, students who engaged in a form of 

macropolitically-related behavior become the principal’s responsibility, and the principal 

had to find the way to buffer against these behaviors.  

 Some principals identified that this can be especially tricky when it came to 

finding the line between students’ freedom of speech and enforcing rules about 

appropriate behavior in school. Kathleen said that she tries to teach her students that “you 

can have the freedom of speech—what you don’t have, but you’re not free of other 

people’s responses or other people’s reactions or consequences.” Kathleen also 

emphasized that she was “always going to err on the side of student freedom, and that’s 

not always the right decision, but it is one that… is pretty mission-aligned and pretty 

consistent with the ethos of [the] school.” She added, “A student [should] be able to take 

an action, live with the consequences, and learn from it.” Larry shared an example at a 

nearby school, which allowed students to paint their parking spots, and one student had 

painted “Trump 2024” on theirs. He said that some district officials were concerned that 

they would be in trouble, but Larry emphasized, “It is student speech… There’s legal 
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backing to that political speech of that student.” Frank also said that with the MAGA 

hats, “there [were] some tough conversations about freedom of speech” in that scenario.  

 Another element of students’ freedom of speech came into play for some of the 

principals in the form of student activism. Betty mentioned that some of the older 

students in her school “wanted to just stand in solidarity for peace in the world” and part 

of her job was to help them navigate that, “what they’re allowed to do and not allowed to 

do and how to reflect on that.” Ernie gave the example of students who had created an art 

installation on Israel-Palestine as a form of activism. He said that he had to “explain to 

students, [and also try] to protect them from people, like adults in [the] community who 

wanted… them to be expelled.” He shared that this instance was challenging because it 

was “a pretty soft cultural event,” and “by displaying it at that particular event, they were 

really showing… poor judgment,” which “for them can feel like censorship.” He stated: 

[It was] helping them understand that there’s spaces—both physical and 
temporal—where we can hold certain conversations that are sort of a more 
sensitive nature and helping them recognize that like if it’s not the time or space, 
that that really shouldn’t be happening. 

Kathleen also gave an example of when students were putting up posters around the 

school “that spoke to the [Israel-Palestine] conflict in many different ways.” Some of 

them said things like, “People are starving and we need to raise money for World Central 

Kitchen,” and others said things like, “Anti-Zionism is not anti-Semitism.” This was 

another way a principal felt she had to buffer downwards; in that she had to say to the 

students:  

These are the guidelines that we’ve previously had about putting stuff up on the 
walls. They’ve been serving us well for a little while, and they’re not right now. 
Like we cannot handle this particular freedom that you know has been put out, so 
we’re going to take another [approach].  
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Kathleen went on to say that for “the students who were most involved and… 

impassioned about it,” it took longer for the frustration to decrease, or for them to feel a 

sense of a more stabilized community. She shared that for “some of those kids who were 

like seniors when it was happening, [she doesn’t] know that they ever got over it.” These 

were instances when principals were buffering for student activism when responding to 

or navigating macropolitical turbulence, with cascading effects that did not necessarily 

stabilize the environment. 

 Frank gave a few examples at his school where students wanted to engage in 

activism through peaceful walkouts, either against the school shootings that had occurred 

more than five years ago, or for LGBTQ rights a couple years ago, or an instance when 

students wanted to take a stand against an incident when “a White male student… used a 

racial slur and assaulted a Black female student” at a nearby school. In these examples, 

Frank talked about ways in which he bridged, rather than buffered, downwards for 

students who wanted to stage the walkouts. He said he asked students what they needed 

and provided a microphone for students who wanted to speak at the walkout and even 

had an instance when a student who planned the walkout was approached by the press. 

When the student asked, “Can I go talk to them? These reporters want to interview me,” 

Frank asked, “Did your mom fill out the media release form?” And when the student said 

yes, Frank said, “Well then you’re good to go, you can go talk to them.” In this instance, 

the student even asked Frank to go with him to talk to the reporters.    

Mentorship and Alignment: Bridging Upward 

 Although participants shared a myriad of ways in which they had to buffer 

downwards, outwards, and upwards, many of them also highlighted the importance of 
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bridging upwards when navigating community relations during times of macropolitical 

turbulence. This involved aligning within the district or network, receiving support from 

leadership above, collaborating with other leaders, leaning on experts, and finding 

mentors and models.  

 Alice, Betty, Caroline, and Greg all shared the importance of alignment within a 

district or network in the face of community pressure. Betty said, “The great thing about 

being in the school district or the division that I’m in is that it’s a large division, we have 

a large staff” and how they responded, “is pretty much the same, [but] not lockstep.” 

Alice said, “My district leaders need to make sure that we are all on the same page and 

sending the same message back to families like a united front” when it comes to facing 

“those political conflicts head-on.” Greg said that when responding to or acting upon 

political events or changes in political climate, “Everybody has to be on the same page, 

and [he thinks] that’s always going to be easier in a charter setting just because it’s 

always going to be smaller.” 

 Beyond alignment, some principals also shared that receiving active support from 

leadership was crucial for them in navigating macropolitical turbulence. Betty said: 

I have never felt that I had to tackle something like this on my own. I feel like 
there are talking points that are put out that are reasonable. I feel like I’m guided 
by my region’s support, and the executive principals and the region’s 
superintendent in my area that I feel like have my back. 

Alice emphasized that to meet the moment in the face of political turbulence, “We need 

strong leaders above us… [and] district leaders who are also invested in… making a safe 

space for all students to learn.” With respect to navigating macropolitical turbulence, 

such as the presidential election, Caroline said: 

There’s people to help think through policies… and I feel like our leadership is 
very—they’re people-focused. People know the policies and they know how to 



 193 

get to all the regs, and we implement those with a common care for the people 
we’re serving. And so there’s multiple layers of systematic support if you access 
it. I think that’s really important for principals to know, like you don’t have to do 
the job alone, don’t even try to. 

Ernie shared that when there’s an issue, he “would talk about [it] with [his] Head of 

School to determine what is [his] role in this to ensure that [he’s] also just staying in [his] 

lane… and not putting the school in a compromising position. Larry highlighted about his 

own district, “There really is a pretty strong partnership between our school board, our 

superintendent, and school-level leadership regarding political climate and issues.” He 

added: 

But generally speaking, any time there’s a political issue, our superintendent 
meets with us promptly, face-to-face. He’s very transparent about, “Okay, this is 
what’s coming, this is how we’re going to respond. Can y’all find any problems 
with our response?” You know, very strategic approach. And honestly most of our 
board members will pop into and out of principal meetings, because they want to 
know what we’re dealing with, what we’re hearing, and they want to be able to 
respond publicly to what we’re dealing with as well. 

Some participants shared that aside from receiving support from the district, network, or 

Head of Schools, they also found value in collaborating with other principals or peer 

leaders or finding mentors. Betty said that she sent write-ups she intended to send out to 

families to someone else to read. She also said that she relied heavily on her region’s 

other principals. Ivan said something similar, in that he and the other division heads 

helped “each other maintain a response that’s more steady” and “check each other’s 

emails.” He added, “If I’m sending a… hot email, it goes by at least two other people 

before it goes out.” Betty also stated: 

So we have time to gather together as principals on the region level, which is over 
hundreds of us, and then our pyramid level, which is just you know nine of us. So 
given that time and space is very important, I would never want to lose that. 
Because I feel like talking about it, we also have access to our legal team, so when 
we have principal meetings, our legal team will come in and say, “This is the law. 
This is what the law is.” And then we’re able to ask questions, and say, “How 
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does this affect this? What can I say about this?” And I think that that is a 
tremendous support. 

Diana said that during principal meetings, they sometimes prepared “some talking points 

and some guidelines” to help teachers with political challenges. She also added that she 

collaborated with other principals when it came to crisis communication: 

We’re leveraging technology, we have OneNotes and SharePoints with templates 
that we’ve developed and shared with each other so that, you know, if I have a 
situation and have a decent start on a letter, then the next person who has 
something similar can take that and adapt it, and maybe you’re not staring at that 
blank screen thinking, “What am I supposed to write about this that will make 
everybody feel calm and safe?” 

Greg shared that he was pursuing his doctoral degree, and that in his cohort, there were 

other principals with whom he looked forward to discussing ideas. He stated that he 

received ideas from other principals, and they talked about what each school or district 

was doing in response to different issues. Holly said that she found that network in her 

previous school, where she had a tight-knit Instructional Leadership Team (ILT). She 

said that “when issues arose, there [was] definitely an immediate collaboration.” One 

principal, Larry, said that he found that network through a professional organization, 

which was the state-level association for school administrators. He emphasized that in 

that professional organization, there were professionals who shared “what’s going on” 

and “how you need to navigate it” to orient principals on the “current climate” in schools.  

 In interviewing my participants, it was clear that they navigated macropolitical 

turbulence and community relations in several complex ways. Sometimes, it involved 

buffering or bridging upwards with district, network, or state leaders. Sometimes, it 

involved buffering or bridging outwards toward community members like families. And 

still others, it involved buffering or bridging downwards with students and teachers. 

Although there was no singular way that any of them attributed as the “right” way to 
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approach the navigation of macropolitical turbulence, they all shared examples of how 

they calibrated that buffering and bridging in each of the three directions—upward, 

outward, and downward.  

Scenarios and Learn-As-You-Go Experience 

 The participants I spoke with often shared that some of the best ways to feel as 

prepared as possible for navigating community relations during times of macropolitical 

turbulence was using scenarios or case studies, or simply through learning-as-you-go 

time and experience. Betty and Kathleen highlighted their own self-guided learning, 

which they achieved by doing their own reading and staying informed about the 

community around them.  

 Betty, Ernie, and Greg said that they found scenarios or case studies most useful 

in preparing for that navigation. Betty shared that within her division of principals, 

“people will pull actual things that have happened… and we’ll sit there and kind of parse 

it out… [and] you feel pretty good when you walk away from that.” She said that case 

studies were particularly helpful for her, because she liked “to talk about what [people’s] 

experiences have been and how they handled it well and not well.” Ernie also said that in 

his doctorate program, he had a course taught by law professors that focused on difficult 

conversations. He stated, “I think having a good mentor to potentially rehearse difficult 

meetings or conversations with” is important, but he highlighted that “you can rehearse 

all you want, it’s not the same as maybe someone yelling at you… or being really upset 

with you and knowing that it’s real.” Greg said something similar, that in his own 

leadership preparation, he went “through all of these scenario situations, and you discuss, 

and you break it down.” However, he emphasized that “until you deal with a situation 
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like that for me at least, I can know what I’m supposed to do, but when it comes time to 

do it, in that moment, it might take unfortunately a time or two to make sure you really 

are good with that.”  

 In that vein, many of the principals I spoke to emphasized that the best 

preparation is just learning as you go, or time and experience. Alice, a new principal, 

when asked what types of support she felt like she needed to navigate community 

relations during macropolitical turbulence, simply said, “It’s more the time, experience.” 

Caroline, when asked what formal preparation she received for navigating these 

moments, said, “My honest answer is—life.” Kathleen shared that she hoped that going 

“through tough circumstances” meant coming “out a little stronger on the other side… 

[and] better equipped to handle the next hard thing that comes up.” She added, “The best 

training is just that you’re in hard situations and then you know, you figure out how to be 

better next time.” 

 Diana added that she did not get much practice with tough conversations as a new 

school leader, and that “a lot of that was sort of trial by fire.” Jacob also said that he 

would have liked to have had more practice with strategic planning and change 

management, but the reality was that he has “sort of gotten it along the way.” Diana also 

said, “You know, the truth is, we’re all having to learn and debrief after the new 

curveball, and then we all kind of try to take notes.”  

Principal Preparation Programs and Coursework 

 Some of the principals I spoke with did provide examples of leadership programs 

or coursework that they found relevant to their preparation for being able to navigate 

macropolitical turbulence in their roles. A few of those principals brought up operations 
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and school law. Others mentioned community or relationship building. Some also shared 

ways in which their preparation programs lacked certain elements that they felt were 

necessary for navigating that turbulence.  

 Alice said that one of the “major components of [her] preparation program was 

the relationship and community building” piece. She said that there were two courses 

specifically focused on culture and community. Jacob shared that during his doctorate 

program in leadership studies, he had a change management course. Ivan said that in his 

master’s program, he found that the preparation program was valuable in and of itself 

because he was in a cohort of such different people, and that having a “broad spectrum of 

politics and thought and philosophy” within the cohort was a form of preparation for him 

as well.  

 Holly brought up a specific principal preparation program, and how much she 

positively attributed her preparation to that program. She said they learned everything 

from budgeting to different instructional models, from how to have tough conversations 

to how to advocate for and engage families. She also said that the program gave every 

participant a mentor, and that she felt that the combined elements of the program was 

crucial for her, even when others may have told her that she did not need the program 

because she’d already “been an assistant principal.”  

 Five of the principals I spoke with emphasized the importance of understanding 

school law. Alice shared that she felt she was not well prepared for the “political aspect 

of teaching” and “the political aspect of principalship,” and how they related to 

“education law.” She said she had courses on budgeting and school law, but she felt as 

though she did not learn much from those courses, and that most of her learning has been 
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from running the school. She also said that school law is something that is continuous, as 

she had to stay “up to date on all the new laws” as well.  

 Diana also emphasized the importance of her coursework on school law and 

“understanding the role that different groups play in shaping educational policy, and how 

it’s implemented at the school site.” Ivan said that a formative class for him was one 

where the professor brought in a lawyer and talked with them at length about law. He 

said he still had the binder filled with cases that the lawyer had given them to consider.  

 Some of my participants pointed out that there was no principal preparation for 

some of the crises they have experienced. For example, Caroline focused on the fact that 

there is “no principal preparation that helps you navigate executive orders about mask 

wearing… [or] how to ensure access to grade-level instruction in a virtual or hybrid 

space.” She also added that she would have found value in a preparation program that 

focused on “principals’ ability to lead school communities [in ways] that are culturally 

responsive.” Greg said that he would have appreciated “an entire course, not an elective, 

on just that crisis leadership.” Jacob said that with what principals must do nowadays, he 

felt that “you kind of have to have almost like a counseling background… adolescent 

counseling, adult counseling—because you’re working with so many different 

stakeholders.” Kathleen noted that she would have liked more preparation around how to 

identify and maintain boundaries between what is or is not her responsibility as principal. 

Holly said she would appreciate getting newsletters on best leadership practices in bite-

sized, manageable ways. And finally, Ivan spoke strongly against principal preparation 

programs taught by individuals who did not have ample experience as principals.  
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 Collectively, some of the principals I interviewed identified how certain 

preparation they received were helpful in how they navigate macropolitical turbulence 

and community relations, whereas some of them pointed out ways in which they had 

more preparation or any preparation at all. The most common statement they made about 

being prepared for navigating macropolitical turbulence was about the value of learning 

as you go and of simply having more experience as a principal.  

Sense of Leadership Identity, Approach, and Purpose 

 In interviewing my participants about their experiences, one sub-question I sought 

to answer was about how principals thought of or considered their own leadership 

identity and practices amidst macropolitical turbulence and community relations. The 

guiding interview question was, “How have these instances of macropolitical turbulence 

affected your sense of leadership, if at all?” Through a sensemaking process, participants 

shared about their sense of leadership identity, leadership approach, and purpose.  

Sub-Theme 1: Sense of Leadership Identity  

 Some of the principals I spoke to shared ways in which they made sense of their 

own leadership identities. They talked about their personal upbringing or connection to 

education, their own identities, their pathway to principalship, or their dispositions as 

leaders. For example, Caroline emphasized her own “personal and professional 

perspectives have grown over having… lived a life that has provided [her] with the 

opportunity to live, work, and play… with diverse perspectives [and] lived experiences.” 

She credited this diversity of perspectives with her ability to navigate “the biggest 

worries and wonderings that people have now.” Alice talked about her own family’s 

experience with a case on school segregation back in the 1930s when asked to reflect on 
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how she might make sense out of why or how an increase in political conflict has shown 

up in schools. She shared that she “was the first in [her] family to go to college,” and that 

she felt unsettled as a leader serving the community that she works to serve when 

thinking about the “steps backward” with respect to segregation and increasing access to 

college education. Alice also said that she felt like because she looks like the students she 

works with, she felt “able to kind of empathize with them on a different level.”   

 Meanwhile, Holly shared that her experience growing up “somewhat lower-

middle class” with a family that put a great deal of value in education shaped her thinking 

around working in education. She reflected on what she considered a “generational 

mentality of you’ve got to be twice as good” in your work, which she said guided her 

worry as a school leader over not wanting to “mess up anyone’s life and have one of 

those schools” that did not operate effectively as a school.  

 Alice, Diana, and Ernie all talked about how their pathways to principalship were 

somewhat happenstance or by chance. A few principals shared that they started off as 

teacher, then became an assistant principal, before becoming a principal. Frank 

emphasized that he spent 20 years in the classroom before becoming an administrator and 

pointed to that experience as an important part of why he felt like he had a “good 

reference for what it’s like to be a teacher” and how he chose to operate as a leader.  

 As I asked principals to reflect on their sense of their own leadership, some of 

them mentioned dispositions. For example, Ernie talked about the importance of having a 

“generally pleasant disposition” and Ivan emphasized his inclination toward being “kind 

of fearless… when it came down to seeing things that weren’t right” and calling things 

out if needed. He also said that he was able to balance that with being “super loving and 
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caring and supportive.” Both Ernie and Ivan stated the importance of being a leader that 

can exhibit grace under pressure. Ernie said, “I think things like poise, or like grace under 

pressure, or like sort of that resilience is even more important now… recognizing that 

you might be in difficult moments, and cooler heads tend to prevail.” Ivan highlighted the 

“untenable” nature of the job, and that principals must be able to manage “angry parents 

coming at you on the daily,” not to mention “angry teachers [and] angry kids.”   

 Broadly speaking, there was not a consistent conclusion that participants made 

about their own leadership identities, but several of them reflected on them anyway as 

they talked about certain elements of navigating macropolitical turbulence. This might be 

connected to something Kathleen shared, which was that “so often the political is 

personal.”   

Sub-Theme 2: Sense of Leadership Approach 

 Some of the responses I received from principals was about how they made sense 

of their approach as leaders when responding to or navigating macropolitical turbulence. 

They spoke to the importance of being politically savvy or knowledgeable about policies, 

focusing on what fell within the locus of their control, aligning their intentions with their 

actions, being more discerning, and staying transparent. Betty, Diana, and Larry all 

highlighted their own politically savviness or knowledge about politics when talking 

about how they navigate macropolitical turbulence. Betty and Larry were both political 

science majors in college, which was demographic data I did not collect, but that they 

shared when I asked about skills and preparation for navigating macropolitical 

turbulence. Betty also said that she enjoyed watching school board meetings and reading 

up on the news. Diana shared that she worked actively to keep up with policy changes 
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and said that her educational leadership degree’s education law class helped her better 

understand “the role that different groups play in shaping educational policy. Finally, 

Larry said that through his undergraduate degree, he felt that he understood “populist 

response, progressivism,” and other types of political phenomena relevant to the 

turbulence I asked about.  

 Even those participants who were not political science enthusiasts focused on the 

idea of being a lifelong learner. Frank and Holly both talked about how much they tried 

to keep pushing themselves to learn and grow as leaders. Holly said, “I feel like I’m a 

better leader when I’m learner” and Frank said, “One of my college buddies [looked me] 

in the face and he said, ‘You know, sometimes it’s good for us to be uncomfortable” 

when talking about stepping outside of his comfort zone to get involved with education at 

the state level.  

 Some of the principals I spoke with emphasized that their approach toward 

navigating macropolitical turbulence also depended on being keenly aware of what was 

within their locus of control. Betty and Ernie both talked about being able to distinguish 

between what they could or could not control. Ernie emphasized, “People recognize that 

you have a limited amount of energy” when it came to deciding when or how to respond 

to issues, “and you got to be judicious about how you use it.” Relatedly, Ernie also talked 

about being “more discerning about… what things might elicit a really intense response” 

and about whether to write and release statements to respond to issues. He said that 

generally, his school was “trying to be more careful and just focused on the academic 

stuff.” He used the expression “stay in your lane” to describe how their school was trying 



 203 

to “focus on the education of these children, and… don’t need to make political 

statements.”  

 Ernie and Kathleen both talked about the importance of approaching this 

navigation of turbulence by being reflective. Kathleen said, “I think somebody in a 

position of leadership has to be willing to check their own impulses and their own 

inclinations and really be focused on the well-being of the school and the students.” 

Other principals, like Caroline and Diana, focused that reflection upon whether their 

intentions aligned with their actions. For example, Diana said, “If I do a good job of 

communicating my vision for the school, and they see that my actions match what I say 

to them, then they’re” more likely to give her the benefit of the doubt, because they 

“know the kind of school [she wants] to run.”  

 Betty, Caroline, Diana, and Jacob all emphasized in their reflection that 

transparency in their approach was key. Diana said: 

As a school leader, if you are not proactively communicating as you can basic 
information, then it creates a worry on the part of parents that you are hiding 
information, and that you are not being truthful, and that they begin to worry 
“What else are you hiding?” 

As I asked my participants to share how they navigate community relations during times 

of macropolitical turbulence, much of my findings about their actions are covered in 

previous sections; however, this section focuses on their own sensemaking and 

reflections about their leadership approaches.  

Sub-Theme 3: Sense of Purpose 

 Finally, some of my participants talked about how navigating macropolitical 

turbulence prompted them to reflect on their sense of purpose as school leaders. They 

shared about the future of education and of students; their role as advocate for kids, 
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families, and teachers; teaching students civics, compassion, and conflict resolution; and 

what they saw as the mission and vision of their schools.  

 Betty stated that she believed that “we are going to be dealing with [politics in 

schools] for the foreseeable future, and [she thinks] that we’re all gonna need to think 

about as leaders… the best way to navigate that and what that looks like.” Ivan, Jacob, 

and Larry all talked about how they made sense of the need to navigate all that turbulence 

based on the premise that educating students is directly tied to hope for the future. Ivan 

said: 

As we go along, that we’re at our best, you know what I mean? We’re at our best, 
that our heart’s in the right place, our head’s in the right place, we’re caffeinated, 
and ready to go. As opposed to be what can sort of be that, I don’t know, spiral of 
the woes of the world. I mean, I don’t know if—somebody’s gotta bring hope 
here, so it may as well be us. It’s the next generation, you know? 

In fact, when I asked the principals to think about their work as a school leader, Diana, 

Frank, and Larry all talked about ways in which serving as an advocate has been a key 

part of their sense of purpose as a principal. Frank emphasized: 

Now I feel a sense of responsibility that you know I know a lot of principals have 
a lot of things on their plate, and I’m old and I’ve been in this gig long enough 
that I feel pretty confident in how I do things every day here that I need to take on 
that responsibility to advocate for the right things politically at the state and 
national level and that’s an added responsibility that you don’t have to do. And I 
didn’t for a number of years. And I think again, I think that’s an importance of 
having the voice of somebody from in the building. 

Diana said that she felt like her role has been “to shield” her teachers and students. She 

added: 

[My role is to] kind of be that bubble that creates the condition where they can do 
their best work…. There are a lot more challenging issues that we deal with 
routinely, whether that’s school safety, whether it’s politics, I feel like it’s more 
important to dig in and be that bulwark that protects them.”  
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Frank shared that his ability to focus on his sense of purpose allowed him to navigate 

turbulence more readily: 

I think the biggest thing is that you still focus on why we’re here. And make 
your—make that “why” the point of what we do every day. And let’s just focus 
on the needs of every child, make sure every child feels like they belong. And if 
you focus on that, then a lot of the decisions in how you respond become easier to 
navigate. 

Jacob shared something similar in that he tried to focus on relaying to families his work 

and dedication in caring for students, which he hoped would be helpful in turbulent 

situations. Ivan, on the other hand, shared a different framing about focus. He said that 

focusing too much on macropolitical turbulence prevented schools from being able to 

focus on the “micro” of teaching students, which was where they have the most 

influence, and allowed students and families to decide how they want to handle the 

macro. He stated:  

If we get too much into the macro, we’re losing our sight on the micro, you know 
our job is the micro, that’s where have the most control. That’s where we have the 
most influence, that’s where we can make the most change. And then hopefully 
send those kids and families out to wreak havoc on the macro, you know, in 
whichever way they wanna go, because they are entitled to their own opinions and 
I think that’s the beauty of it, and their values. 

Kathleen said something similar, which was that as a school, they “really need to be sure 

they’re in the service of educating students… in a way that’s helping them navigate tough 

issues and fundamentally come to their own conclusions.” Larry also emphasized schools 

must focus on the students. He said: 

We get into this because our goal is to provide significance to our students, make 
them better than when they walked into our schools. And so if our value system 
sticks with that, then the navigating of most of the political turmoil or polarity or 
however—that has to become part of the back burner list. It’s hard to do, and 
board members are pressure—anyone who’s elected is somehow our supervisor, 
but I think if—you know, it’s a changing climate, but our values have to stay very 
similar. Once our values start to drift, then it does become, you know, truth will 
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take effect in that statement that we’re public enemy number two, as K-12 
education. 

Holly said that principals’ focus often ended up being too much on the micro in the form 

of meetings and other operational obstacles. She said that this prevented her from being 

able to be with kids and work with and serve parents.  

 Finally, several principals talked about ways in which their approach to 

navigating macropolitical turbulence was about focusing on teaching the kids, whether it 

be teaching them civics or civic dialogue, compassion, or conflict resolution. Four 

different principals talked about teaching compassion. Seven of the participants talked 

about teaching civics or civic discourse. For example, Diana shared: 

We reinforce for example how important it is to talk about the election cycle, to 
talk about its importance in our democracy. We hold mock elections and we 
coordinate those with the supervisor of elections, so that students do have an 
understanding of how voting works, how votes are counted and tabulated and 
reported.  

Ernie said that his school tried to “host opportunities for students to engage in dialogue 

for which they have very different perspectives and try to model and practice how you 

have those conversations.” Kathleen’s school also brought in speakers, “one of whom 

was Jewish and one of whom was Muslim who kind of dialogued about the [Israel-

Palestine] issue in front of [the] students in sort of trying to model the idea that you can 

have profound disagreements… [and still] be friends.” Frank also brought in state 

senators and representatives and had students come up with questions to ask them to learn 

more about the civic process at the state level.  

 And finally, some of the principals shared about teaching students how to resolve 

conflict as one way to navigate the macropolitical turbulence in their schools. Betty, 

Caroline, Diana, and Kathleen all focused on the work teaching students how to manage 
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conflict. Ultimately, the principals who talked about teaching students civic dialogue, 

compassion, and conflict resolution all brought these ideas up in response to how they 

have been supporting the school community when navigating macropolitical issues in 

their schools.  

 I asked principals about the types of macropolitical turbulence that have impacted 

their schools, how they have managed community relations through that turbulence, and 

how they reflected upon their own leadership throughout these challenging times. Every 

participant shared multiple political issues and events, and the most shared issues were 

about gender and sexuality or the presidential elections. All participants talked about 

calibrating between buffering and bridging upwards, outwards, and downwards, even if 

their calibrations were not quite the same. And finally, the principals all had different 

reflections about their own sense of leadership identity and approach in the face of this 

turbulence, but many did touch upon their sense of purpose as principals. 

 In the next chapter, I will discuss connections between the themes I shared here, 

as well as my conceptual framework. I will also draw conclusions and make 

recommendations for next steps in practice and in research.   
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Chapter 5: Interpretations, Conclusions, and Recommendations 

Overview 

 The purpose of this research study was to explore how school principals navigate 

community relations during times of macropolitical turbulence. I interviewed 12 public, 

private, and charter school principals from across the United States about their 

experiences with macropolitical issues and community relations. Political research has 

shown that the American public is more politically polarized than they have been in 

decades (Boxell et al., 2020; Brezicha et al., 2023; Houston, 2024; Pew Research Center, 

2014). Recent policy papers and reports have investigated school staff members’ 

experiences with macropolitical issues and community pressure (Rogers et al., 2022), but 

there has been a gap in academic research that addresses the same topic, and a gap in 

leadership research that focuses on how principals navigate community relations the 

turbulence that accompanies this political era. However, I used existing literature on 

crisis communication, community relations, and principals’ decision making in boundary 

bridging and buffering to inform the foundation of my interview protocol and initial 

conceptual framework. The purpose of this study was to use that foundation to address 

the gap in the literature on how school leaders navigate community relations and 

macropolitical turbulence.  

 The results of my research were focused on my research question, “How do 

principals navigate community relations during times of macropolitical turbulence?” 

Furthermore, I designed my interview protocol around the following sub-questions: 
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● What macropolitical events or changes in political climate have principals 

perceived as generating turbulence for their schools during their tenure, and how 

did they perceive that impact? 

● How have principals responded to these macropolitical events or changes in 

political climate within their school communities? 

● How do principals use make sense of their leadership identity, development, and 

decision-making during times of macropolitical turbulence or changes in political 

climate?  

This chapter summarizes the findings from my data analysis, offers interpretations 

based on that analysis, revisits the conceptual framework, and provides recommendation 

for practice, policy, and further research.  

Summary of Findings 

 The following table includes the research questions as well as the findings I 

uncovered during the data analysis stage. There were seven major themes in findings, 

which are also detailed below. 

Table 3 

Summary of Findings 

Sub-Question Findings 

What macropolitical 
events or changes in 
political climate have 
principals perceived as 
generating turbulence for 
their schools during their 
tenure, and how did they 
perceive that impact? 

A politically polarized nation, combined with the existing 
and emergent challenges of principalship, growing distrust 
of or pushback against schools, and the rapid evolution of 
access to technology have created a landscape in schools 
ripe for macropolitical turbulence. 
Principals cited certain political issues or events, including 
the 2016 presidential election, 2020’s COVID-19 crisis and 
racial reckoning, October 7th and the Israel-Palestine 
conflict, plus politicized topics in education such as book 
bans, curricular challenges, and gender/sexuality when 
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asked to reflect on moments of macropolitical turbulence 
during their tenure as principal. 

How have principals 
responded to these 
macropolitical events or 
changes in political 
climate within their 
school communities? 

There are certain tactics school principals have used in 
macropolitical crisis moments, including alignment with 
the district/network, relying on public relations officials, 
pointing to policy, or honing a communication strategy. 

Principals have worked to find the right balance between 
boundary buffering and boundary bridging outwards, 
where the former can involve their interpretation and 
implementation of policy as the “boots-on-the-ground” 
official, and the latter can involve actively building trust 
through community engagement. 
Boundary bridging and buffering downwards has involved 
supporting staff through the turbulence, building trust with 
staff and students, and making space for teachers’ and 
students’ voices to be heard. 

How do principals use 
make sense of their 
leadership identity, 
development, and 
decision-making during 
times of macropolitical 
turbulence or changes in 
political climate?  

Principal preparation programs have provided a wide range 
of learning for leaders, but most emphasize that 
mentorship, collaboration using scenarios, and learn-as-
you-go experience have been most helpful in their ability 
to navigate macropolitical turbulence. 
Most principals shared that these moments have led them 
toward focusing on what they see as the core of school 
experience: student learning and raising young people to be 
compassionate, critical thinkers who are civically engaged. 

The seven findings in this study were: 1) Principals identified political polarization, 

distrust and push back of schools, and access to information as macropolitical climate 

challenges; 2) Principals shared a range of macropolitical events and issues, especially 

COVID-19, gender and sexuality, and presidential elections; 3) Principals described 

boundary bridging and buffering upwards to align with the district level; 4) Principals 

described boundary bridging and buffering outwards to both build community relations 

while not capitulating to every demand; 5) Principals described boundary bridging and 

buffering downwards to support teachers and students while also holding everyone 

accountable; 6) Principals shared informal and formal principal preparation and gaps in 

preparation for leading through macropolitical turbulence; and 7) Principals made sense 
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out of their own leadership identity and sense of purpose during macropolitical 

turbulence. In the following sections, I will highlight connections and differences 

between my research findings and the existing literature.  

Finding 1: Macropolitical Climate, Community Pushback, and Emergent 

Challenges in School Landscape 

 In my first sub-question, I posed the question, “What macropolitical events or 

changes in political climate have principals perceived as generating turbulence for their 

schools during their tenure, and how did they perceive that impact?” I delineate the 

difference in macropolitical issues and events versus changes in macropolitical climate 

between my second and first findings, respectively. The principals I interviewed talked 

about changes in climate such as 2016 and 2020 as turning points, increases in sensitivity 

and turbulence, and ideology and politicization of education.  

 Although my exploration of the existing literature showed that education has been 

politicized to some degree for decades (Alleyne, 2022; Benedict, 2023; Foster, 1997; 

Hartman, 2015; Kammer & Maestas, 2023; Reber, 2005; Schultz, 2022), there was a gap 

in the trajectory of or changes in macropolitical climate and how principals perceived 

them. There have been studies about different macropolitical issues that principals may 

have had to deal with, but none on the overarching changes in macropolitical climate in 

schools. In my interviews, principals reflected on their years of experience in education 

and identified certain turning points, changes in climate, and the nature of politicization 

in education.  

 When I asked the questions in my interview protocol, I did not prompt 

participants with specific events, dates, or issues. Thus, it was particularly interesting to 
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hear seven of the 12 participants bring up either 2016, 2020, or both as turning points that 

may have generated or sustained macropolitical turbulence in their school communities. 

Those who pointed to 2016 focused specifically on the 2016 presidential election, and 

those who mentioned 2020 talked about the election, the COVID-19 pandemic as it 

related to school operations, or the racial reckoning that the nation faced following 

George Floyd’s murder and Black Lives Matter protests. For some of those elements, the 

participants combined their reflections with other emergent challenges that they faced, 

such as an increase in access to information through technology or changes in 

demographics at their schools. This mirrored some of the existing research on leadership 

through “critical incidents” (CIs), during which principals might make sense out of those 

incidents (Yamamoto et al., 2014). It also connected to findings that principals may often 

experience a culture of complaint through “macro” changes (Starr, 2011) or significant 

turning points like COVID-19 (Singer et al., 2023). Importantly, these interviews 

occurred between November 2024 and March 2025, which may have impacted the 

participants in how they responded to questions about relevant political events or issues 

in recency bias.  

 Some of the principals I spoke to also talked about an increase in sensitivity from 

community members. Those who mentioned this talked about a “now versus then” 

conceptualization of how people react to macropolitical issues. Some described a stronger 

inclination from community members to be vocal about their potentially polarizing 

views, and others talked about a general increase in tension in schools. This related to 

some of the responses I received about an increase in ideology and politicization in 

education. As Hartman (2015) described, education is often a proxy for disagreements 
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about values and culture within a nation; however, a few of my participants discussed 

how they viewed the macropolitical climate changing by becoming more ideological in 

nature, with a greater focus on politics through ideology, especially for those who may 

see public schools as a metonymy for government more broadly. For example, a couple 

principals talked about how ideas about education were at the forefront of the past few 

presidential elections, and how even some state-level politicians have made educational 

issues a core part of their platforms.  

 Nine of the 12 principals discussed pushback from families in their community 

when asked about macropolitical turbulence and community relations. Some of them 

specifically talked about distrust of the school or how questioning of leadership or school 

operations. I will explore this element of community relations in a later finding; however, 

this general sense of community pushback was a substantial part of participants’ 

responses about the changes in macropolitical climate at their schools, with a couple of 

them emphasizing that the pushback was a new element of their school’s landscape, and 

often at unprecedented levels. 

 Altogether, the principals I interviewed described a shift in macropolitical climate 

toward something more polarized and divided that allowed for or even prompted more 

community pushback, all amidst the backdrop of increase in access to information 

through technology and in ideology and politicization of educational issues. Collectively, 

this addressed part of my first research sub-question, which was about the changes in 

political climate principals have seen as generating turbulence for their communities.  
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Finding 2: Macropolitical Events and Issues 

 The other part of my first sub-question was about what specific macropolitical 

events and issues generated turbulence for the principals with whom I spoke. Events that 

were frequently mentioned were the murder of George Floyd in 2020 and October 7th in 

2023. Although there were no studies in the existing literature on the impact of October 

7th on school communities, there were a few studies that investigated the impact of 

George Floyd (Clarida, 2023; Grace et al., 2022), including some recently published 

doctoral dissertations. As I spoke with these principals, some talked specifically about 

how they saw a shift in how schools handled macropolitical turbulence, in that they had 

never seen schools put out statements about an event prior to George Floyd. Others spoke 

about how October 7th produced unprecedented turbulence because it divided their school 

communities in a way they had never seen before. These principals shared that typically, 

their school community members were relatively politically aligned about most issues, 

but not for October 7th. Interestingly, it was primarily the private school principals who 

mentioned Israel-Palestine as a relevant macropolitical issue in their school community.  

Participants also talked about specific events that became broader political issues. 

These included the COVID-19 pandemic and the 2016, 2020, and 2024 presidential 

elections. Although neither the pandemic nor these elections were in and of themselves 

initially standalone political events, they transformed into ongoing political issues in 

almost all or all the participants’ experiences, respectively. For COVID-19, some of my 

participants shared that the pandemic became politicized in schools through mask-

wearing mandates, distance learning, and return-to-school efforts. This aligned with some 

of the new research I found in the literature about how principals navigated COVID-19 
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school reopening (Singer et al., 2023), which found that navigating some of those 

difficult decisions required principals to be responsive to local conditions and politics. It 

was clear from some of my participants that the problem they experienced was that the 

local conditions and politics themselves were rife with wildly different perspectives on 

school reopening or mask wearing, and that was what generated so much turbulence in 

their communities. Some participants even mentioned that COVID-19 opened the door 

for further community pushback and questioning from families about school operations 

on issues unrelated to the pandemic.  

There was some older existing literature on school leadership and teaching 

through presidential elections (Journell, 2011; Journell, 2012). However, there was not 

much existing research on how principals chose to navigate community relations through 

these elections. However, all my participants mentioned presidential elections in their 

responses, emphasizing just how prevalent they are in the scope of macropolitical 

turbulence for these leaders. It is possible that when most people hear “political” 

embedded in a question such as my research question, they immediately think about 

presidential politics. It is difficult to say whether that was the reason why every 

participant mentioned presidential elections, or if it was because it was the macropolitical 

issue most prevalent for all the leaders with whom I spoke.  

 Finally, the macropolitical issues that the participants I spoke with cited as 

generating turbulence for their communities were most frequently book and curricular 

restrictions, gender and sexuality, school shootings, immigration, or race relations. To a 

lesser extent, other political issues such as economic concerns, religion, DEI, and Ukraine 

were mentioned as well. Those who spoke about book and curricular restrictions spent a 
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great deal of time during their interviews talking about these issues. Principals in public 

schools spoke more to the process of book challenges within the school, and some spoke 

of a process for appealing the decision at the district level. In my literature review, there 

were a few studies that focused on curricular debate over critical race theory (CRT) in K–

12 schools (Blosser & Cavendish, 2023; Hamilton, 2021; Hodge et al., 2023; Kaplan & 

Owings, 2021; Koyama, 2023). In Koyama’s (2023) study, there was an emphasis on 

principals needing to be conscientious about the political leanings and energy of their 

communities. The author also found that principals found it difficult to respond to CRT 

bans in their jobs, given that they were in a middling position without unilateral decision-

making power.  

This aligned with some of what my participants shared. First, although none of 

them talked about CRT using its terminology, a few of them mentioned curricular 

challenges as they related to race, which is how CRT has often been erroneously 

described in some forms of popular media. Two public-school principals highlighted the 

fact that in their positions, they reviewed the challenge as well as the course materials and 

then decided. Although families could choose to appeal their decision, one of the 

principals mentioned that when that happened in her district, the result did not change. 

The other principal mentioned that when families push back on how he enforced the 

student handbook, he would say, “I’m just the principal… if you’re unpleased with this 

legislation… here’s the person you contact.”  

There were also studies on book bans (Burmester & Howard, 2022), but not from 

the perspective of school leadership, and my findings began to address that gap, as some 

of my participants shared about how they navigate book challenges in their schools. 
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Some of these findings are covered in a later section on boundary bridging and buffering 

outwards.  

Another frequently mentioned macropolitical issue was gender and sexuality. Ten 

of the 12 participants brought this topic up, often in the context of families concerned 

about LGBTQ identity or in the context of protecting LGBTQ-identifying students. In the 

former category, a few principals shared that families were concerned about transgender 

use of bathrooms, a transgender speaker who shared their experience with the students, 

and curricular content in sex education class. In the latter, principals talked about how 

protecting their LGBTQ-identifying students was important to them, and how policies 

developed at the district level have been challenged by families or activists during school 

board meetings.  

In my literature review, I found several studies that focused on barriers to gender 

and sexuality education in schools (Eisenberg et al., 2012; Journell, 2017; Payne & 

Smith, 2017). Those findings reflected that there was resistance or pushback to LGBTQ 

education and transgender bathroom rights in schools, and that teachers found it 

particularly challenging to teach about gender and sexuality due to push back from 

parents and advocacy groups. The results from my interviews were consistent with these 

findings. Although the existing literature did not focus on how principals navigated that 

push back or those barriers, it was clear from their responses that it was a prominent issue 

that generated turbulence for many of their school communities, and that the pushback 

from families and advocacy groups was prevalent.  

Another macropolitical issue that my participants raised was the topic of school 

shootings. A couple of them acknowledged that the topic itself was not necessarily 



 218 

inherently political, or even that they tried to position their response in an apolitical way. 

However, because gun laws and safety have become political across the country, these 

principals shared that they tried to tread delicately when they dove into school shootings 

or school safety. Some of them mentioned taking a moment of silence or acknowledging 

when a nearby school experienced a shooting, while others mentioned students who 

wanted to take a stand against gun violence in some sort of activist capacity at the school.  

Finally, two other macropolitical issues that several principals brought up were 

immigration and race relations. Ten of the 12 principals brought up immigration, with 

two principals with primarily Hispanic student populations mentioning it with respect to 

their concern for their students’ safety and their families’ well-being and one mentioning 

their school’s DACA students. Four of them brought the issue up based on their schools’ 

responses if U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) were to show up at their 

schools. One participant brought up immigration in the context of anti-immigrant 

language that students had been using since the 2016 and 2020 elections. Public and 

charter school principals went into more detail about immigration as a political issue than 

private school principals in my participant pool. Some research in the literature 

(Grossland & Hernandez, 2022) has shown how immigration is being discussed or 

debated in schools; however, the gap remained in how principals were handling this 

prevalence. Many of my participants said that they either looked to the district or network 

level for guidance when it came to ICE on campus, and others emphasized that the 

guidance was to not allow any ICE agents on campus without a judicial warrant. In my 

findings, participants did not talk about immigration debate within their school 
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communities; the bulk of their references to immigration was specifically about DACA or 

ICE.  

The literature review revealed a great deal of research on how principals navigate 

racial issues in schools as a form of macropolitical turbulence. There are studies about 

school leaders who have fought for racial justice in their schools (Shah et al., 2023), as 

well as studies about how school leaders learned about anti-racist approaches in 

leadership in the context of the Black Lives Matter movement (Grace et al., 2022; Walker 

et al., 2022). Nine of my 12 participants mentioned race or race relations when prompted 

to share macropolitical issues that have impacted their schools. However, this was a 

broad category, as it covered those who mentioned discipline with students’ use of racist 

language, student activism against racism, and staff members’ work around anti-racism.  

Finding 3: Boundary Bridging and Buffering Upwards 

 The findings of this study demonstrated that school principals need to find the 

right balance in boundary spanning—that is, bridging versus buffering—in three different 

directions. The first direction is upward, or toward district or network level officials. This 

involved superintendents, Heads of School, school boards, and even state-level 

politicians. The principals I spoke with shared the different ways in which they either 

spanned the boundary between their role and those “above” them or buffered across that 

same boundary. 

 A few ways that several of the principals with whom I spoke relied on leadership 

above them was in crisis communication and alignment on policy. For example, 

principals shared that district-level plans helped them through emergency situations 

during which they would need to communicate with families. Other principals said that if 



 220 

they had a Head of School, that would be the person to communicate with the families in 

a crisis moment. Some of them also shared that when there was macropolitical pressure 

coming from the community, they would rely on the policies created by the school board 

or district and often point families to those policies when they receive that push back or 

pressure.  

Still others praised their district-level leaders, saying that they were guided by 

their districts’ support, particularly in how to respond in different scenarios related to 

macropolitical turbulence. Some of them cited superintendents whom they found 

supportive as well, and how they appreciated the alignment and partnership between their 

role, the superintendent, and the school board. Existing research has shown that when 

principals buffered upwards, they would be more independent from district-level 

expectations, whereas the more they bridged, the more they would be conformist with 

respect to instructional decision making (Kohansal, 2015). Much of the responses I 

received in these interviews showed more of the latter rather than the former. They used 

words like “alignment,” “support,” “guidance,” and “partnership.” 

Another existing study from the literature focused on community relations and 

introduced an additional element to bridging and buffering—brokering—which is the 

concept of principals engaging in negotiation by adapting policies and translating 

language into shared understandings (Hulme et al., 2023). In considering the data from 

my interviews with these principals, this connected to Mutch’s (2015) argument about the 

situational factor of leadership in crisis, where principals need to be conscientious about 

the contexts within which they lead, and be adaptive in those contexts as well, which can 

be achieved through the brokering Hulme et al. (2023) discussed in their study.  
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 For example, some of the principals with whom I spoke also mentioned the 

importance of that policy adaptation and negotiation. Five of the 12 participants 

mentioned their roles as principals as being “boots-on-the-ground.” These principals 

emphasized that they, unlike the leadership above them, are the ones who are actually “in 

the trenches” at the school, implementing the policies set for them from above. Some of 

them spoke specifically about having to buffer upwards due to conflicting local and state 

expectations around policy. The ones who cited this issue talked about how their states’ 

governors enacted a policy or an overarching agenda that ran counter to how the school 

was operating. The principals shared that this type of buffering was especially 

challenging because families may cite a state-level order when demanding that the school 

operate differently.  

 A couple other principals mentioned that they have had to buffer upwards when 

challenging the approach of someone above them. This came up for one principal when 

he felt that his Head of School was too likely to respond to push back or challenges from 

families, or too inclined to change direction with the political winds. Another principal 

shared that sometimes procedures from the district can be “really cumbersome” or “don’t 

necessarily achieve what they’re setting out to do.” It would be on the principal to 

determine the level of feasibility in implementation. Yet another principal mentioned that 

when there have been too many layers in the hierarchy above the principal’s role, it 

became even more challenging to collaborate and communicate, and it became necessary 

to buffer upwards by choosing to do something differently than what the leadership 

above her was asking her to do. Four of the 12 principals mentioned disconnect between 
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them and the leadership above them, which may have been linked to their need to buffer 

upwards.  

Finding 4: Boundary Bridging and Buffering Outwards 

 In this study, I found that when asked about navigating community relations 

during macropolitical turbulence, principals considered the balance between blurring 

versus reinforcing boundaries between the school and the broader community. In Honig 

and Hatch’s (2004) definition of bridging and buffering, this responsibility of decision-

making between blurring and reinforcing boundaries sits squarely in a principal’s 

portfolio. Existing research has studied the ways in which principals have chosen 

between bridging and buffering, though about curriculum decisions and teacher 

accountability measures, not politics (Kohansal, 2015; Rutledge et al., 2010).  

  The principals I interviewed focused much more on bridging than buffering when 

it came to the boundary between the school and the community, which typically meant 

parents or family members of students. Almost all of them talked about the importance of 

active listening and proactive, direct communication with families. Some principals 

talked about community forums such as “Coffee with the Principal” or round-table 

discussions as ways to remove some of that boundary between the school and the 

families. Some of them talked about leveraging the parent-teacher association (PTA) as 

another way to engage directly with families in a broad, proactive way. Consistent with 

existing literature on community relations that relies on listening, engaging, advocating, 

and partnering with community members (Barr & Saltmarsh, 2014; Stanley & Gilzene, 

2023), these principals all pointed to the importance of fostering positive community 

relations. Nine of the 12 principals talked about active engagement, and eight of them 
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talked about proactive relationship building as essential toward navigating community 

relations during macropolitical turbulence. 

There was also existing research on community relations through difficult or 

uncertain times, such as through demographic shifts in the community or during the 

COVID-19 pandemic, which also emphasized the importance of employing a variety of 

methods, such as using technology and being attuned to context (Horvat et al., 2010; 

Wiyono et al., 2023). Some of the principals with whom I spoke mentioned some of these 

strategies. For example, one of them spoke about using technology like OneNote or 

SharePoint to collaborate with other leaders in engaging with the community. Another 

said they used newsletter software to check which families did not see or open her 

newsletter to determine how to better engage with those families. Some principals talked 

about truly understanding the context of their school community. This might have meant 

understanding the nature of demographic changes in their community to better connect 

with families, as one principal said, or being attuned to the range of political leanings 

within the community, as another mentioned.  

Although part of my findings was that principals valued the proactive active 

engagement with the community, most of them also talked about boundary bridging 

through reactive one-on-one engagement as well. This is particularly relevant within the 

scope of macropolitical turbulence, because that turbulence is often connected to 

community pushback or pressure toward the school. Principals could choose in these 

moments to reinforce boundaries to respond to that pushback, or they could choose to 

bring those families in more. Most of my participants stated that when a family 

complained, pushed back, or made a demand related to a macropolitical issue or event, 
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their first reaction was to listen. Some of them shared that they believed people just want 

to be heard, and that it was their responsibility to make time to hear their concerns. They 

emphasized the importance of having one-on-one, in-person or at least over-the-phone, 

meetings with a family to listen to their concerns. This form of principal boundary 

spanning is in line with existing research that emphasized the necessity of principals 

having and honing their trust and relationship-building skills for community relations 

(Anderson & Weiner, 2023). This connected closely to Mutch’s (2015) relational factor 

of leadership in crisis contexts, wherein leaders’ relationships to community members 

affects whether trust can persist in moments of crisis.   

However, a few of the principals also talked about the need to buffer when 

reacting to community pushback around politics. That is, most principals said that it was 

their responsibility to hear community pushback or demands; however, that did not mean 

that they needed to heed all those demands. Sometimes, as one principal mentioned, there 

is the “art of doing nothing.” It may be important to listen to the concerns raised, but 

according to a couple of the principals with whom I spoke, there is value in not 

capitulating to every single demand or the volatile nature of political winds. One 

principal emphasized the importance of avoiding being “hyper-responsive” to parents. 

This hyper-responsiveness can be especially difficult, as one principal mentioned, when 

fueled by the rapidity that access to technology and information offers. One principal 

shared the example of family members receiving photos via text messaging from their 

students of political signage posted around the school before the principal was even 

aware of that signage, and already family members were making demands and sharing 

concerns. As such, several of the participants talked about setting boundaries, or 
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buffering outwards, not to shut community members out but to make clear the 

expectations, or what should or should not be expected of the school as an institution.  

Finally, another element of outward boundary bridging and buffering that came 

up in my results was the boundary between schools and external groups, whether that be 

organizations with which schools may partner, or external organizations that exert 

political pressure onto schools. This is “outwards” as well but not equivalent to the 

“outwards” of families within the community. Rather, this has to do with external 

organizations that are not made up of parents or people directly connected to the school 

community. Some of the participants mentioned that they leverage partnerships with 

external organizations in the face of macropolitical turbulence. For example, one 

principal mentioned bringing in outside speakers or organizations to provide students 

with training around having difficult conversations with multiple or differing viewpoints. 

Another principal shared that his school brought in a local organization for free legal 

support in response to concerns and fears around immigration and deportations. This 

blurring of boundaries between the schools and external organizations was a calculation 

that these principals felt would support their school communities in macropolitical 

turbulence.  

Conversely, some principals also mentioned the need to reinforce boundaries 

against external organizations, as some of these organizations placed additional pressure 

around political issues or concerns onto their schools. Two principals from the same 

region mentioned the prevalence of political action groups that organize to exert 

influence over school board meetings or districts. These principals talked about how 

leaders at the district level needed to buffer against these outside groups, particularly 
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because they were not directly tied to the school community itself. Although this was not 

a buffering responsibility for the principals, it was something that these principals shared 

was a part of the navigation of macropolitical turbulence in their communities. This was 

consistent with the existing research that stated that principals should be conscious of the 

“enacted environment” in which they lead, which in this case does still involve the 

external groups placing pressure on the school community (Horvat et al., 2010). This is 

connected to the situational factor that Mutch (2015) argued, where leaders need to 

understand and be flexible around changing contexts and situations in times of crisis.  

Collectively, the results from my interviews demonstrated that principals must 

calibrate a delicate balance between boundary bridging and buffering outwards, whether 

it be with families or with external community members or organizations. Using Mutch’s 

(2015) three factors of leadership in crisis (dispositional, relational, and situational) and 

Honig and Hatch’s (2004) model of bridging and buffering in leadership, I considered 

these responses against both frameworks outwards, and in the next section, I consider 

them downwards with students and staff. 

Finding 5: Boundary Bridging and Buffering Downwards 

 The results of this study also revealed that principals considered the balance 

between boundary bridging and buffering when it came to students and teachers as well. 

Many of the principals talked about how important it was to collaborate and 

communicate with teachers, and to provide space for student voice and activism, all 

examples of bridging. Some of them also talked about needing to balance that with forms 

of buffering, such as having to ask teachers or students to change their behavior related to 

macropolitical issues or turbulence within the school. 
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 Several of the principals spoke about the importance of supporting teachers 

through macropolitical turbulence. This included providing guidelines for engaging with 

family members, modeling language, providing direct support for one-on-one meetings 

with families, reviewing curricular materials alongside staff, or even taking on the 

pushback from families for the teacher altogether. Some of the participants emphasized 

the importance of making sure teachers knew that their principal would stand behind 

them, especially amidst some fear from teachers in the current political climate that 

something they say or do might get them fired. Although there were not any direct 

examples of teachers getting fired for what they said or did in the classroom, a couple of 

principals shared that this fear still existed anyway.  

 However, a couple of principals also discussed moments during which they had to 

ask a teacher to change how they were engaging in politics in their roles as teachers. One 

involved a Palestine pin and the other involved a political discussion in a math classroom, 

during which politics was not directly connected to the curriculum. In both scenarios, and 

in other participants’ mentions of ensuring that teachers are maintaining political 

neutrality in their classrooms, these principals were sharing forms of buffering 

downwards; that is, they were reinforcing a boundary with those who worked beneath 

them hierarchically. This boundary had to do with the principals’ role of authority and 

enforcing that authority in the name of political neutrality.  

 Another form of boundary bridging and buffering downwards is with students, 

who also can be considered “downwards” from the principal’s position. Some principals 

mentioned how important it was to them for students to feel safe to talk to them, with 

some sharing examples when they held meetings with students to hear their concerns or 
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when they worked with student organizations to help their causes. There were other 

examples of principals who wanted to leave space for student activism or even 

collaborated with students who wanted to organize a walkout to protest something 

political. This constituted a blurring of a boundary, or bridging, in the sense that 

principals are typically seen as authority figures who may not engage in that kind of 

collaboration with students. It is also connected to the relational factor of crisis 

leadership, as some of the principals shared how much they saw importance in building 

trust and community with their students (Mutch, 2015).  

 However, just as there was boundary buffering alongside bridging with staff, 

there were also principals who shared experiences of buffering alongside bridging with 

students. The most common example of this in my interviews was when principals had to 

reinforce the boundary of authority with students around issues of free speech. Five of the 

12 principals provided examples of students attempting to exercise free speech in a way 

that crossed a threshold with respect to a code of conduct, safety, or community concerns. 

This included students who used bullying or harassing language, students who wore 

outfits or clothing that provoked conflict, and students who created political artwork or 

posters that the principal asked to be taken down. Some of these principals highlighted 

the importance of and even legal backing of student free speech; however, there were still 

examples when some of them had to cite a code of conduct policy or have a one-on-one, 

nuanced conversation with the students about changing their behavior.  

 In the third, fourth, and fifth findings of my study, I described the ways in which 

principals navigate community relations during macropolitical turbulence by boundary 

bridging and buffering upwards, outwards, and downwards. This navigation is nuanced, 



 229 

complex, and multidimensional, and my participants provided a plethora of examples that 

demonstrated these qualities. The pattern between all three directions was that there was a 

calibration somewhere along the spectrum of bridging and buffering, which took into 

consideration the situational and relational factors relevant to each principal (Honig & 

Hatch, 2004; Mutch, 2015).  

Finding 6: Informal and Formal Principal Preparation 

 Another finding from my data was centered around the ways in which principals 

are or are not prepared for the responsibility of navigating community relations amidst 

macropolitical turbulence. The most common responses I received were that mentorship 

from leadership above, alignment and collaboration with peer leaders, scenarios and case 

studies as preparation, learn-as-you go experience, and some formal preparation program 

coursework helped prepare these principals for this responsibility. I also found that many 

participants shared some form of a gap in their preparation for this type of responsibility, 

whether that be insufficient preparation in crisis leadership, culturally responsive 

leadership, or conflict management.  

 Although some research has shown that principals often feel that their sense of 

autonomy can be restricted by district leaders, seven of my participants shared that in 

navigating community relations in macropolitical turbulence, they received some kind of 

important and meaningful support from the leadership above them (Anderson & Weiner, 

2023). Those who said that their leaders above them were a source of support said it was 

particularly helpful to receive guidance or a “North Star” for how to lead through these 

times. Ten of my participants emphasized the importance of collaborating with peer 

leaders, whether that be having people available to read written communication before 



 230 

sending it or talking through issues together to brainstorm ideas or ensure alignment. 

Although neither of these forms of preparation are formal preparation programs, they 

were the most frequently cited ways in which these principals said they received and felt 

support. 

 Another way some of the principals said they were able to prepare for navigating 

community relations in macropolitical turbulence was through scenarios or case studies. 

They shared that talking through a scenario and considering the many possible ways to 

respond, sometimes with other leaders, was helpful. However, still other principals 

shared that while roleplaying through those scenarios could be helpful, there was still no 

way to truly prepare for all the possible forms of macropolitical turbulence or community 

pushback moments. Some said that even with preparation, it was difficult to feel fully 

prepared for the feeling of being yelled at or pressured by someone in the community. 

Five of my participants emphasized that they have been prepared through on-the-job 

training or simply learning as they went along in their roles.  

 Although there has been research on different ways in which principal preparation 

needs to meet the demands of a portfolio of increasing responsibilities for principals 

(Çoruk, 2018; Petzko, 2008; Shaked & Schechter, 2018), there was a lack of existing 

research on how principals could be better prepared for navigating community relations 

during macropolitical turbulence. The informal preparation described above were 

common responses from my participants; however, some of them also mentioned formal 

preparation coursework that they took or wished they had the opportunity to take to better 

prepare them for this additional responsibility. Some of my participants mentioned 

community-building or change management coursework as being relevant to this 
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responsibility. A couple others mentioned school law coursework, especially because 

community pushback can often lead to a need to point to policy or school law. But 

ultimately, as one principal said, there is no principal preparation program for navigating 

executive orders about mask wearing or about ensuring access to instruction in a virtual 

setting. That is, there is no formal preparation program for all the different types of crises 

that could arise. Finally, a few of the participants mentioned that they felt a necessary 

skill for navigating community relations during macropolitical turbulence is conflict 

management or being able to work through and resolve conflict when it arises. None of 

the participants with whom I spoke mentioned formal coursework for conflict 

management skill development. 

Finding 7: Leadership Identity, Sensemaking, and Sense of Purpose 

 The final finding from my data was about leadership identity and sense of 

purpose. Some principals reflected on their leadership identity or sense of purpose 

without being prompted, simply while answering other questions about how they 

navigate community relations in macropolitical turbulence. Some of them responded 

following my final question, during which I asked them to consider how these 

experiences with macropolitical turbulence have affected their sense of leadership. Some 

of my participants talked about their journeys toward principalship, and how a diversity 

of experiences or perspectives allowed them to engage in the requisite perspective-taking 

of their jobs. A few participants also mentioned the importance of dispositions, one of 

Mutch’s (2015) three factors of crisis leadership. The dispositional qualities from my 

interviews that principals cited were an ability to be pleasant, fearless, caring, and to have 

poise or grace under pressure. This fell under the second of Geraki’s (2014) four 
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dimensions of leadership skills: technical, human, conceptual, and administrative. As 

Geraki (2014) argued, there has been an increasing need for school leaders to be more 

people-oriented and adaptive in their leadership. As many of my participants alluded to, 

these dispositional traits are connected to that people-oriented dimension. 

 Another common response I received about how they conceived of their own 

leadership was about being reflective, transparent, and focused on the controllable. 

Several of my participants emphasized that in turbulence and crisis, there is so much that 

cannot be controlled (Pepper et al., 2010). As such, they talked about how they tried to 

focus simply on what they can control, and to let go of what they cannot. In Weick’s 

(1995) definition of sensemaking, individuals form conscious and unconscious ideas 

across a sequence of events. The act of participating in my research study allowed these 

principals to take part in this sensemaking process, and as they did so, they were 

participating in that reflective practice. Some of them explicitly named the value they saw 

in being reflective as a leader, and how it contributed to the ways in which they navigate 

community relations. This aligned with what existing research has revealed about the 

importance of leadership sensemaking about their own identity and self-perception as 

they relate to their responses in crisis (Boin et al., 2017).  

 Finally, nine of the 12 participants all spoke about some sense of purpose they felt 

in their roles as principals amidst macropolitical turbulence. Although I did not explicitly 

ask them about their “why” or their sense of purpose, they talked about a variety of ideas 

related to purpose. Some talked about considering students the future, while others talked 

about the importance of their role when it came to advocating for students, families, and 

teachers. Some of them talked about a sense of purpose through teaching students civics, 
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compassion, and conflict resolution. Collectively, my participants’ responses revealed 

that amidst macropolitical turbulence, they had deep considerations for their own 

leadership identity and disposition, their approach to leadership through reflection and 

transparency, and their sense of purpose through challenging times.  

Revisiting Conceptual Framework 

In the first chapter, I introduced a conceptual framework developed from the 

literature reviewed in the second chapter but before collecting the data I shared in 

Chapter 4. This initial framework considered the input of macropolitical turbulence and a 

bidirectional relationship between the principal and the various members of the school 

community, including district officials, families, teachers, and students. This framework 

also positioned everything other than the macropolitical input and the external 

community groups as part of a bubble that constituted the school community. I included 

the cyclical crisis response of learn, define, respond as well as the dispositional, 

relational, and situational factors related to crisis leadership (Mutch, 2015; Smith & 

Riley, 2012) centered around the principal.   

Figure 1 

Conceptual Framework in Literature Review 
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 In the revised conceptual framework, shown below, I positioned everyone in the 

larger “cloud” of macropolitical turbulence. Instead of considering a macropolitical event 

or issue as a discrete input, I reconsidered it as something ubiquitous and almost always 

present. This reflected my findings from this study, as principals frequently shared that 

there were almost always political issues to consider. Additionally, I had considered only 

Mutch’s (2015) three factors in crisis leadership as a part of the principal’s core 

representation. However, I adapted it to include one of the factors, disposition, alongside 

leadership identity and sense of purpose, which collectively make up the leader. 

Meanwhile, I placed situational in the same milieu as the macropolitical turbulence, and 

relational between the principal and families, and between the principal and teachers and 

students.  

I also changed the bidirectional arrows from the initial framework into two 

bidirectional arrows, one red and one green. The red represents buffering, and the green 
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represents bridging. This better represented my findings, because it was overly simplistic 

to consider all communication, interactions, and relational considerations between the 

principal and the families, for example, as one bidirectional arrow. The red and green 

bidirectional arrows represent the calibration principals must find between the right 

amount of buffering and bridging to foster the relational factor of crisis leadership. I 

incorporated a fourth stage in the cyclical learn-define-respond from Smith and Riley 

(2012). This stage was “reflect,” which in the sensemaking process, participants generally 

shared was a key part of becoming a more effective leader amidst navigating community 

relations in macropolitical turbulence. Finally, I colored the cyclical arrows blue to 

represent and highlight the ways in which the stages of the cycle can lead to 

sensemaking. In this study, the participants learned from their experiences, defined them 

in the moment, responded in service to their community members, and reflected upon 

that process in our interviews, ultimately making sense out of their experiences. This was 

prevalent in some of their reflections at the end of the interviews, where some said that 

they were grateful for a chance to slow down and look back on these experiences, and 

others said that it felt helpful to articulate their experiences as a whole.  

Figure 2 

Revised Conceptual Framework 
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Conclusions 

 The purpose of this study was to explore how school principals navigate 

community relations during times of macropolitical turbulence. The results of my study 

revealed the challenging landscape—including a politically divided nation and an 

increasingly complex job in principalship—against which schools are experiencing that 

turbulence, as well as the types of macropolitical issues and events that principals have 

had to navigate. Principals shared that the relationship between schools and politics 

shifted drastically in both 2016 and 2020, with the former being driven by presidential 

politics and the latter driven by a combination of national politics and the COVID-19 

pandemic. Those turning points have been connected to what principals have described as 

an increased sensitivity in their school communities, as well as increased turbulence and 

tension. Furthermore, some have identified a shift toward the ideological in education, 

which has impacted that sense of macropolitical turbulence as well.  
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 There was a wide range of political events and issues that principals shared with 

me, including George Floyd’s murder and October 7th, as well as COVID-19 and the 

presidential elections. The most cited political issues that principals mentioned were book 

and curricular restrictions, gender and sexuality, immigration, and race or race relations. I 

did not offer any of these events or issues in my initial or follow-up questions; rather, 

principals brought them up themselves in their responses. In fact, some of the principals 

started sharing certain political issues, and the more they talked, the more they 

remembered other political issues that they had not thought of originally.  

The most frequently cited source of macropolitical turbulence was presidential 

elections, though it is unclear whether that is true because it is the most common or 

salient issue in each principal’s respective community, or if “macropolitical” having 

“political” in its name is more subconsciously linked to political elections for these 

participants. The second most cited source of turbulence was gender and sexuality, as 

well as immigration, though the principals talked about each issue in different capacities. 

This depended on various conditions such as school demographics and heterogeneity 

versus homogeneity of the school community.  

Another finding was that most of my participants shared that the conditions of the 

principalship and the conditions of the external world created an environment ripe for 

pushback in macropolitical turbulence. Some shared just how fast-paced and complex 

their jobs are, or just how much the job continues to shift, or how unavoidable politics 

really are in either schools themselves or in their roles as school leaders. It was clear from 

talking to these principals that there are many instances when families will push back, 

apply pressure, or make demands of the school in moments of macropolitical turbulence. 
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Sometimes, this is linked to distrust of the school or questioning of school staff expertise. 

All these factors made up the backdrop for the macropolitical turbulence these principals 

shared about and were relevant in their perspective to how the impact of that turbulence 

was felt in their school communities.  

My results further indicated that there were many ways in which these principals 

have responded to macropolitical turbulence. Some of them, from charter schools, spoke 

about leveraging their public relations specialist. Some of them talked about writing a 

statement in direct response to a macropolitical event. Some who were private school 

principals talked about a recent withdrawal from that statement writing. Others talked 

more broadly about communication strategies, whether that be through co-developing 

talking points or considering timing of responses in a fast-paced world. And one principal 

even emphasized the value of doing nothing in some cases.  

A key part of my findings were the different ways in which principals established 

a balance between buffering and bridging upwards, outwards, and downwards. In terms 

of upwards, or towards district or network leaders, some of the principals shared that as 

the “boots-on-the-ground” interpreter and implementer of policies, they would often have 

to make decisions where they would have to balance policies and people, or make 

decisions based on conflicting local versus state expectations, or occupy a middle ground, 

or navigate a disconnect from leadership above them. However, in a more bridging 

nature, some principals also spoke about feeling a great deal of support from leadership 

above them, whether that be through alignment, collaboration, mentorship, or being 

provided talking points or guidelines.  
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In the outward direction, a common response I received from principals was the 

importance of building relationships with family members in a proactive, thoughtful, and 

empathetic way. Many of them talked about how that proactive work has been crucial in 

navigating macropolitical turbulence, because it is unrealistic to expect a leader to 

navigate that turbulence solely in a reactive way, when there has been no preemptive 

establishment of culture and trust. This was one active way of bridging outwards and was 

cited by almost all my participants. A few other principals shared that they bridged 

outwards by getting feedback from the community, partnering with community members, 

prioritizing proactive communication, and sharing resources with the community. 

Another way of bridging outwards shared by several of my participants that was more 

reactive in nature was meeting with families one-on-one when they have raised a concern 

amidst the macropolitical turbulence. It was clear from my results that the principals with 

whom I spoke agreed that proactive community and relationship building was crucial for 

navigating macropolitical turbulence, and that when reacting to community pressure, it 

was important to meet one-on-one to hear people’s concerns, while also knowing how to 

point to policy or set boundaries as needed with family members.  

Then, principals spoke about boundary spanning downwards, towards staff and 

students. They shared examples of bridging downwards, such as providing teachers with 

talking points, collaborating with teachers, or backing a teacher up when receiving 

communication that crosses a line, and a couple of them shared that they consider making 

sure staff feel supported as a key part of navigating macropolitical turbulence. However, 

some principals also said that they will sometimes have to ask teachers to change their 

behavior, especially if it has to do with maintaining political neutrality in the classroom. 
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Principals similarly shared that they bridge toward students by supporting student 

activism or freedom of speech. They also sometimes had to buffer downwards with 

students when they had to enforce dress code policies that related to political issues or 

enact disciplinary responses to harassment or bullying language that related to politics or 

ask students to change their behavior when engaging in activism that may have presented 

other challenges for the school community.  

Finally, my findings revealed that principals made sense of their leadership 

identity, development, and decision-making amidst macropolitical turbulence through 

reflective practices and sensemaking. Some participants shared that they considered 

themselves lifelong learners, or politically savvy, or as having a personal connection to 

education and therefore their identities as leaders. A few of them also shared that they 

considered their leadership disposition as important. Some of them talked about grace or 

poise under pressure as one such disposition. Another reflection they shared in their 

sensemaking was about their approach to leadership. Some shared that they wanted to 

ensure that their actions and intentions are in alignment, while others talked about how 

they tried to be more discerning in their roles now that they have experienced this 

turbulence and community pushback. Some of them also talked about prioritizing 

transparency and focusing on only what is within their locus of control.  

In reflecting on their practices, many of my participants also shared, without 

being prompted explicitly about sense of purpose, that they think about their sense of 

purpose when navigating macropolitical turbulence. Some of them shared that they felt a 

sense of purpose in being a school leader simply because children represent the future, 

while others shared more specifically that they felt a sense of purpose in teaching 
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students compassion, conflict resolution, or civics and civil discourse. In fact, the tension 

that some of them named between turbulence—and perhaps a frustration or even 

resignation around that turbulence—and their sense of purpose was salient in their 

responses. Despite potentially negative feelings around this turbulence, some of them 

named that they felt an even greater sense of purpose to help shepherd their communities 

through these challenging times.  

The results of this study demonstrate that principals have a great deal to consider 

when navigating community relations during macropolitical turbulence. They must be 

aware of the types of issues and events that may occur, as well as the changing landscape 

and emergent issues of schools more broadly. They must consider demographics and 

conditions of the school and external community around them. They also need take on 

the challenge of striking a balance between bridging and buffering with district 

leadership, families, teachers, and students. And throughout all of this, they can engage in 

reflective, sensemaking practices that help them consider their own leadership identity, 

approach, and development as they learn and grow from navigating these challenging 

times.  

Recommendations 

 Based on the results of this study, I have recommendations for practice, policy, 

and future research centered around supporting school leaders in being able to navigate 

macropolitical turbulence within their school communities.  

Practice 

 As mentioned previously, today’s K–12 school principals experience a great deal 

of volatility, unpredictability, complexity, and ambiguity (VUCA) in their roles. Their 
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jobs are challenging for a plethora of reasons outside of macropolitical issues, including 

budget, operations, safety, personnel, and many others. However, from the results of my 

study, a few strategies could support principals as they take on the additional challenge of 

navigating community relations during macropolitical turbulence. First, school principals 

should  have or find a network of peer leaders with whom they can discuss emergent 

challenges and strategize for the future. This could be other principals in the area, or 

principals in a professional network. Importantly, this would involve dedicating time with 

these peer leaders to talk through scenarios, whether hypothetical or real, so that they can 

brainstorm how to navigate those scenarios together.  

From the results of my study, it seemed that a couple of public school principals 

had a network created by their district already in place. In some school districts, 

especially larger ones, it may be simpler to institute this type of peer network. For smaller 

public school districts or charter school networks, administrators may find success in 

identifying nearby districts to partner with, as local or regional issues may be similar 

despite being in different districts. However, for private schools, which are typically not 

connected to a larger district of peer schools, using professional organizations such as 

National Association for Independent Schools (NAIS) is one way to build those peer 

networks more informally. However, private school administrators may benefit from 

more actively seeking and building those networks more locally with peer schools.  

 Another recommendation is for principals to be knowledgeable and informed 

about the political issues that are most salient to their school communities. While not 

every principal may feel inclined to attend every school board meeting or be up to date on 

all the national news, the results do indicate the importance of staying abreast of the 
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political issues that are important to the community members. This may not mean having 

or sharing a political opinion about each of those issues, but it would make the principal 

more prepared when community members push back, apply pressure, or make demands. 

 Principals should also work to proactively and actively foster positive community 

relations and trust, as doing so after a macropolitical event or crisis arises is simply not 

enough. The results clearly indicated that principals found success in building those 

relationships in advance and prioritizing it as an integral part of community relations and 

establishing trust. Another recommendation is for principals to engage in active 

reflective, sensemaking work to consider their calibration of bridging versus buffering, 

whether it be upwards, outwards, or downwards. As such, I recommend that principals 

find opportunities to reflect and make sense out of their past experiences with navigating 

macropolitical turbulence. Even though the political issues themselves might change, the 

reflections they have may have common themes about how to approach a variety of 

different scenarios.  

 For principal preparation programs and national organizations for administrator 

preparation, based on the results of this study, I would recommend further review of the 

existing standards, such as the National Educational Leadership Preparation (NELP) 

standards. For example, NELP Standard 5 addresses community and external leadership; 

however, there is no mention of conflict management or distinguishing between proactive 

and reactive community relations (NPBEA, 2018). Given the prevalence of both of those 

skill bases from my participants, it may be worth considering for both preparation 

programs and national organizations that review and write standards for administrators to 
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consider the ways in which the role of principal has changed to necessitate some of those 

skills.  

Policy 

 Based on the results of this study, I also offer recommendations for policy. At the 

district or network level, I recommend implementing structures that allow for clear and 

direct support from superintendents and other district leaders for principals, whether that 

be with general guidance, talking points, or opportunities for alignment within the 

district. I also recommend including structures at the district level for principals within a 

district to come together semi-regularly to discuss emergent challenges generally, but 

with space as well for discussing macropolitical turbulence when it may arise. District 

leaders should also consider potential opportunities for professional development of 

principals, whether that be connecting them with other leaders across the country, or with 

others at different types of schools, so that they have opportunities to reflect upon and 

hone their practice in community relations amidst macropolitical turbulence.   

 Policy makers should also consider the nature of politics in schools to help 

principals better navigate these issues. They might consider past legal cases about 

political speech in schools to devise clearer policies for teachers and principals to follow 

within schools, considering just how pervasive politics have become in school settings. 

Having clearer policies will not only help the teachers feel more certain about where the 

boundary is for talking about or supporting students in thinking about politics, but also 

the principals, as they are the ones who must interpret and implement those policies in 

their school settings. In reading policies for various school districts across the country, it 

seemed that many district policies regarding schools and politics have clear policies 
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around employee rights and restrictions for engaging in political activity, especially 

elections (Arlington Public Schools, 2016; LAUSD, 2001; Newton Public School 

District, 2015; OSBA, 2023). However, there seemed to be a lack of guidance in other 

school operations and programming related to politics. While some make mention of 

political materials in schools only being allowed for educational purposes (Newton 

Public School District, 2015), some principals who participated in my study seemed to be 

in positions where there was gray area involved. For example, what if it is a student 

organization or cultural group displaying materials? What if it is something that has 

become politicized, such as teaching about race relations in the classroom? More nuanced 

policies could help principals navigate these gray areas with less ambiguity.  

 Additionally, following Harvard’s statement and subsequent higher educational 

institutions’ statements about institutional neutrality (Garber, 2024), there remains a gap 

in best practices for how public, charter, and private schools should navigate 

communicating around politics other than those private schools who have opted to say 

nothing when it comes to political statements. Public and charter school principals with 

whom I spoke mentioned deferring to district-level and network-level communications, 

but as some participants mentioned, they are the ones who are on the ground in the 

moment when community members ask for or even demand action when it comes to 

politics. Thus, it would be in their best interest—in a context where nearly 70% of 

principals said in one particular survey that their school communities have had conflict 

over political issues (Wall, 2022)—to provide them with clearer guidelines about how to 

communicate amidst political disagreement within their communities.  
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Research 

 When I began conducting the literature review for this study, it was clear that 

there was a relative lack of existing research on K–12 principals’ experience with 

macropolitical turbulence, and even less when it came to community relations amidst that 

turbulence. Although this study began to share some insights into what types of political 

issues principals have had to consider, as well as how they have chosen to navigate those 

issues in their roles, it was both broad and introductory. Additional quantitative research 

could be done across the entire country with a much larger sample size to determine what 

political issues principals have dealt with most in their school settings.  

 My study also revealed some initial details about the approaches some principals 

have taken in navigating community relations in macropolitical turbulence. However, 

future research could focus on just one of the many approaches some of my participants 

shared. There could be value in doing a study on principals at schools that have engaged 

in—or withdrawn from—political statement writing, as well as how community members 

perceived the efficacy of that approach. Another study could investigate the impact of 

school principals curbing or regulating free speech and activism with students in 

macropolitical turbulence. And yet another study could focus on attempting to align how 

a principal perceives their leadership amidst community pushback, versus how the 

community members perceived that leadership.  

 In the scope of this study, I was unable to focus on how multiple principals within 

the same district or region may differ in how they navigate community relations in 

macropolitical turbulence. I was also not able to generalize about the differences between 

how public, private, and charter school principals handle these situations. Future studies 
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could compare based on the type of school. Principals mostly agreed that navigating 

macropolitical turbulence has become an inherent part of the job; however, it would be 

illuminating to see research that delved into the impact of having principals who are or 

are not prepared to take on that responsibility.  

 Finally, although this study focused on school principals, there remains plenty of 

potential for future research on a similar topic, but with district superintendents instead. 

Especially because much of the policy formation and communication guidelines are 

being formed at the district level, and because many public school districts have 

structures in place that allow community members to appeal decisions by the school to 

the district, it would be helpful to get further insight into how superintendents are 

navigating community relations during times of macropolitical turbulence. How does 

their positionality at the top of the hierarchy impact how they choose to navigate these 

moments? While speaking with superintendents was not within the scope of this study, 

the field could benefit from hearing firsthand accounts from superintendents to better 

understand how to navigate these ambiguous and turbulent times.  

 This study showed the prevalence of macropolitical turbulence in schools and that 

principals face regularly in their roles. It was clear that knowledge about and familiarity 

with those macropolitical issues is important, and that proactive community building is 

crucial when community push back or demands arise. It is critical for principals to be in 

partnership with one another to talk through some of these scenarios and strategize 

together on how to lead through these moments or extended times of turbulence. 

Furthermore, it was evident that sensemaking and reflection was largely beneficial for 

principals as they considered their past experiences and formulated what they considered 
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best practices for the future. As such, this study demonstrated the importance of 

providing principals with the appropriate preparation and ongoing learning that will help 

them continue to navigate macropolitical turbulence in their school communities.  

Summary 

This research study attempted to address the gap in literature that currently exists 

around how K–12 principals navigate macropolitical issues in their school settings. After 

speaking with 12 different principals from different divisions, types of schools, and 

regions of the United States, I discovered that principals have often had face 

macropolitical issues such as COVID-19, gender and sexuality, book and curricular 

restrictions, as well as presidential elections. In facing these issues, these principals 

shared experiences finding the right balance between bridging and buffering upwards, 

downwards, and outwards in their school communities. This has involved proactively 

building and fostering community relations to establish a sense of trust and meeting one-

on-one with families to ensure they feel heard. It has also involved aligning with and 

finding support from district leaders and using their own interpretations of policy “on the 

ground.”  

 The results of this study have implications for future practice, policy, and 

research. Principals with whom I spoke shared the value of having peer leaders as 

collaborators in navigating macropolitical turbulence. Schools could benefit from 

establishing deeper or more opportunities for connections between principals to talk 

through scenarios and brainstorm ways to navigate community relations during this type 

of turbulence. They may also benefit from having clearer policies on district leadership 
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support for principals and on how educators can or should engage with politics in a 

school setting.  

Finally, future researchers may consider conducting studies with more principals, 

perhaps focusing on just one division or region, or even just one of the types of schools 

(i.e., public, private, or charter). The narratives that school leaders may have to share as 

they are navigating these macropolitical issues in real time could be invaluable for all 

principals—new, mid-career, or veteran—as they navigate these issues in what can feel 

like a siloed school environment, especially if they do not have opportunities to 

collaborate with other school leaders. As the nation continues to be politically polarized 

with an educational landscape rife with emergent challenges, it is paramount that school 

leaders feel supported and efficacious in fostering positive community relations despite 

and amidst macropolitical turbulence. 
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Appendix A 

Interview Protocol 

Introduction:  

My name is Jenny and I will be interviewing you today as a part of my 

dissertation research study. This is a qualitative research study about school principals 

and their experiences navigating macropolitical turbulence in their roles. To facilitate 

data collection, I would like to record our conversation today. Please sign the release 

form. For your information, only I and my Principal Investigator will have access to the 

recordings, which will be destroyed after I have transcribed the interviews. This release 

form states that all information will be confidential, your participation is voluntary, and 

that you may stop at any time if you feel uncomfortable, and that I do not intend to inflict 

any harm. Thank you for agreeing to participate.  

You have been selected to participate as a school principal and can expect this 

interview to last 60-90 minutes long. I am interested in better understanding how 

principals respond to macropolitical turbulence and sharing their experiences with other 

principals to help them be more equipped to manage that turbulence in their roles, and to 

potentially shed light on how to improve principal preparation programs. This study does 

not seek to evaluate your responses or experiences. Instead, it is about trying to learn 

more about principals’ experiences to hopefully help principals in their responsibilities as 

school leaders. For the purposes of this study, “macropolitical” has to do with any 

political issues that exist at a societal (federal, state, or local) level outside the walls of 

your school but has entered the proverbial walls of your school because someone internal 

or external has introduced it as something for the school to consider, respond to, or 

manage. This is different than “micropolitical,” which has to do with the conflict within 
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the walls of your school due to differences in power, positionality, or conditions of 

internal members of the school.  

Interview Site:  

Interview Date:  

Demographic Information (Survey) 

1. Age 

2. Gender 

3. Race/Ethnicity 

4. Years of Experience as a Principal 

5. Years of Employment at Current School 

6. Type of School (Public, Private, Charter) 

7. Political Majority of the State (Red, Blue, Purple) 

General Background Information 

1. Tell me about the school for which you are a principal, and how you came into 

your role. 

Macropolitical Turbulence 

2. What political events or changes in political climate, if any, have arisen in your 

tenure as principal thus far that have impacted the school community? 

Probing Questions 

a) Can you give me an example of a political event or issue that you had to 

deal with amidst your school community?  
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b) Why do you think those events, or the political climate, impacted your 

school’s community so notably? 

c) Has the volume of political tension or turbulence changed throughout your 

career? 

School and Leadership Responses to Macropolitical Turbulence 

3. How did you respond/have you responded to these political events or the political 

climate? 

4. What do you see as the school district (e.g., superintendent) or school board’s 

(e.g.,  responsibility in responding to or acting upon these events or the political 

climate, versus the school principal’s responsibility?  

Community Relations 

5. How, if at all, has your relationship with community members (e.g., families) 

changed since these political events or changes in political climate?  

Principal Sensemaking 

6. How have these instances of macropolitical turbulence affected your leadership, if 

at all? 

7. What skills and preparation were helpful, if at all, in how you chose to navigate 

this turbulence? 


