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Abstract of Dissertation
How rural elementary building principals conceptualize the programs in their schools, the
processes of connecting students to programs,
and their leadership role in doing so

Principals in rural schools lead with an awareness of multiple contingent factors
that influence their decisions every day regarding programming for students. The
purpose of this research is to examine how rural elementary school principals
conceptualize programs in their schools, the processes used to connect students to these
programs, and their leadership role in doing so. Through the lens of contingency theory,
this qualitative research study informs the research regarding contextual variables that
influence principals’ decisions as they program for students.

Three research questions provided the frame through which to examine the ways
that principals conceptualize the benefit of programs in their school buildings, as well as
the ways that they negotiate the environment and obligate resources based on student
needs and outside influences. A purposeful sample of 11 principals working at rural
elementary schools in a mid-Atlantic state participated in this study. A basic qualitative
design provided the framework for interpreting the interview data collected.

Major findings of this study indicated that principals were more apt to introduce a
new program to their building if it was one they had had experience with before. If they
did not consider the program beneficial, they were less apt to support it in their building.
In addition, principals and school teams used formal and informal assessment data to
make decisions regarding student programming. Principals obligated human resources in

multiple ways in order to meet the programming needs of their students, but funding,

Vi



regulations, and curricular and testing demands influenced their programming decisions.
In addition, teacher “burn-out” and limited time in the school day were all areas of
concern.

Nationally, public schools receive billions of dollars in federal, state, and local
funding for the purpose of student programming. Policy makers write policy from an
urban-centric viewpoint. This viewpoint forces rural principals to interpret the policy in
creative ways to ensure it meets the needs of their students. This study provides insight as
to how rural principals interpret policy in order to utilize resources to program for
students. This study also examines the contexts that influence their programming

decisions.

vii



Table of Contents

=T o U1 (o] o OSSPSR v
ACKNOWIBAGEMENTS ...ttt v
N 01 1 - Tod USSR vi
LISE OF FIGUIES ..ttt ettt et n e Xiii
TS 0 1= o] [P RSTP Xiv
(04T (=] o TSP TP PPPPOPRTP 1
INEFOTUCTION ...ttt e be et nb e nbee s 1
Statement of the Problem ... 6
Lack of understanding of principal perceptions of programs............cccccocvvveviveerinnnnnn 7
Lack of research data regarding rural principals and student programming............... 8
Purpose and Research QUESLIONS...........cciuireiiiieiiie e 12
Statement of Potential SigNifiCanCe...........coovveiiiii i 13
Theoretical FrameWOIK ..........oouiiiiiiie e 16
Conceptual FrameWOTK ..........ooiiiiiiic e aee e 20
AL 4 g oo (o] (o] |V PSSR 24
DEIMILALIONS ...ttt ettt ettt r e et e st esnbeenree s 25
LAMITATIONS ...ttt ettt ettt et e et earb e e ree e beeanne e 27
Definitions OF KEY TEIMS.....c..viiiiiii et 27
SUIMIMIAIY .ttt e e e ettt e e e e e e e s ettt e et e e e e e s s e s st bbb e e e aaee e e e s nbbbbneaaaeeeesnnns 28

viii



CRAPTET Tl ettt nbe s 29

LITEIatUIe REVIEW ... .eeiiiieeciiie e sttt ettt et e e et e et e e e tea e e nra e e e nnaeeennseeeannes 29
Theme 1: Perceived Value of Programs ..........cccceoiiiieiieniienieeie e 30
Theme 2: StUAENT NBEU.........ei ettt e e e aeee e 34
Theme 3: OUutSIde INTIUBNCES.......oiiiiiieiie e 38
Other Conditions Which Impact PrinCipals ...........ccccoiiiiiiiiiiiiiee e 43

Instructional and adminiStrative roles ...........cooveeiive i 43
ACCOUNTADTITEY ... 47
SUMMEIY ..ttt et et e e bt e e bt e e bt e e et e e nnbe e e 54

(04T o1 (=] ol | 1 U P PR U P UPT PR PPRPRPOTS 56

Overview of Methodology/Research DeSIgN.........ccvveiiuieeiiiie i see e see e 56
Qualitative Tradition and Theoretical PErspective .........ccccvevvvveiiiie e 57
Qualitative Research QUESLIONS...........cciiiiieeeiiiiiiee s st cittre et e st e e eraee e e 61
RESEAICN PrOCRAUIES .....eoviieiie ittt sttt nnee s 62

POPUIALION/SAMPIE ... 62
SAMPIING ettt e e a e a e r e e e e araa e 62
SAMPIE SIZE ..o araa e 63
INSEIUMENTALION .....eeiiie ettt e et nees 64
Data ColleCtion PrOCEAUIES..........ciuieiieiiie ittt ettt nree s 64
REIADIILY ..o e e sre e e s e e e neas 67
AV 110 1 OSSPSR SUSSURROPRN 68
Data ANAIYSIS ..ottt e et e a e ans 69
Human Participant and Ethics Precautions ............ccccocvveiiieeciiee e 70
SUIMIMIATY .ttt e e e e et e e e e e e e s ettt et e e e e e s s e st bbbt e e aaeeeessnsnbbbbeeaeeeeeennnns 72
CRAPLEE TV et e et e e e e e e 73



RESUILS ..o e 73

Principal and School INfOrmation............cccoiiiiiiiiic e 74
Principal and Community Profiles ..o 81
Presentation Of RESUIS.........ooiiiiiii e 90
The Principals’ Conceptualization of Programs............c.cccveriiviiiiieniiieiiiic e 91
Programs Principals Considered Beneficial to Students...........ccccooovveviveiiiee e, 92
REAAING. ..ot 92
- o USRS 95
SOCIAI PrOGIAIMS. ... ittt 96
Parent iNVOIVEMENT PrOgramS ........ooviiiiiiiiie it 99
ATLEr SCNOOI PrOGIaAMS ...ttt 102
Special education Programming .........c.eoueeieeereeiiieniee e 105
Program Origination in SChOOIS .........ccoiiiiiiii e 109
County funded/provided Programs .........cceecueeeiiieeeiieresriressreeeseeeeseeeeseeeeseeeens 109
County funded/provided programs which are school modified...........cc.cccccceevvnnnn 111
SChool-provided Programs .........ccveeiiiee i 114
Q1: How do rural principals conceptualize the benefit
of the programs in the BUIIAING?.........cooiii i 115
Determining the benefit of Programs ..........ccccooove i 117
Principals’ responses to programs perceived as non-beneficial ................cccceene. 122
Q2: How do rural principals negotiate the environment and obligate
resources based 0N StUAENT NEEUS?........uiiiieiiieiie et 124
Data review and student grouping; how students are connected to programs......... 126
SCNOOT TBAIMS ...ttt e et earae e nree s 128
(UL LT a T Ao (0T o] [ o [P SPROPRRP 130
Staff use in the implementation of programs.............cccoceevviieiie e, 132
Leadership style of prinCipals ............coovveiiiei i 137

Q3: How do rural principals negotiate the environment and obligate
resources based on outside INFIUEBNCES?.........ccvvivi i 142



Regulations/common core/accountability ..o 147
Concerns regarding overworking teaChers ...........ccoevveiiieriieiiiene e 149
TIME/DAIANCE ...t nes 152
LOCALION/SPACE ...ttt ettt ettt ettt 154
SUMMEIY ...ttt e et et et e et e e e 155
CRAPTET Vet 157
Interpretations, Conclusions, and Recommendations .............cccccvvvviveenieeeviieesiie e 157
KEY FINAINGS ettt 160
Principals’ support Of Programs...........ccevveiiiiiiieiiiiiiice e 161
Principals’ lack of support of programs ............cccooviiiiiiiii e 161
Principals’ use of data. ..........oooiiiiiiiiii 162
Principals’ use of teams to examine data ..........ccccoeeviiiviiiiiiieeeniiiiii e 162
Principals’ use of human resources to implement programs...........ccccccvveeeeriiinnnnne. 163
Principals’ descriptions of their leadership role in programming for students........ 164
Funding as an outside influence that impacts programming for students............... 165
Regulations, curriculum, and accountability as outside influences that impact
pProgramming for STUAENES..........c.vviiiiee e 167
Over-extended teachers as an outside influence that impacts programming for
S D[0P PUP U P RPPUURUPRUPPPIS 169
Time as an outside influence that affects programming for students...................... 170

Classroom space as an outside influence that affects programming for students.... 170

Conceptual FrameWOIK ..........ccuuiiiiiee ettt e e aaee e 171
Theoretical framMEWOIK ..........c.coiiiiie e 171
The research questions, accountability and administrative factors......................... 174

LAMITATIONS ...ttt ettt et e e et e e e anbeenree s 177

Conclusions and ReCOMMENTALIONS ........ccuviiiiiiiieiie e 178

Recommendations for Future RESEAICH ..........cccueiivii i 181

SUIMIMIATY .ttt ettt e e e e et e e e e e e e e et a et e e e e e e e e s b be et e e e e e e e s e snsntbanenaaaeeeanns 182



R B O I EINICES . ...t 185

APPENTIX A .ottt 195
INEEIVIEW PIOTOCON ... .o i 195
APPENAIX B ... 199
Letter of Introduction — PrinCIPaAlS ..........cooiiiiiiiiiiie e 199
APPENAIX C ettt 202
RESEArCN CONSENT FOMMN ...ttt 202
APPENGIX D .t 207
Letter of Introduction — Superintendent of SChOOIS............cccoveiiieiii e, 207
APPeNdiX E. ..o e 210
IRB Approval Letter. ... ...oouuiiiii i e e e 210

Xii



Figure 1 — Conceptual Framework

List of Figures

Figure 2 — Modified Conceptual Framework...............cocooiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiin, 176

Xiii



List of Tables

Table 1 — Principal Data .........c.ooviniiniiii i

Table 2 — School Data

Table 3 — School Performance Data ........ooeeeiineeee e,

Xiv



Chapter |
Introduction

It is a challenging time to be a principal. Many local education agencies are
supporting site-based management at a time when the federal government has the greatest
control ever over what is taught in schools. As a result, principals today face challenges
not understood by their predecessors. With the 2001 No Child Left Behind Act (No Child
Left Behind [NCLB], 2002) came a greater urgency for all students to be proficient in
reading and math. According to NCLB, all students, including students receiving special
education services, English language learners, and students from poverty, must achieve
proficiency in reading and math by 2014. In order to support state and local agencies, the
federal government dedicated monies to support new initiatives and programs to improve
the educational opportunities for all learners. This has resulted in many schools revisiting
how they do business and restructuring how they work with students.

In turn, principals have had to negotiate their focus between administrative and
instructional tasks (Reitzug & West, 2008). In addition, principals from smaller, more
rural districts are struggling with how to meet the same mandates as their larger
counterparts, yet little research exists to offer support to these districts and principals
regarding programming for students. It is because of these tangential variables that
research considering the unique needs of rural administrators and the ways they program
for their diverse students populations is critical.

The role of the building principal is ever changing. According to DiPaola and

Tschannen-Moran (2003), one half of the building principals that they surveyed indicated
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that they were spending more time on paperwork tasks and emails than they were 5 years
ago. One fourth of the principals indicated that they were spending more time on
instructional leadership tasks. In addition, three fourths of the survey respondents
indicated that the most significant change in their positions within a 5-year period was the
focus on accountability and test scores (DiPaola & Tschannen-Moran, 2003). This focus
on accountability can be considered both positive and negative. According to Booher-
Jennings (2005), “Yet as both proponents and opponents of high-stakes testing and
accountability systems either celebrate or lament, districts’ policies and teachers’
practices have changed dramatically since the inception of such systems” (p. 231).

Upon surveying principals in Florida, Egley and Jones (2004) indicated that the
state testing program provided them with an opportunity to work with teachers regarding
effectiveness in specific subject areas. Rural principals indicated that they felt more
pressure to improve their school testing scores than did urban principals (Egley & Jones,
2004). In addition, it was noted that testing had increased the importance of the
instructional leadership role for all principals surveyed (Egley & Jones, 2004).

Through their extensive mixed-methods study, Seashore-Louis, Leithwood,
Walstrom, and Anderson (2010) learned that school leadership does significantly
influence student learning. It was determined that this influence occurs through
developing and supporting professional communities within the school and promoting
shared leadership. It was noted that these indirect influences strongly impact student
achievement (Seashore-Louis et al., 2010). According to the researchers, it is the

building of community and shared leadership that is critical to student achievement. In
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addition, Seashore-Louis et al. (2010) noted that leadership must also focus on the entire
school for change to occur.

Waters, Marzano, and McNulty (2003) also conducted research examining the
impact that school administration has on student achievement. Through an analysis of
studies conducted over a 30-year period, 21 leadership responsibilities were discovered
that have a significant relationship to student achievement (Waters et al., 2003). The
researchers learned that leaders can have a positive as well as a negative impact on
achievement. Ultimately, it was determined that there are two major variables which
determine if leadership will have a positive or negative impact on achievement. These
variables include the focus of change within the building and the method of that change.

According to Waters et al. (2003),

The first is the focus of change- that is, whether leaders properly identify and

focus on improving the school and classroom practices that are most likely to

have a positive impact on student achievement in their school. The second
variable is whether leaders properly understand the magnitude or ‘order’ of

change they are leading and adjust their leadership practices accordingly. (p. 5)
It was a review of the effective strategies that principals use to create change in their
building, as well as the experiential, declarative, procedural and contextual knowledge
that they use to make decisions about change, which helped to develop the 21 practices
which make up the “balanced leadership framework” (Waters et al., 2003, p. 13). It is the

use of these practices which can significantly influence student achievement.



Of the “balanced leadership framework” (Waters et al., 2003, p. 2) and the work
conducted by Seashore-Louis et al. (2010), both sets of researchers indicated the
importance of principals having flexibility to respond to current situations within their
buildings and the ability to continually monitor the effectiveness of school practices. In
considering this, it is important to note that rural principals experience unique challenges
in regard to the direct link between the immediate economic health of the local
community and school funding. Rural administrators must also have a keen awareness of
the local culture as well as be continually accessible, approachable, and flexible in
working with parents and community leaders (Budge, 2006). The way in which they
monitor the effectiveness of school practices may be different based on the unique needs
of their districts. Seashore-Louis et al. (2010) indicated that redesigning the organization
and managing the instructional program are two effective leadership practices used by
high-performing principals. In considering the role that principals play in programming
for students within their building, the importance of understanding how principals
establish, manage, and organize the programs within their buildings cannot be
overlooked. Most importantly, the unique needs of rural leaders must be taken into
consideration.

Over 9 million children are enrolled in rural school districts (Johnson & Strange,
2009). Understanding how these children are educated and how their principals organize
the educational environment to meet the unique needs of these students is important.
According to Johnson and Strange (2009), issues surrounding rural schools cannot be

examined through just one lens. Rural schools are multi-faceted. Simplistic notions
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about rural schools are no longer acceptable. According to Farmer, Irvin, Thompson,
Hutchins, and Leung (2006), it is important to consider the uniqueness of each rural
community and understand that any “one-size-fits-all” approach to policy and
programming will not work (p. 11). According to Arnold (2005), rural educators have a
unique perspective to share. They need to discover and build upon their strengths, not be
given solutions that ignore them (p. 2). Learning more about how rural principals plan
for their students is a critical component that has been overlooked in current research.

As researchers have learned that a building principal can have an indirect impact
on student achievement and successful program implementation (Horrocks, White &
Roberts, 2008; Praisner, 2003; Seashore-Louis et al., 2010), it is important that more
research be done to determine how principals organize the environment and resources in
their schools. As research which reflects upon the lived experiences of rural principals is
lacking as well, (Arnold, 2005; Arnold, Newman, Gaddy, & Dean, 2005; Ortlieb &
Cheek, 2008), this particular research study will provide a voice for rural principals.
According to Irvin, Farmer, Leung, Thompson, & Hutchins (2010), “Likewise, there is a
need for investigations that incorporate the participation in activities and different
contexts into intervention programs aimed at promoting the school adjustment of at-risk
students from rural, low-income communities” (p. 16).

Policy is written and funds are provided with specific outcomes in mind;
however, every principal has the discretion to organize his/her environment and obligate
resources in specific ways based on school goals and accountability. It is important to

understand how rural principals make these decisions regarding programs in their
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buildings and how they believe their decisions affect students. This study is unique in
that it focuses on how rural principals conceptualize the process of programming for
students.

Statement of the Problem

This study is focused on the lived experiences of rural principals whose voices
have not been heard in research regarding programming for students. Rural school
leaders are anxious for information that can help them to improve student success
(Arnold et al., 2005). Arnold et al. (2005) also stated, ““ Identifying such interventions is
difficult; however, due to a lack of high-quality research conducted in rural settings” (p.
1). Due to these reasons, reflecting upon the common experiences of rural principals
regarding programming for students is critical.

The role of the principal is vast and complex. Spillane and Hunt (2010) explained
that policy makers and the public hold principals accountable for student success in their
buildings. What is known is that the influence of the principal on the effective
implementation of an intervention within a school building is an important factor in its
success (Horrocks et al., 2008; Kruger, Witziers, & Sleegers, 2007; Praisner, 2003, Ross
& Gray, 2006; Seashore-Louis et al., 2010; Waters et al., 2003; Witziers, Bosker, &
Krugar, 2003). It is through this indirect influence that teachers make meaning of what is
expected and what goals should be focused on, thus impacting student learning
(Seashore-Louis et al. , 2010; Waters et al., 2003; Witziers et al., 2003). According to
Ross and Gray (2006), principals who supported their teachers’ efforts through providing

common planning time, providing and discussing student data, and providing them time
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to observe each other were more likely to influence positive student achievement. Kruger
et al. (2007) also provided support to this argument stating, “It appears that if the school
principal is more engaged in instructional activities, this has a significant and positive
impact on teachers’ perceived quality of the school organization, which again the latter
variable has a positive impact on the perception of school culture” (p. 14).

Knowing that the influence of the building principal does impact student
achievement, it is critical to understand the conditions that impact their decisions
regarding how they structure their school environment and how they engage resources to
ensure that student learning is maximized. In addition, the concepts of accountability in
light of the instructional and administrative roles held by principals are always present. It
is important to examine the individual conditions unique to schools which influence their
practices.

Lack of understanding of principal perceptions of programs. As described
by Burch, Thoeharis, and Rauscher (2010), it is essential that the building principal have
a strong knowledge of all of the programs within his or her building and their functions in
order to effectively lead and make a positive educational impact on students. Despite this
statement, little to no research exists which examines how principals conceptualize
programs within their buildings and the processes to connect students to these programs.
As prior research indicated that a building principal can have an indirect impact on
student achievement and successful program implementation (Praisner, 2003; Seashore-
Louis et al., 2010; Horrocks,White & Roberts, 2008), it is important that more research

be done to determine how they organize the environment and resources in their school.
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In their work examining how principals problem solve instructional issues,
Brenninkmeyer and Spillane (2008) stated that qualitative research examining how
principals solve problems regarding school-based activities is essential. The need for
further research to examine this gap is also supported by Nettles and Herrington (2007) as
they stated,

Actions taken to better understand and improve the impact of principals on the

achievement of students in their schools have the potential for widespread

benefit...It is in this light that potential direct effects of principal practices should

be revisited. (p. 724)

As stated by Burch et al. (2010), examining the views and beliefs of principals is
critical in implementing school change. How they react to and act upon school change
can greatly impact instruction. Through an examination of the research, three specific
themes emerged which summarized the ways that principals control the environment and
resources within their buildings. These themes examined how the school environment
and resources are structured based upon student need, principal perceptions of program
value, and the role of outside influences. Although these themes are evident in the
literature and will be discussed further in Chapter Il, examining how principals
conceptualize their decisions and understand contingent variables in their schools are
critical.

Lack of research data regarding rural principals and student programming.
Few studies have examined the unique viewpoints of rural principals as they negotiate

their environment and resources to program for students. According to a review of

8



quantitative research conducted by Arnold et al. (2005), it was determined that few high-
quality quantitative research articles were available and that a majority of them were of
medium-quality. All articles of at least medium-quality were sorted by topic. Within the
topics, it was noted that few articles pertained to educational leadership. Multiple articles
were related to programming for students with special needs and those considered to be
“at-risk;” however, none of these articles examined the role of the principal regarding
programming for these students (Arnold et al., 2005). It was noted that these articles
focused more on teacher stress level, student perceptions regarding inclusion and subject-
specific instructional techniques (Arnold et al., 2005). More specifically, the researchers
stated,

Of importance in the paucity of higher and medium- quality studies is the sample

about Teachers’ Beliefs and Practices and about Education Leadership. This

result suggests that a significant gap may exist in the knowledge base about the

professional growth of rural teachers and the work of rural school principals. (p.

15)
At the conclusion of the study, several research priority topics were listed. Three of these
topics included examining how the individual roles played by staff in schools can
influence capacity, examining how rural schools use their human, social and economic
resources to improve, and examining the organizational structures of rural schools and
how these structures can improve student achievement (Arnold et al.).

Winand and Edlefson (2008) conducted an action research study in which focus

groups consisting of community members, students, and staff from a rural area school
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had the opportunity to inform strategic planning. This study supported prior researchers
in their discovery that relationships between the school and the community are very
different in small, rural districts as opposed to larger districts. Within a smaller, rural
school district, the relationship between the principal and the community must be intact
for the purpose of providing the community the opportunity to ensure that the
educational programming supports local values (Winand & Edlefson, 2008). It is through
this research that the possibility of using focus groups themselves to gather community
information for the purpose of informing school district decisions was examined and
determined successful in this one study. Despite the fact that this is a small, isolated
study, it does describe a unique influence that rural principals experience in interacting
with their community.

Horst and Martin (2007) conducted a single-case study and examined the role of
leadership on the achievement of children from poverty. The rural school which was
studied was a consistent winner of the state’s Distinction in Performance designation
despite the high incidence of poverty. As a result of this study, a snapshot of 10 best
leadership practices which contribute to student success was developed. These practices
included developing a focus, providing resources to teachers, and building collaboration
and community relationships. As a result of this study, the author explained that the
knowledge base obtained through studying effective rural leaders can positively inform
the training of future principals and help them to serve in a rural community (Horst &

Martin, 2007).
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In a research agenda prepared for the U.S. Department of Education regarding
strategies to guide rural schools and districts in light of NCLB regulations (Arnold,
2004), several research questions which framed concerns unique to rural educators were
explored. Inexamining the role of the rural principal, Arnold (2004) indicated that rural
principals have different challenges than do their urban counterparts. Often, rural
principals have to perform more diverse tasks and take on multiple roles (i.e. athletic
director, bus driver) as there are fewer leaders in the district. In addition, they also do not
get compensated for these diverse roles that they acquire. The challenges of attaining and
retaining quality principals is a struggle for rural areas (Arnold, 2004). In addition,
school and district capacity to plan for diverse learners and implement new academic
innovations is an area of concern. Arnold noted, “Rural schools also face significant
resource limitations particularly in terms of economic and human resources. In addition,
there are social, cultural, and political forces that can influence the capacity of rural
schools to improve” (p. 6). Due to these concerns, Arnold indicated that future research
regarding the different issues that rural principals have to consider in school improvement
as well as further examination of the ways in which rural school capacity is maximized
through the use of human, cultural, social and economic resources is critical.

In examining the research gaps, the need to conduct this research becomes clear.
It is important to ensure that the policy developed around programming is actually
targeting the students for whom it is intended. It is also important to understand how
individual principals utilize the resources they have to meet the needs of the students they

are charged with impacting academically. In addition, it is critical to understand the
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conditions which influence administrative decisions. These variables, including
accountability and increasing instructional and administrative demands, can impact the
way in which principals program for students. This study is unique in that it has focused
on the experiences of rural principals as they program for students. This study provides a
greater depth and understanding to their experiences and can also inform leadership
training, the development of professional development modules, and policy development.
Purpose and Research Questions

In examining the research, the indirect impact that principals have on student
achievement is well documented (Hertberg-Davis & Brighton, 2006; Kruger et al., 2007;
Seashore-Louis et al., 2010). In addition, federal and state regulation of programs which
impact students requires much oversight and problem-solving by the building principal.
The use of these funds to impact the neediest students in a building is highly regulated;
however, the building principal does have control over how these services are developed
and implemented in their building. Learning how principals make meaning of these
programs and the students they connect to these programs can have a meaningful impact
on program development and the study of effective administrative practices.

As stated by Powell, Higgins, Aram, and Freed (2009),

Because elementary school principals are responsible for carrying out state and

federal laws, evaluating teachers’ instruction, and providing leadership in

curriculum in their school, their decisions about curriculum and instruction have

the potential to wield great influence over the success or failure of NCLB. (p. 20)
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Therefore, the purpose of this research is to examine how rural elementary school
principals conceptualize programs in their schools, the processes used to connect students
to these programs, and their role in doing so. In order to fully examine the purpose of the
study, the following research question and sub questions have been considered:

RQ: How do rural elementary school principals conceptualize programs in their

schools, the processes used to connect students to these programs, and their role in doing
s0?

Q1: How do rural principals conceptualize the benefit of the programs in the

building?

Q2: How do rural principals negotiate the environment and obligate resources

based on student needs?

Q3: How do rural principals negotiate the environment and obligate resources

based on outside influences?

These research questions have focused the efforts of this qualitative study. The
importance of understanding how rural elementary school principals make decisions
regarding environment and resources as well as understanding individual school-based
contingent variables which influence student participation in programs will not only
guide policy decisions but will allow researchers the opportunity to understand how
school-based efforts can be maximized on behalf of students.

Statement of Potential Significance
Brenninkmeyer and Spillane (2008) explained that the principal’s role regarding

the instructional decisions made in their school is an important one. They further
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asserted that understanding why a principal makes the decisions he or she does is critical
in better defining the impact principals have on students. “Much work remains to be
done at the qualitative end of the spectrum to gain a deeper understanding of the ways
that principals are solving problems given to them” (p. 460).

Using a practical lens, this topic is significant in that any aspect of schooling that
impacts students and their success is necessary to study. Portin (2005) shared that the
concept of leading a school is a challenge as multiple needs are present within a school
building.

It suggests that principals have to know how to ‘read’ their school’s goals, context

and resources (financial and human resources) in order to understand its strengths

and weaknesses; they have to set priorities; they have to motivate others to act.

The principals we interviewed talked about doing all of this in terms of

‘diagnosing problems’ and ‘analyzing available resources and solutions.’

Diagnosis and analysis are central to the job. (p. 14)

It is important to gain insight as to how principals diagnose and analyze and under what
contexts they make the decisions that they do. These decisions can impact student
learning.

According to Nettles and Herrington (2007), the performance requirements of No
Child Left Behind has refocused attention to the building principal and his or her
influence on student learning. From a professional standpoint, conducting this research is
critical to better understanding why principals make the decisions they do regarding

environment, resources, and programs. It is important for principals to understand why
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they and their peers “diagnose and analyze” (Portin, 2005, p.14) problems the way that
they do in order to determine if these processes benefit student achievement in their
buildings. Through understanding these relationships, principals will have opportunities
to grow professionally and reflect upon their own practices. The role of the rural
principal is unique. How they conceptualize their professional roles in linking students to
programs can be very telling. This information can help guide professional development
opportunities and supports for an often under-represented population of principals.

In their work, Burch et al. (2010) explained how critical it is to examine the
school-level implementation of policy. They state,

In this article, we take the position that to craft better policy, policy makers need

to possess richer conceptions of how people implementing those policies think

and feel. More research is needed that accounts for the role of policy and

community in shaping principals’ and other school leaders’ beliefs. . . (p. 357)
Examining principals’ conceptualizations of how policy and accountability influence
their decisions regarding programming is important. The school level implementation of
policies in rural schools is also important to examine. In considering rural schools,
Farmer, Leung, et al. (2006) stated, .” . . there is a need to develop flexible interventions
and policies that help schools to be responsive to the particular needs of their students
and communities in relation to their available resources and circumstances” (p. 7).
Through examining the research, this information can help policy-makers determine if
policy is being implemented as written or if policies are being adjusted or adapted to

meet specific school-based needs, especially in regards to rural school buildings.
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Overall, this study presents with practical, professional and policy-based
significance. It allows for the examination of how a rural principal negotiates the
environment and resources within his or her building in order to impact student programs.
It is through gaining knowledge of how policies are actually implemented within schools,
how the conditions which influence administrative decisions are considered, and how
reflecting upon these decisions can help guide principals, that future professional
development opportunities can be crafted. Also, rural principals have had few
opportunities to have their voices heard regarding programming for students. Multiple
variables influence principal decisions and understanding the policy factors as well as the
contingent influences that are ever present within a school setting are critical in framing
the work that principals do. This study is unique in that no previous studies have
examined these concerns from this perspective.

Theoretical Framework

Not all decisions that principals make are based purely upon policy and mandates
from the central office. Each unique school environment contains contingent variables
that must be taken into consideration. Marks and Nance (2007) stated that although
principals are placed under high regard in the area of systemic reform and school
improvement, they are given many messages which often conflict. These conflicting
messages can influence the actions of a principal and can impact his/her ability to enact
or influence policy decisions made at the local level. These conflicting messages, school-
specific dynamics, or instructional and managerial concerns can be considered contingent

variables which can impact a principal’s decision-making processes. Goldring, Huff,
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May, and Camburn (2008) explained that contingency theories focus on context and the
role that it plays in impacting actors’ decisions.

Contingency theorists stress the importance of a leader’s understanding of work-
place conditions and encourages leaders to align their work contingent upon
environmental situations (Goldring et al., 2008). Examining administrative decisions
regarding programming through a contingency theory lens is telling in that individual
principals make building-level decisions based on individual building needs. According
to Goldring et al. (2008), “ Despite the rather intuitive sense that contexts do influence
leadership practices, relatively little research has attempted to identify the effects of
different organizational and environmental contexts on principal behaviors and conduct”
(p. 334).

Fred Fiedler, often known as the father of the contingency model, examined how
contingencies impact leadership style (Hersey, Blanchard, & Johnson, 2008). According
to Fiedler, the personal relationship a leader has with a group, the level of the structure of
a task, and the power of the leader’s position all influence the degree to which an activity
will be completed successfully (Hersey et al., 2008). Hersey et al. (2008) indicated,
“Fiedler made an important contribution to leadership theory, particularly in his focus on
situational variables as moderating influences” (p. 97). Fiedler stressed the importance of
social influence. A leader’s ability to influence his followers can impact the degree to
which any situation is favorable for the leader. The degree to which the followers respect
the leader can increase the amount of influence a leader would have in a given situation

(Chemers, 1997). Fiedler not only stressed the importance of social influence but also
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explained that the clarity of the task and the formal influence of a leader’s position must
also be considered critical variables in the success of task completion (Chemers, 1997).
Ultimately,

The development of the contingency model taught Fiedler that when a reasonable,

logical, straightforward hypothesis fails to yield a simple, straightforward set of

results, it is time to dig a little deeper and look for the situational variables that

might moderate the not-so-simple relationship. (Chemers, 1997, p. 39)

Victor Vroom’s and Phillip Yetton’s contingency model indicates that situational
variables, when interacting with the personal attributes or characteristics of a leader, can
influence the effectiveness of the organization (Chemers, 1997; Hersey et al., 2008) .
Through reflecting upon several questions, a leader can consider different situational
variables that could impact the quality of his or her decision making (Hersey et al., 2008).
The Vroom-Yetton contingency model is considered an important one because it
demonstrates not only how leaders can not only change their style to accommodate a
particular leadership situation but also how individuals can be developed into more
effective leaders depending on the situation (Hersey et al., 2008).

According to Donaldson (2001), contingency theory does not ascribe to one “best
way” (p. 5) to structure an organization but encompasses a belief that the impact a
variable has on another is related to its relationship with a third variable. Chemers (1997)
also indicated that the contingency model of leadership deterred the belief that there is
only one universal way to lead. According to Chemers (1997), effective leadership is

more complex with leaders perhaps being successful in one situation while not being
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successful in others. Ultimately, Donaldson (2001) stated, “The essence of the
contingency theory paradigm is that organizational effectiveness results from fitting
characteristics of the organization, such as structure, to contingencies that reflect the
situation of the organization” (p. 1). Two assumptions regarding contingency theory that
apply to this study are those of “fit” and “equilibrium” (Weill & Olson, 1989, p.61).
Understanding how two contingent variables interact with each other and examining how
well they come together to meet the needs of the organization defines “fit” (Weill &
Olson, 1989). According to Weill and Olson (1989), the better the contingent variables
“fit” together, the more productive the organization. Weill and Olson also explained that
the term “equilibrium” describes an organization with “fit.” “An organization with ‘fit’ is
at equilibrium, and performance is a result of that equilibrium. Thus, there is no time lag
between the independent variables and their impact on organizational performance”
(Weill & Olson, 1989, p. 61).

As this is the case, it is important to examine how school-based decisions “fit”
within the context of contingencies in the school environment. According to contingency
theorists, if these align, then maximum performance will ensue (Donaldson, 2001).
Donaldson (2001) also explained that three contingencies can impact the structure of the
organization. These contingencies are environment, organizational size, and strategy.
Within a school setting, understanding the context of the environment, the size of the
classrooms or school, and the strategies being employed by principals to focus on certain
functions within the building to maximize performance all impact decisions. These three

contingencies are key in understanding how schools are organized and students are
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taught. A contingency theory lens lends itself well to uncovering how principals make
decisions regarding programs and student access to programs. In addition, understanding
how contingent variables impact a leader’s style of leading is important. These
considerations allow the researcher to examine the processes which make each individual
school unique and considers the challenging job that rural principals must do in balancing
contingencies in light of policies and mandates. Understanding this context is critical in
examining how rural elementary school principals conceptualize programs in their
school, the processes used to connect students to these programs, and their role in doing
S0.
Conceptual Framework
In examining the research regarding principal effectiveness, principal decision-
making skills, and principal impact on program success, three themes have emerged.
These themes are:
e Principals negotiate the environment and obligate resources based on student
needs;
e Principals negotiate the environment and obligate resources based on the
principal’s perception of the value the program holds for students;
e Principals negotiate the environment and obligate resources based on outside
influences.
These three themes are imbedded in the research questions developed for this study and
create the basis for the conceptual framework along with the theoretical framework (see
Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Conceptual framework illustrating the factors principals consider when
connecting students to programs.
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Figure 1 conveys the relationship of “fit” as all conditions must connect in order
for the students to receive what they need. Hallinger (2003) best described the critical
nature of “fit” as he explained that to study school leadership without examining the
context of the school itself is meaningless. He stated,

The context of the school is a source of constraints, resources, and opportunities

that the principal must understand and address in order to lead. Contextual

variables of interest to principals include the student background, community
type, organisational structure, school culture, teacher experience and competence,

fiscal resources, school size and bureaucratic and labour organisations. (p. 346)

If organizational characteristics (the school) fit the contextual variables that are
unique to that building, then the organization (school) can be considered high-
performing. In the context of this study, that would include students being connected to
programs that they need.

Unique to this study is the role that a rural environment plays in the work of
principals as students are connected to programs. Through the use of a contingency
theory, the role of a rural environment can be considered as principals negotiate the
environment and obligate resources for student programming. Rural schools vary in size,
student population, and available economic resources. According to Johnson and Strange
(2009), rural schools are too often wrongly viewed as similar. “Rural America is too
often seen simply as nothing more than what it is not — ‘non-metropolitan’. It is further

wrongly assumed to be uniform in character and circumstance. It is not” (Johnson and
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Strange, 2009, p.22). Knowing this, the base of the conceptual framework for this study,
contingency theory, is most relevant.

In examining the diagram of the conceptual framework, the three themes most
evident in research regarding principals and program implementation are theoretically
“supported” by contingency theory, taking into consideration the uniqueness of each
principal’s environment. It is through the uniqueness of each principal’s environment,
organizational size, and strategies that they negotiate the environment and obligate
resources based on the principal’s conceptualization of program benefit for students,
student needs, and outside influences. As demonstrated in the design of the conceptual
framework, each of these decisions is also influenced by responsibilities which are
always present as principals make decisions. These include the instructional and
administrative roles of a principal as well as the ever present responsibility of
accountability. These important components circulate around each area of the conceptual
framework, indicating their presence in all areas of a principal’s decision making.

This conceptual framework visually demonstrates that it is only through the
consideration of all of these variables that principals connect students to programs within
their buildings. It is this link between the research themes, the research questions, and
the thematic framework which provide a lens for better understanding how rural
elementary school principals conceptualize programs in their school, the processes used

to connect students to these programs, and their role in doing so.

23



Methodology

The purpose of this research is to examine how elementary school principals
conceptualize programs in their schools, the processes used to connect students to these
programs, and their role in doing so. In order to understand principals’ ideas and
thoughts, qualitative research methodology will be used (Creswell, 2007). Qualitative
researchers focus on the process of collecting data and making meaning of what is
learned through the process. They also focus on inquiry which allows the voices of the
participants to be heard (Creswell, 2007). Interpretations are made from this inquiry.
According to Denzin and Lincoln (2005), “Qualitative researchers stress the socially
constructed nature of reality, the intimate relationship between the researchers and what
is studied, and the situational constraints that shape inquiry” (p. 10).

In addition, it is the ability to capture an individual’s point of view, provide a rich
description of his or her social world, and examine the impacts of this on his or her
everyday life that makes qualitative research unique (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). Through
questioning, examining data, and interpreting the everyday occurances of individuals,
understanding takes place and thus the researcher shares the experiences of the actors
(Christensen & Johnson, 2008; Coffey & Atkinson, 1996).

It was through interviewing elementary principals that understandings regarding
how principals negotiate the environment and resources to connect students to programs
were gained. The contexts of the situations in which principals make decisions were
noted to be complex. Qualitative research allowed for principals’ perceptions regarding

the connection of students to programs to be studied.
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Basic qualitative design provides a unique opportunity to examine how
individuals make sense of their lives and their experiences (Merriam, 2002). This
qualitative framework allows for researchers to identify recurring patterns or themes
among individuals experiencing a phenomenon, develop findings, and then support these
findings with the data that was collected (Merriam, 2002). These findings enable
researchers to relate meaning to the experiences of the participants. The primary goal of
a basic qualitative design study is to find and interpret these meanings (Merriam, 2002).
Within the context of this study, basic qualitative design was utilized to determine how
principals experienced the phenomenon of programming for students.

In determining how rural elementary principals program for their students, a
greater understanding of their collective experiences in programming can influence the
development of future policies or practices. Principals participating in the study have
shared their experiences and stories. Through analyzing common experiences of the
participants, meaning has been made regarding rural principals’ perceptions of programs
in their buildings; specifically, identifying commonalities regarding how principals
negotiate their environment and resources to connect students to programs have been
explored. This study has also provided a voice for rural principals who are
underrepresented in current studies.

Delimitations

This study focused on elementary school principals only. Elementary schools

tend to be smaller, and principals have a more direct influence on their buildings

(Seashore-Louis et al., 2010). According to Seashore-Louis et al.(2010), instructional
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leadership in secondary schools is very different from elementary schools in that
secondary principals are unable be content experts in all subject areas. In addition,
secondary administrators must often work under the constraints of graduation
requirements and may not have the programming flexibility experienced by elementary
principals. Therefore, this research will involve those principals that work in a school
that contains any combination of grades ranging from Pre-kindergarten through fifth
grade. As by definition, the term programs in this study refers to initiatives,
interventions, or services in a school building that receives monetary or human resources
through state aid, local, and/or federal funding, public schools will be utilized for this
study.

In addition, this study has focused on only elementary school principals from
rural areas who have served as the principals of their buildings for a minimum of 2 years.
The two year time period was selected in that it ensured that the principal had had
adequate time to fully participate in the programming process for his or her building and
conceptualize the unique needs of his or her current school assignment. According to
Farmer, Leung, et al. (2006), “As efforts move forward to enhance the educational
outcomes of rural youth, it is necessary to recognize the diverse needs of rural
communities and to establish programs that can be responsive to the various issues that
schools experience” (p. 7). As research regarding rural school district student
programming is minimal compared to research regarding the student programming needs

of larger, urban schools, this delimitation is considered critical to this study.
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Limitations

As this study has examined the beliefs and experiences of elementary school
principals, it is important that one be able to consider his/her input and ideas without bias.
Although I have strived to do that through bracketing my own experiences, one limitation
of this study is that I have worked with principals and central office principals for the past
6 years as a special education supervisor. A majority of my experience has been
working with principals regarding programming for students with and without special
needs. Due to this, my background and knowledge of programming for students could
have influenced how I listened to what was shared with me by the principals. It was
critical that | bracketed my experiences and not judge the words and responses of the
rural principals that I interviewed.

Definitions of Key Terms

For the purposes of this research study, the following key terms are defined:

Conceptualize. To arrive at an understanding or belief based on experiences
(Rooney, 2005).

Environment. The physical space within a school building or classroom and/or
the atmosphere of learning within the school building.

Program(s). Initiatives, interventions or services that take place in a school
building that receives monetary or human resources through local, county or state aid
(including grants) and/or federal funding.

Resource(s). Financial means, materials, or human supports that allow for the

implementation of programs within a school setting.
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Rural School. A school which is located within a Rural: Fringe or Distant district
or a Town: Distant district (National Center for Education Statistics, 2007).
Summary

The decisions that rural principals make on a daily basis are complex in nature.
With several contextual variables unique to their school buildings as well as policies and
mandates that provide structure to their environment, the principal has to attempt to
negotiate several conditions in order to make decisions regarding student learning. It is
through understanding the nature of these variables as well as through understanding their
perception of the value of programs for students and the unique needs of their students,
that a better understanding of their roles in connecting students to programs has been
achieved. The accountability demands and the role of instructional and administrative
tasks are critical to administrative functioning and have also been examined. Through
conducting this research, the ways in which rural elementary school principals
conceptualize programs in their schools, the processes used to connect students to these

programs and their role in doing so has been explored.
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Chapter 11
Literature Review
In examining the research regarding principal effectiveness, principal decision-
making skills, and principal impact on program success, three themes have emerged.
These themes are:
e Principals negotiate the environment and resources based on student needs;
e Principals negotiate the environment and resources based on the principal’s
perception of the value the program holds for students;

e Principals negotiate the environment and resources based on outside influences.
These themes are complex in nature and overlap each other. They are not
stagnant but often change based on contingency variables that may exist within a unique
school setting. How rural principals negotiate the environment and resources in order to

connect students to programs is not clear-cut in the research; however, examining
research that explains how rural principals negotiate the environment and resources based
on the themes above has aided in structuring this research and framing the findings.
Principals have an indirect influence on student performance (Horroks et al., 2008;
Praisner, 2003; Seashore-Louis et al., 2010). By examining principal influence on
connecting students to programs in their building through the research themes above, a
clearer picture of how principals make complex decisions based on the context of their

environment has emerged.
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Theme 1: Perceived Value of Programs

In examining the influence of principals on the implementation of different types
of initiatives or programs within a building, a review of the research reveals that the
principal’s opinions or beliefs about a new program secure its success or failure.
Hertberg-Davis and Brighton (2006) conducted a 3-year ethnographic case study of three
middle schools located in the outskirts of urban areas or in suburban areas. Through this
study, they learned that differentiation to meet the needs of diverse learners was most
successful when the building principal fully supported the initiative and set goals to
ensure its success. They also learned that a principal’s actions speak louder than his/her
words. When a principal verbally expressed the importance of differentiated learning, yet
did not reinforce the implementation of it with her teachers, differentiated learning did
not become a schoolwide initiative.

In a similar vein, Horrocks et al. (2008) studied principals’ attitudes regarding the
inclusion of children with autism. The principals who opted to participate in the study
represented primarily rural, town, and suburban schools across the state of Pennsylvania.
A survey research design was utilized to collect data from the principals regarding their
attitudes towards the inclusion of students with disabilities (Horrocks et al., 2008). What
the researchers discovered is that the principals often made placement decisions based on
their beliefs and their personal experiences. Due to this, it was explained that some
students were given fewer opportunities to participate in general education settings

(Horrocks et al., 2008). It was noted, however, that students who had better academic

30



performance were more likely to be recommended for placement within a general
education setting (Horrocks et al., 2008). Therefore, a principal’s personal beliefs
regarding the value of including students with autism can determine how inclusive the
school environment is.

By collecting survey data from 408 elementary school principals throughout
Pennsylvania, Praisner (2003) came to a similar conclusion. She determined that the
values and attitudes that principals hold impact how inclusive their school environment
is. Ultimately, Praisner learned that the more positive the attitude of the principal
towards inclusion, the more apt he or she was to support less restrictive placements for
students with special needs. This study again supports the importance of understanding
how principal values and beliefs can impact programming for students.

Salisbury (2006) also explored how principals perceived inclusive elementary
schools. In her quantitative and qualitative study of nine elementary schools from urban,
suburban, and metropolitan areas, she learned that the individual school principals and
their values and beliefs determined how inclusive the school was. She explained that the
schools differed in how they implemented inclusion but noted that those principals who
supported a heterogeneous approach had a collaborative, “do what it takes™ attitude (p.
79). This approach by the principal tended to impact his/her programming decisions for
students (Salisbury, 2006).

In examining the success of a Response to Intervention (Rtl) initiative in a
building, Sansosti, Noltemeyer, and Goss (2010) also learned that the success of the

implementation was based not only on the leadership style of the principal but also by his
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or her actions within the building. Through analyzing survey data collected from 467
secondary school principals from across the United States, the researchers noted that
school leaders must be knowledgeable and grounded in Response to Intervention
frameworks and participate in training with their staff in order for buy-in and, thus,
implementation to occur (Sansosti et al., 2010). They explained that there is also a
difference between what principals viewed as important characteristics of Rtl and what
is actually being implemented at a secondary level. Therefore, in this study, it was noted
that even though principals valued the constructs of Rtl, they were having difficulty
actually implementing them at the secondary level (Sansosti et al., 2010). Due to the
quantitative nature of this study, it is difficult to understand exactly why this was a
challenge for these principals. Qualitative research in the area of program implementation
will be helpful in informing this area of research.

As literacy coaches are becoming more commonplace in schools, Matsumura,
Sartoris, Bickel, and Garnier (2009) examined the role that the principal plays in
beginning a coaching program within the building. The schools which participated in the
study contained a high number of students with diverse ethnic backgrounds who were
primarily eligible for free and reduced meals. Fifteen principals and 11 academic
coaches were interviewed for this study. Through the interviews with elementary school
principals and coaches as well as through teacher surveys, connections were made
between the relationship of the principal to the coaching program and how often the
teachers participated in activities with the coach (Matsumura et al., 2009). A correlation

analyses was conducted, and it was noted that leader behaviors greatly impacted the
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teachers’ behaviors towards the new literacy coach (Matsumura et al., 2009). It was also
noted that a principal’s understanding of the role of the coach and how he/she was
introduced to the staff and supported by the principal impacted how teachers interacted
with him or her (Matsumura et al., 2009).

In a case study examining the rise and fall of a collaborative problem solving
team within a school, researchers used qualitative methods to examine the conditions that
influenced the eventual downfall of the team (Santangelo, 2009). The elementary school
utilized in the study was located outside of a large, metropolitan area with several
families working on the farms located outside the city. Although the principal was
initially supportive of the program and the first year was a success in providing supports
and programs to students without additional referrals to special education, the following
years were not so positive. Districtwide cuts compromised the program. Although the
principal could have used discretionary funds to pay for the substitutes needed to
continue the program, she did not, frustrated at the district’s lack of support (Santangelo,
2009).

When a principal feels implementation is adequately supported, his or her level of

enthusiasm and participation is positively influenced. Conversely, if a principal

believes district support is inadequate or that implementation is not valued, it is
less likely he or she will actively participate or creatively allocate resources at the

school level. (Santangelo, 2009, p. 206)

Based on this information, the perceived value of the program at the district level impacts

the principal’s perceived value of the program at the school level.
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In examining how principals negotiate the environment and resources based on
their perception of the value the program has for students, their role in the success of any
program is clear. The attitude and beliefs of a principal can support or diminish the
impact of any program. Furthermore, if the principal does not feel that it is valued at the
district level, their level of support may wane. Understanding the principal’s perceptions
of programs is critical in that they are the determining factor as to whether students have
access to the program or not or how willingly their teachers will support a new program.
This finding underlines the importance of understanding how principals conceptualize the
programs within their building.

Theme 2: Student Need

Ultimately, student need should be the determining factor in developing or
supporting programs for students. How principals negotiate their environment and
allocate resources in order to provide students access to programs based on need is
important to understand. In examining how programs were restructured to meet the
needs of students within schools, several studies described the role of the principals as
one of “thinking outside of the box” to provide increased academic services to students
(Crum, Sherman, & Myran, 2009; Fisher, Sax, & Grove, 2000; Salisbury & McGregor,
2002; Shepherd & Salembier, 2010).

A 3-year case study of a urban elementary school conducted by Fisher et al.,
(2000) examined the creation of an inclusion model. Categorical programs were
examined as well as how services were delivered to students. Within this school, it was

noted that several service providers including Title I teachers, special education teachers,
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a bilingual education teacher, and magnet teachers and their assistants were duplicating
services throughout the day. Following a team meeting with principals, the teachers all
took on the term resource teachers and began to provide services to students within the
general education classroom (Fisher et al., 2000).

Over several weeks, the team developed a plan to integrate the categorical

programs into regular classes...for the next three months, 85% of the students

from categorical programs began receiving their education without pull-out
instruction...The categorical resource teachers, with titles unique to their
expertise, voted to use a consistent term to describe their role in the school. As of
spring, 1995, these teachers became known as resource teachers regardless of the

program that paid their salary. (Fisher et al., 2000, p. 218)

Understanding the role of the principal in organizing the environment or
negotiating resources to meet student needs is important. Salisbury and McGregor
(2002) used survey, observation, and interviews to better understand the role of the
principal in five schools actively participating in inclusive approaches. The schools
studied consisted of two metropolitan schools, two suburban schools, and one rural
school. All of these schools were noted to be exemplary schools which actively
embraced an inclusion model. In all of the buildings, principals were noted to be data-
driven, using information about students to determine appropriate programming for them.
Students were then matched with the supports needed to be successful in the general
education setting (Salisbury & McGregor, 2002). Salisbury and McGregor (2002)

describe building-level initiatives in Maine where blended funding allowed for the
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provision of non-categorical support to students with and without disabilities.
“Typically, our principals were able to initiate changes in schedules, deployment of
personnel or assignment of students within the structures of the school” (p. 270). This
negotiation of resources by principals allowed for students to have greater access to
programs within their building without necessarily having to be labeled to do.

This idea was researched as well by Shepherd and Salembier (2010). In their
examination of a school implementing a Response to Intervention (Rtl) approach,
Shepherd and Salembier (2010) interviewed 24 participants over a 5-day period,
participated in a community night at the school, conducted observations, and reviewed
documents. The school featured in the case study was a small, rural K-6 school located
in the northeast. Through their research, Shepherd and Salembier noted that the
successful implementation of Rtl was due to redefining the roles of the staff. No longer
were special education, Title I, and general education teachers considered separate
entities. Through progress monitoring, school teams worked together to determine the
interventions students needed regardless of their categorical determination (Shepherd &
Salembier, 2010). The principal was actively involved in the Rtl process and participated
in all professional development with the staff to improve her knowledge and show her
support (Shepherd & Salembier, 2010). This principal’s dedication to ensuring that
students received the services that they needed promoted the success of the Rtl model
within her school. Her ability to negotiate resources and the environment facilitated the
ability for students to be connected to an intervention program and receive the necessary

services.
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Crum et al. (2009) conducted an inductive exploratory study to examine how
successful elementary school principals promoted student achievement in their schools.
Twelve principals participated in the study and represented urban, suburban, and rural
districts. Within the study, it was noted that building staff and principals worked as a
team to examine data and make appropriate decisions about remediation for students
(Crumet al., 2009). “The principals often spoke about using data to inform instructional
practices, as well as general school processes” (Crum et al., 2009, p. 55).

Through the examination of how principals negotiate the environment and
resources to meet student needs, several themes were common among the research:

e Categorical program staff were often blended to meet the need of the students
within the building with or without labels;
e School-based teams, led by the principal, used data to match students to
interventions; and
e The support of the school principal was critical in matching students to needed
interventions.
These areas underscore the importance of the role of the principal in connecting students
to programs within their buildings. Of the research discussed here, all of the schools
studied were already successfully implementing programs based on student need. It is
important to also understand how all principals conceptualize programs in their buildings
and the ways in which students are connected to these programs.

Although some rural schools were represented in the studies, few studies focused

specifically on rural principals alone. This research has allowed for a deeper
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understanding of how principals negotiated the environment and identified resources in
order to match students to programs.
Theme 3: Outside Influences

The job of a building principal is a complex one. Multiple contexts influence the
decisions that principals make on a daily basis. According to Seashore-Louis et al.
(2010), contextual variables, including the poverty and diversity level of the students, the
size of the school, the grade level, the size of the district, and the location of the school,
all influence the decisions that principals make. The greater the diversity of the student
body, the level of poverty, and the size of the school district, the greater the possibility
that several conditions will be impacted. These conditions include the openness of the
school climate, the relationship to parents, and the level of district support (Seashore-
Louis et al., 2010).

The size of the school and district can influence the decisions that principals
make. Within a rural district, principals may be hesitant to accept external support
(Budge, 2010). Even within a smaller district, student diversity and a student’s perceived
“home life” can influence what expectations are held of students. Through a qualitative
study taking place in a rural area, Budge (2010) considered school and community
leaders’ perceptions of standards-based reform in the context of local school settings.
Budge (2010) indicated that 4 out of the 11 leaders interviewed stated that a lack of
training regarding the contextual factor of poverty and concerns regarding the ability to
address diverse learning styles impacted the way that students were taught and

programmed for. In addition, it was noted that rural principals and school trustees felt
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conflicted in making decisions based on the need to balance local concerns and
contextual variables (including economical and job-related concerns) with state and
federal mandates (Budge, 2010). In consideration of the unique balancing act required of
rural principals, Budge (2010) stated,
At a macro-political level, this study may illustrate the long-standing assertion
that a one-size-fits-all policy does not serve rural locales well. At the micro-
political level, though, another question is raised: To what degree are school
leaders prepared to engage in a critical analysis of extra local policy in
relationship to the unique needs of the schools and communities they serve? (p.
17)

In a meta-analysis of 30 years of research on the effects of leadership practices
on student achievement, Waters et al. (2003) stressed the importance of leaders knowing
how to balance change in their buildings through examining their current building culture
and contextual variables which may influence their decisions. According to Waters et al.
(2003), these conditions included the culture of the building, the individuals within the
building, and the learning environments needed for that building. It is these
understandings which are important for a leader to know in order to tailor his/her
leadership strategies (Waters et al., 2003). “Our leadership framework is also predicated
on the notion that effective leadership means more than simply knowing what to do — it’s
knowing when, how, and why to do it” (Waters et al., 2003, p. 2).

How a principal makes sense of race and demographic changes within his/her

building can also influence decision-making. Through conducting a qualitative study
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with staff within three suburban high schools experiencing significant racial and
demographic changes, Evans (2007) indicated that principals work hard to reflect the
overall organizational message of their school and district in their comments regarding
race and demographic changes. What Evans noted is that this message is contingent
upon the school and community’s history as well as the norms and beliefs of a particular
school or district regarding race. It is these contextual variables which can influence how
principals make meaning of race and demographic change and perpetuate that meaning.
Evans also indicated that the way in which a principal makes meaning of his/her own
race, gender, class, and positions influences how he/she makes sense of his/her leadership
style in light of racial and demographic change.

A qualitative study of Canadian principals conducted by Mitchell and Castle
(2005) indicated that principals’ perceptions of their roles as instructional leaders were
very diverse and based on contextual variables within their environment. According to
Mitchell and Castle, these contextual variables included not only the characteristics of
school sites, locations, and size but also the belief systems that principals hold which
influence how they begin and maintain relationships. Mitchell and Castle stated,

... we all came to understand that no right or wrong way exists to enact

instructional leadership. Instead, specific contexts, conditions, and dispositions

coalesce to construct a particular profile at a particular time, and the important

issue for us was the extent to which the principals were able to reflect on their

own conceptualization and practice of instructional leadership, to consider the
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effects of these constructions, and subsequently to refine their beliefs and

practices. (p. 423)

Gordon and Patterson (2006) also explained that different types of leaders are
successful in different school settings. Using a qualitative, grounded theory
methodology, Gordon and Patterson learned that leadership is not a quality of a particular
individual but a “relational process” (p. 224) dependent upon power negotiations within
his/her particular school community. It is these negotiations which allow for different
types of leaders, whose style is developed by the individuals that they serve and the
unique needs of these individuals. Gordon and Patterson indicated, “There is no one-
size-fits-all model to successful leadership” (p. 224). Within their study, the teachers’
expectations for their school leader tended to change based on their values of what makes
a leader effective.

Gordon and Patterson (2006) stated that the expectations of these teachers did
change with the unique circumstances which impacted the school. This allowed for a
school’s expectations of its leader to change based on the conditions which were unique
to the school. Gordon and Patterson did indicate that there were several common
influences which effective leaders exhibited in their study. Common influences exhibited
by effective leaders included a demonstrated concern for individuals, the ability to
recognize expertise in individuals and themselves, and the demonstration of ongoing
concern for their communities. The authors also indicated, “While concern for people
and demonstrating and recognizing expertise transcend leadership types, we want to

underscore their contextual nature” (Gordon & Patterson, 2006,
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p. 225).

Through a mixed-methods study including participants from nine states, 43 school
districts, and 180 elementary, middle, and secondary schools, Seashore-Louis et al.
(2010) explained that contextual variables do impact the ways in which leaders lead and
what they accomplish. Key findings from this study indicate that the contexts of poverty
and student diversity greatly influence the attitudes of teachers, with the greater the
number of impoverished and diverse students, the greater the negative perceptions about
the work environment. These same negative perceptions also increase with the size of
the school district (Seashore-Louis et al., 2010). The researchers also indicated that rural
schools encouraged more positive work contexts that urban schools; however, the larger
the school, the greater the opportunity for shared leadership (Seashore-Louis et al. ,
2010). According to Seashore-Louis et al. (2010),

Leadership success depends greatly on the skill with which leaders adapt their

practices to the circumstances in which they find themselves, their understanding

of the underlying causes of the problems they encounter, and how they respond to
those problems. Context may also constrain leaders, particularly when pressures

in the environment are severe. (p. 94).

Contextual variables greatly influence how individuals lead and make decisions
surrounding their schools. The descriptions of relevant contextual variables which
influence principals are complex and diverse. It is evident through the research that these
diverse and complex variables greatly influence a principal’s focus (Evans, 2007; Gordon

& Patterson, 2006; Mitchell & Castle, 2005; Seashore-Louis et al., 2010). In examining
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how principals make decisions regarding programming for students, the examination of
contextual variables within a school setting is important.
Other Conditions Which Impact Principals

Although leadership styles and beliefs impact school structures for students, there
are other conditions which are more external in nature. Both accountability concerns and
administrative and instructional focuses can impact how principals make programmatic
decisions. Both of these areas are important to study as they can influence the principals’
focus on their school setting and influence how programs are structured.

Instructional and administrative roles. Throughout the school day, principals
must serve as both instructional leaders and administrative leaders. Understanding these
roles and how they impact students within their schools is vital. In a large observational
study of principals’ time use, Horng, Klasik, and Loeb (2010) examined the time use of
65 principals in a large, urban district over a full school day. Through collecting
information regarding principal activities every 5 minutes and combining that data with
information from school climate surveys, as well as district information on schools and
students, the relationships between organizational and instructional management and
school performance were compared (Horng et al., 2010).

One result that was noted was, “Principals may behave differently in different
school contexts” (Horng et al., 2010, p. 504). Through this research, the complexity of a
principal’s job was evidenced. According to the study, principals spent a majority of
their day taking care of administrative tasks such as negotiating schedules and completing

compliance tasks. They also participated in organization management activities, which

43



included hiring staff and managing budgetary issues. The smallest amount of
administrative time was spent in instruction-related tasks which included teacher
observations and organizing and implementing professional development opportunities
(Horng et al., 2010).

Based on this work, the researchers noted that the more time that principals spent
on instructional tasks, the more positive and satisfied the staff and parents were.
According to Horng et al. (2010), the results also indicated that principals who spent
more time on organization management tasks saw greater gains in their students’
performance over a 3-year period. The environment was also ranked as a positive one by
staff and parents (Horng et al., 2010). Overall, the researchers indicated:

First, our results show merit to principals devoting time to develop the school’s
broader instructional program. Time spent on instructional program activities is
positively associated with the staffs’ perceptions of the school’s educational
environment and teachers’ satisfaction with teaching in general. More
importantly, organization management activities are central to instructional

leadership defined broadly. (p. 519)

As managing the schedule and monetary resources are considered to be organization
management tasks according to this study, a link between how principals negotiate the
environment and resources based on their perceptions of their administrative and
instructional roles is noted. This link also applies to positive student performance.

In a study examining how school principals are able to influence the reduction of

class size within their school, Burch et al. (2010) indicated that differences in principals’
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leadership practices were related to school instructional achievement. Of particular
interest were the ways in which the principals supported change within the building to
support students. They noted that some principals were content with tradition and were
reluctant to make any changes that might impact the status quo of the building. Other
principals were more creative and willing to create new spaces, focusing less on tradition
and more on student need (Burch et al., 2010).

Through examining the perceptions of principals regarding the use of the
environment, an understanding of their desire to negotiate environmental changes to
benefit the students in their buildings can begin to be forged (Burch et al., 2010). Making
administrative choices to facilitate the reduction of classroom size can impact the
instruction of students. In this example, principals are serving as both instructional and
administrative leaders. Burch et al. (2010) continued to examine these roles through
stating, “The ways in which a principal builds service delivery models, assign staff, and
budget both time and money can have a significant influence on the extent to which
teachers feel supported...” (p. 333).

In a study utilizing both quantitative and qualitative methods to examine what is
expected of school principals as evidenced by evaluation and performance standards,
Catano and Stronge (2007) outlined the responsibilities that effective principals are
expected to address. Of these responsibilities, Catano and Stronge indicated several skills
which were deemed important to school management and instructional leadership. Of
these skills, financial management, program development and inquiry, and information

management were considered vital (Catano & Stronge, 2007).
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In a mixed-methods, descriptive analysis of the job of principals, Spillane and
Hunt (2010) collected experience-sampling logs from 42 principals as well as a principal
questionnaire and a school staff questionnaire. Observations and interviews were also
conducted. The researchers’ results indicated that principals work in a multitude of ways
to influence instruction in their school. They stated that principals work very differently
in the ways in which they lead and manage instruction in their building. They also
indicated that the ways in which principals lead and manage schools should be the future
focus of research as opposed to just how they manage their time. Some principals were
noted to work alone; some were more collaborative in nature. Some focused their
attention on student learning and achievement while others focused on indirectly leading
and managing instruction. The common focus of all of the leadership styles, however,
was instruction (Spillane & Hunt, 2010).

DiPaola and Tschannen-Moran (2003) indicated through their survey of Virginia
principals that instructional leadership is critical in ensuring that quality instruction is
taking place within the school setting. Due to the need for principals to have an involved
knowledge of curriculum, instruction, and assessment, it is critical that they have a pulse
on research and learning. According to DiPaola and Tschannen-Moran (2003), “The
balance between instructional leadership and management responsibilities presents
ongoing challenges for school principals. For example, because management tasks are
more explicit and procedural compliance is typically a high priority for district-level

principals, instructional leadership may be neglected” (p. 46).
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In addition, the researchers noted that the areas of instructional leadership and
organizational management, specifically in the areas of student achievement and
professional development for staff as well as professional development for themselves in
special education law, were areas of great concern for principals (DiPaola & Tschannen-
Moran, 2003). Based on their research, DiPaola and Tschannen-Moran (2003) indicated
that the role of the principal is one that is under stress. As both the instructional and
managerial responsibilities of principals are increasing, the ability for principals to
successfully complete their job responsibilities is declining. The researchers indicated
that principals need help in order to complete both the management and instructional
components of their position (DiPaola & Tschannen-Moran, 2003).

Through examining how principals negotiate the environment and resources
based on their perceptions of their instructional and administrative roles, several
influences become clear. Principals often simultaneously complete administrative and
instructional tasks throughout the course of their day. Principals’ completion of
organization management tasks as well as instructional tasks influences student
performance and staff and parent satisfaction with the school. Principals also lead in
multiple ways, but their focus is mainly on instruction and students. In summary,
principals do negotiate the environment and resources based on their instructional and
administrative roles. Understanding how principals perceive their administrative and
instructional roles in connecting students to programs is an important aspect of this study.

Accountability. In an effort to continue to understand what influences how

principals negotiate the environment and resources, the role of accountability must be
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considered. Through their analysis of the 1999-2000 School and Staffing Survey, as well
as through principal responses regarding their perceived influence on instructional
decisions within their school, Marks and Nance (2007) learned that both internal and
external influences impacted principals’ ability to influence instruction in their schools.

It is through external influences, which may consist of state and federal policies as well
as the actors which implement these policies, that conflict regarding the principal’s role
in instruction may occur (Marks & Nance, 2007).

Accountability efforts that manifest through policies handed down to the local
educational agencies can be interpreted differently. According to Marks and Nance
(2007), this creates a dilemna which impacts the influence of school principals. They are
often resigned to researching and gathering knowledge on their own in order to interpret
policy to best meet the unique needs of their school. Through interviews and
observations of 15 elementary school principals and 15 curriculum coordinators
regarding their view of subject matter, Burch and Spillane (2003) stated, “Reforms are
shaped through administrators’ decisions about where reform expertise resides.
Principals, like classroom teachers, seek expertise directly from colleagues but also
indirectly in the context of materials such as curriculum guides, policy directives and unit
guides” (p. 522).

Through their research, Burch and Spillane (2003) learned that policy directives
did influence teaching and learning, especially impacting what subjects are considered
core subjects. It was noted in some school districts they studied that leadership was

distributed differently for literacy, math, and science, with more time allotted for reading
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instruction. Burch and Spillane noted that this leadership distribution alone can carry
signals about what areas should be focused on. Within school settings, it was determined
that the principal’s expertise also impacted how math and reading instruction was
addressed within the building and how professional development was provided. Math
and literacy were perceived to be the core subjects in all schools that participated.
According to Burch and Spillane, “Leaders in elementary schools approach instructional
change not only in terms of grade levels but also in relation to concerns specific to
subject matter” (p. 528). In a follow-up paper written by Spillane (2005), he noted,

The involvement of school principals was much greater in literacy-related

routines than in either mathematics- or science-related routines. Further, school

principals and assistant principals were more likely to be involved in the
performance of leadership routines for language arts, less likely to be involved in
leadership routines for mathematics and even less likely still to be involved in

leadership routines for science. (p. 388)

Accountability is also noted to impact instruction in rural schools. Through
surveying 101 principals in Missouri and 76 teachers in Maine, similar concerns
regarding what is taught and the amount of time it is taught were uncovered (Powell et
al., 2009). When asked what influenced their educational short-term and long-term goals
for the future, a majority of the rural principals stated that raising Annual Yearly Progress
(AYP) and having good test scores were most important (Powell et al., 2009).

Programmatic changes were also noted. Principals indicated that due to this

increased accountability, the time allotted for recess was reduced in several schools.
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They shared that programs had been added because of No Child Left Behind. The
programs that were added, however, were varied among the represented school districts.
Both principals and teachers noted that the time allotted for reading and math were
extended (Powell et al., 2009). Based upon this data, it is clear that principals make
decisions regarding the environment and resources based on accountability. As concerns
regarding accountability are high, it is important to understand how principals perceive
accountability as they connect students to programs within their schools. As math and
reading scores drive AYP for each building, one would expect more math and reading
programs for students.

Which students are targeted for programs is also of interest. In a separate study
examining the impact of No Child Left Behind (NCLB) on rural schools, Hodge and
Krumm (2009) stated the following, “Responses from the interviews showed consistently
that the site principals focused only on subgroup membership that would count in AYP
and targeted those subgroups for intervention” (p. 21). In examining how students are
connected to programs, accountability is an area which must be considered.

In a quantitative study completed by Egley and Jones (2004), the researchers
surveyed 325 principals from 32 school districts in Florida in order to compare
elementary principals’ perceptions of Florida’s testing program. Egley and Jones noted
that accountability pressures due to high-stakes testing impacted rural principals more
than urban principals. Due to this, it was stated that rural principals felt the need to do a
much better job towards improving test scores than urban principals (Egley & Jones,

2004). The pressures felt by elementary principals in Florida greatly impacted the way
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that they structured their learning environments. Egley and Jones (2004) noted that a
majority of the principals interviewed encouraged their teachers to spend more time on
tested subjects (i.e. reading, writing, and math) than on science and social studies due to
the need for students to do well on state testing.

Due to increased accountability, the role of the principal is changing rapidly. Ina
quantitative study completed by DiPaola and Tschannen-Moran (2003), 1,666 Virginia
principals completed a survey which was developed to “obtain a view of the principalship
through the eyes of current practitioners” (p. 48). Through this survey, the researchers
noted that principals are struggling with expanding job requirements, intense pressure
regarding accountability and understandings regarding special education laws, and
mandates. Due to increased standards and higher expectations for students, increased
programming for students has taken place. According to DiPaola and Tschannen-Moran
(2003), principals are now required to hire and supervise more individuals as well as
create more policies and procedures to support new programs and the associated activities
and responsibilities. Despite these additional responsibilities, little to no additional
support is available to them. In summary, the authors indicated that principals are
struggling with the increased responsibilities that are emerging with the need for
increased accountability (DiPaola & Tschannen-Moran, 2003).

An ethnographic study of a Texas elementary school examined the role that the
Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS) had on teachers, students, and
principals (Black, 2008). According to Black (2008), an increasing atmosphere of high-

stakes testing is causing schools to become more tightly-coupled with the impact of the
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testing stretching from programming to the emotional well-being of students and staff.
Black also indicated that educational leaders are apt to experience greater tensions in
demographically shifting schools. This increase of tensions creates a sense of urgency
and can impact programming decisions such as taught subjects and recess. Black (2008)
states,

While this statement reveals a deep sense of commitment to the children, when

applied to a larger district context, it leads to a systemic segregation of recess.

Students in school populated by lower income students would be bereft of recess,

while students in schools populated by higher income schools would not only be

passing TAKS but would be having fun during recess as well. (p. 12)

According to Black (2008), this example is just one which indicated how school-
based responses to accountability pressures create a more tightly-coupled environment
within a school setting where instruction is more scripted and sanctions are always at the
forefront. He also indicated that this requires a principal’s leadership style to be more
authoritarian in nature and less collective (Black, 2008).

In a mixed-methods investigation of perceptions of the impact of school
improvement policies, Torres, Zellner, and Erlandson (2008) sampled 49 Texas public
school principals. A mixed-method analysis was used to examine both the survey and the
written responses collected. The researchers examined the, “overall perception of
principals regarding policy areas and its impact on academic outcomes, staff morale, and
parent and community involvement” (Torres, Zellner, & Erlandson, 2008, p. 4). It was

determined that accountability has a negative impact on the whole. It was noted to
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negatively impact staff morale more so than all other policy areas, according to principals
(Torres et al., 2008).

In a case study of an urban Texas elementary school which examined the impact
that high-stakes testing had on programming practices for students, Booher-Jennings
(2005) interviewed teachers and principals within the school setting, learning that two
types of students were programmed for. Those types of students were the “bubble” kids
and the “accountables” (Booher-Jennings, 2005, p. 233). While the bubble kids included
students who were within a certain number of points of passing the state test, the
accountables included those students who impacted the school’s accountability rating.

Determining the category that students fall in was based on the review of data
(Booher-Jennings, 2005). If a student was seen as a bubble kid, programming was put
into place to support that student. According to Booher-Jennings (2005), these
interventions could consist of small group opportunities for learning, additional literacy
instruction throughout the school day, after-school and Saturday tutoring opportunities,
and summer school programs for these students. Booher-Jennings stated, “In short, the
overwhelming majority of the interventions that the school has to offer focus on the
bubble kids. These interventions span almost the entire school year, beginning in August
and continuing through the end of April when the TAKS is administered” (p. 242).

Booher-Jennings (2005) indicated that in this accountability age, data-driven
practices support this type of triage system. When a principal within the school was
interviewed regarding the practice, she explained that it is hoped that the students who

are on the bubble of passing the test will do so, allowing the lower achieving students to
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rise to become the next group of bubble students (Booher-Jennings, 2005). The
researcher noted, however, that the lowest performing students continued to stay on the
bottom and, without any interventions, continued to remain stagnant. She stated, “The
results of this study, however, demonstrate the need to infuse this literature with an
understanding that data can also be used to target some students at the expense of others”
(Booher-Jennings, 2005, p. 261).

In a qualitative study focused on two elementary schools in Washington state,
researchers indicated that increased accountability was seen as positive (Mabry &
Margolis, 2006). Principals in this study noted that students who had previously been
underserved were now beginning to receive the educational services that they needed.
They indicated that the pressure of accountability had improved their analysis of data and
had also structured the interventions that students needed (Mabry & Margolis, 2006).
Despite the increase of targeted interventions for students, many teachers indicated that
they were concerned that other essential non-tested areas were being reduced or
eliminated. These statements continue to illustrate the dance that principals must do to
meet accountability challenges.

Summary

Gaining an understanding of how rural elementary school principals
conceptualize programs in their school, the processes used to connect students to these
programs, and their role in doing so is challenging. In examining the research regarding
principal effectiveness, principal decision-making skills and principal impact on program

success, three themes emerged:
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e Principals negotiate the environment and obligate resources based on student
needs;

e Principals negotiate the environment and obligate resources based on the
principal’s perception of the value the program holds for students;

e Principals negotiate the environment and obligate resources based on outside
influences.

Within the research, it was noted that these themes impact how principals make
decisions about student learning. With all of the variables involved in principal decision-
making, this study is particularly relevant at this time. Through understanding how
principals interpret the contingent variables within their schools, how they negotiate their
environment and resources based on their perceived notions of program value and student
needs, as well as considering the roles that accountability and instructional and
administrative duties play, one can begin to better understand the complex job that a
principal has. It is also important that the voices of rural principals, who are not largely
represented in these studies, is heard. By examining these themes through a basic
qualitative design with principals from a rural area, it is hoped that a better understanding
of how rural elementary school principals conceptualize programs in their school, the
processes used to connect students to these programs, and their role in doing so is

obtained.
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Chapter 111
Overview of Methodology/Research Design

Understanding how rural elementary principals make decisions regarding
programs in their building and the methods of connecting students to programs is critical.
This is not only an area understudied in a time when NCLB and Race to the Top consider
programs crucial to improved student performance, but knowledge examining principals’
perceptions of programming for students is lacking. These individuals have a unique
perspective of what it is like to organize their school environment and obligate resources
in order to improve instruction in their building. Within the contexts of accountability
concerns, instructional and management duties as well as with an understanding of
additional contingent variables unique to their school setting, principals continue to
program for students. Student needs and principals’ individual perceptions of program
value also impact programming decisions. In addition, research examining principals’
perceptions of student programming often does not consider the perspectives of rural
principals. It is due to these concerns that this unique study will examine how rural
elementary school principals conceptualize programs in their schools, the processes used
to connect students to these programs, and their roles in doing so.

Qualitative research lends itself to understanding the meaning that individuals or
groups make of situations or problems within their environment (Creswell, 2007). To
understand how rural principals conceptualize programs in their schools, the processes
used to connect students to these programs and their roles in doing so, engaging these

principals in dialogue related to this particular question is important. According to
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Creswell (2007), qualitative research is beneficial when a particular issue is in need of
detailed examination. In this particular study, the voices of rural principals are lacking in
the current examination of program implementation. To understand the contexts through
which this population of principals makes decisions regarding programming, qualitative
research will be the most appropriate way to examine their perceptions. Haverkamp and
Young (2007) indicated, “Qualitative research is characterized by the awareness that the
researcher, in pursuing understanding, is an interpreter rather than a reporter” (p. 276).

Using a basic qualitative design, this study focuses on the meaning that
programming for students has for rural elementary principals. As there are multiple
situational variables that affect principals’ decisions, a contingency theory lens informed
understanding of the complex process of principals’ decision-making.

In this basic qualitative design study, the focus is on understanding the meaning
that programming for students has for rural elementary principals. Contingency theory
and basic qualitative design both support the idea that the contingent variables that
influence the participants are an important part of their story. Their experiences, as well
as the contingent factors that influence their experiences, construct their reality. It is due
to this reason that a contingency theory lens was determined appropriate to conduct this
research.

Qualitative Tradition and Theoretical Perspective

With ties to both phenomenology and symbolic interaction, a basic interpretive or

basic qualitative study works to guide a researcher in understanding how people

understand their experiences surrounding a specific phenomenon, how they construct
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their environment or “worlds” and how they make meaning of their experiences.
Ultimately, the overall goal is to understand how people make sense of their experiences
and the events that occur within their day-to-day lives (Merriam, 2002).

Known as both basic interpretive design and basic qualitative research, what
makes a basic qualitative design study different from other forms of qualitative research
is that there is not an additional purpose as is found in other qualitative traditions. For
example, within the context of a grounded theory study, the purpose is go beyond a basic
understanding of what is happening to develop a theory regarding the event or
phenomenon that is being studied. With a phenomenological study, the purpose is to
examine the textural and structural descriptions shared by the participants and seek to
understand the “essence” of the phenomenon (Merriam, 2002, p. 7). Within the context
of a basic interpretive qualitative design, the main goal is to uncover and interpret the
meaning that individuals make of their lives and their worlds with a theory or model
serving as the frame by which to analyze the data (Merriam, 2002). For the purposes of
this study, this qualitative method will be referred to as a basic qualitative design, noting
the following comment made by Merriam (2009): “Since all qualitative research is
interpretive, | have come around to preferring labeling this type of study a basic
qualitative study” (p. 22).

In many fields, basic qualitative design studies are utilized and, according to
Merriam (2009), are perhaps one of the most common types of qualitative methodology
utilized in educational research. A primary characteristic of a basic qualitative design

study is that constructionism serves as an undercurrent through which to examine data
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(Merriam, 2009). According to Denzin and Lincoln (2005), constructionism encourages
the “production of reconstructed understandings of the social world” (p. 184). The
constructionist paradigm considers that there are multiple realities that are created
through a “knower and a respondent cocreater” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, p. 24).

Through analyzing the participants’ responses regarding the processes that they
go through on a daily basis to program for students in their buildings, patterns of
meanings were developed and examined (Creswell, 2007). According to Crotty (1998), a
constructionist view posits that meaning is not spontaneously discovered, but constructed.
Multiple minds may construct meaning in different ways. This may occur even when the
individuals experience the same phenomenon (Crotty, 1998). Within basic qualitative
design, reflecting upon and describing the like experiences of individuals is key. Within
a constructionist view, how meaning is constructed by the participants is of importance.
According to Merriam (2002), “Constructionism thus underlies what I am calling a basic
interpretive qualitative study. Here the researcher is interested in understanding the
meaning a phenomenon has for those involved. Meaning, however, is not discovered but
constructed” (p. 37).

As a basic qualitative design works in tandem with a constructionist view, it was
considered to be an effective qualitative tradition to consider for this study. Individuals
construct meanings from their experiences. Each person may have a similar experience,
but each person will construct meaning from that experience in a very different way
(Crotty, 1998). Researchers conducting a basic qualitative design embrace this concept

and seek to go further in order to understand how participants construct meaning of their
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lives and experiences and what they perceive that meaning to be (Merriam, 2002).
Ultimately, “...the researcher is interested in understanding the meaning a phenomenon
has for those involved” (Merriam, 2009, p. 22). The meaning is not simply discovered; it
is constructed (Merriam, 2009).

Researchers utilizing a basic qualitative design approach can collect data in
multiple ways. Data can be collected through interviews, observations, or document
analysis. The collection method that best suits each study is based upon the theoretical
framework that is selected to work in tandem with the study (Merriam, 2002). Analyzing
the data consists of the identification of recurring themes that are noted to be consistent
throughout the data. The findings themselves are the themes that are supported by the
data itself (Merriam, 2009). Ultimately, the final, overall interpretation is, “the
researcher’s understanding of the participants’ understanding of the phenomenon of
interest” (Merriam, 2009, p. 24).

Ultimately, all qualitative research focuses on constructed meaning by
individuals. This takes place through examining how they make sense of their situations
and experiences. A basic qualitative design considers these factors as well, but the
primary goal of a basic qualitative design is to focus on uncovering and then interpreting
the meanings which surround the lived experiences of the participants (Merriam, 2002).
Throughout this study, the perceptions of rural elementary principals as they programmed
for students in their buildings were uncovered through the development of themes. These

themes allowed for a greater understanding of the commonalities of their experiences.
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The themes also allowed for a collective understanding of what programming for students
in a rural elementary school may be like for principals.
Qualitative Research Questions

The purpose of this research is to examine how rural elementary school principals
conceptualize programs in their schools, the processes used to connect students to these
programs, and their role in doing so. In order to fully examine the purpose of the study,
the following exploratory research question and sub questions have been considered:

RQ: How do rural elementary school principals conceptualize programs in their

schools, the processes used to connect students to these programs and their

role in doing so?

Q1: How do rural principals conceptualize the benefit of the programs in
the building?

Q2: How do rural principals negotiate the environment and obligate
resources based on student needs?

Q3: How do rural principals negotiate the environment and obligate
resources based on outside influences?

These foreshadowed research questions focused the efforts of this qualitative
study. The importance of understanding how elementary school principals make
decisions regarding environment and resources as well as understanding individual
school-based contingent variables which influence student participation in programs not
only will guide policy decisions but will allow researchers the opportunity to understand

how school-based efforts can be maximized on behalf of students. The underrepresented
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voices of small town and rural principals will also be heard. The uniqueness of their
situations will inform the knowledge base regarding programming for students.
Research Procedures

The following procedures provided the structure for this research study. This
structure allowed for the collection of data in an organized, consistent manner.

Population/sample. This research study focused on elementary school
principals from rural areas. This study took place in a mid-Atlantic state. The unit of
analysis for this study was principals who work in elementary schools located within a
Rural: Fringe or Distant school district or a Town: Distant school district (National
Center for Education Statistics, 2007). In addition, these principals all served as principal
of their current school for a minimum of 2 years. As one who conducts a basic
qualitative design study focuses on how people make meaning of their life experiences,
this regional selection of individual elementary principals provided insight on how rural
principals program for students (Creswell, 2007).

Sampling. According to Creswell (2007), “The participants in the study need to
be carefully chosen to be individuals who have all experienced the phenomenon in
question, so that the researcher, in the end, can forge a common understanding” (p. 62).
Due to this, purposeful sampling has been utilized as the sampling procedure for this
study. The participants were selected because they served as elementary principals of a
school which was located within a Rural: Fringe or Distant or Town: Distant school
district per the National Center for Education Statistics (2007). In addition, these

principals served as principal of their current school for a minimum of 2 years.
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According to Ortlieb and Cheek (2008), research regarding rural education systems is
limited and has not been actively pursued.

In order to reflect upon the experiences of rural elementary school principals, the
sample of participants must all have experienced the phenomenon of programming for
students in a rural school. Elementary principals who serve in rural areas have all
experienced this phenomenon. Through selecting this sample of individuals, this
research will provide valuable insight regarding the experiences of these individuals.
Through hearing their voices, policy or practices that impact this group of individual
principals will be more closely examined.

Sample size. As a purposeful sample was used for this study, a select group of
elementary principals who served within a rural area was interviewed. At most, it was
planned that 25 elementary principals would be asked to participate in scheduled
interviews. As these individuals are all from rural areas, experiences regarding
programming for students may be similar.

Seidman (2006) indicated, “The method of in-depth, phenomenological
interviewing applied to a sample of participants who all experience similar structural and
social conditions gives enormous power to the stories of a relatively few participants” (p.
56). Seidman (2006) was reluctant to state a certain number of needed participants for a
qualitative study; however, he shared that once a researcher begins to hear the same
information over and over, the point of saturation has been reached. For the purposes of
this study, interviews were conducted until the point of saturation was reached at 11

participants.
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Instrumentation

Within basic qualitative design, interviews may serve as the main instrument of
data collection. With respect to this qualitative tradition, it was important that an
interview protocol be developed which helped participants frame how they make
meaning of their experiences. In developing an interview protocol, Merrian (2009)
indicated, “Overall, good interview questions are those that are open-ended and yield
descriptive data, even stories about the phenomenon. The more detailed and descriptive
the data, the better” (p. 99). Based on this knowledge, the interview protocol developed
(see Appendix A) considered these aspects of this qualitative tradition.

Through interviewing elementary principals who served schools in rural areas, a
unique perspective on programming for students emerged. Goldring et al. (2008)
explained that it is important to understand the contexts in which principals work;
however, they noted that there is little research which identifies the effect that
environmental and instructional contexts have on principal behaviors (p. 334). Research
conducted through a basic qualitative design tradition strives to make meaning of the
contexts in which participants interact. It is through reflecting upon the contexts that
influence how principals program for students that a greater understanding of how they
make sense of their experiences has evolved.
Data Collection Procedures

The selected participants served as elementary principals of a school located
within a Rural: Fringe or Distant or a Town: Distant school district per the National

Center for Education Statistics (2007). In addition, these principals served as principal of
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their current school for a minimum of 2 years. Twenty of the elementary principals
working within these districts were contacted personally by phone or by email. Their
contact information was obtained through a search of county and school-based public
websites. A formal letter followed-up the initial contact with the principals (see Appendix
B). These documents described the overall research questions, length of the interview,
location of the interview, and researcher and chair contact information as well as the
steps that were taken to ensure anonymity. A copy of the Institutional Research Board
(IRB) approval form was also provided to the principals. Participants were asked for
verbal consent to participate (see Appendix C).

Participants selected a pseudonym prior to being interviewed and were asked for
permission to be audiotaped. If permission was not granted, then handwritten notes
would have been taken; however, all participants agreed to be audiotaped. The principal’s
school, county, and state will not be revealed in this paper, the audio taped interview, or
in the written transcript. One copy of the original participant names, their pseudonyms,
and their schools has been kept in a locked cabinet at the home of the researcher. Once
the study is completed, all audiotaped interviews and participant contact information will
be destroyed. The elementary principal had the right to stop the interview at any time
and withdraw from the study.

Prior to contacting the elementary principals, the superintendents of the selected
school districts were contacted. Their contact information was obtained through a search
of county and school-based public websites. Contacts took place via a phone call

followed by a formal letter (see Appendix D). A copy of the IRB approval form was also
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provided to the superintendents. Through contacting these individuals, one often learned
of other steps that must be taken in order to ensure permission to speak with the building
principals. This included additional consent through the Board of Education for some
districts. The building principals were not contacted until local education agency (LEA)
approval was obtained.

During the interview process, it is important that participants feel comfortable
enough within their setting in order for them to be able to describe their experiences.
Due to this, the participants were all interviewed within their schools. The time and date
for the interviews was selected by the elementary principals in order for the interviews to
best fit their schedules. The interviews took place in one primary sitting and, on
average, took between 50 to 90 minutes. The principals were asked for verbal permission
to participate in a follow-up interview lasting no more than 20 minutes if a need to ask
clarifying questions arose following a review of the transcript. Member checks were also
conducted, and participants reviewed their completed transcripts to ensure that they were
truly representative of their experiences. A thank you card and a $20 gift card to Barnes
and Nobles was provided to each principal after their participation in the study.
Participants will be provided with the opportunity to receive a copy of the completed
study upon their request.

Trustworthiness

To ensure that the data collected was reliable and valid, the following procedures

were utilized. These procedures ensured that the data collected was a true representation

of the ideas of those interviewed with minimal to no influence from the researcher.
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Reliability. According to Kvale and Brinkmann (2009), “Reliability pertains to
the consistency and trustworthiness of research findings; it is often treated in relation to
the issue of whether a finding is reproducible at other times and by other researchers” (p.
245). This can be somewhat challenging in qualitative research; however, there are steps
that can be taken to ensure that qualitative research is valid and reliable. In order to
ensure that the questions that were asked were reliable, all questions were examined by
committee members to ensure that they were not leading in nature (Kvale & Brinkmann,
2009). According to Creswell (2007), reliability can also be enhanced through the use of
detailed field notes and audiotapes. The use of audiotaping took place in this study to
ensure the specific comments, tone of voice, and pauses could be fully documented
(Creswell, 2007). A professional transcription service was utilized to ensure that the
audiotape was transcribed without researcher bias. It is also important to note that
multiple subjects were interviewed, and the commonalities of their responses were
reflected upon.

Once the data was collected, a common process took place in which to reflect
upon the data. Two of these steps included highlighting important statements or quotes
that help to demonstrate how the participants experienced the phenomenon. This is
known as horizonalization (Creswell, 2007, p. 61). Clusters of meaning were organized
into themes. These common themes were then used to develop the findings of this study.
Following this process, a highly descriptive report of the participants’ understanding of a

phenomenon was developed (Merriam, 2002). Utilizing this consistent approach to
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reflect upon all of the transcript helped to ensure that the data and the results were
reliable.
Validity

Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) explained that, “Validity refers in ordinary language
to the truth, the correctness and the strength of a statement™ (p. 246). It is important to
ensure that a study investigates what it says it is going to investigate (Kvale &
Brinkmann, 2009). Multiple strategies for ensuring validity were utilized throughout this
research study. These strategies included: following a consistent method for data
analysis, bracketing prior personal experiences, keeping reflective memos, using a
sample that adequately enabled the experience to be examined, and interviewing until
saturation was achieved and no new themes were uncovered (Creswell, 2007).

Throughout the interview process, the researcher reflected upon the interviews
and memoed relevant thoughts. This aided in the process of ensuring that all personal
thoughts and perceptions were bracketed. This also allowed the thoughts of the
participants to be their own and not be influenced by the researcher as the data is
reflected upon. In addition, following the transcription of the interviews, each participant
reviewed their transcript to ensure that it was truly representative of their experiences.

To ensure that the transcriptions are an accurate description of the interviews
themselves, they were compared to the audio recordings upon receipt to ensure accuracy
(Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). In addition, a peer reviewer read and reviewed a select
theme and corresponding transcripts to ensure that they aligned and that the researcher’s

biases were appropriately bracketed.
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Data Management

Data was collected from interviews with participants. All interviews were
transcribed verbatim by a professional transcription service. Interviews took place until
no new themes emerged. All participants selected pseudonyms of their choosing. All
transcripts and audiotapes contained the participants’ pseudonyms. If a participant
wished to stop the interview or if a participant’s responses were not considered to be
reliable, they would have been removed from the data set and destroyed. This did not
occur during this study. All hard copies of data were maintained in a locked cabinet in the
researcher’s home. This included a listing of the participants’ pseudonyms and actual
names and schools. This listing, as well as the audiotaped interviews, will be destroyed at
the end of the study. ATLAS.ti., a software program, was utilized to help manage and
organize data into themes. This data remains on a laptop secured at the researcher’s
home. This computer is not accessible by the public.
Data Analysis

Upon the transcription of each audio recording, the transcripts were read several
times in order to gain an understanding of the perspectives of the participants (Creswell,
2007). Significant phrases and sentences were identified through determining if they
contained a representation of the experience that was necessary in order to understand it
and through determining if it was possible to label the representation of the experience
(Moustakas, 1994). Once the significant statements were identified, they were examined

for reaccuring patterns or themes that “cut through” the data (Merriam, 2002, p. 38).
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ATLAS.ti. software was utilized to assist in this process. Once the themes were
developed for each individual participant, they were then analyzed extensively for
common themes and descriptions among the participants. These themes were considered
the findings of this study (Merriam, 2002). In addition, the bracketing of personal
experiences and reflections was done throughout the coding process and memoed
(Creswell, 2007). From these descriptions, the common themes assisted in uncovering
and interpreting how the participants made sense of the phenomenon of programming for
students (Merriam, 2002).

In order to ensure validity, each participant had the opportunity to review his or
her transcript. This member check ensured validity. Any new data that was relevant that
emerged from the member check was included in the composite description (Creswell,
2007). Moustakas (1994) also stressed the importance of rereading each full transcript
following the development of the common themes. All transcripts were reread following
the development of the themes. The themes were representative of how the principals
conceptualized their experiences regarding programming for students and were
considered valid. In addition, a peer reviewer reviewed selected themes and transcripts in
order to ensure validity and determine if the researchers’ perceptions were sufficiently
bracketed.

Human Participant and Ethics Precautions

Any research utilizing human subjects can have risks. Although the risks to

participants in this study were minimal, several steps were taken to ensure the protection

and safety of all participants involved. This proposal was submitted to the Instructional
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Review Board (IRB) of The George Washington University for its approval prior to
beginning the study. A copy of the IRB approval form was provided to the
superintendents of each of the school districts whose elementary principals were asked to
participate in the study. In addition, personal letters and phone calls were sent to or made
to these individuals to ensure permission to contact the elementary principals in the
district. Once permission was obtained, the elementary principals located in each school
district were contacted individually via phone, email, and letter. In addition, risks and
assurances were also outlined in an informed consent document. All risks and assurances
were verbally restated prior to the interview. All participants had the right to stop the
interview at any time.

To ensure the protection of all participants, the principals selected pseudonyms
for themselves and their schools. No audiotapes or transcripts contained the actual names
of the participants or the actual name of the counties or school districts. The state was
identified only as a mid-Atlantic state. One copy of the names of the participants and
their schools and districts, as well as the attached pseudonyms, is kept in a locked cabinet
in the researcher’s home. All additional records, data, audiotapes, transcripts, and
ATLAS.ti. data are also kept in the locked, secure office space in the researcher’s home
as well. All identifying information as well as the audiotapes will be destroyed following
the completion of the study. All participants were provided with an incentive, a $20 gift
certificate to Barnes and Nobles, for participating in the study. Contact information for
the researcher, the researcher’s chair, and the IRB committee was provided to the

participants in case they had any additional questions.
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In order to minimize possible conflicts of interest, the school districts selected for
participation in this study did not employ the researcher. The researcher had minimal to
no opportunities to interact with the participants prior to the study. Although some of the
counties were regionally close to the researcher, she did not interact with school-based
principals in these counties on a consistent or regular basis. Any prior building principal
contact would be due to the job responsibilities of the researcher as a special education
supervisor. At most, this responsibility involved contacting a building principal to gather
data on students with special needs relocating to the researchers’ school district and/or
participating in an Individualized Education Plan (IEP) meeting of a transferring student.
These opportunities were rare but could occur occasionally due to the regional closeness
of the researcher’s district and the districts involved in the study.

Summary

This qualitative, constructivist study utilized the tradition of basic qualitative
design to explore the common experiences of rural or town elementary school principals
as they conceptualized programs in their schools, the processes used to connect students
to these programs, and their role in doing so. The methodology and the design were
consistent with basic qualitative design traditions and ensured that participants were
protected throughout the study. Trustworthiness was considered throughout all aspects of
the study, and procedures were established to ensure that the study was reliable and valid.

The voices of rural principals are seldom heard. This research design allowed for
their common experiences to be documented and reflected upon in a consistent,

organized manner, respectful of their positions and perceptions.
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Chapter 1V
Results

The purpose of this chapter is to report the findings obtained through interviews
conducted with 11 elementary principals from five different rural areas in a mid-Atlantic
state. After in-depth conversations with these principals, themes developed based on
statements significant to the topic of student programming. Through examining the
research sub-questions, a guide developed through which to consider the most common
themes and descriptions noted among the participants. The following research questions
have provided the structure via which to examine the most common themes and
ultimately, develop the essence of the principals’ experiences:

RQ: How do rural elementary school principals conceptualize programs in their
schools, the processes used to connect students to these programs and their
role in doing so?

Q1: How do rural principals conceptualize the benefit of the programs in
the building?

Q2: How do rural principals negotiate the environment and obligate
resources based on student needs?

Q3: How do rural principals negotiate the environment and obligate
resources based on outside influences?

Through examining the experiences of the rural elementary principals and

establishing themes, the commonalities shared by rural elementary principals when

programming for students evolved.
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This chapter will begin with a description of the participating principals and their
schools followed by a description of the process used to generate the themes. Following
these descriptions, a thorough examination of programs used by the principals and
discussion regarding the origination of the programs will occur.

Principal and School Information

Eleven principals from five different rural school districts within one state
participated in interviews. Once the 11" principal participated in the interview, this
researcher determined that saturation occurred and discontinued further interviews. All
of the 11 principals have served in administrative roles for greater than 5 years (including
serving as a vice principal or a central office administrator). The principal with the
fewest years in administration has served as a principal for 6 years while the principal
with the greatest number of years of experience has served as a principal for 25 years.
All 11 of the principals have served in their current building for greater than 2 years.
Two principals shared that they were just beginning their third year in their building
while at the other extreme, one principal shared that she was beginning her 13" year in
her current building.

School sizes varied with one school serving 180 students Pre-kindergarten
through fifth grade and the largest school serving 700 students Pre-kindergarten through
fifth grade. One school serves as a special education center for a district and has 48
students only, all with moderate to severe special needs, ages 3-21. Of the 11 schools, 6

are Title-1 schools in which all students within the building can receive Title-I services
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while one school was noted to be a targeted Title-1 school where only designated students
can receive services from Title-1 funds.

All of the schools met all of their Annual Measurable Objectives (AMOSs) with
the exception of two schools where African American students and students receiving
Free and Reduced Meals as well as students receiving special education services did not
achieve as well as their peers in the area of math. Due to this, the two schools did not
meet their AMOs in the area of math; however, they did meet their AMOs in the areas of
reading and attendance. All of the schools serve children grades Pre-kindergarten
through Grade 5 with the exception of one school, which serves children Grades K-5 and
a school serving children with special needs. Three schools contain early intervention
programs where children from birth to age five and their families receive on-site before
and after school care, referrals to medical or mental health services, and referrals to
parenting classes as well as other educational opportunities. In addition, students referred
for evaluation by an Individualized Educational Plan (IEP) team meet with school
professionals to determine the need for special education early intervention services.

Several of the schools also serve as regional special education sites for their
districts where children who require services that are more comprehensive can attend and
receive the services not available in their home school. The backgrounds of the students
served were very diverse, with some schools presenting with a homogeneous racial
make-up and others presenting with more culturally diverse populations. Additionally,

seven of the 11 schools were Title | schools. This designation indicates that these seven
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schools have a high percentage of children who are eligible to receive free and reduced
meals, thus are living within the realm of poverty.

For the purposes of this study, building principals chose names for their schools
and for themselves. Tables 1, 2, and 3 outline the information about each principal and

school.
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Table 1

Principal Data

Principal School Years as a Years in current building
principal.

Dr. Taylor Tin Roof 12 3
Elem.

Mrs. Doe Waterside 7 5
Elem.

Mrs. Phelps Rice 25 9
Elem.

Mrs. Markakis Sand 6 6
Castle
Elem.

Mrs. Danielle Barbados 15 5
Elem.

Mr. Hokeville 9 3
Burbank Elem.

Mrs. Raven 9 7
Rice Elem.

Mrs. Hops Kanga 11 4
Elem.

Mrs. Jones Viking 15 8
Elem.

Mr. Spock Enterprise 18 7
Elem.

Mrs. Swolly High Flying 13 13
Special
School
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Table 2

School Data
Principal School Grades Student Student % % % %
served population ethnic FARM | SPED | LEP | Title
make-Up |
Dr. Tin Roof Pre-K 345 Af. Am: 198 86% 13% | <5% >
Taylor Elem. through White: 100 95%
5t Hisp: 15
grade Asian: 13
2 or More: 14
Mrs. Waterside Pre-K 609 Af. Am: 181 70% 14% 7% >
Doe Elem. through White: 327 95%
5t Hisp: 69
grade Asian: -
2 or More: 24
Mrs. Rice Pre-K 425 Af. Am: 241 76% 13% | <5% >
Phelps Elem. through White: 125 95%
5t Hisp: 23
grade Asian: -
2 or More: 28
Mrs. Sand Pre-K 180 Af. Am: 20 64% 11% | 11% -
Markaki Castle through White: 115
s Elem. 5t Hisp: 38
grade Asian: -
2 or More: -
Mrs. Barbados Early 209 Af. Am: 81 71% 8% 11% >
Danielle Elem. Intervention White: 79 95%
through Hisp: 35
5" grade Asian: -
2 or More: 13
Mrs. Raven Pre-K 700 Af. Am: 68 22% 10% - -
Rice Elem. through White: 529
5 Hisp: 38
grade Asian: 25
2 or More: 34

Note. (-) = not enough of a representation to report; FARM= free and reduced meals; SPED = special

education; LEP = limited English proficiency
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(continued)

Table 2
School Data
Principal | School Grades Student Student % % % %
served population ethnic FARM | SPED | LEP | Title
make-up |
Mrs. Viking Pre-K 283 Af. Am: 40 43% 7% - -
Jones Elem. through White: 208
5t Hisp: 14
grade Asian: -
2 or More:
21
Mr. Enterpris Pre-K 444 Af. Am: 65% 13% 9% <
Spock e through 172 95%
Elem. 5 White: 195
grade Hisp: 41
Asian: -
2 or More:
29
Mrs. High Early 48 Af. Am: 20 | Elem.— | 100% - -
Swolly Flying Intervention White: 25 71%
Special through Hisp: -
School Age 21 Asian: -
2 or More: -

Note. (-) = not enough of a representation to report; FARM= free and reduced meals; SPED = special
education; LEP = limited English proficiency.
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Table 3

School Performance Data

Principal School Achieved Achieved Achieved
AMO AMO AMO
targets targets targets
reading math attendance

Dr. Taylor Tin Roof ALL ALL ALL

Elem.
Mrs. Doe Waterside ALL ALL ALL
Elem.
Mrs. Phelps Rice ALL ALL ALL
Elem.
Mrs. Markakis Sand ALL ALL ALL
Castle
Elem.
Mrs. Danielle Barbados ALL Not Met- ALL
Elem. Af. Am and
FARM
subgroups
Mr. Hokeville ALL ALL ALL
Burbank Elem.
Mrs. Raven ALL ALL ALL
Rice Elem.
Mrs. Hops Kanga ALL ALL ALL
Elem.
Mrs. Jones Viking ALL Not Met- ALL
Elem. SPED
subgroup
Mr. Spock Enterprise ALL ALL ALL
Elem.
Mrs. Swolly High Flying - - -
Special
School

Note. (-) = not enough of a representation to report; AMO = annual measurable objective
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Both the principals and the state’s online report card, which provides the public with
demographic and school performance data for each school in every district provided the
data indicated in Tables 1, 2, and 3. A reference to the on-line report card will not be
found in this study as it indicated the state that the principals lived in, affecting their
ability to be anonymous. Although the schools were in very different communities and
served different student populations, the goals of the principals were similar in nature in
that each principal voiced their desire to provide the best possible education for their
students.
Principal and Community Profiles

Dr. Taylor has served as the principal of Tin Roof Elementary for 3 years. She
has been an administrator for 12 years, stating that she took a nontraditional path to the
principalship. For 6 years, she served as the supervisor of elementary reading and grants
at the central office level after serving as a vice principal for 3 years. She stated that she
missed interacting with students and wanted to return to a school level position. When
she began at Tin Roof Elementary, she knew that the school was under school
improvement but stated that she “wouldn’t have wanted to be any other place.” She
indicated with pride that her school has now met all of their Annual Measurable
Obijectives (AMOs).

When asked about the community her school is in, she stated that it is in a high-
poverty, rural area with many of the parents of her students just finishing high school or

having dropped out of high school. She shared that there is a lot of student mobility, and
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her school has not had the best reputation in the immediate area. She stated that she is
working hard to rebuild the image of her school in her community.

Mrs. Doe has been an administrator in her county for 7 years and has served as
the principal of Waterside Elementary for 5 years. Prior to being an administrator, she
was a reading coach and a first grade teacher in the same county. She shared that she
grew up across the street from the school where she is now principal and attended her
current school as a student. When asked to describe the community where her school is
located, she shared that her school is a community school with all of the students served
living within a 15-20 mile radius of the school itself. She stated that the school is in a
very small, close-knit rural community and that “everyone knows everyone.”

Mrs. Phelps shared that she began as a high school special education teacher in
the county in which she is now a principal. She traveled to an in-state university, a few
hours away, to obtain coursework in Communicative Disorders. She also began to pick
up several of the courses needed for a degree in administration from a local university,
closer to her home and ultimately completed a master’s degree in Administration. She
then participated in a state principal’s academy. At the end of her eighth year in the
classroom, a primary school principalship became available. Even though she did not
have primary school experience, she accepted the position, joking that her county
principalship training involved obtaining a set of keys to the school by the superintendent
as he confirmed that she knew where the school was located. She has served as an
administrator for 25 years and has served in her current school, Rice Elementary, for 9

years. When asked to describe the community her school is located in, she stated that it
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is in a “Hot Spot” neighborhood with a majority of her population receiving free and
reduced meals. A “Hot Spot” neighborhood is one in which the drug and crime rate is
high, and there is a community effort to work towards solving these issues.

Mrs. Markakis began her career as a speech and language pathologist in the
county in which she is now a principal. The principal in one of the schools that she
served began to cultivate her leadership skills and served as a mentor to her. She
obtained her administration degree and immediately went into the principalship. She has
served as the principal of Sand Castle Elementary for 6 years, which has been her only
principalship thus far. She does not have a vice principal in her building, and her school
has 180 students. When asked to describe her school and community, she stated that her
school is very small and the community is rural. She stated that last year was the first
year that they were eligible to receive some Title | funds as a targeted school. She shared
that her school is located in a small town and that there is a lot of farmland in the area.
She also stated that some in the community are commuters that drive to more populated
cities for jobs while many work for local businesses, which include plant nurseries.

Mrs. Danielle began her career as a middle school language arts and reading
teacher. She served as a teacher for 12-13 years, transitioned into a Title | coordinator
position, and then became a vice principal. Mrs. Danielle then moved and accepted a
position in one of the largest counties in the state where she lives. This was an urban
area, and she served as a vice principal and a principal. After a period of time, she
realized that she missed being close to home, and family obligations prompted a return to

the rural area where she is now principal. She has been the principal of Barbados
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Elementary for 5 years. She does not have a vice principal and is the only administrator
in her building.

When asked to describe her community, she described it as a “Tale of Two Cities:
the haves and the have-nots.” She explained that her school is right in the middle of a
unique area with a university at her school’s back door and Section 8 housing at her front
door. She shared that the connection with the university is a positive one, and her school
serves as a professional development school for the university’s education department.
She also shared that a majority of her students come from single-parent homes with
young mothers serving as the head of household. She also has several grandparents that
serve as the main caregiver for their grandchildren. In addition, she has seen a large
increase in her Hispanic population, with 10% of her student population coming from
Spanish-speaking homes. A majority of her student population receives free and reduced
meals.

Mr. Burbank has served as the principal of Hokeville Elementary for 3 years.
Prior to serving as an administrator at Hokeville, he was a principal for 1 year in another
state. Mr. Burbank began his career as a fourth grade teacher and a vice principal. He
described his school as “Middle Class” with a small percentage of his students eligible
for free and reduced meals. He also indicated that the school is located near a military
base and is very small. He also shared that a small percent of his student population
receives special education or related services. He does not have a vice principal and

serves as the only administrator in the building.
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Mrs. Rice shared that she has been the principal of Raven Elementary for 7 years.
She began her career in education as a teacher, having taught kindergarten, second grade
and a first and second grade combination. She then began as an instructional resource
teacher with a focus on gifted and talented programs. She transitioned into a mentor
teacher position, which led to a vice principal position. Following serving as a vice
principal, she began a new position as an assessment specialist at the central office level.
After serving in this role for a while, she noted that she began to miss students and left
the central office to become a principal.

When asked to describe the community in which her school is located, she
explained that her town is different from many in her county. She shared that her student
population is not transient and that many of her students begin in her building in pre-
kindergarten and remain in her school until fifth grade. She indicated that her community
is diverse, not in ethnicity but social-economic status. She has students who live in half-
million dollar homes and other students who live in campers at a nearby trailer park. She
also indicated that she has a very small percentage of students who receive free and
reduced meals. She explained that her school is a community school and has a small
“feel” despite having 700 students. She shared that many of her staff members have
taught generations of students in the community.

Mrs. Hops has been in public education for 28 years. She has served as a
principal for 11 years, 4 of them at Kanga Elementary School. She began her career as a
high school Spanish teacher before becoming a middle school, then elementary school

vice principal. She described her school as being located in a semi-rural area that is
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starting to experience strong economic development and growth. She indicated that her
student population is ethnically diverse, and she has a large percentage of students with
special needs as her school serves as a regional special education center for her county.

Over half of her students qualify for free and reduced meals.

Mrs. Jones has served in her current school district for 27 years. She served as a
classroom teacher for 10 years, followed by serving as an instructional resource teacher.
She then began her administrative journey as a vice principal, later becoming a principal.
She has served in her current school, Viking Elementary, as a principal for 8 years. Her
school does not have a vice principal, and she is the only administrator in her school.

She described the area that her school draws from as a large, diverse one. She has
families in her school who have worked the land and the water for many generations as
farmers and fishermen. She also has students whose families work at a nearby military
base or university. She indicated that slightly less than half of her students are eligible
for free and reduced meals. She shared that her school is a small one with children
growing up more as brothers or sisters than classmates. There is little student movement
in her school, and the teachers have worked with multiple generations of families.

Mr. Spock began his career working for the federal government. Dissatisfied with
that career choice, he then left the federal government after 10 years to become a teacher.
He has worked in his current school district for 29 years and has served as both an
assistant principal and a principal. He has served as the principal in his current school,
Enterprise Elementary, for 7 years. He explained that his school is located in a small

town where the main business is farming. His town is also a strong tourist area, and

86



many film companies visit the area when they need a small, Victorian town as a movie
location. He noted that his student population is very diverse, both economically and
ethnically, and over half of his student population receives free and reduced meals.

Mrs. Swolly has served as the building principal of High-Flying Elementary
School for 13 years. She has worked in her current school district for over 30 years and
has served in many roles including as a special education teacher and a curriculum
planner. In addition, she served as a Title | specialist and directed a summer program for
students with disabilities. She is the principal of her district’s regional special education
school. She explained that over half of her students are eligible for free and reduced
meals. In addition, she has many students that come from single-parent homes. She
shared that her community is considered a small, rural hub where “everyone knows
everyone.” Her school has close ties to the local elementary, middle, and high school
where her students are included in many activities.

In considering the comments the principals made about the rural communities that
they served, many themes became prevalent. One theme was that of teaching generations
of family members. Mrs. Jones shared her experience stating, “We’re very much a
generational school, parents of parents of parents. Some of our teachers have taught
multiple generations of students. They stay”. Mrs. Rice shared this same sentiment
stating, “It’s a community school. It started out very small, 200 to 300 students, but it
still feels like a community school even though we now have 768 kids. Many of my staff

members have taught generations”.
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The principals considered the contact with multiple generations of parents to be
helpful. This theme became evident, as 8 of the 11 principals had served their entire
career in their current county. They indicated that this was beneficial to them as they
worked with parents. Mrs. Danielle stated,

It’s that kind of relationship. They will come and join hands with me because |

was their teacher. I can tell them, ‘So now you are the parent, I need your help

getting this little one turned around. I know you can do that’. You get that
personal touch and 1 like that.

Mrs. Doe shared a similar sentiment stating,

I grew up across the street, so it’s just nice to see a child or a family member and

know those connections. Like, if there is a tragedy, you know that that is ‘such

and such’s grandchild’. You just know”.

Dr. Taylor shared how her tenure in the county benefitted her as a principal. She stated,
I’ve been in the county for — it’s my 19" year, and | feel like I have a pretty good
reputation. | was involved a lot in the community because | had handled parent
involvement, so a lot of the parents know me. Plus, the teachers and the kids that
| taught. So I think the people in the community already knew me and | felt that
they were out there saying, ‘Well, if anybody can get it straight, she can get it
straight’.

Mrs. Swolly stated, “The community is a rural community. There aren’t as many

businesses, but we are known in the community and they do support us”.
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Despite the close-knit nature of the communities, the principals did indicate that it
was often challenging to get parents to participate in school activities. Many of the
principals shared that having family-friendly activities did assist in parent involvement.
They also shared that they worked hard to help parents to feel comfortable. Mrs.
Danielle stated that it was important for her parents to understand that school is “we” not
“they”. Dr. Taylor looked at parent involvement with a different lens. She stated, “I
perceive that parents trust me to do what is right for their students because | do not have a
lot of parent involvement, so I feel like they think I’m doing what I am supposed to be
doing”.

Ultimately, the principals felt that being in a rural community, a community in
which they had ties, was beneficial. As summarized by Mrs. Danielle,

I like rural districts because they are small and personal and they are intimate.

You have an opportunity to be a part of the community, organizations, and the

faith based community. | can go and see my children at their games. Those kind

of things I think are as much a part of being an administrator as having the title.
Generation of Themes

In order to begin to identify the common themes and descriptions expressed by
the principals, this researcher began by reading each transcript multiple times looking for
significant phrases and sentences. Once significant statements were located in each
transcript, this researcher began to cluster these statements into themes. The
identification of several themes throughout this process provided insight regarding the

first three research sub-questions.
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For the purposes of this study, the significant phrases and sentences identified
were determined to contain a representation of the experience. In this study, the themes
were determined to be representative of the experiences of the rural elementary
principals. The organization of the themes shared the experiences of the principals in
relation to the three research sub-questions. Through presenting the words of the
principals, their thoughts, and ideas in relationship to programming for students becomes
evident.

In order to conduct this basic qualitative design research with fidelity, this
researcher journaled her thoughts and ideas throughout the study. This bracketing
process helped to minimize the influence of personal perceptions during the data review
process. Doing this allowed this researcher to examine the evolving phenomenon with
objectivity and present the results as experienced by the principals and not the researcher.
Presentation of Results

The three research sub-questions guided this study and framed the common
themes and experiences of the 11 elementary rural principals. All 11 principals explained
how they programmed for students and what influenced their decisions. Although each
principal approached the task in a way unique to their administrative situation, there were
multiple similarities and common themes evident among their approaches. A description
of the principal’s conceptualization of programs provides clarity, followed by a
description of how the principals perceived the initiation of programs in their buildings.
Following this foundation, the common themes developed from the research questions

are stated.
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The Principals’ Conceptualization of Programs

At the beginning of each interview, the principals were provided with a
description of the key terms that would be utilized during the interview process.
Programs was one of the terms, and the principals were provided with the following
definition:

Program(s). Initiatives, interventions or services that take place in a school

building that receives monetary or human resources through local, county or state

aid (including grants) and/or federal funding.
In order to gain an understanding of how principals programmed for students, it was
essential to understand how they conceptualized the term program. It was also important
to examine what they deemed to be programs. In addition, throughout the interview
process, the principals also shared the ways in which the programs originated in their
buildings. Many of the programs were noted to be county-funded, school-initiated,
and/or a hybrid of both. The principals also indicated that programs in their buildings
were available to all students. This included students who were learning English as a
second language and those with special needs. Ifa student’s individual needs aligned
with a program, then a student would be included in that program. When asked to
describe the programs in their buildings, the principals listed multiple types of student
programs. Upon analyzing the data, students in their buildings ultimately participated in
six different categories of programs. These categories included reading intervention
programs, math intervention programs, social programs, parent involvement programs,

after school programs, and special education programs. In addition, the principals
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explained that although many of these programs were district or county funded, and thus
encouraged, there were often school-based adaptations that took place so that the specific
program benefitted the needs of their students. There were also school-based programs
created to meet the needs of their students.

Programs Principals Considered Beneficial to Students

Principals identified several programs that they considered beneficial for students.
After a review of the data, the definition of “beneficial” evolved. Overall, principals
considered a program beneficial if it was one that was responsive to student needs, one
that improved student performance as evidenced by formal and informal data, and one
that allowed students to be more available for learning as evidenced by improvements in
their social and academic behavior and parental involvement in their education. As the
principals described the types of programs taking place in their schools, the definition of
a beneficial program began to develop. The principals indicated that the programs taking
place in their buildings were beneficial for students.

Reading. When asked to identify the types of programs in their buildings, the
principals described several reading programs and the needs that the reading programs
met in their buildings. The principals indicated that these programs, many of which were
research based, met the needs of students both with and without special needs. Many of
the principals explained that these reading interventions were essential in helping
students to make progress. Dr. Taylor shared that they selected the Phonics Boost,

Phonics Blitz, and Plug-In Phonics programs due to their ability to work with a
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consultant to develop the program to meet the specific needs of their school. The
consultant was also able to provide them with technical support. Dr. Taylor indicated,

He [the consultant] wrote some of the lessons with us as we were doing it so it

was based upon our needs in the school as well as what he had seen in other

schools. The program is heavily based in phonics because a lot of our students
couldn’t read or were having trouble decoding text. We use this program in

Kindergarten through fifth grade. The lessons are based upon a phonics survey

that we do. It is very scripted and based on student needs.

Mrs. Markakis from Sand Castle Elementary indicated, “A couple of years ago we
started phasing in the Fundations Program and now have this program all the way
through third grade.” She went on to explain the impact of the program in her building,
“I am starting to see growth in the students. We knew that phonics was a weakness in
our system.” Mr. Burbank from Hokeville Elementary explained that, in his experience,
“One of the really nice things about our school is we have a very strong intervention
program, especially in reading.” He shared that these intervention groups take place for
45 minutes a day with students grouped homogenously by needs. Mr. Burbank stated,

Well, for our students who are reading at an average to above-average level, we

use guided reading strategies and Junior Great Books to expand their reading

skills. . .we also build in elements of the Daily Five and reciprocal teaching

strategies.
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He also indicated that students who are struggling readers might participate in a
Fundations or Wilson group for phonics instruction or Read Naturally for fluency
practice.

Mr. Spock indicated that the onset of the Common Core State Standards promoted
a change in the reading program in his county. He explained,

We now have the Treasures program, which is a part of a 2-hour integrated

English-Language Arts block. We also have a 30-minute enrichment period

where we can do interventions. Triumphs is a part of the Treasures program and

is used for interventions . . . With the new Common Core Standards, we are also
concentrating on writing as much as reading.
Mrs. Swolly also indicated that her school was using the Treasures program. She shared
that she liked the program in that it provided reading intervention already adapted to meet
the needs of students with disabilities.

Mrs. Jones shared that her school learned that some of their programs did not
meet the needs of their students, and they needed to make a change based on data. Mrs.
Jones stated,

Well, we do use Fundations and what we learned last year is that it was not

meeting the needs of everyone . . . so we decided to use the Comprehension

Toolkit this year so that the strategy used is catered to the needs of the child.

She also explained that her school and county were looking at implementing Leveled

Literacy Intervention as well.
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Mrs. Rice from Raven Elementary also shared, “One of the things I am really
proud of about this school is that we have a lot to offer for students.” She explained,

We run intervention groups; we run enrichment groups. We sit down and look at

our data. We look at our needs...We then use all of our human resources to

create the groups. We ask ourselves, ‘Do the children need fluency? Do they

need help with comprehension? What intervention are we going to hit them

with?’

Math. Principals also shared several math programs utilized in their buildings.

They not only listed the programs but also readily described how the programs met the

needs of their particular student population. Mr. Burbank indicated,

We have FAST math and we have a guided math lab that tends to be pretty
fluid... our math blocks tend to be skill-based and responsive to how kids do on
their benchmark assessments and what skills they need. It is only a 15-minute
period during the day, but it is intense and driven based on skills.

Mrs. Jones also indicated the ways in which math interventions are used in her school:
We also use Do the Math. We have that module as a stand-alone pull-out for
those who need it, but we have evolved to the idea that if a supplementary person
is not available for pull-out at a time that works for the teacher, then the teacher
can consider using the module in class with a particular group of children. We are
giving that flexibility to the teacher.

Some of the principals explained how they use instructional assistants to aid in the

implementation of math programs in their building. Dr. Taylor indicated that she has an
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instructional assistant who travels into classrooms for 10-20 minutes a day and who uses
the First In Math computer-based program with the students. She further stated that this
allowed the classroom teacher to work with smaller groups of students on other skills.
Mrs. Danielle shared that computer-based programs are also useful because of the home-
practice components. She indicated, “We have our subscription for one of the math
challenges that allows children to participate at home. We can keep it first and foremost
in front of them.”

Social programs. Social programs played a very specific role within the school
settings, and the principals noted that they helped students to access instruction. Dr.
Taylor indicated, “We have more supports academically than socially, even though they
need it [the social programs].” Dr. Taylor indicated that her students participate in a
running club to build fitness and self-esteem as well as participate in the Second-Step
program that provides students with structured role-playing scenarios to help build social
skills. She also stated that they had community-based mental health services this school
year. She shared, “We’ve been screaming ‘We need some mental health services.” So, |
am hoping that this will help.” Mr. Spock stressed that the Positive Behavioral
Interventions and Supports Program (PBIS) has been essential in helping his students
build character. He shared, “Building character is just as important as reading and
writing and math.”

PBIS was a consistent feature in every school. Mrs. Swolly of High Flying

Special School stated,
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That’s been a good program in that when we first were introduced to PBIS, we
thought, ‘Well how are we going to make this work for our children?” We have
an adaptive version, and it’s a really good program with the students. We have
three schoolwide rules: safe, respectful, and responsible. We — and the students —
know what it means to be safe because we have picture symbols to show them
visually, and they demonstrate the behavior. When they demonstrate the
behavior, they are rewarded with a little paw (because our mascot is a wildcat),
and then the teachers have them count up their paws each day, and they work
towards an end-of-the week reward.
Mrs. Markakis and Mr. Burbank also indicated that PBIS has been an effective program
in their buildings. Mr. Burbank explained that his school is not an “official” PBIS School
but shared that the structure and strategies indicative of PBIS have had a positive impact
in his building. He shared that behavioral referrals have decreased tremendously. Both
he and Mrs. Markakis shared that PBIS strategies have helped teachers to create a
consistent school climate in all areas of the building, including the cafeteria and the
playground. They both stated that this program has been very effective.
Mentoring programs utilizing staff, older students, and community members were
a common intervention program throughout the schools. Again, the principals indicated
that these social programs help students to become more available for learning. Mrs.
Rice explained a mentor program in her building stating,
Now socially, we have lots of opportunities too. Our counselors run a peer helper

group. The fifth graders are reading buddies with the kindergarten students . . .
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We have a county program called FLOW — Future Leaders of Our World — which
is an after school mentoring program where fourth and fifth graders get mentored
by an adult.
Mrs. Doe also indicated that they had community mentors that come in to mentor
individual students. Mrs. Markakis shared that her staff selects students in need of
mentoring and assign staff members to those students. She also implied that this program
is essential in helping students to be able to focus academically. She stated,
We picked 12 or 15 kids last summer at our school retreat, and we assigned each
of those students to a staff member in the building. Every morning, that student
went to see that staff member, and they sat down and went through a form we
came up with. It was a check-in for homework, a check-in for how the week was
going, a check-in for what was going on . . . This was our first year, and we’re
going to look at it to see how it went this year, and we may make a few changes,
but there were some positives with it.
Mrs. Phelps shared that through her experience, she has noted how students can do an
excellent job of mentoring each other. She stated,
We have a gentleman in our building that helps to come up with alternatives to
suspension. One of the things that he likes to do is pair up mostly fourth and fifth
graders who are struggling to follow the Code of Conduct with kindergartners and
first graders who may have similar backgrounds and similar problems. They

check on the younger students and do things with them. It helps the older kids to
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see things in a different light, and they have to do certain things in order to be able

to continue to mentor.

Parent involvement programs. All of the principals interviewed shared the
importance of parent involvement. They each stated that they believed that parent
participation was critical to student success. Mrs. Jones shared that their achievement
scores have been “flat” or not optimal for the past few years. She indicated that greater
parent involvement was key through her statement,

One of our new initiatives as a program is to empower parents more. We just

think that may be our missing link. So we’ve created what’s called a parent

passport to any event that the classroom teacher or the school offers. They come.

They have a passport. They physically get it stamped with our school’s stamp.

The premise is that by the end of the year, if a parent participates in 80% of the

events, and that could be different depending on the grade level, their name will

go into a drawing for prizes. So far we’ve had four events, and at each event, the
parents are asking, ‘Do we get our passports stamped’?
Mrs. Hops also agreed that it was important for the parents to understand school-
based initiatives and ways that the initiatives can continue at home. She shared,
We just had PBIS night so it was explained to families not only how PBIS works
at school, but what they could do at home to mirror that. We were giving parents
tips... they were giving each other tips...it was really good.

Mr. Spock shared several programs and activities that they utilized to get parents and

extended family members into the school setting. These included Donuts for Dads,
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where dads joined their children for breakfast and learned about what they were doing
instructionally. He explained that the school also has “Muffins for Moms” and “Golden
Grahams for Grandparents” both designed to invite family members into the school
setting in a positive manner to learn how they can best support their children’s education.
Mr. Spock also explained his experience with an additional parent event.

We have had less success getting parents in for academic nights: MSA night,

Project Outreach, Reading Night. Now this year, we are going to continue a

program that was so successful last year. We had Food Lion Math Night. We

collaborated with the local Food Lion grocery store to have an evening where
parents shopped with their children and participated in a scavenger-hunt math
activity. For example, can your child find something for 75 cents in aisle number
six? They were giving away pizzas and the High School Pep Band was there. It
was very, very successful.

Mrs. Doe shared that their school has a Parents as Partners program. She
explained that these parents come together once a month to talk about ways to help their
students. She shared that certain parents participate based on student needs and receive
personal contacts and special invitations although the entire event is open to the full
school community. Mrs. Danielle indicated that they also have a Parents as Partners
program, but the focus is on their school’s increasing Hispanic population. The teachers
met with parents and the parents shared with them what their needs were and how the
school could be of better service to them. As a result, an afterschool homework program

evolved where parents came to the school, the teachers stayed after and explained the

100



homework to the child and the parent, and the parent and child completed the homework
together. She indicated that it was so successful that there will be the addition of three
more grades this school year.

Two of the schools indicated that they were a part of a statewide grant program
whose purpose was to connect communities, families, and schools to benefit young
children ages birth to five. Mrs. Hops shared,

Our Early Support Center is a real crucial part of our school because they have

been able to provide such support for our very, very young learners and their

families. Many of our young babies are from situations that are just not optimal
and where the parents are often in crisis. These ladies [Coordinators of the

Program] are our unofficial social workers and are networked in the community to

support our families. Our program has been recognized as the most improved

program of its type in the state. There has been a great increase in the number of
community partners that are involved.
In addition, Mrs. Danielle indicated that her Early Support Center opens at 7 in the
morning for parents. A Head Start Center is also located within the school setting as a
part of a community partnership. These early school experiences provide parents with a
positive initial relationship with the school system. In addition, there are GED classes
for parents as a part of the community partnership through the Early Support Center.

Mrs. Markakis also shared that her school works hard to involve parents, and they

try to adapt the programs to meet the needs of the parents. She explains that this can get

frustrating at times through stating,

101



We held parent events and struggled to get parents to come in, so we tried
scheduling things for different times...we offered food for every event. | have
asked parents and for some of them, they just could not get there. So we
scheduled some things early in the morning...some things in the afternoon. We
have really good attendance for certain events, but usually when it is social.
Mrs. Danielle also shared that she has many activities for parents, but often, they would
come, eat the meal, and then leave before interacting in the activities with their children.
She explained her experience in changing the program stating,
People give up their time. They come and volunteer in the evening. They come
up with activities. We have a technical night, a reading night, and a math night.
They are designed for children and parents to work together in each of those
content areas. So we planned it where they [the parents] were going to work too.
We will give out door prizes and books and activities to use at home with your
children, but if you are going to get a free meal, you are going to work too!
Every principal discussed the necessity of parent involvement and the challenges
of ensuring that parents felt comfortable enough to participate in activities at school.
They also shared some frustrations, but, overall, they concurred that the effort to include
parents was essential for their students and that programming for parents, as well as
children, was critical.
After school programs. Principals not only considered parent programs key to
student success, but principals also indicated that after school programs were very

beneficial for their students. After listening to her teachers’ concerns, Dr. Taylor shared
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that her school decided to do an after-school math club funded by their school
improvement grant. They were able to conduct two 8-week sessions a year where
students practiced their basic facts and learned basic fact strategies as well as worked on
specific math skills. Dr. Taylor shared that her experience with this program was positive
and that they were planning to continue it for the students this school year. Mrs.
Markakis also shared her experience with after school programs through explaining what
was happening at her school.

We have an extended day program where we target students with academic needs,

but there is a social component as well. The majority of that program is spent on

supporting the academic content of the day, but then there is also a club a couple
of days a week where they have a special event in art or music. There’s a chess
club there too.

Mrs. Doe indicated that through a Community Foundation Grant, her school has
been able to fund a girls’ Science, Technology, Engineering, and Math (STEM) club after
school. In addition, she has several teachers that choose to stay after school to help tutor
students. She explained that some of their time is spent volunteering, and some of it is
paid. She also shared that there was a testing preparation after school program in the
spring for which Title | funds were used. Mr. Burbank also described multiple after
school clubs that included a second and third grade science club, a kindergarten and first
grade craft club, and a robotics club.

Mr. Spock shared his experience with Project Outreach, initially funded by a

Goals 2000 grant. He shared,
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It began when we realized that some parents did not want to come into the
school...were nervous about coming in the school. They had negative
connotations of school when they were kids maybe. So, what we did is we
established three learning centers at three local churches. The kids would be
bused to the churches, given a snack, helped with homework, and then they would
be remediated in math and reading. Parents would come to the churches directly
to pick the children up.
He explained that once the grant money ran out, the county commissioners helped to pay
for some of the teachers’ salaries, but other program modifications took place. The
program no longer took place at church-based sites but, instead, took place at the school.
This was primarily due to the additional expense of transporting the students to the
churches and then home. He explained that many students still required transportation, as
their families did not pick them up. He also explained that technology and teaching
materials were more readily available at the school.

Mrs. Swolly shared that she has some students that participate in an afterschool
program called Equal Measurements. She explained that once a week several of her
students go to another middle school in the northern end of the county and participate in
physical education activities with typical peers. She explained, “They play different
sports throughout the school year. It runs on an 8-week cycle so it is a great program.”
She also shared how many of her students participate in the Special Olympics and have
the opportunity to learn many different seasonal sports. She explained her experience

with these programs by stating,
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Well, in speaking of Equal Measurements or Special Olympics, we try to get as
many students in the program that we feel would benefit, not necessarily skill-
wise — you know with being able to kick a soccer ball — but to be able to be
around other students. We teach a lot of sportsmanship with that. . .so we have
brought some of our students out of their shell involving them in these activities
and having them feel that they can be successful.

Special education programming. Many of the principals explained that their
schools served as a regional center for students with more involved needs. They stated
that central office administration assigned these programs to their buildings in order to
provide a continuum of special education services for students in their regional area. Dr.
Taylor shared how her school served as the regional special education center for her area
of the county. Mrs. Doe also indicated that her school had three comprehensive special
education classrooms in her building as well and that those rooms service students with
more involved special needs from her end of the county. Mrs. Phelps also indicated that
her school was going to receive a comprehensive special education classroom this school
year, and it would be a new classroom for her building. She shared her experience
stating,

Oh my! It amazes me the intensity of the student needs and the number of

students that require this level of service. They are sending me a teacher for this

program but no assistant, so | am going to need to provide that teacher with a

good paraprofessional who is already serving students in my building.
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The principals understood that it was important to use staff wisely to meet the
needs of their students and ensure that the services outlined in their students’
Individualized Education Plans (IEPs) took place. As indicated by Mrs. Phelps, this may
mean having to move a paraprofessional from another program in the building to ensure
that special education teachers are able to meet students’ needs. Mrs. Markakis also
explained how she and her special education teachers work to ensure that the students
receive the services they require by stating,

Our half-time special education teacher, she works with our youngest
special education students and then second grade is split across both of
them [special education teachers] because of the number of students that
were in that grade. . . They do inclusion; they do pull out, depending on
the needs of the students.
Mr. Burbank also explained his beliefs in meeting the needs of students who receive
special education services. He shared, “You know, it’s all about student needs and
meeting those needs and documenting their progress to close the achievement gap”.
He continued by sharing that in his school he and his teachers worked hard to meet the
needs of students in the least restrictive environment. He indicated that by stating, “I
think it is also providing interventions in both reading and math without detracting from
students’ opportunity to learn with their peers and access all of the things that their peers
are accessing”.
Mrs. Hops indicated that she had an individual in her building available to assist

with the administering of the alternate state assessment for students with moderate to
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severe cognitive disabilities. In addition, she stated that her assistant principal was
responsible for scheduling and participating in 80 percent of the IEP meetings held in her
building. She stated how this was the main role of the assistant principal and she felt
fortunate that her assistant principal was so knowledgeable regarding the students,
families, and special education law. She did indicate; however, that this role prevented
the assistant principal from being available to assist with other administrative duties.
Mrs. Danielle also indicated that she would be receiving an individual to assist with
special education compliance three hours per day. She shared that she was excited about
the extra support.

These principals’ comments indicated that they were aware of special education
requirements as well as a student’s right to be included with peers as much as
appropriate. The principals explained how it was challenging, but they worked very hard
with their teachers to meet students’ individual needs. All of the principals stated that
they had special education teachers assigned to their buildings in order to provide
services to their students. The principals also indicated that their special education
teachers were responsible for providing special education services throughout multiple
grade levels, which was challenging.

Mrs. Hops shared that she has students with special needs from birth to fifth grade
in her building, which serves as a site for the Infants and Toddlers and Child Find special
education programs in her district. In addition, she shared that her school has inclusive

pre-school special education programs. She explained her experience by commenting,
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We have true inclusion where we have a general education teacher paired with a

special education teacher and their students are combined in the same classroom.

They are working on the same lesson but with much scaffolding and

differentiation. It is working quite, quite well.

She also shared that within her building, there was a program for students with hearing
impairments, three sign-language interpreters in various grade levels, a Learning
Adjustment Program for children with Emotional Disabilities, a program for students
with cognitive disabilities, and a program for students with language impairments. In
addition, she shared that she has several related service personnel and paraprofessionals
who help to meet the diverse needs of these students in her building. She also indicated
that she has special educators who work within the general education settings to provide
specialized instruction for students in those environments.

Mrs. Swolly, who serves as principal of a regional special education site,
indicated that her students come to her school through the Individualized Education Plan
(IEP) Team process. Her experience thus far had been that there were many parents
specifically moving to her county and her area so that their children with moderate to
severe disabilities could attend a special school. She indicated,

We provide for the needs of each individual child. We do follow structured

teaching practices throughout. We use a lot of visuals, and we are highly

structured. Our ratio is about five students to one teacher and assistant. Some of
the classrooms have two assistants based on the needs of the children. In some of

the classrooms, we have a teacher assistant and a private-duty nurse because of
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the medical needs of our students. Our programs range from early identification

and building language development to transitions and preparing our students to

leave school at the age of 21.

It is clear that principals coordinate multiple programs within their building and
that the term programs has many different faces. It is also evident that the principals
ensured that there was adequate staff available to meet the individual needs of their
students with and without IEPs. Ultimately, the principals indicated that they felt the
programs available in their building have a positive effect on their students and families
and that the programs play a role in improving student performance. The principals not
only indicated the type of programs that served the students in their buildings but also
explained how the programs originated in their school buildings.

Program Origination in Schools

County funded/provided programs. The principals shared that several
programs that take place in their schools are county funded/provided and, thus, strongly
encouraged. In this study, the principals did not indicate that they would refuse to use a
program supplied to their school by the school district, but they did state that they would
modify a program to meet the needs of their students. As stated by Mrs. Markakis,

First of all, if it’s a program that the county is using, we always try to see if there

is a way for us to build it into the program somewhere and then we just have to

look at the students’ needs.
The principals also did not indicate that there was tension between the district office and

themselves regarding programming for students. They appeared to understand that the
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district’s financial resources were necessary to implement programs such as social
service programs, reading interventions, and additional technological programs.

Dr. Taylor indicated that the clinical social worker provided by the county to meet
the needs of specific schools would be providing mental health services in her school.
She also indicated that the primary reading program in her school and the guided reading
strategies were county funded. Other principals also indicated that the main reading
program in their building was county funded as well. Mrs. Markakis shared, “Fundations
was a county curriculum change as was our main reading program, America’s Choice.”
Mr. Spock and Mrs. Swolly also stated that their reading program, Treasures, by
McMillan was county provided.

In the area of math, Mrs. Rice stated that the FAST math and Do the Math
programs are county funded and encouraged as well. The principals also indicated that
the district administration determined which schools would serve as special education
regional programs based on regional access. Another program that was county funded
was the Future Leaders of the World (FLOW) mentoring program.

The principals also shared that some of the programs in their buildings are county
funded through state grants awarded to their district. The two schools who participate in
the Early Support Center grant have staff and programs dedicated to forming community
partnerships and building positive school relationships with parents of young children.
Each site offers different experiences for their families based on what is outlined in the
grant written by the county. Mrs. Markakis shared that her school also participated in a

state “Meals for Achievement” grant. She explained, “All of our students receive
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breakfast on a daily basis for free, which has been very good for our students. It gives
them an extra little incentive to get to school on time. It meets their needs.” In addition,
Title I services and funds were county monitored based on specific federal criteria.

Technology in schools tended to be county funded. Mrs. Danielle indicated,
“This year, we will have iPods and iPads for just about everyone. | think we are also
going to receive an additional cart of student laptops. We have Promethean boards in
every room; we have document cameras.” Mrs. Doe shared,

Our county is really dedicated to high-tech classrooms, so we do a lot with our

Promethean boards and document cameras and laptops. All of our third through

fifth grade classrooms have laptops and some K-2 classrooms have some. We

also have a mini studio where our announcements are televised every morning by
the students.

Mr. Spock also indicated that he has three computer labs in his building that help
to increase the opportunity for several technology programs and interventions in his
building. Mrs. Rice shared, “This year, we’re the first elementary school to go
completely to laptops. We have a 3:1 ratio, so there are three kids to one laptop. Every
teacher has a laptop and we’re wireless.” She then explained her experience thus far with
the technology change in her building by stating, “It has been a rough transition. They
didn’t leave the desktops, and the computers initially aren’t working as well as they
should, but we are getting through it. | have a very positive, flexible, good-attitude staff.”

County funded/provided programs which are school modified. Many

principals indicated that there were several programs that are county funded or provided,
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but the principals, as site-based managers, can determine if they wish for their school to
participate in them. Dr. Taylor shared,

PBIS and Second Steps are encouraged by the county strongly. Many of the

schools are PBIS schools, but it is not mandatory. Now, with Second Steps, if

you have the money, the schools can do it, but mostly that would be a school-

based kind of thing.
Mrs. Markakis stated that her district encouraged PBIS but noted, “The school puts a spin
on how they want to do it.” Mrs. Swolly also shared that PBIS was strongly encouraged
by her district. She shared her experience stating, “Our county really started having
schools look at PBIS and looking to see if we wanted to become a PBIS school...so
although it was county initiated, we had to make it custom for us.” Mr. Spock also
shared that there is a countywide coach to help support schools in their effort to use PBIS
strategies, but it was mostly school-based. He stated, “We have a plan every year that we
update. . .it is essentially a school-based thing. Most of the schools in my county have
bought into it and are doing it. It’s county endorsed, but it is not mandated.”

When asked about the reading intervention programs in his schools, Mr. Burbank
explained the following, “It’s a hybrid. The programs that we use are all county-
approved research-based programs. So from that standpoint, I would say it’s more of a
county-driven model, but how we implement them I think is unique to our school.”

When asked about her intervention groups and programs, Mrs. Hops shared her
experience stating, “I know that not every school functions the way we do. I know that

the Title I schools have intervention groups because that is an emphasis of the funding as
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well as parent involvement.” Mrs. Rice also indicated that her reading and math
interventions were both county and school-based decisions. She explained her
experience stating, “It’s both. I mean all of the resources are the research-based
resources that the county tells us to do, but the way that we model it is our way.” Mrs.
Swolly shared a similar experience, “Actually, our reading program was purchased for
the whole county. The adaptations that we make for it are going to be ours.” Mrs. Rice
shared her experience stating,
So it’s what the kids need, what I know is research-based, what works. We look
at the data of course and see what the needs are. As a county, they’re pretty good
about giving us countywide programs to use. But like Chess Club, we had kids
who were interested in doing it. There was actually a grant through one of the
supporting groups in central office, so for a couple of years, we had a grant. So,
because parents brought it up and because there was a need for it and | had a
teacher who was interested, we did it. | think it is really all about just listening
and looking at the data and deciding what’s gonna give us the best bang for our
buck. What’s gonna be long lasting and have sustainability because you don’t
want to bring something in and spend a lot of money on it and it’s not worth it.
In examining these comments from the principals, it becomes evident that many
principals will adapt a program to meet the unique needs of their students and their
building. They consider data and district input and then make any adaptations needed so

that the program will benefit their students. The principals are also very aware of the cost

113



of such programs, and as stated by Mrs. Rice, it is critical that a program be considered a
useful tool that has sustainability before funds are expended.

School-provided programs. All of the principals indicated that they each had
programs in their building that were school developed in order to meet the needs of their
students. Both Mrs. Phelps and Mrs. Danielle described their after-school chorus
programs which perform throughout the community. Mrs. Danielle shared her
experience with this program stating,

The children were all over the county singing. There were a lot of youngsters, a

lot with special education needs and those who were maybe performing average

or below average, but they have a talent and everyone contributes
something...One of the local businesses donated their T-shirts. . . They love it.

They love it! It also brought those parents into school who don’t ordinarily come

in. They had to come and pick them up and bring them. It worked.

Mrs. Phelps shared that she also had a very strong after school chorus that does a dinner
theater every year. Many principals also shared that their after school programs were
school-based and school funded through local or state grants or community partnerships.

Dr. Taylor shared that the phonics-based programs established in her building
were school-based as was their running club. She indicated that they met a certain need
in her building. Two principals indicated that the way they develop their schedules in
order to provide interventions to students was purely school-based. Mrs. Danielle stated,
“I put the intervention groups into the teacher’s schedules. It is 30 minutes a day based

on the youngsters’ reading and math needs.”
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Mrs. Markakis also shared that the way that they departmentalize their building
and provide intervention services was also school-based. She also stated that their staff
mentoring program was school-developed as well to meet individual student needs. Mrs.
Doe shared that her check in/check out staff mentoring program was also school-based as
well as the Parents as Partners program. Mrs. Danielle also noted that her Parents as
Partners program designed to meet the needs of her Hispanic families was school-based
as well.

Schools support multiple programs, and funding for programs comes from a
variety of sources. If a student need existed, often schools would find resources or
develop programs to meet that need. In addition, they were open to district funded
programs but stated that they would adapt the programs in order to meet the needs of
their students. The principals’ conceptualizations of programs were very diverse, but
ultimately, through a review of the data collected, students participated in six different
categories of programs. These categories included reading intervention programs, math
intervention programs, social programs, parent involvement programs, after school
programs, and special education programs. It is through an examination of how
principals conceptualize the benefit of these programs that a greater understanding of
how they match students to programs will begin to emerge.

Q1: How do rural principals conceptualize the benefit of the programs in the
building?

Programming for students in a school is very complex. All of the principals

indicated that it involves working with teams, examining data, and determining the best
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way to utilize staff. Through examining the programs supported by principals, the
definition of a beneficial program began to evolve. Ultimately, principals considered a
program beneficial if it was one that was responsive to student needs, one that improved
student performance as evidenced by formal and informal data, and one that allowed
students to be more available for learning as evidenced by improvements in their social
and academic behavior and parental involvement in their education.

Throughout the interviews, the principals indicated that they were more likely to
introduce a new program to their school if it was one that they had had prior experience
with and, during that experience, they determined it to be beneficial. In addition, they
would also consider it if there is research to support how it could improve the reading,
math, or social skills of the students in their particular building. On the contrary, if a
principal did not consider the program one which would meet the needs of his/her
particular students, he/she would either not choose to initiate it within their building or
would modify it to meet the specific needs of the students and staff.

In order to differentiate between a program considered to be of benefit and one
that was not, principals in this study used data to help them make decisions. This data
used consisted primarily of individual student benchmark scores in reading and math,
student grades, content assessments, formal testing, school scores in reading and math,
attendance and suspension data, parent attendance at events, and teacher input. Principals
were noted to adapt the schedule, modify staff roles, locate funding for materials, and/or
reach out to community members to assist in funding the program if it was one that they

perceived as beneficial for their students in these areas. Based on a review of student
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data and scores, if a program did not meet their students’ specific needs as evidenced by a
misalignment between the program goals and the principals’ goals for their students, the
program was not funded or would be modified to meet the needs of the students. This
could also occur if the program had taken place within the school and student
performance on formal and informal testing, state testing, or daily classroom performance
did not indicate growth over a designated period. These common themes focused the
lens for the examination of Research Question 2.

Determining the benefit of programs. Principals conceptualize a program’s
worth through the level of support that they provided for its implementation. Principals
supported the use of programs that they deemed to be beneficial in multiple ways. The
programs were determined beneficial if they helped students make progress in reading
and math or helped the students to be more available for learning through greater parental
participation or through improved social skills. Principals supported programs by
adapting the master schedule to ensure that there was time for the program to take place,
through ensuring that there were financial means to purchase materials, and through
actively and outwardly supporting the program so that the staff deemed it as valuable.
Their comments indicated that if they deemed it important enough to support, they
deemed it beneficial for their school.

Mrs. Hop shared how her prior experience helped her determine that she wanted
to use Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) as a program with the teachers in her

building. She reflected on that process stating,
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| came from a district that really hammered at PLCs before | left. My last 2 years

where | was before coming here, the rollout was wonderful. | brought all of that

with me. They were struggling with that here. | think there were little pieces, but
there wasn’t consistency and things like that. So, I brought them together as
teams. | modeled for them certain things. We are now a well-oiled machine
when we come together. It’s business.

Mrs. Jones also shared a similar experience with PBIS. She had implemented a
PBIS program in another school and felt that it would help the students in her current
building improve their social skills and, thus, improve their ability to access their
education. She shared her experience stating,

It’s [PBIS] a county initiative, but | brought it here. 1 wanted the school to be a

PBIS school. When | came here, there were no consistent expectations. It

worked, but I wanted to bring some continuity, and PBIS was the mechanism to

do that.

Mr. Burbank also indicated that his positive experience with PBIS was a driving
factor in implementing PBIS strategies throughout his building. He stated, “We are not
an ‘official’ PBIS school. But, my past schools were, so I brought a lot of elements and
you’ll see schoolwide rules. We’ve been looking at behavioral data.”

Several principals also indicated that if they felt that a program could benefit their
students, they were apt to find a way to make the program happen within their building.

Mr. Spock, who shared that he wanted to be able to expand the grade levels that
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participated in his afterschool programs, evidenced this. In order to do this, he looked to
local community organizations to assist. He stated,
After Christmas, January or so, | get money from the Optimist Club and the
Kiwanis and other organizations that allow me to have a shorter after school
program for kindergarten and first grade. So, at that time of the year, | have kids
from every grade (but Pre-K) having the chance to have an after school
experience.
Mrs. Jones also shared that she believed that the Leveled Literacy Intervention
(LLI) program would help her students with their reading and comprehension skills, but
unfortunately, due to funding, there were not enough Kits for each of her teachers to have
one. She shared her experience stating,
The hope was that we were going to have that [LLI] for the beginning of this year.
I felt that if the school system can’t give each teacher a kit, we are going to figure
out how to get our own. We had already identified the students who would
benefit from LLI; we already knew who they were. As soon as the kits come in,
we are ready.
Both Mrs. Jones and Mr. Spock indicated how a principal could locate the needed
resources to make a program happen if they deem it beneficial for their students.
Mr. Burbank also shared that same belief, indicating that sometimes it is
necessary for a principal to advocate for what students need to be successful. He stated,
Three years ago, we had about four overhead projectors. I said, ‘This is

absolutely not okay!” Since then, every classroom but kindergarten and first
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grade has an interactive whiteboard. We’ve got a couple of iPods that we’re
working on having students record themselves reading and doing commercials.
Mrs. Danielle explained how she implemented a collaborative planning program
that she considered beneficial. She indicated that she considered collaborative planning
beneficial for students in that it would assist the teachers in making better programming
decisions. She stated that, like all programs in her building, she ensured that the
collaborative planning time took place by putting it in the schedule. She stated, “Each
grade level is required to give me 2 days of collaborative planning a week, so it is part of
your day. You tell me when you are going to do it and that is fine, but I want 30 minutes
allocated.” She continued to explain why she feels that this is so important,
The collaborative planning to me is just my baby. It allows teachers to work from
their strengths. There is a sweetness that we bring to the table, and we can
collectively disseminate the information. The dialogue is so rich. | love listening
to how they are going to make it happen. | have watched teachers grow because of
it.
Overall, Mrs. Danielle felt that collaborative planning was essential for her teachers and
students and manipulated the schedule to ensure the implementation of this initiative.
Mr. Burbank felt as if there was a need to connect high-achieving students to the
school and community in a positive way. Because of that, he promoted the National
Elementary Honor Society. He shared his experience stating,
We started off as a very small program. We have a counselor and a first grade

teacher who decided to start the program. We wanted a way to connect our high-

120



achieving students to the school and the community. It is a service-oriented

organization. When | came it was about 5, 6 kids, and that has increased to about

40 students right now. It has taken off.

His conceptualization of this program as beneficial for his high-achieving students and
for community outreach ensured its promotion and success in his school.

Mrs. Danielle also shared how when she has an idea that she feels will benefit
students, she will reach out to others within her building. She explained how she wanted
to begin a book swap program for her students. She went to her school’s PTA to make
this happen. She shared her experience stating, “Well, I have some PTA folks who are
learning me and when | give them an idea, they run with it and I love it!”” Mrs. Jones also
felt that daily parent communication was critical in her building. Because of this, she
purchased agenda/communication books for every student second through fifth grade.
She explained the rationale behind this purchase, “I also require that teachers
communicate with parents every day. They are school purchased because | believe daily
communication is critical.”

Overall, if a principal felt that there was a student need in his/her building, he/she
would work to advocate for a program or materials to meet that need. Through advocacy,
community outreach, or the reorganization of staff or funds, principals ensured that
programs they considered important for student success took place. Principals were also
more apt to promote a program that they had prior experience with or felt would be

greatly beneficial to their students academically or socially.
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Principals’ responses to programs perceived as non-beneficial. On the contrary, if a
principal did not feel as if a program was beneficial as evidenced by a lack of
performance data from schools similar to his/hers, from his/her own research and
understanding of the program, or based on the performance of his/her students currently
using the program, he/she would not support it. In addition, if the principal did not
understand a clear rationale behind the program, he/she was also less apt to support it in
his/her building, or he/she would significantly modify it to meet the needs of the school
or staff. For example, Mrs. Rice explained,
It is what is in the best interest of the kids. For example, we’ve had parents who
have really wanted us to implement Accelerated Reader, and I just haven’t done it
because I think it’s a lot of money for a program that is not going to benefit the
students. They read a lot. They do a lot of things, and | believe Accelerated
Reader asks very low-level questions. I’ve explained to them why we won’t do it.
I’m sorry.
Mrs. Hops shared a similar experience stating,
If my staff has a rationale for something, | will listen and I will give you the
verdict if it is something you want to do or try. Often | will say ‘Yes.” But we
don’t just go willy nilly. We just don’t go with the wind. We stay consistent and
we stay the course unless we have some reason to get off course that is valid.
Ultimately, both principals indicated that despite support from staff or parents, there must
be student data or a valid reason to support the addition of a program, and it must meet

the specific needs of the school.
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Mrs. Jones also shared that if data indicated that a program was not effective, she
would change to another program. She stated, “Well, we do have Fundations and what
we learned last year is that it’s not meeting the needs of everybody, so we have decided
this year not to use that for those groups.” Mrs. Jones explained how the Fundations
program only met the needs of her students struggling with phonics whereas many of her
students’ reading needs were broader. She no longer felt as if there was an alignment
between the needs of some of her students based on teacher-collected data, informal and
formal assessments, benchmark information, and the program. Therefore, she modified
its use in her building.

Dr. Taylor shared how she had to modify a coaching program for her teachers.

| had to try to pull back some of their [coaches] support because | felt like my

teachers were afraid to write a lesson plan unless the coaches were with them. |

had to tell them, ‘I trust you to do this. You have the knowledge. It will be

okay.’
Overall, principals modified, discontinued, or changed a program that, based on their
experience, was not meeting the needs of their students or staff. Through a refusal to
implement a program or through an immediate discontinuation of a program, a principal
would indicate that a program was no longer beneficial. In summary, if they considered
it not responsive to student needs, not positively impacting student performance or not
helping students to be more available for learning, it was not implemented, or was

discontinued.
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Building principals considered a program to be of benefit if it was one that was
responsive to student needs, one that improved student performance as evidenced by
formal and informal data, and one that allowed students to be more available for learning
as evidenced by improvements in their social and academic behavior and parental
involvement in their education. The data used to make these decisions consisted of the
principal’s prior experience with the program, the principals’ current experience with the
program, the principals’ research of a program with their students’ needs in mind, or a
review of student performance or parent feedback.

Principals conceptualized the benefit of programs in many ways. Principals
indicated that programming for students is a very thoughtful process. Mrs. Swolly
shared, “We brainstormed that if we were to do this, what would the outcome be?
Beginning with the end in mind. What would we accomplish by doing this, and how
would this be better than what we have been doing?” Principals expressed this thought
repeatedly. Mrs. Danielle stated, “So we spent some time this summer looking at
programs to meet the needs of the youngsters so we could match them appropriately.
You have to have a match between that child and that intervention.”

Q2: How do rural principals negotiate the environment and obligate resources
based on student needs?

Principals indicated that there are multiple factors to consider when trying to
determine how to negotiate the school environment and obligate resources based on
student needs. Of utmost importance to all of the principals was determining the specific

needs of the students and then deciding how to match programs to fit students. All of the
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principals stated that they tackled this task through an intensive, on-going review of
individual student and school data. The principals stated that this data consisted of a
review of individual student benchmark assessments, formal assessments, state testing
results, student attendance records, office referrals, student suspensions, and content
assessments. This data helped teams to determine how to obligate resources and assign
staff in order to meet student needs. The teams from each school reviewed data on a
regular basis established by each school (i.e. bi-weekly, quarterly). In addition, the
principals indicated that they adapted their leadership style or strategy to facilitate this
process. Almost every administrator stated that he or she utilized a team approach when
making decisions for students. They felt that this approach was necessary in order to
ensure the best programming for their diverse learners.

Through fostering teamwork with multiple stakeholders, analyzing student data,
and making appropriate staffing decisions, rural principals indicated that they were able
to group students accordingly, thus connecting them to the appropriate program. This
meant that teams would meet regularly and examine reading data, for example. The data
reviewed included benchmark data, content assessments, teacher observations, and daily
student work. They would then look at the students that were exhibiting the most
difficulty and would match them to a program developed to remedy that difficulty. If a
student could not decode words, the student would participate in a phonics-based
program such as Fundations. The principals indicated that this process involved much
negotiation of the environment and available resources in order to meet the needs of their

students.
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Common themes emerged throughout the interview process and, ultimately,
framed a response to Research Sub-question 2. These themes considered the principals’
strategies for data review and student grouping, the principals’ use of staff in the
implementation of programs, and the principals’ leadership style in facilitating
programming for students.

Data review and student grouping; how students are connected to programs.
When asked to explain how they connect students to programs within buildings, each
principal referenced data in his/her response. The principal used the data strategically in
order to determine the best way to negotiate the school environment and obligate
resources based on student needs. Dr. Taylor explained what data her school teams
utilized, stating,

So we use our benchmark data. We obviously look at the State Assessment

results; however, that’s just only once a year. We take a lot of information from

teacher input and student work. We try to do some type of formative assessment
with almost every lesson, so we have that data to look at to determine what is
working and what is not.

Mrs. Doe explained that, for her, when putting students into programs, ‘“Data
comes to mind.” She stated, “You look at what information you have about the child,
and you share that with everyone in case there is someone at the table who is unaware of

it. We then make a plan. What are we going to do?” Mrs. Phelps shared,
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We use several programs and we really go to great extent to match the kids not
only to the program but to the instructor. We know it is all about the
relationships, and you want the biggest bang you can get for your buck.

Mr. Spock also reiterated the importance of data. He stated,

Data. Data always drives everything, but when you look at the data, then you

need to decide where you want to put your emphasis. It’s very difficult. Whether

you are going to help the child that is at 2 years below grade level reading or
whether you are going to help the kid that we call a ‘bubble kid,” who’s almost
proficient and with a little help could be reading on grade level. It’s sometimes an
agonizing decision.

Mrs. Jones stated, “Everything we do here, every decision we make is based on
data.” She also noted that the data utilized helps her to determine if a program or staffing
change is successful. She indicated her experience stating,

We found that to be highly effective and fluid because we looked at our data, so

no child was locked into a group. They were put there purposefully and

meaningfully, and whatever we put into place, whether it be an intervention, it
was purposeful and meaningful, and the data suggested that it was effective.

The principals explained that not only is the data essential in connecting students
to programs but that the conversations around data also assist teams in determining the
best programs for children. They stated that it is not only important to have the data in
order to best understand the needs of the students that they serve, but it is also important

to continually analyze and examine the data in order to make the most effective
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programming decisions. This meant that school teams met on a regular basis to review
benchmark data, informal and formal assessment information, computerized assessment
data, teacher observation data, state testing information, and content and program data.
As the school teams reviewed the data, if the students were determined to be making
progress, then the assigned program(s) were determined to be effective in meeting the
students’ needs. If the teams noted no progress within a designated period, the principals
indicated that a change in program would take place.

Mrs. Rice indicated that she meets with her teams every other week to determine
the effectiveness of programs. She shared that the conversation in those meetings is data-
centered. She stated, “We’re always reviewing the data, re-looking at it. Do kids need to
change groups? Where do they need to go? How do we need to use our people better?”
Mrs. Swolly shared her decision-making process. She summarized by stating, “So
decision-making really is looking at data, looking at strengths and weaknesses, and
looking to our strategic planning team.”

School teams. All of the rural principals indicated that decisions around student
programming and grouping were school team decisions based on student needs as
evidenced by the data. Dr. Taylor described her team as being her, her vice principal, her
academic coaches, and a “go to” person from each grade level. Mrs. Danielle shared her
experience stating,

We have a school improvement team, and that’s one teacher from each grade

level and the academic coach. Her role [the coach] is to make sure that we are

including any of the strategies that will best meet the needs of the youngsters.
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She works directly with the school level teams. They meet every week, and she is
there. If I am in the building, | am there. It is a team decision to match them up
to a program.

Mrs. Doe shared that her leadership team consisted of her two assistant principals,
the reading coach, and the instructional facilitator. If a discussion that affected the whole
staff needed to take place, then she stated that she would ask for a representative from
each grade level and other school representatives to participate in the discussion. Mrs.
Doe also shared her experience indicating,

We do a lot of informal meetings. The reading team meetings are next

Wednesday. What’s on the agenda? Here’s what [ need. Here’s what you need.

What are we going to do about it? It’s that kind of thing. The learning support

specialist has meetings every other week with parents, helping them to think

about how to help their child with academics, attendance, and behavior.

Mr. Burbank indicated that he has meetings with every grade level once a week
for 45 minutes. He shared that the agendas are available the week before the meeting,
and everyone has the opportunity for input on these agendas. He explained his
experience by stating,

Then we take each of these initiatives . . . At each meeting, we look at our topics

and our agendas and we discuss how we’re rolling this idea or these Common

Core standards or this writing and tying it back into reading. How can we make

this cross-curricular? We plan, we bring student work, we team score student

work.
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Mr. Spock indicated how teams are used to examine student data, “Teachers also
have what we call DAP or Data Analysis Planning time, where they meet in a grade level
or on their own to look at their data and plan accordingly.” Mrs. Hop also shared,

We’ve already started our Professional Learning Communities (PLCs). We have

those every other week. So I’ve really got eight teams, and | meet with all of

them. The instructional resource teachers are involved; the teachers are involved.

Some of the specialists may be involved as well when we have these meetings.

There is a lot of discussion about data.

All of the principals indicated that it was crucial for school-based teams to meet
on a regular basis in order to ensure that they are programming based on student needs.
Often student needs evolve as they learn and grow, and school teams must continually
make changes to the environment and resources that are available for student
programming.

Student grouping. With the infrastructure in place to examine data and
determine appropriate program placements for students, principals often review student
groupings with their teams to ensure that students are in the right program. This process
ensures that resources are obligated effectively. This can be a challenge for many
schools, and, as indicated by Mrs. Rice, it requires practice in examining school-based
data. She stated,

When | first came in, we put Kids in intervention groups, but they were kind of

just getting extra help, and the help wasn’t really targeted to what they needed.

So we’ve learned over the years that you just can’t throw them into a group. If
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fluency is their problem, they need to be getting intervention in fluency, so we sit

down and we really make sure that we’re putting kids in the right group. Then we

just keep having those conversations.

Principals also noted the importance of teacher recommendations in the grouping
process. Mrs. Rice shared,

So really, a lot is teacher recommendation and just looking at the data and seeing

what they need. . . so we just have these conversations and teachers know

whenever they feel the need to move somebody, | mean I trust their professional
judgment.

Dr. Taylor indicated how she uses teaming and teacher recommendations for
other programs or interventions within the school as well. She stated,

For example, even with something as simple as the running club, we try to

identify students who need a connection with a staff member. They need some

extra . . .they need some work to help build their self-esteem, so let’s get them in
this running club. It’s based on student data and student needs.

Many of the principals indicated that student grouping is an ongoing, fluid
process that is multi-faceted. When evaluating how resources are best matched to
students, the principals indicated that considering the effective use of human resources
was important. Mrs. Phelps explained how student grouping and programming takes
place not just according to data alone but also according to relationships and
personalities. She explained, through her experience, the difference that appropriate

grouping makes in a student’s academic achievement.
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We have several programs and we really go to great extent to match the kids not
only to the program but to the instructor. We also make a huge deal about placing
kids in classrooms for the year. We know that it is all about relationships.

Mrs. Hops summarized the student grouping process through her statement,
“What do we need? What are we trying to accomplish? Then we look at our resources
(that can be materials or human resources) and then we look at our time. Then we have
to decide as well “What is the priority?” All of those factors come into play.” Overall,
student grouping is an important factor in the effective matching of students to programs
based on student needs.

Staff use in the implementation of programs. Principals indicated that they
obligated human resources in multiple ways in order to meet the needs of their students.
This often meant that teachers originally assigned one particular job were assigned to a
different job in order to meet the programming needs of the students. Dr. Taylor
explained her experience using multiple staff members in order to provide a reading
intervention block for students. She shared,

I have one classroom teacher that | have turned into an intervention teacher. She

helps with intervention groups throughout the day. | also have a reading coach

who helps with all of the data analysis and student grouping. Then, all of my
classroom teachers actually teach the interventions, and we regroup the students
in the different classrooms. | have special education teachers and instructional

assistants that have been trained in the interventions. My music, art, physical
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education and media person is involved. They have all had the professional

development and can all follow the intervention.

Mrs. Markakis also indicated how she obligated staff to implement programs and
interventions. She explained, “Classroom teachers do Wilson reading and then for kids
who need more intervention, they may provide a double dose in a small group. Then for
some of our students who still need more, they will work with our special education
teachers or our reading intervention teacher.” Mr. Burbank also shared his experiences
stating,

So we provide, | would say upwards, of 10 different levels of support during that

time . . . Even though we only have two to three teachers per grade level, we use

all of our resources to ‘blitz’ each grade level. Kids might work with teachers
from another grade level during that time, and our instructional resource teachers,
our paraeducators, and our special education teacher all help.

Mrs. Doe also explained how she obligated staff in order to provide additional
social support to students. She stated,

I think we have more homerooms than a lot of schools do. | noted that that there

were some people who did not have their own homeroom and who were good

with kids. So, | explained that | would give them five or six girls in the morning
to eat breakfast with. They would set goals with them in the morning and get
them off on the right foot.

Mrs. Hops shared that her schoolwide Title | funding greatly helped to increase

staffing to implement programs. She has additional instructional resource
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teachers/specialists in her building who serve different purposes. Due to obligating
human resources in this way, she feels that she is able to make a positive impact on
teachers and students. She explained,

They are specialists. The county has allocated us one instructional resource

teacher, and through Title I funding, | have two additional ones. In our building,

we have aligned them by curriculum. They are curriculum-based as well as
program-based. For example, one is sort of in charge of reading, and the other is
math. The third one does our science training and works heavily with our special
education population and our students participating in the alternate assessment.

Two of these people also serve as our testing coordinators, and they provide a lot

of professional development and guidance to classroom teachers.

Mrs. Rice also explained how she scheduled two instructional resource specialists
creatively throughout the building. She stated, “They’re in charge of all of the
curriculum information. They share this information with the staff, do professional
development and also work with kids.” Mr. Spock also indicated that he has a
curriculum resource teacher in his building who serves as his testing coordinator and
Title I coordinator as well as works with kids. He states, “It’s a big job.” Mrs. Phelps
also indicated the importance of their reading coach and math facilitator in their building
in programming for students. She shared her experience commenting, “I think having
those two positions, to be able to support teachers, help them with planning, disaggregate
data, and work on professional development is critical. They are a key part of my

leadership team.”
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The principals who had instructional resource specialists felt that they were a
critical part of their school and were able to assist teachers with content. They considered
this content support essential in helping teachers meet the needs of their students. Also,
as indicated by Mrs. Phelps and many other principals, the resource specialists served as
important members of school leadership teams and helped teachers and principals better
understand student data and, thus, program more effectively for students.

Some principals indicated that having limited human resources made it more
challenging to program for students. One principal shared that due to the size of her
school, she had some teachers assigned to her only part time, which was problematic.
She shared her experience stating,

There are a handful of professionals in this building who are only part-time

because we are so small. We have what is called an in-school intervention center.

The problem is that that staff member is a part-time person, so if there is an issue

with a student when she is not here, the teachers then have to make a choice.

They can either wait, which does not provide the child immediate feedback or

support, or someone else has to take care of that child at that time. It can create a

set of challenges.

Mrs. Jones also shared that she reassigned some teachers when she learned of the
possibility that she could lose a teaching position in her building. She and her leadership
team considered many options in order to support the programs in her building. Luckily,
she stated that she did not lose a teacher, but the team still opted to restructure some staff

to maximize program implementation. She shared her experience stating,
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We anticipated what may happen . . . We decided we would use our three
resource people which included an instructional resource person and special
education teacher to offset higher numbers in our classrooms. We did not lose a
teacher, but we still decided to implement offsetting our numbers. So, in essence,
starting last school year, every grade level of two classrooms had a third person
attached to it for a period of time. This would allow for three small groups
instead of two.

The principals indicated that effectively implementing special education programs
was very challenging. Maximizing the special education teachers’ time in order to meet
the needs of the students was difficult due to the number of grade levels that the schools
had and the limited number of special education personnel that was available. Mrs.
Markakis shared that she has a part-time special education teacher who works with the
youngest special education students in the building. Her other special education teacher
is then split between multiple grades and conducts pull-out groups as well as supports
students in inclusion classrooms. She states, “We really struggled last year just trying to
figure out the best way to deliver services.”

Mrs. Doe shared a similar experience stating, “It’s still challenging because we
have seven grade levels, so my three special education inclusion teachers have to work
with seven grades.” Mrs. Phelps also shared this concern stating,

Each of my three special education teachers has to cover two grades, which is a

challenge. The students are spread across multiple grades and classrooms, so that

means that scheduling is crazy trying to get in four sections of reading and four
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sections of math. You are trying to meet the kids’ needs, and our special

education numbers vary significantly in the course of the year.

Effective special education programming is essential to student success, according
to the principals, but school principals also expressed that meeting the needs of very
diverse learners in multiple grade levels can be challenging. Determining the best way to
negotiate the environment and obligate resources based on the needs of students with
special needs can be difficult.

Leadership style of principals. In asking the principals to consider their
leadership role in programming for students, many of them indicated that they were very
collaborative in nature and understood the need for multiple individuals to make
important decisions around children and programming. This meant that they preferred to
work with teams of individuals to make decisions surrounding students as opposed to
serving as the sole decision maker. They stated that they felt that this tack was essential
in being able to negotiate the environment and obligate resources. Mrs. Doe shared her
experience through stating, “It’s very much shared leadership. . . It’s just that things are
easier, more efficient, and they tend to be better if more people have their hands in it and
you are trying to do it together.” Mrs. Swolly recalls a time when her school was looking
at adapting a PBIS program. She explained her experience stating,

So basically, | was not the facilitator, but | was the person who helped get the

teachers together to collaborate. . .I would say, in all of my programs, I am more

of a consultant than someone that says, ‘Okay, we’re doing it this way and this is
how we’re going to do it.’
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Dr. Taylor shared a similar view stating,

I am very collaborative. I've never been the person who has to be like, ‘It’s my
decision. I’m in charge. This is how it’s gonna be.’ I listen to people’s
viewpoints. | take into consideration the kids, the data the background that |
know. Most of my decisions are made with a team or with input.

Mrs. Phelps also indicated that her nature was more of a collaborative one by stating,
My favorite thing is being able to sit down with my leadership team and our
teachers and say, ‘Look, this is what we’ve got. How are we going to make a
difference? How are we going to change things?’ To sit down with those folks
with just all of the knowledge that everyone brings to the table and brainstorm
solutions, figure out how we are going to get there, and then work on it. Just to
see how all of that plays out and then to watch the success the kids meet with out
of those practices, that’s what drives me.

Mrs. Rice also shared a similar sentiment stating,
| love being with adults and teachers in instructional programming and looking at
the data and reviewing it with my teachers to figure out how to make it better.
One of my strengths is instruction. A teacher can come in and I can say, ‘Well,
here is what you could do there, this is how you could make that better.” | love
having those collegial conversations at our data review meetings in our grade
level team meetings.

All of the principals indicated that they felt that their ability to facilitate team

discussions around student data was of utmost importance when determining how to
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negotiate the environment and obligate resources based on student needs. As stated
above, they felt that it was critical for them to be able to work with a team to understand
the programming needs of the students in their building. Each principal stated that
his/her ability to facilitate teams or support teams as they met concerning data was
important. Due to this, the principals shared that a collaborative approach was essential
in understanding student needs and matching those needs to available programs. They
indicated that they rarely made any decisions alone but involved many stakeholders
within the school to aid them in making decisions. They shared that they served as
listeners, summarizers of data, facilitators, and consultants.

Although they stated that collaborative decision making was a trademark of their
leadership style, principals took individual responsibility when programs or activities did
not help the school in achieving the desired results. Dr. Taylor shared her experience
noting,

The reading scores plateaued this year, so this year I’'m planning, as the year

starts, to do more of my information observations and my walk-throughs during

the intervention block to keep that momentum going. Anytime something like
when the data comes out and it’s flat-lined, I’'m thinking, ‘It’s my fault. I should
have been out there more in classes.’

Mrs. Jones shared a similar sentiment stating, “I was at leadership team this
summer. | shared our data. We, now 2 years running, did not make the mark, and this

year we’re the only elementary school that did not make the mark. That is not okay.”
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Mrs. Jones used that failure, as did Dr. Taylor, to regroup and to develop a new strategy.
Mrs. Doe also shared a similar experience stating,
It’s the first time as principal that we didn’t make Annual Yearly Progress (AYP).
There is a saying that’s something like, ‘The greatest way to succeed is to fail
something.” We got smacked right in the face when those scores came out, and
we decided that we are not going to do this anymore and we had to regroup.
Mrs. Markakis shared the frustration she experiences at times stating, “The other thing is
sometimes just trying. You think you have the right intervention or the right tutoring
going on and then it just doesn’t feel like you’re making any progress with certain kids.”
Mrs. Hop shared that she had been the fourth principal that had been in her school
in 5 years. She explained that due to the lack of consistent leadership, many of the
teachers solved problems and functioned in their own manner. She worked hard to bring
a common focus back to her school. She shared her leadership experience stating,
So, | had to tackle some things and be as clear as | needed to be and be as
transparent as | could be. One way that | do that is | send my staff a morning
message every day. When | see or catch wind of a situation, | jump on it. |
address it right away as quickly as possible. I don’t just let things go. I think that
many appreciate that. I’ve had them say to me, ‘I’m so glad we know where we
stand. It’s good to know where we stand. It’s good to know where we are going.
The need for communication and collaborative work with their staff was a
common theme throughout the interviews for all of the principals. Each principal shared

he/she depended on his/her leadership teams to support and help him/her make positive
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decisions for students, especially when 5 out of the 11 principals noted that they did not
have a vice principal in their building and they served as the sole administrator.

As evidenced through their statements, principals allocate resources based on data
and student needs. Through meeting with teams, they examine data and develop a plan
of action to benefit their students. Principals explained how they found ways to ensure
that students received the programmatic supports that they needed if they felt as if the
program was valuable. This may include purchasing additional resources, realigning
staff to implement programs, or ensuring that there was dedicated time in the schedule to
ensure the fidelity of program implementation. In addition, the principals indicated that
they had to function in a collaborative way in order to facilitate the work of teams and the
examination of data.

Overall, principals do negotiate the environment and obligate resources based on
student needs as determined by a team evaluation of student data. Principals indicated
that they and their school-based teams frequently examine formal and informal
assessments, teacher observations, benchmarks, and behavioral data to ensure that the
selected programs meet the specific needs of their students. In addition, they meet
frequently with their teams to ensure that the programs continue to meet the needs of
their students. They make changes in student placements or programs if there is not a
positive alignment.

The principals ensured that students received the programs they need through
purchasing needed materials, adjusting staff and ensuring that there is time in the

schedule for the programs to take place. They also continually evaluate the data to ensure
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that a program continues to meet the needs of the students. The principals described it as
a complex process that was necessary to ensure that their students received the programs
that they needed.

They all noted the importance of their role in this process and indicated that their
leadership role must be collaborative in nature. They felt it critical that they work with
school-based members of their teams to examine collected student data. The principals
used this data to consult with the team regarding student progress, student groupings, and
programs.

Q3: How do rural principals negotiate the environment and obligate resources
based on outside influences?

As the rural principals considered outside influences that impacted programming
for students, the range of responses was diverse. The principals considered funding and
the availability of funding through federal or state programs or grants to be an outside
influence that influenced what programs they were able to provide, continue, and/or cut.
In addition, they considered challenges, such as regulations, the overworking of teachers,
and lack of time, influence the programs that they were able to provide for their students.
Rural principals also considered the availability of location or space to be a concern. All
of these factors affected the rural principals’ ability or willingness to negotiate the
environment and obligate resources in order to program for students.

The principals were especially cognizant of outside influences during the time
that they participated in the interviews for this study. This mid-Atlantic state was in the

process of adapting the Common Core State Standards (CCSS). In addition, this state
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was a recipient of a Race to the Top grant. This state had just gained approval for a
waiver under the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA). Due to this, schools
were now working towards achieving Annual Measurable Objectives (AMOs). In
addition, a new teacher and principal evaluation process was being developed and
piloted. This state was also a member of the Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for
College and Careers (PARCC) state consortium and this new assessment process was on
the horizon. These impending changes were evident in the principals’ comments as they
considered accountability pressures and the impact of regulations on programs.

Based on their comments, several common themes emerged in response to Sub-
question 3. These themes included a description of how funding (i.e. Title I) affects their
ability to program and how outside regulations, compromised teachers, and time
restraints influenced programming for students.

Funding. Principals who worked in Title I schools explained how they utilized
their funding in multiple ways to program for students. Primarily, many principals of
Title I schools indicated that they were able to use their funds to obtain additional staff.
Dr. Taylor shared,

| do use my Title I funds to get additional staff. 1 also pay for my reading coach

out of that. Two class-size reduction teachers and one instructional assistant.

And then the rest of the funds that | have left over, | use for materials of

instruction and/or professional development.

Mrs. Markakis shared how funding from Title | allowed her targeted Title I school

to receive a tutor. She explained her experience stating, “Then with the Title I grant, we

143



had tutoring. We had one tutor last year, and she worked primarily on reading readiness
and early reading skills with our kindergarten and first grade students.”

Principals who had access to Title | funding due to the number of students in their
building eligible for free and reduced meals explained how this funding provided for
additional human and material resources that allowed for additional programming for
students. Mrs. Danielle shared, “Then of course we have our Title I grants and that gave
us a Title I intervention teacher. She works with students on a daily basis. Her day is
split; she does some intervention and then she is a coach t0o.” Mrs. Hops also shared that
Title I funds allowed her the opportunity to hire additional staff. She stated,

The Title I funding certainly helps us increase the staffing. | have additional

instructional resource teachers. . .The county has allocated one. Through Title |

funding, | have two additional ones. . .We have two full-time paraeducators who
also help with interventions. They are highly trained. In addition, we have been
able to hire three additional contractual paraeducators through Title | funds, which
allows us to have smaller group instruction.

Based on the comments of the principals, it was noted that Title I funding
provided the opportunity for additional programming for students. This occurred often
through the hiring of staff. When Title | or other funding was not available for schools,
many principals indicated that they pursued grant opportunities. The principals
considered grants a mixed blessing in that the funds were available for programming for a
specific period only. When the term of the grant was over, often the program was unable

to be continued. Some principals were creative in finding the funding needed to continue
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a program. Mr. Spock shared how after the conclusion of the Goals 2000 grant, he
depended on local community organization support as well as support from his local
school system. He stated,
The program was so successful that the county commissioners did pick up the
teacher salaries, part of it locally, but not the educational assistants, so we have
been doing some different scheduling. It is going on, but it has changed in a large
way in that starting last year and continuing this year, the program is housed at the
school, not a church. There are a few reasons for that. We were able to
piggyback this program onto a grant for our fourth-grade students which has
allowed for busing. Also, some kids weren’t being served because of the lack of
transportation from the church to the home. Now the kids stay at school, and they
are given a dinner, not a snack.
Mrs. Phelps also explained how they maximize the materials that they have
through fund raising or other means. She shared her experience stating,
We really need a new laptop cart, but there is not $30,000 out there anywhere to
buy a new one. So we’re like, ‘Okay, let’s raise money to get new cords or new
batteries or whatever it is that we think will extend the life of what it is we have.’
Many principals indicated that when a grant concludes, there is a negative effect
on their ability to implement programs for students. This often results in the programs
being discontinued or modified. Mrs. Doe stated, “We don’t have as many formal after
school programs due to budget concerns. We have typically had them so we are

disappointed that we don’t.” She continued stating,
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This is going to be our toughest year as far as what | personally feel being
principal. It is hard trying to manage what we have, human and monetary
resources. We lost three assistant positions this year. We were able to maintain
our teaching staff. It is a shame.
She continued on, indicating,
| mean, there are parts of the job when you have to make tough budget decisions.
In fact, that is probably the hardest—to sit at this table and share that maybe
someone will not be returning next year because of finances. That is probably the
hardest thing.
Mrs. Phelps also shared, “We typically had the Voyager after school program.
The county has not been able to secure grant funding for that again this year.” She also
shared that she lost two assistant positions stating,
We lost two assistants this year, so we are going to have to be really creative
when it comes to providing reading interventions because the assistants played a
large role in helping to provide the interventions. So, we are going to have to play
with the schedule a lot. The special education teachers help me with them, but
now the classroom teachers are going to have to do more reading interventions.
We are trying to build the schedule to maximize everybody’s time, but it is going
to be a challenge this year.
Despite the temporary nature of grants, many of the principals indicated that they
apply for local grants and funds and build community partnerships to provide students

with opportunities, even if they are short-lived. Dr. Taylor best explained the challenge
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of obligating financial resources for programming by stating, “It’s about what I have the
funds to do. If I do this program, what am | going to lose over on this side?”

Regulations/common core/accountability. In considering other outside
influences that affect how principals program for students, many of the principals
indicated that regulations, new curriculum, and accountability are large influences that
influence the way they provide services for students.

Mrs. Markakis shared her concern regarding new regulations stating, “These are
the kids | have to worry about. The other challenge that | see coming for this year are the
new regulations . . . It’s just the juggling; it’s always the juggling.” Mr. Spock explained
how regulations and expectations affects programming for students by stating,

The challenges | find are staying on point through all of the different changes

from one year to the other. Now, it is all about Race to the Top and PARCC

[Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for College and Careers]. So, it’s

always needing to tell someone something new to focus on while on the job.

That’s the one constant. To try not to be taken off task by something that is

important during this 7-year period when in the next 7-year period, something

else is going to be important. So, that is challenging to me how much the
bureaucracy and regulations sometimes get in the way of serving kids.

With the adaptation of the Common Core State Standards (CCSS) in this mid-
Atlantic state, the principals also shared the challenges they felt as they program for

students with the new CCSS in mind. Mrs. Doe shared her experience stating,
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Maybe the largest challenge isn’t a negative thing. It’s just we’re moving to the
Common Core towards the full implementation for next school year, so half of
our building is moving to full implementation this year. That’s the largest
challenge and it’s huge.
She also shared,
With the Common Core, we don’t feel like we are the experts to be leading it.
We are all learning as we go, and we are 10 steps ahead perhaps. Everybody’s on
the ground floor. People want answers and we might have them, but we probably
don’t.
Mr. Burbank agreed stating, “I think in years like this, we have so many different
initiatives that we are trying to balance and successfully implement. It is hard.” He also
stated,
| think you have to keep in mind all of the legislation and the initiatives that are
being put forth. Race to the Top, Common Core, all of that stuff that is not
necessarily something we as a school decided but is something we are
implementing.
Dr. Taylor also shared her frustration, “Being asked to do more with less is a challenge.
Just constantly being pulled between what | know is right and either not having the
resources or having to manage the constraints of a curriculum or assessments.” She
indicated that she feels as if these outside influences take away her ability to do what she

feels is appropriate for the students.
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In addition to regulations and the introduction of the CCSS in this state, a global
concern is accountability. As school leadership teams set goals for student growth, the
impact of student scores on the overall performance of the school was considered
concerning by the principals. This outside influence affected not only the types of
programs available to students but also the students deemed eligible to participate in the
programs. Programs are available for students based on the need for improved scores.
Mrs. Jones shared her experience with this stating, “So we are using those materials
because they are endorsed by the system, but also because the system looked at other
jurisdictions to say, ‘Your scores are improving’ . . . So doing statewide research to find
out what other places are doing.”

Mr. Spock describes how sometimes the needs for improved scores can influence
the type of student invited to participate in programs. He stated, “We are concentrating
on the ‘bubble kids’ quite frankly to get as many of those kids from basic to proficient.”
Mrs. Doe also shared how a portion of her school’s Title I money was used to provide an
after school program in the spring. The purpose of this after school program was to
prepare students for upcoming state testing.

Concerns regarding overworking teachers. When asked to share other outside
factors that influence their ability to program for students, many of the principals shared
that they are concerned about the number of initiatives or programs in their building and
the toll that increased obligations has on their staff. Mrs. Swolly stated,

| think right now we are going through a lot of change. A new reading program,

student learning objectives, teacher evaluations. There is really a lot right now
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placed on teachers. | think that is probably the thing that keeps me up awake at
night is how much the teachers have to do. Not only implementing an IEP and
programming for students but the amount of workload that is placed on them. |
think that that is probably the most challenging right now.

Dr. Taylor shared,
It’s just that you walk a very fine line trying to make sure that you have the
programs that you need for your students and you don’t overwork your staff. I
mean it’s a small staff. | only have 23 classroom teachers. Now, that does not
include my coaches and my intervention teachers, but there are 23 people, and it’s
usually the same people who volunteer to do things over and over again, and they
kinda get burned out. So it’s just trying to find that balance between what our
kids need and what my staff is just physically and mentally capable of doing.

Mrs. Phelps also agreed that principals walk a fine line when trying to program for

students. She shared her experience stating,
You know, it’s always a fine line that you walk when you are trying to move
people forward, when you are trying to implement change, when you are trying to
change instruction. | have to be sure that they have support. | have to be sure that
they have the knowledge. But, you have to be careful about not only how you do
that but when you do that. You have to take into consideration everything else

that is on their plate.
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Mrs. Jones also shared,
So that is a challenge, taking things off teacher’s plates that they don’t have to be
muddied with. That is hard. There is a lot on their plates and to have them be
effective in what they do, the more I can remove the better, or the more I can
hone, the better to make it more manageable for them. We try really hard to work
smart, not harder, but smarter.

Some principals indicated that their teachers already worked beyond expectations. Dr.

Taylor stated,
They will text message parents just to let them know their child had a good day or
to say, ‘make sure you check the book bag’. A lot of our parents don’t have a lot
of minutes on their phones so they appreciate that. 1 mean, | have teachers who
do home visits and I don’t ask them to. I have teachers who buy kids clothes
because they need them, or school supplies. It is a great staff.

Mrs. Phelps shared,
Teachers are pleasers. They want their kids to be successful. The temperament of
each teacher is just a little bit different. Some can handle new things a little bit
better than others so you have to be sensitive to all of those things.

In the context of this study, principals did not indicate that there was significant staff

resistance to new programs, but instead expressed their concern that the policy demands

being placed on teachers were overwhelming, especially as they felt their teachers

already went above and beyond for their students.
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Principals do consider teacher workload when determining how to effectively
program for students. Human resources are essential in ensuring successful program
implementation. Principals understand and consider the constraints that may affect a
teacher’s availability to implement a quality program. This outside influence affected the
ability for principals to program for students.

Time/balance. Mrs. Danielle summarized the thoughts of many principals when
she shared how challenging it was to maximize time and determine the balance between
what programs are important and what programs are perceived to be important. She
stated,

Time, time, time. Really, you want to give 150%. | mean, | have to prioritize.

There are only so many hours in the day. At a high needs school, everything is

important, everything, everything, everything. . .Sometimes | guess the challenge

is, are you making any headway anywhere because everything is important. It
just is.
Mrs. Markakis also shared, “It’s the time, the time. The time is the biggest thing. We
only have 7 hours and 20 minutes a day so you have to figure out the best way to
implement all of the things that you are trying to teach the kids and use the people in the
best way.” Mrs. Doe also shared this same concern regarding programming stating,
“Providing the right services is certainly a challenge. Deciding what is appropriate. How

much of something is appropriate?” Dr. Taylor shared,
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It’s just like you are at the circus, and you see that guy spinning all of the plates.

That is how I feel about all of my programs. You know, like I’ve got to keep that

one spinning and this one spinning and hope that one does not fall over there.

Time was a consideration when programming for students. A majority of the
principals indicated that there are only so many hours with students and that it is
challenging to ensure that programs are implemented with fidelity during the course of
the school day. In addition, trying to decide how much of a program or an intervention is
effective is also considered a challenge.

Mrs. Rice further explained her frustration with time and balance indicating,
“There is just not enough time in the day. Strings and band interrupts the reading block
or the math block and trying to figure out when to get those activities in there.” Mrs. Doe
indicated that a lot of time it all “looks good on paper,” but stated, “What grades are
teaching reading right now? | have three people to assist. What is the best way to
manage that?” Mrs. Markakis shared that she has been researching Response to
Intervention (Rtl) strategies to try to figure out the most effective way to schedule
students. She stated,

One of the things | have been doing this summer is doing a lot of research about

Rtl and how schools are implementing it. What are they doing with their

schedules? That is one of our biggest issues. We have four classes doing reading

during this time. We just have to figure it out.

According to the principals, scheduling and time constraints are outside

influences that affect their ability to effectively program for students. Principals only
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provided time for programs that they determined to be most beneficial to students.
Principals considered both time availability and the benefit of a program as they made
programming decisions.

Location/space. Several principals mentioned concerns about location and space
as they considered outside factors that affected how they programmed for students. As
referenced by Mr. Spock, sometimes programs have to relocate due to transportation
issues or financial concerns. His after school program relocated from community
churches back to the school in order to consolidate transportation costs. Mrs. Swolly
shared that challenges to her are things over which she has no control. She shared that
space for students is sometimes one of them. She shared her experience stating,

Challenges are sometimes the things I can’t control. Sometimes it’s the funding

sources. Sometimes it’s the fact that we are a small building and our building is

growing. We have outgrown our building. That has become a challenge. | have
teachers sharing a classroom. If | have to open another classroom, then I will
need to move the art/music teacher and reshuffle. I think right now that is my
biggest challenge.

Mrs. Rice also shared this challenge stating,

Well, we have four relocatable classrooms so all of my fourth grade team are in

the relocatables. We just had to turn the science lab into a kindergarten

classroom. Right now, | do have art. That teacher comes in one day a week and
her materials are on a cart. We are now going to use our computer lab space

(since we have gotten laptops) and turn that into an art room and media room.
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Mrs. Hops shared that sometimes a space or location change can come at the most
inopportune time. She stated,

The first year | came, we started with one pre-kindergarten class. After the first

week of school, we had to add another class. The staff was wonderful because we

had no new materials with which to outfit this class. Everyone had to give up
something. Teachers were giving up furniture and everything else to create this
class. We moved someone who did not need a full-sized classroom to a smaller
classroom. It was amazing what happened in 24 hours.

Although these principals considered available space to be a concern, they
indicated through their responses that they would always figure out a way to make it
work. Ensuring that there is adequate space for a program was considered an outside
factor that was a consideration when programming for students, but the principals did not
consider it a barrier.

Many factors influence the ability of principals to program for students. Funding
availability, new curriculum, accountability, time, location, and teacher workloads all
influence how principals program for students. Each one of these outside factors plays a
role in the availability of programs for students and influences the type of programs that
students may have the opportunity to participate in.

Summary

Through interviewing 11 rural elementary school principals, several themes

emerged surrounding programming for students. From the multiple types of programs

that principals use in their buildings, to the ways that students are connected to programs,
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to the types of challenges that they encounter while programming for children, the job of
programming for students was complex. The principals all choose to take on this task
through a team process, working with their designated leadership teams to make
decisions regarding student programming. Some principals also questioned their
decisions while doing so, wondering if they had led the school or team appropriately in
making those decisions. In addition, many principals would not choose to promote a
program that they felt would not meet a designated need in their building. Principals
were also very willing to find funding or restructure staff to be able to implement
programs they felt would benefit their students. Ultimately, every principal indicated that
they based their programming decision on student needs, and each principal negotiated
several outside influences in order to program for students in a way that he/she

considered beneficial.
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Chapter V
Interpretations, Conclusions, and Recommendations

The purpose of this chapter is to share rural principals’ conceptualizations of
programs as well as examine the key findings of this study in relationship to current
research. Listed below are the research questions that focused the efforts of this basic
qualitative design. The conceptual framework was reviewed in detail in light of this
research. In addition, the limitations of this study were considered and recommendations
for practice, policy, and future research were examined.

The following research questions have provided the structure through which the

principals’ experiences have been examined:

RQ: How do rural elementary school principals conceptualize programs in their
schools, the processes used to connect students to these programs and their
role in doing so?

Q1:  How do rural principals conceptualize the benefit of the programs
in the building?

Q2:  How do rural principals negotiate the environment and obligate
resources based on student needs?

Q3:  How do rural principals negotiate the environment and obligate
resources based on outside influences?

These questions served as a lens through which to focus the responses of 11 rural

elementary principals. The thoughts, ideas, and conceptualizations of the principals, as

well as the contexts surrounding their decisions, were examined. In addition, this study
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gave voice to principals underrepresented in current research. Eleven key findings

evolved from the research process. These findings indicated that:

Principals were more apt to introduce a new program to their school if it was
one which they considered beneficial and one which they had had experience
with before;

If principals did not feel as if a program was beneficial or did not understand
a clear rationale behind the program, they were less apt to support it in their
building, or they would significantly modify it to meet the needs of the school
or staff;

Principals utilized data to strategically make decisions regarding connecting
students to programs;

Principals utilized school teams to help make decisions regarding student
programming and grouping;

Principals obligated human resources in multiple ways in order to meet the
programming needs of their students;

Principals stated that working with teams to make decisions regarding student
programming required their leadership style to be collaborative in nature;
however, they accepted individual, self-imposed blame when accountability
benchmarks were not reached;

Principals considered funding and the availability of funding through local,
federal, or state programs or grants to be an outside influence that impacted

what programs they were able to provide or continue;
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Principals considered regulations, new curricular demands, and accountability
pressures to be large outside factors that impacted the ways that they
programmed for students;

Principals shared that the number of initiatives or programs in their buildings
were outside influences that impacted programming for students as increased
obligations impacted their staffs’ ability to implement additional programs
with fidelity and without experiencing “burn-out”;

Principals indicated that the outside influence of available time and the ability
to balance multiple programs or initiatives impacted their ability to program
for students;

Principals indicated that classroom space briefly influenced the

implementation of programs but did not consider it a significant barrier.

From the multiple types of programs that principals used in their buildings to the

ways that students were connected to programs, to the type of challenges that they

encountered while programming for children, the job of programming for students was a

complex task for rural principals. Having the principals explain the type of programs in

their building and how the programs came to be within their building set the stage for

understanding their conceptualization of the term program.

When asked to describe the programs in their buildings, the principals listed

multiple interventions and student activities that took place during and after the school

day. The list was quite comprehensive. After analyzing the data, it became evident that

students ultimately participated in six different categories of programs, which included
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reading intervention programs, math intervention programs, social/behavioral programs,
parent involvement programs, after school programs, and special education programs. In
addition, the principals explained how programs began in their building. Although many
were county funded, often the school would adapt or add to what the county or district
was able to provide. Schools also developed or added programs on their own based on
the needs of their students.

This study is unique in that it focuses on an underrepresented population of
principals, rural principals. In addition, although there is much research on individual
programs and their impact on students, there is little to no research on the process of
programming for students, especially in rural schools. Through analyzing the key
findings of this study in relationship to current research, a greater understanding of the
programming process and the contingent factors that influenced principals as they
programmed for students evolved.

Key Findings

Through interviewing 11 rural elementary school principals, 11 themes emerged
which provided insight into the complex task of programming for students in a rural
school. Although the schools differed in regards to the cultural and economic diversity of
the student population, the financial opportunities available through grants and local or
state funding and by school and staff size, each principal expressed his or her desire to
ensure that the students in his/her building had access to the best programs and services
possible. This became evident through examining how principals supported programs in

their buildings.
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Principals’ support of programs. As evidenced by the data collected, principals
were more likely to introduce a new program to their school if it was one with which they
had had experience with before. This familiarity with a program and their experience
with how it affected students in a prior school or district greatly influenced the principals’
willingness to introduce the program within their school setting. Ultimately, if principals
felt as if a program was beneficial for students, they would implement it with fidelity
despite barriers concerning staffing or financial constraints. Principals considered a
program beneficial if it was one that was responsive to student needs, one that improved
student performance as evidenced by formal and informal data, and one that allowed
students to be more available for learning as evidenced by improvements in their social
and academic behavior and parental involvement in their education.

If they felt it would benefit their students, they would do whatever it would take to make
sure that the program took place. The steadfastness of program implementation when
supported by the building principal was documented in several studies (Helf & Cooke,
2011; Hertberg & Brighton, 2006; Mitchell & Castle, 2005; Praisner, 2003). As
explained by Helf and Cooke (2011), “In any school, the principal’s investment and
enthusiasm for an initiative communicated the importance to teachers and other personnel
who may struggle as they adapt to new responsibilities and more public decision making”
(p.190). This study is unique in that it has examined this phenomenon in relationship to
rural schools only.

Principals’ lack of support of programs. If rural principals did not feel that a

program was beneficial for their students, they were less apt to support it in their
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buildings, or they would eliminate the program all together. Santangelo (2009) and
Horrocks et al. (2008) support this finding in their research. These researchers indicated
that principals not only made programming and placement decisions based on their
beliefs and personal experiences but could influence the effectiveness of a program by
the level of outward support that they give it. This key finding is important in that it
indicates that this phenomenon exists within rural elementary schools as well.

Principals’ use of data. When asked to explain how school staff connects
students to programs within their school buildings, all 11 principals referenced student
data in their response. The data assisted school teams in determining the best way to
obligate resources based on student needs. Regardless of the size of the rural school, the
examination of student data took place on a regular basis and staff based programming
decisions on this data. In an examination of inclusion programs in two urban schools,
two suburban schools and one rural school, Salisbury and McGregor (2002) noted that in
the schools, all of which were considered exemplary, that principals were data-driven and
used student data to program for students. In this study, out of the 10 schools that had an
adequate number of students to report progress on Annual Measureable Objectives
(AMOs), 8 schools achieved their AMO targets in reading, math, and attendance. The
findings from this study support prior research, which indicates that frequent review of
student data for the purpose of matching students to programs or interventions positively
affects student performance.

Principals’ use of teams to examine data. In this study, all of the rural

principals indicated that they depended on teams to help them make decisions regarding
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student programming and student grouping. All of the principals shared that they felt that
these teams were essential in helping them to make the best decisions for students with
the resources available. As 5 of the 11 rural principals stated that they did not have a vice
principal, the use of teacher teams to aid in student decision making was considered
essential. School teams are supported in research conducted by Crum et al. (2009) and
Wheelan and Kesselring (2005). Seashore-Lewis et al. (2010) also explained the
importance of school teams by stating,

Finding from several studies cited above suggest that when the professional

community focuses on the quality of student learning, teachers adopt instructional

practices that enhance students’ learning. While many factors affect whether or
not professional community exists in a school, one highly significant factor is
strong leadership by principals.

One unique, key finding of this study is that regardless of the size of the school,
school teams convened to examine student data on a regular basis. This even took place
in the school that was a special education center and had fewer than 50 students. All 11
rural elementary principals indicated that they had functioning school teams that
convened on a consistent basis to examine student data and make programming
decisions. In addition, all of the principals indicated that they would frequently make
placement and grouping decisions based on the consistent team review of student data.

Principals’ use of human resources to implement programs. Throughout this
study, the principals indicated that they obligated human resources in multiple ways in

order to meet the programming needs of their students. This often meant that principals
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may reassign teachers or assistants in order to ensure that programs could be
implemented with fidelity. For example, this may mean that a media specialist might be
responsible for implementing a reading or math intervention with a small group of
students throughout the day. Research conducted by Fisher et al. (2000) studied how
urban schools with categorical programs (i.e. Title I, Special Education, English
Language Learning) used staff interchangeably in order to provide all services in an
inclusive manner.

Shepherd and Salembier (2010) also shared how special education and Title |
teachers and assistants worked together to provide Response to Intervention supports
within a rural school. This research is unique in that it looked at this concept from a
slightly different angle. A key finding of this study is that the reassignment of any staff
member in a rural school to assist in implementing a program that a principal and team
determine to be essential can occur.

Principals’ descriptions of their leadership role in programming for students.
In asking the principals to consider their leadership role as they programmed for students,
many of them indicated that they had to work in a collaborative fashion. As they
depended on school teams to make decisions regarding student placement and
programming, almost all of them defined themselves as being a “facilitator” or a
“collaborator.” This finding is consistent with research conducted by Seashore-Louis et
al. (2010) and Gordon and Patterson (2006). Both sets of researchers indicated that the
most effective administrators work collaboratively with others. As stated by Gordon and

Patterson (2006), “Leadership is not quality of a particular individual but rather a
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relational process that takes place over time and in particular settings. Leaders do not
stand alone, but rather negotiate power with others in their school communities (p. 224).”

Spillane and Hunt (2010) also explored the way in which principals work and
shared that principals work differently dependent upon the problem at hand. In the
contexts of this study, all of the rural principals indicated the need to work in teams to
make decisions regarding student grouping and programming. Due to this need, it was
not a surprising key finding in this study that principals would consider their leadership
role in programming for students to be a collaborative one.

Also of particular interest is that despite their collaborative leadership styles, the
rural principals interviewed indicated that they felt personally responsible when
accountability measures did not meet the designated criteria. Regardless of the fact that
their leadership style was collaborative and they were actively engaged in a team
approach, they took personal responsibility for insufficient scores and did not reference
the team in their discussion of the perceived failure. Duke and Landahl (2011) also
supported this finding in their case study of a principal who was working to turn around
an elementary school. Duke and Landahl (2011) shared the thoughts of the principal
stating, ”Landahl finally decided that much of the responsibility for the stalled turnaround
at Greer must rest on his shoulders” (p. 112). Their research finding was consistent with
this key finding of this study.

Funding as an outside influence that impacts programming for students.
When asked to consider outside influences that affected programming for students, the

availability of funding greatly influenced the availability of programming options that
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principals could offer. This statement was a consistent one among all of the rural
principals interviewed. Schools with Title | services or with a high population of
students who required special education services were eligible for funding to address
specific student and school needs. Strange (2011) explained the unique challenges rural
schools experience with categorical funding. According to Strange (2011), “Categorical
funding is also a problem. In small schools, the total funding available under categorical
programs may be too small to efficiently run the required program” (p. 14). Thornton,
Hill and Usinger (2006) and Arnold (2004) also supported this unique funding concern.
Mabry and Margolis (2006) stated how principals in a rural southwest Washington
county would became frustrated when attempting to apply for grants, as they did not have
enough eligible children to begin to meet the prerequisite criteria for the grant. Mabry
and Margolis explained how principals in their study would close the funding gap by
receiving donations from private community grantors or organizations. This was
consistent with a key finding in this study as well.

The rural principals in this study worked hard to make sure that funding was
available to implement programs that their students needed. Despite the temporary
nature of grants and donations, the principals indicated that they would rather have the
temporary funds than no funds at all. A key finding of this study is that the
inconsistencies of many funding streams ultimately affected the principals’ ability to
implement programs. Funding was a strong outside influence that determined the

availability and implementation of programs.
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Regulations, curriculum, and accountability as outside influences that impact
programming for students. All of the principals interviewed described the impact that
changing regulations and accountability systems as well as the introduction of the
Common Core State Standards (CCSS) had on the way that they programmed for
students. These outside influences not only affected the type of programs that the
principals implemented in their schools but also influenced the type of student invited to
participate in the programs. The plight of the bubble kid, a student who is close to
becoming proficient on a state accountability measure and thus a focus of programming
and resources, was examined by Booher-Jennings (2005) and was also evident in this
study as Mr. Spock explained how he ethically struggled to figure out how to best utilize
his programming resources to improve his school’s scores on state tests. For him, this
often meant that he focused on the bubble kids. Hodge and Krumm(2009) stated,
“Responses from the interviews showed consistently that the site principals focused only
on subgroup membership that would count towards Annual Yearly Progress (AYP) and
targeted those subgroups for interventions” (p. 21).

Other principals in this study also explained how they purchased specific
programs in order to raise test scores. Foster (2004) indicated that high-stakes testing
limits the leadership capabilities of a principal, instead forcing him or her to respond
primarily to the testing needs of a school. Powell et al. (2009) explained that the rural
principals they interviewed stated that raising Annual Yearly Progress (AYP) was of

utmost importance. Noted frequently throughout the literature was concern regarding the
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impact of accountability on leadership and programming for students (Booher-Jennings,
2005; Foster, 2004; Hodge & Krumm, 2009; Marks & Nance, 2007; Powell et al., 2009).

Egley and Jones (2004) explained how accountability pressures brought on by
high-stakes testing affected rural principals more than urban principals. Due to this, rural
principals felt the need to do a better job toward improving test scores than their urban
counterparts. A previous section of this study outlined the perception of rural leaders that
accountability demands were ultimately theirs to bear alone. The principals accepted the
failure of not meeting accountability standards individually.

In considering the addition of the new CCSS in this mid-Atlantic state, many of
the principals indicated that the programming options presented to children would be
changing based on the new curricular standards. Seashore-Louis et al. (2010) also
explained how principals work at the mercy of state and district policies. They explained
that the characteristics of all of these expectations interact and influence how principals
focus their energies, thus, schools and classrooms are impacted. The tension between
localized needs and policy was evident throughout this study. Mr. Burbank shared, “I
also think you have to keep in mind all of the legislation and initiatives that are being put
forth. With the Race to the Top, Common Core. . . these are not things that we decided to
do as a school, but things that we are now having to implement”. These rural principals
were going to help their students become successful, but they had several concerns
regarding how they were going to make this happen. According to Strange, Johnson,
Showalter, and Klein (2012), this hardship on rural schools occurs because the policy

makers are urban school-focused. They stated, “Many rural students are largely
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invisible to state policy makers because they live in states where education policy is
dominated by highly visible urban problems (p. 19).” As evidenced in this study, rural
administrators have a strong relationship to their community. As policy changes
influence how they do business, they begin to feel a type of pressure unique to rural
principals. This was best framed by Mrs. Markakis as she stated, “It is just the crunch. .
.the push down from upper administration and the push up from teachers and parents.
Just trying to juggle all of that™.
According to Seashore-Louis et al. (2010),

State policy makers and education agencies should find ways to disseminate the

creative initiatives that local districts develop to comply with and exceed state

policy expectations and expand on those expectations in light of local needs and

priorities (p.275).

A key finding of this research, consistent with prior research, is that regulations,
accountability, and curriculum do affect how rural principals program for students.

Over-extended teachers as an outside influence that impacts programming
for students. Principals described teacher burn-out as a factor which influenced their
ability to program for students. A key finding unique to this study, several administrators
shared that they were reluctant to introduce new programs or initiatives to their building,
as they did not feel as if their staff could effectively handle any more responsibilities.
Although many researchers note the influence that principals have on motivating and
supporting teachers despite the pressures of accountability or new curriculum (Seashore-

Louis et al., 2010; Torres et al., 2008), none reflect the reluctance of principals to
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implement additional programs due to the fear of putting more work on already over-
extended teachers. This is a key, and unique, finding of this study.

Time as an outside influence that affects programming for students. In
addition to concerns regarding over-extending their teachers, principals interviewed also
explained that time is an outside influence that affects how they program for students.
They indicated that there was not enough time to do everything that they wanted to do,
and thus they tried to focus on student data to make the best programming decisions they
could based on the time allotted. Due to this concern, many principals stressed the
importance of after school programs to meet student needs. They also noted that the after
school programs were often grant funded and were sometimes the first programs to go.

The concern regarding limited time was a key finding in this study but was also
supported by Mitchell and Castle (2005) as they stated,

Regardless of the underlying reasons for where they chose to direct their

leadership, these principals came to admit that they felt tension and, at times, guilt

about not attending equally to all members of the educational community. As one
principal noted, ‘there’s only so much time in the day, and you try to do it all, but

you can’t. (p. 418)

Classroom space as an outside influence that affects programming for
students. Although space for implementing programs was of concern, the principals
interviewed stated that a lack of classroom space or the need to restructure classroom
space would not prevent them from implementing a program. Although Burch et al.

(2010) explained in their research that some principals were reluctant to support
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structural change within their building, they also explained that many principals
considered it a creative way for administrators to focus on student need. A key finding of
this study indicates that rural principals will restructure classrooms or relocate services to
meet student needs.
Conceptual Framework
The conceptual framework of this study is an explanation of the fluid process
through which principals work to connect students to programs within their buildings.
Through examining research regarding principal effectiveness, principal decision making
skills, and principal impact on program success, as well as through considering the
theoretical framework of this study, Contingency Theory, this conceptual framework
began to evolve (see Figure 1, p. 21). Through reviewing the research, three major
themes became evident. These themes are:
e Principals negotiate the environment and obligate resources based on student
needs;
e Principals negotiate the environment and obligate resources based on the
principal’s perception of the value the program holds for students;
e Principals negotiate the environment and obligate resources based on outside
influences.
Based on these themes, the research questions that framed the work of this study evolved.
Theoretical framework. Contingency Theory has provided the base for this
study (see Figure 1). According to Weill and Olson (1989), it is important to consider the
contingent variables that impact decisions made within an organization. If a manager is
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able to understand the contingent factors that exist within the organization and can guide
the factors towards maximum “fit,” then the organization can work towards
“equilibrium” (Weill & Olson, 1989, p. 61). The better that the contingent factors “fit”
together, the more effective the organization will be. This theory was prevalent
throughout this study as principals worked to organize their environment, make the most
of the staff and materials they had, and attempted to develop the best strategy for meeting
the needs of their students. In addition, the principals used student data, unique only to
their setting, to make instructional and programming decisions.

Although all of the principals worked with teams to make programming decisions
for students, the members of the teams were different per school and were dependent
upon contextual factors within each building. According to Mitchell & Castle (2005),
“...we came to understand that no right or wrong way exists to enact instructional
leadership. Instead, specific contexts, conditions, and dispositions coalesce to construct a
particular profile at a particular time. . .” (p. 424). Principals in this study relied on
different staff members when developing their teams based on the contextual factors of
organizational size, environment, and their chosen teaming strategy. Mrs. Markakis,
principal of one of the smaller schools, explained this when she stated,

We’re trying. . .since we have an intervention teacher now, she has become a big

part of the piece too because she helps with assessments . . . our SST [School

Services Team] meets, depending on what was going on, probably about twice a

month. We also meet in conjunction with IEP meetings, and, of course, there’s

overlap across those teams because of how small we are.
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Mrs. Rice, principal of the largest school in the study, still utilized a team
approach but shared how, because of her size, she was able to have “layers” of teams to
meet specific needs.

We have a reading coach here and a math and reading intervention teacher . . .

and we have an instructional facilitator . . . me and the two assistant principals,

that’s sort of our leadership team, that first outer circle or inner circle, you may

say.

Despite the size of the organization, the same strategy of meeting as a team to
discuss student progress existed and is a unique, key finding of this study. Even though
the contexts that surrounded the school may have been different from others, the
principals worked to make sure that there was “fit” in order to match students to
programs.

Through making the most of their staff and environment and through developing a
strategy, students became connected to programs within the building. Mrs. Markakis
shared,

Classroom teachers do Wilson and then for kids who need it, sometimes they’ll do

a small group, a double dose. Then for some of our students who need more than

that then our special education teachers or our reading intervention teacher will do

that or another program even.
All of the principals utilized this type of strategy as they worked to maximize their
organizational size and the structure of their environment as well as develop their strategy

with teams to implement programs with fidelity. All of these contextual pieces worked
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together to create “fit.” Thus “equilibrium” was achieved and students were able to
access programs. Gordon and Patterson (2006) summarized this process through stating,

Because our types are situated in multiple contexts, they are distinct, multi-

dimensional, and non-linear, pulling their own particular directions. Through our

array, we assert that each of the leadership types may be effective depending on
the particular context. . . Each community establishes goals for leadership that suit

its own needs. (p. 225)

The research questions, accountability and administrative factors. As
contingency theory provided the base for connecting students to programs, the research
questions developed from themes that emerged from the review of the literature, are
balancing on the conceptual framework and provide an essential understanding of other
contextual factors that influence administrative decisions. Within this study, principals
negotiated the environment and obligated resources based on their conceptualization of
the benefit that a program holds for students, based on student needs within their
building, and based on outside influences such as funding, regulations, accountability,
curriculum, time, space, and staffing. Throughout this study, these factors all influenced
how a principal programmed for students.

Key findings presented within this study indicated the complex conditions under
which principals program for students. These findings are supported by Waters et al.
(2003) as they indicated that effective leadership is more than just knowing what to do, it
is also, ... knowing when, how, and why to do it” (p. 2). Seashore-Louis et al. (2010)

also explored the complexities of school leadership explaining that leadership practice is
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so much more complicated than what is noted in most scholarly discussions. In
considering successful rural schools, Barley and Beesley (2007) indicated that it is
critical for rural principals to be able to adapt to the unique contextual factors presented
within the school environment and the community. The principals are not only
negotiating personal knowledge and experience with programs, the needs of their
students, various outside influences, and contingent factors such as their environment,
organizational size, and leadership strategy but also continuously negotiating
accountability pressures and their daily administrative and instructional roles. It is only
after all of these considerations are recognized and reviewed that a student becomes
connected to a program.

In reflecting upon the conceptual framework and the data collected through this
study, there were two additions made to the framework. One addition was that of
community. These rural principals indicated a strong connection to their communities.
They shared that this connection enabled them to work collaboratively with community
agencies and families to promote programs in their buildings. It was essential to add this
important factor to the framework to provide a visual explanation of how principals
consider the community as they program for students (see Figure 2). In addition,
principals explained in detail how they used several instructional strategies to ensure that
students were included in appropriate programs. Principals examined student data and
worked collaboratively with teams to ensure that children participated in the programs
that best meet their needs. It was important to reflect these key findings in the conceptual

framework as well (see Figure 2).
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Figure 2. Modified conceptual framework illustrating the factors principals consider
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Ultimately, as evidenced by the conceptual framework of this study, it is essential
to recognize the complexity of something as seemingly simple as matching a student to a
program. It is also important to recognize that a pedagogical statement cannot easily
summarize how to program for students. Programming for students is a complex, often
“messy” process that involves the consideration of several contextual factors. As
summarized by Mitchell and Castle (2005), “Yet, our in-school observations suggested
that the decision to focus more on students, teachers, or outside agencies rested as much
on contextual conditions . . . as on clearly articulated pedagogic goals (p. 418).” In
summary, it is essential for researchers to understand the complexities that exist within
rural schools surrounding programming for students.

This finding is in contrast to the belief that rural schools are “small and simple”
places. “Rural America is too often seen simply as nothing more than what it is not —
‘non-metropolitan’. It is further wrongly assumed to be uniform in character and
circumstance. It is not” (Johnson & Strange, 2009, p. 22). With their own unique
challenges, evidenced in this study and explained through the conceptual framework,
rural principals negotiate many contingent factors to achieve the goal of effective
programming for students.

Limitations

Rural schools, as noted within this study, are an important, yet understudied
educational contingent. This study focused on rural schools for this reason; however,
there are several limitations to this study. First, this study only focused on rural schools

within one particular mid-Atlantic state. Due to this, the results may or may not be
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generalizable across other states. This particular state was implementing the Common
Core State Standards (CCSS) and was a Race to the Top state. Rural schools in other
states, not implementing these initiatives, may have principals with very different
experiences programming for students.

The principals in this study were each experienced principals. Eight of the 11
administrators had served in their current district for their entire careers. A limitation of
this study is that these individuals may have a perspective not exemplified by principals
with fewer years of experience or new to a district.

Conclusions and Recommendations

Billions of dollars in federal, state, and local funding goes to schools yearly for
the purpose of student programming. Regardless of the funding source, having a clear
understanding of how principals conceptualize the task of programming itself is key.
One of the implications of this research is an unveiling of the need to study the process of
programming, not just the results obtained from utilizing the programs with students.
This study has significant implications in that it helps to provide insight as to how
principals utilize resources to program for students and under what contexts they make
the decisions that they do.

In their work, Burch et al. (2010) explained how critical it is to examine the
school-level implementation of policy. They state,

In this article, we take the position that to craft better policy, policy makers need

to possess richer conceptions of how people implementing those policies think
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and feel. More research is needed that accounts for the role of policy and

community in shaping principals’ and other school leaders’ beliefs. . . .(p. 357)
This research is important in that it has examined rural principals’ conceptualizations of
how policy and accountability influence decisions regarding programming. In
considering rural schools, Farmer, Leung, et al. (2006) stated, . . . there is a need to
develop flexible interventions and policies that help schools to be responsive to the
particular needs of their students and communities in relation to their available resources
and circumstances” (p. 7). Information from this study can guide policymakers as they
determine if policy regarding programming is being implemented as written or if policies
are being adjusted or adapted to meet specific school-based needs.

In addition, the rural principals who participated in this study were all dedicated
to working with teams within their building to make important programming decisions
for students. Despite the size of the student body and the number of teachers, each
principal referenced this process. Many principals also referenced concerns regarding the
stress that multiple initiatives, interventions, or programs has on their staff. One
implication of this study is the finding that rural school staff, due to the demands placed
on them regarding programming decisions and due to the fact that there are often fewer
teachers available to “share the load,” may experience greater incidences of burn-out.
This may account for why many of the rural principals expressed concerns regarding
placing too many demands on their staff.

Also, as supported by the findings in this study, rural principals have the ability

to ensure the success or demise of a program based on whether or not they consider the
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program to be beneficial. This finding has implications for district-level administrators
as they consider districtwide program initiatives. In order for a program to be
implemented with fidelity in a rural school district, it would be important that they ensure
that the program is flexible enough to support the unique, individual needs of the schools.
It would also be beneficial for principals to have the opportunity to pilot the programs in
their schools so that they could ensure that it met the needs of their unique school setting
and student needs.

Feedback from a pilot implementation would indicate whether or not the
principals deemed the program to be beneficial and would give them experience with the
program. If they find it to be beneficial, a countywide purchase may be a good use of
funds. If the principals are not highly supportive of the program following the pilot, the
result hoped for by the purchase of the new program may not materialize due to lack of
principal support.

Overall, this study presented with practical, professional, and policy-based
significance. It is through gaining knowledge of how policies are actually implemented
within schools, how conditions which influence administrative decisions are considered,
and how reflecting upon these decisions can help guide principals, that future
professional development opportunities can be crafted. Also, rural principals have had
few opportunities to have their voices heard regarding programming for students.
Multiple variables influence principal decisions and understanding the policy factors as

well as the contingent influences that are ever present within a school setting are critical
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in framing the work that principals do. This study is unique in that no previous studies
have examined these concerns from this perspective.
Recommendations for Future Research

The need for continued research regarding rural schools and the factors which
impact how rural administrators make decisions is great. Future research examining how
rural principals in other geographic locations program for students would be a welcome
addition to this body of knowledge. In addition, an examination of secondary school
principals and the unique factors which influence how they provide services to students
would be a valuable contribution to future research.

Programming for students is a multifaceted process. Conducting a case study or
an ethnography would allow for the process of programming to be examined differently.
Data collected from these perspectives would help to inform the research regarding the
daily implementation of programs and the fidelity with which they are implemented. In
addition, the role of the teacher could be further examined.

As contextual factors do influence the implementation of programs, a future
avenue of research would be to consider the way programs, or interventions themselves,
are developed. As explained by Harn, Parisi, and Stoolmiller (2013), “To promote the
effective and sustained implementation of effective interventions, researchers need to
develop programs that can be adapted to match ever-changing school contexts and
student populations (p. 190).” The findings of this research would support this area of

future study as well.
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Summary

According to the 11 elementary school principals interviewed, programming for
students is a complex task that involves consulting with school teams, reviewing data,
and negotiating outside factors that influence the goals of the school and, thus, program
implementation. Principals described how they negotiated the environment and obligated
resources in multiple ways to ensure that they have programs that match the needs of
their students. Through ensuring that class space is available for classes or programs, to
finding funding for a program that they felt was important, to placing programs in the
master schedule to ensure that they take place, to using staff in multiple ways, principals
ensured that that the infrastructure existed to support programs they felt were essential.

Six out of the 11 schools were full Title I schools with one school serving as a
targeted Title | school. These schools receive additional funding based on the number of
students within the building that qualify for free and reduced meals. Title I schools have
a large number of students who are considered to be economically disadvantaged, and
these seven schools serve a diverse population of students with a set of unique
challenges. Although schools receive additional funding for programming for these
students, the outside influence of poverty affects the students’ readiness to learn. This is
the rationale behind Title | funding. Despite multiple outside influences, principals
program for students extensively, working to provide after school programs and in-school
programs to meet the individual needs of the students. The principals also noted that the

outside influences of funding, accountability, teacher workload, and time do affect their
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ability to program for students and, at times, define the types of programs that they
provide students.

Several outside influences affected how principals program for students. With the
challenge of poverty came the possibilities found through Title | funding as previously
described. This funding, with its focus on student improvement and parent involvement,
greatly affected how seven of the 11 schools programmed for students. In addition,
student scores and progress towards Annual Measurable Objectives (AMOs) affected all
of the schools. The role of accountability was overarching throughout all of the themes
and was as an outside influence that greatly affected not only the type of programs
available for students but also the type of student who was eligible to participate in the
programs.

Through utilizing a basic qualitative design process, the common experiences of
11 rural elementary principals were reviewed, organized into themes, examined for
common threads and structured. Through examining the overarching themes, common
themes and descriptions evolved. These common themes were captured through the lens
of the three research sub-questions that guided this study. Although there are several
complex factors that impact principals’ decision making surrounding students, ultimately,
the rural principals interviewed felt very strongly that the programs that they provide for
students have a positive academic influence based on a review of student needs by a team
of professionals who continuously examine student data for growth and progress.

Accountability, staffing concerns, and time restraints were all areas that did affect how
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principals made decisions; however, if a principal was in support of a program, it was
going to take place for his/her students, regardless of extraneous factors.

From the examination of these interviews, themes, and descriptions, the common
description of the programming process for rural elementary principals becomes clear.
When given student data and a team of dedicated professionals, they feel confident that
they can make good programming decisions that will ultimately benefit their students

socially and academically.
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Appendix A
Interview Protocol
Research Question: How do Rural Elementary Buildings Principals Conceptualize the
Programs in Their Schools, the Processes of Connecting Students to Programs and Their

Leadership Role in Doing So?

Name of Participant (Pseudonym):

Name of School (Pseudonym):

Name of District/County (Pseudonym):

Date of Interview: Time of Interview:

Location of Interview (Pseudonym):

Holly Hatton — Interviewer
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How long have you been a building principal? What has your professional journey been

like?

What do you like most about your position? What do you like least?

Describe the community in which your school is located.

Think about all of the programs in your building that impact students both socially and
academically. Describe the different programs that currently exist within your building

to serve your students.

Which of these programs are county initiated and which programs are building-initiated?
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What influences your decision-making when implementing or designing the programs in

your building?

What are the major challenges that you encounter as you implement programs in your

building?

Give an example of one program in your building and your role within the program.
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Give an example of how a student would become connected to a program in your

building.

Concluding Questions:
1) Do you have anything that you would like to add regarding the programs in your

building?

2) Isthere anything that | have not asked that you think I should know?
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Appendix B

Letter of Introduction — Principals

Dear )

My name is Holly Hatton and | am a doctoral student in the Graduate School of
Education and Human Development at The George Washington University. | am in the
process of beginning my doctoral dissertation and need to enlist your assistance.

The research question that I am examining is: How do elementary school
principals conceptualize programs in their schools, the processes used to connect students
to these programs and their role in doing so.? | am interested in examining the
perceptions of elementary school principals that serve in a rural district.

County Public Schools fits the criteria for my study. If you have

been the administrator in your current building for a minimum of two years, | would be
honored to have the opportunity to interview you in order to gain your perceptions
regarding this topic. To thank you for your participation, you will receive a $20.00 gift
card to Barnes and Nobles at the end of the interview.

| am conducting a qualitative study to learn about the experiences of elementary
principals from rural and town areas in regards to programming for students. The
interview will probe for your opinions in your official capacity only. All interview
questions will be related to this topic only. The interview will last no longer than ninety
minutes and can be scheduled at your convenience. It can take place at your school or at

an alternate location that may be comfortable for you. In addition, you will be asked if
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you would be willing to participate in a possible second interview, to last no more than
20 minutes, in case any clarifying questions should arise as this researcher reviews the
transcript. Following the transcription of the interview, you will have the opportunity to
review the thematic points of your comments and ensure that they are truly representative
of your experiences.

Any qualitative research has its risks and these risks have been taken very
seriously. This research design has also been reviewed by the Institutional Review Board
(IRB) of The George Washington University. A copy of the IRB approval form is
attached. It is the goal of this research to inform the knowledge base regarding how
elementary principals program for students in their building, not to exploit the data for
negative or political purposes.

Although the risks to participants in this study are minimal, several steps will be
taken to ensure the protection and safety of all participants involved. Verbal consent for
participation will be gained by you. You will have the right to stop the interview at any
time. To ensure your protection, you will select a pseudonym for you and your school.
No audiotapes nor transcripts will contain your actual name or the actual name of your
school or district. The state will be identified only as “a mid-Atlantic state.” Only one
copy of your true name, school and district and the attached pseudonyms will exist and
will be kept in a locked cabinet in the researchers’ home. All additional records, data,
audiotapes, and transcripts will also be kept in the locked, secure space in the researcher’s

home. All identifying information and audio tapes will be destroyed following the
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completion of the study. It may also be of interest to you to know that the researcher
does serve as a Supervisor of Elementary Special Education in a nearby county.
Thank you for your consideration of my request. | am excited about the
possibility of working with you. If I or my dissertation chair, Dr. Tekleselassie, can
answer any questions, we can be contacted at the numbers or email addresses below.
Thank you again for your assistance and | look forward to hearing from you soon.

Sincerely,

Holly Hatton
Contact Information:
Holly Hatton

hhatton@gwmail.gwu.edu

(410) 726-2920

Dr. A. Tekleselassie

silassie@qgwu.edu

(202) 944-0132

201


mailto:hhatton@gwmail.gwu.edu
mailto:silassie@gwu.edu

Appendix C
Research Consent Form
How Rural Elementary Building Principals Conceptualize the Programs in Their Schools,
the Processes of Connecting Students to Programs, and Their Leadership Role in Doing

So

GW IRB number:

Principal Investigator:

Dr. A. Tekleselassie

silassie@qgwu.edu

(202) 944-0132

Sub-Investigator:
Holly Hatton

hhatton@gwmail.gwu.edu

(410) 726-2920

1) Introduction
You are invited to participate in a research study under the direction of Dr. A.
Tekleselassie of the Department of Educational Leadership and Policy, The George

Washington University (GWU). Taking part in this research is voluntary. Your
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employment status will not, in anyway, be affected should you choose not to participate
or if you withdraw your participation during the study.

2) Why is this study being done?

You are being asked to take part in this study because you are an elementary principal
working within a rural area. The purpose of this qualitative study is to learn about the
experiences of elementary principals from rural and town areas in regards to
programming for students. All interview questions will be related to your opinions in
your official capacity only. This study will help to inform research regarding rural
administrator’s experiences programming for students within their buildings.

3) What is involved in this study?

As a participant, you will be asked to participate in an interview. The interview will last
no longer than ninety minutes and can be scheduled at your convenience. The co-
researcher will ask you for verbal consent to audio tape the interview. You have the right
to decline to be audio taped or can ask for audio taping to be stopped at any point during
the interview. All interview questions will be related to your opinions in your official
capacity only. The interview can take place at your school or at an alternate location that
may be comfortable for you. In addition, you may be asked to participate in a possible
second interview, to last no more than 20 minutes, in order to answer any clarifying
questions that may arise as this researcher reviews the transcript.

4) What are the risks of participating in this study?

Participating in this study poses no risks that are not ordinarily encountered in daily life.
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There is, however, the possible risk of loss of confidentiality. Every effort will be made
to keep your information confidential. You may refuse to answer any of the questions and
you may take a break at any time during the study. Your employment status will not, in
any way, be affected should you choose not to participate or if you withdraw your
participation during the study.

5) Are there benefits to taking part in this study?

You will not benefit directly from your participation in the study. The benefits to
educational research that might result from this study are to inform the knowledge base
regarding how elementary principals from a rural area program for students in their
building. This research presents with practical, professional and policy-based
significance. It will allow for the examination of how a rural principal negotiates the
environment and resources within his or her building in order to impact student programs.
It is through gaining knowledge of how policies are actually implemented within schools,
the conditions which influence administrative decisions, and how reflecting upon these
decisions can help guide principals, that future professional development opportunities
can be crafted. Also, rural principals have had few opportunities to have their voices
heard regarding programming for students. Multiple conditions influence principal
decisions and understanding the policy factors as well as the contingent variables that are
ever present within a school setting are critical in framing the work that principals do.

Participating in this study will add to this research base.
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6) What are my options?

You do not have to participate in this study if you do not want to. Should you decide to
participate and later change your mind, you can do so at anytime.

7) Will I receive payment for being in this study?

You will receive a $20.00 gift card from Barnes and Nobles as a thank you gift for
participating in the study.

8) Can | be taken off the study?

The investigator can decide to withdraw you from the study at any time.

9) How will my privacy be protected?

Although the risks to participants in this study are minimal, several steps will be taken to
ensure the protection and safety of all participants involved. Verbal consent to participate
will be gained by you after you have had the opportunity to read this form thoroughly.
Written consent will not be obtained in order to further protect your identity. You will
have the right to stop the interview at any time. To ensure your protection, you will
select a pseudonym for you and your school. Any quotations that are referenced in the
research paper will contain only your pseudonym and the pseudonym for your school.
The state will be identified only as “a mid-Atlantic state.” Only one copy of your true
name, school and district and the attached pseudonyms will exist and will be kept in a
locked cabinet in the researchers’ home. All additional records, data, audiotapes, and
transcripts will also be kept in the locked, secure space in the researcher’s home. All

identifying information and audiotapes will be destroyed following the completion of the
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study. It may also be of interest to you to know that the researcher does serve as a
Supervisor of Elementary Special Education in a nearby county.

10) Problems or Questions

The Office of Human Research of George Washington University, at telephone number
(202) 994-2715, can provide further information about your rights as a research
participant. If you think you have been harmed in this study, you may report this to the
Principal Investigator of this study. Further information regarding this study may be
obtained by contacting the sub-investigator, Holly Hatton, at telephone number (410)
726-2920.

*Please keep a copy of this document in case you want to read it again.

11) Informed Consent

After reading this information, please let the co-researcher know if you choose to
participate in this study. By verbally consenting to participate, you are notifying the co-
researcher that you understand the information printed on this form. You are also
indicating that you have discussed this study, its risks and potential benefits, and your
other choices with Holly Hatton. By verbally consenting, you are indicating that your
questions so far have been answered. You are also indicating your willingness to
participate in this study and your understanding that you can withdraw from the study at

any time.
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Appendix D

Letter of Introduction — Superintendent of Schools

Dear )

My name is Holly Hatton and | am a doctoral student in the Graduate School of
Education and Human Development at The George Washington University. | am in the
process of beginning my doctoral dissertation and need to enlist your assistance.

The research question that I am examining is: How do elementary school
principals conceptualize programs in their schools, the processes used to connect students
to these programs and their role in doing so? | am interested in examining the
perceptions of elementary school principals that serve in a rural district.

County Public Schools fits the criteria for my study and | would be

honored to have the opportunity to interview the elementary school principals in your
county who have served as principals at their current schools for a minimum of two
years. | am formally requesting your consent to contact them at their work locations via
phone, email and letter to ask of their interest in participating in my study. Each
participant will receive a $20.00 gift card to Barnes and Nobles for participating.

| am conducting a qualitative study to learn about the experiences of elementary
principals from rural areas in regards to programming for students. The interview will
probe the principals’ opinions in their official capacity only. The interviews that will be
conducted will last no longer than ninety minutes and will be scheduled at the

convenience of the building principal. The interviews can take place at the principal’s
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school or at an alternate location that may be comfortable for them. In addition,
principals will be asked if they would participate in a possible second interview, to last no
more than 20 minutes, in order to answer any clarifying questions that may arise as this
researcher reviews the transcript. Following the transcription of the interviews, each
principal will have the opportunity to review the thematic points of their comments and
ensure that they are truly representative of their experiences.

Any qualitative research has its risks and these risks have been taken very
seriously. This research design has been reviewed by the Institutional Review Board
(IRB) of The George Washington University. A copy of the IRB approval form is
attached. It is the goal of this research to inform the knowledge base regarding how
elementary principals program for students in their building, not to exploit the data for
negative or political purposes.

Although the risks to participants in this study are minimal, several steps will be taken to
ensure the protection and safety of all participants involved. Verbal consent for
participation will be gained by all participants. Each participant will have the right to stop
the interview at any time. To ensure the protection of the participants, each will select a
pseudonym for themselves and their school. No audiotapes nor transcripts will contain
the participants’ actual names or the actual names of their schools or districts. The state
will be identified only as “a mid-Atlantic state.” Only one copy of the participants’ true
names, schools and districts and the attached pseudonyms will exist and will be kept in a
locked cabinet in the researchers’ home. All additional records, data, audiotapes, and

transcripts will also be kept in the locked, secure space in the researcher’s home. All
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identifying information and audio tapes will be destroyed following the completion of the
study. It may also be of interest to you to know that the researcher does serve as a
Supervisor of Elementary Special Education in a nearby county.

Thank you for your consideration of my request. | am excited about the
possibility of working with the elementary school principals in your district. If I or my
dissertation chair, Dr. Tekleselassie, can answer any questions, we can be contacted at the
numbers or email addresses below. Thank you again for your assistance and | look
forward to hearing from you soon.

Sincerely,

Holly Hatton

Contact Information:

Holly Hatton

hhatton@gwmail.gwu.edu

(410) 726-2920

Dr. A. Tekleselassie

silassie@qgwu.edu

(202) 944-0132
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Appendix E

IRB Approval Letter

TIIE GEOTHSE WASTHITMGTON UNIVIERSITY MEDICAL CENTETL

AT DO B I A T B

Date: April 4, 2012

Tae Abebayehu Tekleselassie, FhD

From: The George Washington University Committee on Human Fesearch,
Institational Feview Board (IRE), FWADNDDIZ4S

Re: Correspondence dated 03,/05,/ 2012

Subject: IRB#031207 — How Rural Elementary Building Principals Conceptualize the Programs in
Thair Schools, The Provesses agf Connecting Students to Programs, and Their Leadership rols
in Doing So

Sponsor n'a

Risk Lewel: Minimal Status: Active Expiration date: 3/30/2013

This is to certify that the Institutional Review Board has fully approved the above referenced
protocol via expedited review procedure under category # 6 and 7 of 43 CFE 46110,

The IRB has also determined that this study meets the criteria for a waiver of the subjects” signature
as documentation of consent under 43 CPFR 46117 (c).

The expiration date of this project is 30/2013. HIS regulations at 45 CFF. 46.10%e) require that
continuing review of research be conducted by the IEB at intervals appropriate to the degree of risk
and not less than once per year. The regulations make no provision for any grace period extending
the duct of the 'h beyond the expiration date of IRB approval. When your protocol
expires all research activities mmst stop. Please mark your calendar now to insure that the IRB
receives a renewal request 30 days before the anniversary date of the project, if this study is expected
to extend beyond one year.

This protocol has been approved for a maximum nomber of 25 subjects to be enrolled under the
wou must submit a modification request to the IRB and obtain approval before exceeding this
number.

FPlease note that the IRE mnst be notified if the project is altered in any way (change in location,

personniel, number of subjects, age of subjects, or any change in research protocol). If youn have any
questions, please do not hesitate to contact the Office of Homan Fesearch either by email at

ohrirb@gwume edu or via phone at 202-994 2715,
JMG/meb
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