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Abstract 

The roles of school leaders have transformed significantly over time, making necessary 

shifts to place student learning at the core of what principals do. School leadership 

preparation has also evolved to keep up with the changing responsibilities and challenges 

that principals encounter. Although effective school leaders are recognized for their 

character and exemplary practices that contribute to and build collaborative school 

communities, principals have multiple responsibilities and often experience challenges 

while leading their schools. The role of the school leader has changed over the course of 

history. In response to these role shifts, the standards and practices providing the 

structure for post-secondary preparation and training programs, state certification, and 

formal evaluation programs have also had to adjust to keep up with societal changes and 

responsibilities of school leaders. While principals perform their regular responsibilities, 

with accompanying challenges, the COVID-19 pandemic has created a myriad of new 

challenges for school leaders around the globe. Although challenges are not new to the 

principalship, this study seeks to investigate the challenges K-12 school leaders 

experienced during the COVID-19 pandemic, how their leadership preparation and 

training did or did not prepare them to manage these challenges, and investigate the 

solutions principals implemented to counter the challenges experienced. 

 

 Keywords: COVID-19, leadership challenges, post-secondary preparation, job-

embedded professional learning, professional development 
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study 

 A few months after the first case of the novel coronavirus disease (COVID-19) 

was identified in Wuhan, China, the World Health Organization (WHO) named the virus, 

severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2) (WHO, 2021). By 

March 2020, a global pandemic was declared (WHO, 2020). By April 2021, over 500,000 

people within the United States of America had died from COVID-19 and approximately 

31.3 million positive cases had been reported (CDC, 2021). The impact from the number 

of coronavirus cases and deaths have been apparent by the many schools that shut down 

and businesses that have yet to reopen. 

 As most of the world went into quarantine, many school districts hastened to 

determine a continuity of education plan for its students. School principals were 

consumed with transitioning schools from face-to-face learning to remote and/or online 

learning, developing, and delivering professional learning modules to support leaders and 

teachers and monitoring asynchronous and synchronous instruction. These 

responsibilities were all done while still providing school meal services to students and 

families. 

 School principals were required to transition and become leaders of various 

asynchronous and synchronous models of instruction: remote, virtual, and hybrid. At the 

height of the outbreak, principals were forced to give unfettered attention to additional 

responsibilities brought on by the pandemic, while also shifting their focus to existing 

areas of their leadership that required more attention than ever before. Principals were 

faced with making decisions about how they would lead and what their leadership would 

look like during an ongoing crisis such as the COVID-19 pandemic.  
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 In this chapter, the research study introduces current and supportive literature to 

frame the problem of the study. This chapter will also present the theoretical framework 

that was utilized to ground the research and discuss why the study is significant for K-12 

school leaders, post-secondary programs that prepare principals, and those that provide 

professional learning and coaching support services to school leaders through 

professional organizations, state and school district professional learning divisions, and 

other service providers. Researcher positionality is provided through individual 

leadership perspectives that highlight why this research is personally relevant to each of 

them as they fulfilled their roles as leaders during the COVID-19 pandemic.  

Leadership Perspectives 

 Each of the researchers that participated in this study are leaders in education and 

have experienced the pandemic in diverse ways. The following sections will present their 

leadership perspectives and provide their individual positionalities as school leaders who 

experienced the COVID-19 pandemic. They have each witnessed new and/or changing 

responsibilities as well as challenges. Their leadership perspectives reflect their 

individual experiences in leadership and provide context for their experiences. 

Josh – Principal 

 After only two and a half short years as an Assistant Principal, I was promoted in 

the middle of the 2018-19 school year to the principalship of a K-8 School. Several of the 

new challenges and responsibilities that faced me within the new principalship involved 

leading a newly constructed school and a newly hired faculty and staff comprised of 

teachers from the surrounding district. In addition, I was responsible for the 

implementation of Science, Technology, Engineering Fine Arts, and Math (STE(A)M) 
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initiatives that were the expectations of the district’s superintendent and senior team. I 

knew that I had much to learn about being a principal in such a large, challenging school, 

but felt confident moving into my first, full year. Unfortunately, in March of 2020, the 

COVID-19 pandemic slammed the door on any momentum that I had generated as the 

school district was forced to pivot into a distance learning model of teaching and learning 

for the remainder of the school year. 

 As the district transitioned from face-to-face instruction to a Learn at Home, 

asynchronous model of instruction, the COVID-19 pandemic continued to rage and added 

many barriers that challenged me as a principal. The scenarios created by the pandemic 

forced me to act out of compassion instead of compliance and to shift my focus from the 

educational success of the students within the building toward an emphasis on the overall 

health and safety of all stakeholders. The pandemic has affected many of my faculty 

personally as either they or their family members have contracted the virus. I, personally, 

was affected by the pandemic as I received a phone call at 4 a.m. that my father had 

passed away (on his birthday) due to complications of the virus. 

 Currently, the COVID-19 pandemic continues to affect the district in which I 

lead. I face new challenges such as finding substitutes to supervise children during 

teacher absences, following the ever-changing health guidelines provided by the Center 

for Disease Control (CDC) and the Department of Public Health (DPH), mitigating the 

negative mental and emotional effects to faculty and staff members, and managing the 

online learning environment. Although I remain positive and hopeful, I know that neither 

I nor my faculty and staff will look at our careers in education the same ever again.  
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Michell - Regional Leadership Coach 

 After concluding my final day of support at one of my regional schools, I caught 

up on email and the international news while waiting to board a flight back to the United 

States. The entire terminal came to silence as an announcement came over the intercom 

system. The announcer said, "Travel restrictions have been mandated in light of the 

COVID-19 pandemic.” All individuals boarding flights back to the United States must 

complete a health questionnaire and pass a temperature screening prior to boarding." My 

work partner and I quickly looked at each other with widened eyes as we continued to 

listen to procedures for lining up for screening. We had been out of the country for over a 

week and were anxious, if not desperate, to get home. During the week we watched 

presidential briefings, daily accounts of rising positive cases and deaths, and tried not to 

panic over the pending state/city shutdowns. While there were some indications earlier in 

the week that travel restrictions could go into effect, we tried to remain focused on 

coaching one of our principals, his assistant principal, and the instructional coach. We 

enjoyed spending time in schools supporting leaders, but we did not want to spend the 

next several months in a remote part of the world away from our families. 

 Fortunately, we were able to board the flight, making it home safely, while others 

were not allowed to board and taken to a medical clearing area. Three days later, I found 

myself in a team meeting preparing for indefinite telework and the immediate challenge 

of supporting over fifty schools and a few hundred leaders in transitioning over to virtual 

leadership. My team and I faced each other physically for what we did not know would 

be the start of a journey. As we began the work of supporting leaders ranging from 

instructional coaches to superintendents, we understood that we would not only be 
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supporting their existing challenges, but also the new challenge of leading schools 

virtually and/or remotely.  

 In over fifteen years as a building level administrator, I had not fathomed what 

my team and I would be facing. My responsibilities were shifting, along with the leaders 

I supported. As a division of a world-wide educational organization, we were figuring out 

how to support them at the beginning of a pandemic as they transitioned to become 

virtual principals. They were dealing with challenges that they had never encountered, 

and my team had to determine how we would meet their evolving needs amidst change 

and uncertainty. 

Adrianne - Assistant Principal 

 In my second year as an assistant principal at a specialty high school in middle 

Georgia, some of the changes the COVID-19 pandemic brought on were dizzying. Our 

school is unique in that it is a partnership with a private organization and has a 

manufacturing component that does not necessarily shut down when other schools close. 

Attendance decreased significantly when the pandemic began. This attendance issue 

caused a slowdown of production. Some of the student absences were due to students 

who may have had to quarantine or showed symptoms of the virus. However, some 

students faked symptoms so that they did not have to be in the building. One student told 

me that he faked a coughing fit so that he would be sent home. Some students told their 

parents that they were coming to work, when, in fact, they were not present. Some even 

told parents that they were told not to come to work. Situations such as these, as well as 

questions about technical problems, made it necessary for parents to have lines of 

communication to reach out to the school. There were no personnel in the office, so even 
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if they called the school, their calls went unanswered. It was also difficult to adhere to 

rituals and routines when so many students were routinely absent once in-person learning 

was back in session. 

 I believe the most important challenge I faced while leading during the pandemic 

era was the uncertainty. Education is built upon traditions, and good leadership depends 

on planning and organization. All three of those were upended by the nature of the virus. 

We did not know how to plan for graduation. We were unsure of the effect that virtual 

instruction would have on test scores. We were not sure if standardized tests would even 

be administered, and if they were, how would they factor into students’ grades or 

promotion? The COVID-19 pandemic numbers fluctuated as they went up and down. 

Vaccines seemed promising, then side-effects were discovered. The bottom line was, we 

just did not know when it would be over. 

Introduction 

 The principal position requires those that hold the role to fulfill vast and varied 

responsibilities. Key responsibilities of school leaders include establishing a vision 

focused on student success, creating a safe and hospitable learning environment, 

improving, and managing instruction and assessment, supervising data, policies, 

processes, and personnel, and cultivating leadership in others. These professional duties 

have evolved over time and have led to the modernization and standardization of the 

principalship through professional competencies for leaders (Rousmaniere, 2013; 

Wallace Foundation, 2013).  

 The Professional Standards for Educational Leaders (PSEL) provides a set of ten 

standards that serve as the criterion for assessing effective school leadership. As 
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principals strive to meet the standard that qualifies effective leadership, they encounter 

challenges in their day-to-day functions. Quotidian functions such as the provision of 

school meals can be overwhelming when a leader’s response must be adequate to respond 

to challenges such as poverty, attendance related issues, and foster and homeless 

population concerns.  

 Additionally, normal routines within the school day such as managing financial 

resources, overseeing instruction and assessment, and fostering a positive school climate 

and culture, often involve challenges. These challenges may include budgetary 

constraints when purchasing instructional materials, resistance to changing the 

curriculum to meet the needs of diverse student populations, and inequitable disciplinary 

policies and practices. There is no doubt that the principalship is rife with challenges. 

Leaders are encountering difficulties that they have never experienced, which have 

become overwhelming (Wise, 2015).  

 To prepare for the complexities of the principal’s role and the challenges it 

presents, specialized training is required through degree-granting or credentialing 

programs at colleges and universities. Principal training and professional development 

programs are structured to provide the skills and knowledge needed to meet daily 

challenges. In most cases, school leaders have matriculated through programs requiring 

several years of training including practicum and internship experiences (Hess & Kelly, 

2007; Sanzo et al., 2011). Preparation and training are meant to equip leaders with the 

necessary skills and leadership dispositions to maintain a focus on teaching and learning 

amid other school leadership responsibilities.  
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 In the state of Georgia, the Georgia Professional Standards Commission (GaPSC) 

requires leader preparation programs to develop program curricula and training 

experiences where the Georgia for Educational Leadership Standards, adapted PSEL 

standards, are embedded and guide programs of study and course syllabi (Georgia 

Professional Standards Commission, 2014). Due to the alignment of these preparation 

programs with professional standards, leaders are, in theory, equipped with prerequisite 

skills for the role of school principal. However, in 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic 

brought on a new set of challenges that school leaders could not have anticipated nor 

have been professionally trained to manage (Kavrayici & Kesim, 2021).  

 School leaders were charged with developing new skills, competencies, and 

behaviors to manage the crisis (Kwatubnan & Molaodi, 2021) and have fulfilled new 

roles and job responsibilities since March 2020 that have brought attention to their 

struggles to manage their schools. Being an educational leader during a global pandemic 

has required principals to effectively balance instructional leadership, teacher well-being, 

and student achievement against stocking personal protective equipment (PPE) and 

abiding by Center for Disease Control (CDC) guidelines.  

 New aspects of leadership created by the pandemic included the additional 

responsibilities of leading and monitoring online learning, providing professional 

learning for teachers that address the quality of synchronous and asynchronous remote 

learning experiences, and developing new methods to support the socio-emotional health 

of staff and students (Pollock, 2020). School leaders also dealt with other fast-rising 

emergencies such as responding to reported positive cases of the coronavirus, contact 

tracing, managing staff absences due to quarantining guidelines, and overseeing the 
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cleaning and sanitization of learning spaces to prevent community spread of the 

coronavirus. These new crisis-related responsibilities have created new challenges that 

often require a principal’s immediate attention, swift action, and careful consideration of 

options and consequences with the ability to manage the side effects of actions decided 

upon (Netolicky, 2020). Such change has created uncertainties and this global crisis has 

called for K-12 school leaders to lead and manage the needs of their staff, students, and 

school communities from a vantage point that is not only unfamiliar, but difficult and 

constantly changing. School leaders have had little to no training on how to lead in times 

of crisis or dealt with a crisis like the magnitude and scope of COVID-19 for this long 

(McLeod & Dulsky, 2021). 

Statement of the Problem 

 Principals experienced challenges during the COVID-19 pandemic that 

highlighted the difficulties leaders faced in effectively managing routine leadership roles 

in addition to newly acquired pandemic-related responsibilities. The additional 

responsibilities included the joint management of brick-and-mortar and online learning 

environments and leading and monitoring student engagement in synchronous and 

asynchronous learning environments. K-12 Leaders were also still actively involved in 

coaching and supporting teachers via professional learning so they could provide high-

quality virtual instruction. Additionally, the pandemic created environments where 

principals must manage the anxiety of the school community, operate amidst uncertainty, 

and grapple with the equity gaps of vulnerable student populations (Ahlström et al, 

2020). The new responsibilities created by the pandemic brought new challenges that 

school leaders did not anticipate and may not have been properly prepared and trained to 
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manage. These challenges are evolving, but leadership training has remained static. In 

fact, most school leadership preparation and training programs prior to the COVID-19 

pandemic were likely to be out of step with the challenges facing school leaders today 

(Harris & Jones, 2020) and this crisis has only highlighted the deficiencies of our 

educational system and leader preparation for crisis leadership (McLeod & Dulsky, 

2021).  

Purpose of the Study  

 The primary leadership functions of principals were compounded by 

the challenges presented by the COVID-19 pandemic. The pandemic intensified the 

already demanding landscape of K-12 school leadership. These new responsibilities and 

challenges extended far beyond what is typically addressed through educational 

leadership preparation or training and impacts a principal’s ability to effectively lead and 

fulfill the expanding role of school leadership. The purpose of this research study is to 

explore the challenges K-12 school leaders encountered during the COVID-19 pandemic, 

determine how their preparation and training readied them for these challenges, including 

the implementation of strategies and solutions to support their leadership. Understanding 

these challenges will inform the efficacy of leadership preparation and training principals 

receive and how these programs can be adapted and/or improved to support the evolving 

needs of school leaders.  

 The following research questions guided this study:  

RQ1: What challenges did participants encounter in leading schools during the COVID-

19 pandemic?  
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RQ2: How did participants’ training prepare them to face the challenges presented by the 

COVID-19 pandemic?  

RQ3: What solutions and strategies were implemented to counteract the challenges 

presented by the COVID-19 pandemic? 

Theoretical Framework 

 The theoretical framework for this research study was experiential learning. 

Experiential Learning is the process where knowledge and information is generated 

through the transfiguration of experiences of an individual (Kolb, 1984). Further, 

experiential learning is a process of learning that begins with a concrete experience that 

requires reflection, a retrospective review of the experience, and a period of abstract 

thinking to conclude and build meaning of the experience (IFEL, 2020). After making 

conclusions and understanding from the experience, the process involves the learner 

acting decisively, and actively engaging in experimentation or trying what was learned 

(IFEL, 2020).  

 The theory is called ‘experiential’ because its origins were derived from learning 

models developed by Lewin’s social research methodology (1997, 2016), Dewey’s theory 

of experience (1938, 1997), and Piaget’s cognitive development theory (1985), which had 

a unique and fundamentally different lens of how individuals learn, experience change, 

and mature intellectually (Kolb, 1984). Kolb believed that one’s reflection consisted of 

their cognitive thinking which then led to their comprehension of the concepts that 

occurred within a cyclical learning process containing elements of dissonance and 

discord (Fenwick, 2001). A closer examination of the experiential learning theory 

suggests that learning requires individuals to resolve abilities that are opposites, and that 
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the learner must continually choose which set of learning abilities they will use in 

specific learning situations (Baker, Jensen, & Kolb, 2005).  

 Through the application of the experiential learning theory in this study, we 

sought to understand the challenges our participants (principals) experienced as they led 

their schools through the COVID-19 pandemic and how these experiences were impacted 

by their preparation from both job-embedded and college/university principal preparation 

programs. It was the intent of the researchers to ask probing questions that would engage 

the participants in a recollection of their thoughts and experiences from the past school 

year. Studying participant reflections and how they processed their lived experiences 

helped the researchers to not only understand the challenges encountered during the 

pandemic, but how they managed those challenges. Furthermore, the researchers 

investigated their participants beliefs about their preparedness to manage the challenges 

brought on by the pandemic. The researchers believed that their participants experiences 

will be the driving force behind their reflections and opinions on how principal 

preparation and training may need to be adjusted to address the challenges presented by 

an ongoing crisis like the COVID-19 pandemic.  

Significance of the Study 

 Exploring the challenges brought on by the COVID-19 pandemic provided 

insight into the experiences of school leaders during a novel experience. Gaining first-

hand knowledge of what leaders encountered during the COVID-19 pandemic 

illuminated the challenges that were not addressed through traditional modes of 

leadership preparation and training and how principals’ experiences during an ongoing 
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crisis can help those responsible for principal learning experiences further understand the 

changing roles of principals.  

Leadership Preparation and Principal Professional Development 

 This research study sought to examine the challenges that principals experienced 

during the COVID-19 pandemic to give insight to those who prepare and train 

educational leaders. This study sought to offer suggestions for how leadership preparation 

programs and job-embedded professional learning should specifically target the 

knowledge and skill gaps in tasks and responsibilities that principals must fulfill in the K-

12 school setting that directly support their response and management of crises like 

COVID-19. Understanding these necessary skills and dispositions could set the 

foundation for improvements in post-secondary coursework, principal certification, 

recertification, and job-embedded professional learning that will meet the demands and 

challenges presented by the evolving educational landscape, including emerging crises of 

the magnitude and scope of the COVID-19 pandemic. Principals’ experiences of these 

challenges will provide key understandings for leadership training and professional 

learning. Understanding how principals manage their traditional roles, evolving 

pandemic-related roles and have adapted to their new reality is critical for those that 

prepare educational leaders. Leadership preparation programs must be aware of the 

emerging issues that principals face (Wise, 2015). 

Principals and Those that Support School Leaders 

 The principalship is a very demanding profession and the COVID-19 pandemic 

added unforeseen roles and responsibilities to the job description of principal. K-12 

school leadership roles included a wider and more complex range of tasks that principals 
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were required to perform. The added challenges, including some of the lesser understood 

and undocumented decision-making dynamics presented by the crisis, have inherent 

consequences (Trinidad, 2021) that have principals concerned and questioning whether 

their preparation, training, and guidance provided by their districts during the pandemic 

was enough to help them effectively lead their schools. Some challenges were more than 

many school leaders could manage without struggle (Renihan, 2012) and effective 

leadership is critical to the success of schools as principals should feel a sense of 

empowerment to manage the challenges they encounter (Mestry, 2017).  

Limitations 

 Each of the researchers of this study works within the field of education. As noted 

above, one researcher is a practicing principal, another researcher is a practicing assistant 

principal, and the third researcher is a practicing leadership coach for leaders in 

education. As this qualitative research study was conducted, the complete elimination of 

personal bias cannot be avoided and may have had an unintentional impact on the study. 

 Due to the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, all interviews with the participants 

were held virtually. This process was necessary to maintain safety guidelines. As a result 

of having to conduct virtual interviews, it was difficult to describe their environment as 

well as mannerisms and behaviors of the participants during the interviews. In addition, it 

may have been difficult to grasp the emotions that were portrayed and displayed by the 

participants as they answered the interview questions. 

Delimitations 

 The sample for this research study was a small group of principals from one 

district in which two of the researchers work and/or live. Insights from both researchers 
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may have contributed to understanding of site-specific policies, guidelines, and 

organizational structures. These delimitations may have allowed researchers to be more 

targeted when conducting interviews and gaining insight on the nuances of the climate of 

the school system and surrounding community. Additionally, the researchers were able to 

follow-up with participants easily as they were in close proximity to their work locations. 

Definition of Terms 

 The following terms were used operationally in this study. 

Principal. For the purposes of this study, the term principal refers to the primary leader 

responsible for leading a K-12 school.  

Leadership preparation program. Courses of study, whether in a university, college, or 

seminar setting, designed to prepare an individual for the role of a K-12 principal. 

Professional development. Courses or seminars outside of a university or college setting 

designed to improve the individual’s job performance. 

Job-embedded professional learning. Coaching or mentoring that takes place within the 

school day to improve the job performance of the individual, usually in a targeted area. 

Organization of the Study 

 This dissertation is separated into five chapters. Chapter 1 is an introduction to the 

study, providing the background, problem, the three research questions to be investigated, 

the research framework and the overall significance of this study. Chapter 2 presents a 

review of the literature related to the evolving role of principals, the professional 

standards for educational leaders, responsibilities of principals, challenges that principals 

encounter, and an overview of how principals managed the challenges brought on by the 

COVID-19 pandemic. Chapter 3 provides an explanation of the methods and procedures 
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used to conduct this study. Chapter 4 is a detailed review of research findings and 

Chapter 5 summarizes the research study in addition to discussing the implications for 

practice and recommendations for future research. 
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Chapter 2: Review of the Literature  

 School principals have had a significant impact on students and schools, but the 

characteristics and roles of principals have changed over time to respond to changing 

expectations for their performance (Grissom et al., 2021). A 2021 Wallace Foundation 

report described how principal skills, expertise, and behavior are linked to student 

achievement and school outcomes. Demands from external industry, government, private 

organizations, and internal stakeholders have required principals to be leaders in practice, 

not in theory (Hill, 2002; Shoho et al., 2010) and to improve schools. As practitioners, 

principals must respond to support teachers in framing teaching and learning issues 

appropriately to help them improve and possess the technical knowledge to identify 

teaching and learning issues that arise. These demands and problems of practice have 

necessitated that principal be more than disciplinarians and managers (Catano & Stronge, 

2007; Rousmaniere, 2013).  

 To keep up with increasing expectations, the responsibilities of principals shifted 

to instructional leadership that requires principals to implement school improvement 

initiatives for accountability, collaborate with stakeholders to monitor and manage fiscal 

resources, in addition to supporting and evaluating the quality of teaching and learning 

(Pont et al., 2008). Due to the reimagining of the principal role, the actions and influence 

of school leaders can now be empirically linked to positive student, teacher, and school 

outcomes (Grissom et al., 2021).  

 Because the principal’s role has a significant impact on student achievement, 

leaders must be trained and prepared to effectively function in the role of the 

principalship (Grissom et al., 2021; Lynch, 2012). Before becoming certified principals, 
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individuals receive an educational and theoretical leadership foundation through a 

degree-seeking or certification program. Candidates must meet requirements for program 

enrollment, matriculate in rigorous coursework, participate in practicums and internships, 

and pass required assessments to be eligible for principal certification (Hess & Kelly, 

2007; Sanzo et al., 2011).  

 The state of Georgia, like many other states, has established requirements for 

leadership certification. These rules include stipulations for post-secondary degree and/or 

preparation programs to have their programs of study, course descriptions, and course 

syllabi align to state leadership standards (Georgia Professional Standards Commission, 

2014). The Georgia Professional Standards Commission has adopted the Professional 

Standards for Educational Leaders (PSEL) and used them to establish the Georgia 

Educational Leadership Standards (GELS) that frame the rules for all leadership 

preparation programs. The GELS are the foundations for the state’s school leader 

evaluation system. 

 Professional standards, like the PSEL, outline leadership dispositions that 

describe the characteristics of effective leaders and the practices that demonstrate 

successful leadership (Smylie & Murphy, 2018). These standards reference areas such as 

leading school improvement, collaborating and engaging with stakeholders, serving as an 

instructional leader, cultivating school climate and culture, and managing operations and 

finance (NATIONAL POLICY BOARD FOR EDUCATIONAL ADMINISTRATION, 

2015; Wallace Foundation, 2013; Young, 2018). The PSEL framework outlines 

professional practices that call for principals to quickly solve problems and respond 
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equitably and ethically to concerns that impact the learning environment. The PSEL 

standards also give insight into day-to-day principal responsibilities. 

 While K-12 school leaders navigated their daily responsibilities, they were met 

with challenges that added to the existing complexity of their work. Some of these 

challenges include time management, problem-solving, decision making, instructional 

leadership, and increased requirements for school programming (Cornelius & Cornelius, 

2014; DiPaola & Tschannen-Moran, 2003; Wise, 2015). Fundamentally, using a provided 

set of knowledge, skills, and learning experiences from leadership preparation and 

training programs and job-embedded professional learning, principals should be able to 

address obstacles effectively. However, for many school leaders, the challenges of the 

principalship have become increasingly difficult to manage while fulfilling their normal 

responsibilities. These obstacles have become overwhelming and include situations that 

school leaders have not experienced, seen before, nor have been prepared to handle based 

on their leadership preparation experiences (Mestry, 2017; Mestry & Grobler, 2004; 

Wise, 2015).  

 The exacting standards to which principals are held to are built into leader 

preparation programs, state certification requirements, and are present in the expected 

daily dispositions of principals. Leadership training, including job-embedded professional 

learning, is intended to prepare and support principals to effectively manage the normal 

responsibilities in their work. The next sections will provide a brief historical perspective 

of the principal’s role and how, over time, it has changed because of shifting expectations 

from policymakers, industry, and parents. From this stance, we will discuss the common 

responsibilities of principals using the PSEL standards as a foundation, making a 
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connection to the formal standards used in the stage of Georgia to prepare, train, and 

evaluate school leaders, and discuss challenges school leaders encountered using the 

Wallace Foundation’s Five Key Practices as the structure. Finally, considering the 

already difficult job principals perform, we will discuss how they have responded to the 

additional challenges brought on by the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Evolution of the Principal’s Role 

 The role of the school principal historically has been responsive to demands from 

society, the economy, and changes in educational thought. In this section, some of those 

influences will be examined. Additionally, the responsibilities and how the role of a 

principal has changed as a result of demands will be explored. 

1840 – 1920: Becoming Principals 

 From 1840 to 1920, schools were led by lead teachers who were given additional 

building duties, such as ordering supplies and communicating with building maintenance 

personnel. As the nineteenth century was concluding, schools increased in size and 

population. Lead teachers began to lose their teaching responsibilities and took on 

specific evaluative and supervisory duties, much like factory managers during the 

Industrial Revolution, and became known as principal teachers who then evolved into 

principals (Kafka, 2009). Due to a lack of expectations for their new role, the principal’s 

responsibilities were varied and differed among schools and districts. Some principals 

simply monitored hall traffic, disciplined students, and recorded attendance, while others 

observed classrooms, evaluated teachers, and provided content and pedagogical support 

(Rousmaniere, 2013).  
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 Between 1910 and 1920, principals established their own professional 

organizations and began to petition states to require advanced certification for the role of 

the principal. State policymakers and their departments of education recognized the need 

for principals to be trained and therefore started to re-evaluate the qualifications to 

become a school leader (Kafka, 2009). State certification required that prospective 

principals complete specific course requirements which added to their expected level of 

professionalism (Young et al., 2005). These new requirements now called for the 

inclusion of universities in the preparation of administrators. Courses in school law, 

finance, testing, supervision, and building management became minimum requirements 

for leader preparation programs and remain so today (Daresh, 2002). Later in the 1920s, 

university leader preparation programs, such as the Teachers College at Columbia 

University, provided mentoring to school leaders. University professors and trained 

experts in the field traveled to school districts to observe and provide feedback to 

principals to improve their job performance (Kafka, 2009).  

1930 – 1950: Establishing Expectations for the Principal Role 

 World War II brought momentous change to the nation and to the principalship. 

U.S. economists began to recognize the need to develop human capital, therefore the 

national government took a larger role in education by infusing the system with federal 

dollars and policy directives (Rury, 2005). The populations of schools grew in number 

and diversity, forcing principals in those areas to begin addressing the needs of these 

students and their families. In the 1930s and 1940s, laws were passed to prevent child 

labor, giving more youth the opportunity to attend school. By 1944, President Roosevelt 

issued an executive order banning discrimination in war-related industries, and in 1948, 
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President Truman signed an executive order desegregating the military. These orders 

gave new socioeconomic opportunities to Black people, especially southern Black people 

who moved to northern and western states, bringing their school age children with them, 

to take advantage of the possibilities expanded employment afforded (Collins & 

Wanamaker, 2015).  

 As schools and communities became more diverse, so did the responsibilities of 

school leaders. Several states began to issue separate teaching and leadership certificates 

as the principalship began to grapple with the intellectual and professional problems of 

education, such as developing community relations by improving the benefits the school 

could bring to the community. Principals were expected to serve as leaders in the area 

and foster opportunities for growth for the community through activities like parent 

education programs and community beautification initiatives. These new community 

responsibilities, in addition to their traditional roles, left principals little time for 

professional development (Rousmaneire, 2013).  

1950 – 1970: Principals as Managers of the School Context 

 The intellectualization of the office began to bring uniformity and centralization 

to the principal role through the sharing of best practices, targeted mentoring, and 

certification requirements (Goodwin et al., 2015). At the onset of the twentieth century, 

principals began to manage social change within schools and the profession because of 

changing societal conditions. For example, Brown vs. Board of Education of Topeka 

declared segregation of public schools unconstitutional. Some districts started the 

mandate to integrate quickly, and some were more reluctant, but very few of them offered 

principals any direction as to how the change should be managed (Bell, 2004). 
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Desegregation had many communities in an uproar, and the way principals responded 

was key to a successful process. The federal government mandated integration, but many 

local districts were not in agreement with the law and principals were caught in the 

crossfire. Rousmaniere (2013) described the desegregation of Central High School and 

Fayetteville High School, both in Arkansas, paying particular attention to the leaders of 

the time. Jess Matthews, the principal at Central, attempted to remain neutral in the 

situation, hoping to stay focused on the business of school as opposed to the societal 

turmoil. By doing so, Matthews simply sealed the disapproval of both Black people and 

whites of the community, making the problem worse.  

 On the other hand, Fayetteville High School, also in Arkansas, integrated seven 

students that same year, without incident. At the time, Louise Bell, principal of the all-

white Fayetteville High School and Minnie B. Dawkins, principal of the all-black Lincoln 

School, spent the summer before the integration of the high school together. They 

composed comprehensive academic plans to address the areas where the Black students 

might need more support and the courses they were to take. The two principals also took 

the time to introduce the Black families to the school and the teachers. In the high school, 

Principal Bell set up student organizations to welcome and support the Black students. In 

response to the state athletic association’s prohibition of all-white school teams from 

playing against teams with Black players, Ms. Bell took the matter to the student 

leadership and teams, in which they decided unanimously to not play any team that 

objected to Black players.  

 Little formal training was given to most principals, but Black principals created 

professional learning networks and mentoring to support their communication with 
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school boards and community stakeholders. These principal networks supported 

principals in creating the best outcome for the students and communities they served as 

described by Rousmaniere (2013). 

[Black principals] collected data to use as evidence against racist school boards 

and state legislators, raised money for legal defense funds for civil rights cases, 

and invited National Association for the Advancement of Colored People 

(NAACP) attorneys to instruct members about the use of litigation to address 

educational inequities. These professional networks also provided the 

organizational structure for principals of segregated Black schools to mentor each 

other, share professional ideas, and collectively research school data for use in 

lobbying white school boards for educational improvements. (p. 83) 

 The struggle to manage those elements has continued to the current day as there 

are still 728 school districts in the United States under federal desegregation orders, 108 

of which are in the state of Georgia (Zhang & Ruther, 2021). The Brown vs. Board of 

Education ruling also brought about awareness of other types of exclusion and served as 

the legal basis for their abolishment. Students who were disabled, spoke English as a 

second language, and women all eventually sought equality as well (Minow, 2010). 

1970 – Present: Instructional Leadership and Accountability 

 The 1970s ushered in an era of accountability that has dominated education to this 

day. Accountability ties standardized test performance to teacher and principal 

evaluation. The publication of A Nation at Risk (1983) highlighted the poor academic 

performance of U.S. students on international tests and called the country’s ability to 

remain a leading world power into question. Through the wide use of the Scholastic 
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Aptitude Test (SAT), the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA), and 

other standardized national and state assessments, principals were pressured to be strong 

instructional leaders so that test scores would increase. Research has shown that 

principals have the greatest impact on student achievement when they focus on adult 

learning and staff development, so the shift from a management style of leadership to an 

instructional leadership role was imperative (Duncan et al., 2011).  

Educational research was slow to document the processes that principals needed 

to manage, and leadership preparation programs were also slow to make the shift to equip 

principals with key knowledge and skills about curriculum and instruction to be effective 

in these new role and responsibilities (Hallinger, 2011).  

 The federal No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act of 2001 tied federal funding 

directly to school improvement. Schools that failed to meet Adequate Yearly Progress 

(AYP) targets were subject to being shut down, transitioned into charter schools, or taken 

over by the state department of education (No Child Left Behind, 2001). Principals and 

teachers were terminated or transferred for failure to improve test scores. Bonuses and 

promotions were among the rewards for principals whose schools saw an increase in 

scores. In 2011, 35 educators in the Atlanta Public School System were indicted on 

racketeering charges stemming from the fact that there was an erroneously high number 

of erasures of student answers (Robinson & Simonton, 2019). The formal accusation 

against the educators, published by The New York Times, stated that the pressure to 

improve scores created an environment that placed greater emphasis on the semblance of 

improvement than it did student achievement (Winerip, 2013).  
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 Moreover, the concern over modified answer documents and the acceptance of 

bonus money pales in comparison to the fact that teachers and principals were unprepared 

to meet the challenges of such a high needs environment. Employees feeling as if they 

have no viable options are likely to “grow frustrated, burn out, and, if they remain in the 

job, suffer from deteriorating levels of professional commitment and quality” (Saultz et 

al., 2018, p. 50). Because the conditions that led to the scandal are prevalent across the 

nation, teacher and administrator preparation programs must address these factors, 

especially the lack of training around instructional leadership. Principals must be 

equipped to lead and support their staff using evidence-based practices that guide 

academic growth and affect systemic change, which should be reflected in leadership 

preparation programs (Saultz et al., 2018).  

Preparation of School Leaders 

 There are three primary modes of principal preparation: university programs of 

study, job-embedded professional development, and non-profit organizations. University 

program completion results in an advanced degree, but there is a large gap between what 

is taught and what principals need to know and be able to do to perform their daily 

responsibilities and affect student success.  

 Job-embedded professional learning is a method utilized to provide principals 

professional learning (PL) after the completion of leadership preparation programs. 

Private companies and professional organizations support leaders by providing PL 

opportunities that may consist of a single class of one day, or a series of classes, 

conducted over a period of time (Darling-Hammond, 2010).  
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University Preparation 

 The principal’s role has evolved over the last one hundred years and university 

programs have been expected to keep up pace. Upon their inception in the nineteenth 

century, university programs offered courses in school law, finance, testing, supervision, 

and building management (Rousmaniere, 2013). Howard (2018) suggests that while the 

programs of study offered by most post-secondary leader preparation programs address 

many important responsibilities school leaders must fulfill, they do not address the 

challenges many leaders encounter daily. University programs tend to be general and 

theoretical in nature, but research suggests that programs should be built around cohorts 

of students who participate in experiential learning to develop skills around working 

relationships. The research asserts the need for principal preparation programs to remain 

responsive to the most current needs of the principals they serve (Harris & Jones, 2020; 

Howard, 2018). 

 Many universities have a practicum or internship experience that students must 

complete before graduation, where they shadow an experienced principal for a 

predetermined period. In a survey of principals, the number one strength of the internship 

model was that it gave them a glimpse of the daily challenges of leading a building, as the 

experience is designed to shift the aspiring administrator’s view from a teacher 

perspective (Duncan et al., 2011). In their research, Duncan et al. (2011) found that 

where university programs left graduates feeling ill-prepared to manage student 

discipline, staff, and parent issues, internship experiences provided more concrete 

guidance. 
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Job-Embedded Professional Learning 

 Job-embedded professional learning is grounded in day-to-day practice and 

designed to enhance practices with the intent of improving student learning (Croft et al., 

2010). Job-embedded means the learning is “in the context of the job setting, is related to 

what people learn and share about their experiences, reflecting on specific work 

incidents, to uncover new understandings or changes in practices or beliefs” (Zepeda, 

2015, p.3). Ongoing PL is used to close the gap between course/certification 

requirements and daily responsibilities (Duncan et al., 2011). Job-embedded PL is 

provided by professional organizations, state-level affiliated programs in partnership with 

colleges and universities, and individual affiliation with private leadership consultants to 

provide immediate and direct support to principals to improve their professional practice 

and to immediately address areas of needed growth (Peterson, 2002). Topics for 

professional learning can be ongoing or discrete, with principals participating in many 

simultaneously. For example, training that supports district initiatives may be provided 

over the course of the school year, but other training may include one-time topics specific 

to district level protocols. 

 Job-embedded professional learning may also take the form of mentorship or 

coaching. Many school districts provide new principals with a mentor, but principals may 

also seek out informal mentoring through networking or a previous relationship with a 

leader they respect (Valle & Luna, 2012). Although coaching and mentoring are often 

used interchangeably, coaching is intended to address a specific skill or immediate 

challenge, while mentoring is a longer, continuous process meant to foster growth and 

maturity in the mentee. Coaching and mentoring are dependent upon the principal being 
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reflective about their practices and are grounded in Kolb’s theory of experiential learning 

(Starcevich, 2009).  

Private and Professional Organizations 

 Private entities and professional educational organizations also provide job-

embedded professional learning (Goldring et al., 2012). Private organizations that 

specialize in professional development may be an alternative to some districts because 

the topics can be tailored to fit the specific learning needs of the participating principal. 

The primary problem with these types of professional learning opportunities is the cost, 

as some programs may cost as much as $150,000 per principal, leaving smaller and 

poorly funded districts unable to participate in this option (Howard, 2018). Harvard has 

program offerings including residential, blended, and virtual with costs ranging from 

$45,500 for a two-week residential program, to $84,000 to a six-month long course that is 

a blend of virtual, self-paced learning and 2-week residential components. The Georgia 

Leadership Institute for School Improvement (GLISI) is an educational consultant firm 

that offers a three-day base camp and leadership summit priced at $2,700 per person. 

Tuition for this program includes books, materials, and room and board (if applicable).  

 Principals may also advocate for their own professional learning through groups 

such as the National Association of Secondary School Principals. For example, 

University of Georgia’s College of Education partners with the Georgia Association of 

Educational Leaders (GAEL) to sponsor the Early Career Principal Residency Program 

that has a tuition cost of $1,500. These organizations offer a variety of professional 

learning opportunities, along with access to research and networking opportunities (Levin 

et al., 2020).  
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 In summary, principals have historically been affected by several variables, both 

inside and outside of the realm of education. Social, economic, and political shifts in the 

larger community and world have always affected the operations of schools, and thus the 

roles of school leaders. The next section will define the current responsibilities of the 

position as well as some of the challenges that those responsibilities entail in relation to 

the standards that have been set forth by the National Policy Board for Educational 

Administration created by the Professional Standards for Educational Leaders.  

Responsibilities of Principals 

 Principals are equipped through leader preparation programs and job-embedded 

professional learning to address the demands presented by the profession (Pollock & 

Wang, 2020; Pollock, 2020). Standardized dispositions have been adopted due to the 

varied demands and expectations of practice. In response to changing global conditions, 

workforce expectations, and the need to prepare students for the 21st century, the National 

Policy Board for Educational Administration created the Professional Standards for 

Educational Leaders (PSEL) (National Policy Board for Educational Administration, 

2015). Adapted in 2015 from the Interstate School Leaders Licensure Consortium 

(ISLLC) Standards, PSEL has been instrumental in preparing educational leaders 

(CCSSO, 2017). The standards were created to guide leaders in understanding that 

student achievement and principal leadership work hand in hand (NATIONAL POLICY 

BOARD FOR EDUCATIONAL ADMINISTRATION, 2015). 

 Post-secondary educational leadership programs utilize the ten PSEL standards as 

a guide to develop program structures that will equip principals with the knowledge, 

skills, and experiences to prepare them for school leadership roles. Each of the 50 United 
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States require, through state policy, that school leadership preparation programs be 

aligned to the established standards from either the Council for the Accreditation of 

Educator Preparation (CAEP), the National Association of State Directors of Teacher 

Education and Certification (NASDTEC), the Professional Standards for Educational 

Leaders (PSEL), or the National Educational Leadership Constituent Council (ELCC) 

standards (ECS, 2018).  

 Through the qualifications and requirements established by each state, a leader in 

education can be certified in educational leadership. An example of these requirements is 

the guidelines established by the Georgia Professional Standards Commission as it relates 

to certification through an educator preparation program (EPP). Each EPP in Georgia 

utilizes the ten Georgia Educational Leadership Standards (GELS) (Table 1), which have 

been adapted from the ten PSEL Standards (Table 2), as a basis and foundation for the 

curriculum used (Georgia Professional Standards Commission, 2019).  

 On July 15, 2016, the Georgia Professional Standards Commission transitioned to 

a two-tiered process for certification in educational leadership that replaced the previous 

fields labeled Educational Leadership 704, Building Level 706, and System Level 707 

(Georgia Professional Standards Commission, 2016). Unlike the previous each of these 

leadership tiers has defined requirements for certification and the GELS should be 

incorporated into all Tier I and Tier II programs to provide a basis for how school leaders 

use assessment data to build school improvement plans and a highly functioning climate 

and culture for all students (Georgia Professional Standards Commission, 2019). An 

educator in Georgia must enter and successfully complete an approved program of study 

in educational leadership, meet the standards of conduct, and fulfill requirements of 
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written examinations through the Georgia Assessment for Certified Educators (GACE) 

(Georgia Professional Standards Commission, 2021). 

Tier I certification is an entry-level certificate for an individual who is an assistant 

principal, who holds a master’s degree and who does not supervise principals (Georgia 

Professional Standards Commission, 2016). The Tier II advanced certification is required 

for anyone who aspires to lead as a principal or an individual wishing to hold an 

advanced-level leadership position at the  

 

 

Table 1 

Georgia Educational Leadership Standards (GELS) 

Standard Focus of Standards 

1 Mission Vision, and Core Values 

2 Ethics and Professional Norms 

3 Equity and Cultural Responsiveness 

4 Curriculum, Instruction, and Assessment 

5 Community of Care and Support for Students 

6 Professional Capacity of School Personnel 

7 Professional Community for Teachers and Staff 

8 Meaningful Engagement of Families and Community 

9 Operations and Management 

10 School Improvement  

 

  

district level (Georgia Professional Standards Commission, 2016). The Tier II 

certification also requires an individual to complete a specialist or doctoral degree prior 

to receiving their certification. In addition, both tiers can be received through reciprocity 

if specific qualifications are met and leaders who held leadership certification prior to the 

two-tier system had their certification automatically converted in January 2015 (Georgia 

Professional Standards Commission, 2016). It should also be noted that unlike the 
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previous building level and system level certifications, an individual must complete all 

Tier I requirements prior to being certified in Tier II (Georgia Professional Standards 

Commission, 2016). 

In Georgia, the Leadership Keys Effectiveness System (LKES), developed by the 

Georgia Department of Education (GaDOE), is used to annually evaluate the 

performance of school leaders. The LKES was developed to provide ongoing feedback 

and guidance to educational leaders so that they may support teachers, set standards for 

high academic achievement, and implement initiatives for the evolving needs of their 

schools (Georgia Department of Education, 2021). The Leader Assessment on 

Performance Standards (LAPS), a component of the LKES, underwent a crosswalk in 

2012 and is aligned to the PSEL standards (Georgia Department of Education, 2021). The 

LAPS is a rubric-based evaluation tool that uses eight different quality performance 

standards (Table 2) to define the expectations for leadership performance and to measure 

the effectiveness of their performance (Georgia Professional Standards Commission, 

2016). 

Professional Standards for Educational Leaders 

 The Professional Standards for Educational Leaders (PSEL) (Table 3) do not 

function independently of each other but work together for the success and academic 

progress of students (National Policy Board for Educational Administration, 2015). The 

standards are intended for all school personnel in leadership positions and function as a 

guide for the growth of administrators seeking to increase their leadership capacity 

(National Policy Board for Educational Adminsitration, 2015). NPBEA encourages 

principals to reference these standards regularly and engage in dialogue with faculty, 
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staff, and colleagues about school performance (National Policy Board for Educational 

Adminsitration, 2015). The next sections will address each of the PSEL standards 

individually by explaining their relevance to the responsibilities of principals and how 

they promote student achievement, and their focus on the well-being of all students. 

Table 2 

Georgia Leader Assessment on Performance Standards (LAPS)  

Standard Focus of Standard 

1 Instructional Leadership 

2 School Climate  

3 Planning and Assessment 

4 Organizational Management  

5 Human Resource Management  

6 Teacher/Staff Evaluation  

7 Professionalism 

8 Communication and Community Relations 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 3 

Professional Standards for Educational Leaders 

Standard Focus of Standard 

1 Mission Vision, and Core Values 

2 Ethics and Professional Norms 

3 Equity and Cultural Responsiveness 

4 Curriculum, Instruction, and Assessment 

5 Community of Care and Support for Students 

6 Professional Capacity of School Personnel 

7 Professional Community for Teachers and Staff 

8 Meaningful Engagement of Families and Community 

9 Operations and Management 

10 School Improvement 
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Mission, Vision, and Core Values 

 The effective development and communication of a school’s mission, vision, 

values, and improvement goals has been identified as an essential component to the long-

term progress and improvement of any school (Bryson, 2004). School effectiveness 

research has shown that schools with a shared mission establish themselves as high 

performing as opposed to lower performing schools who do not have a mission or 

common goals (Rutter & Maughan, 2002; David et al., 2000). Principals have the 

responsibility to not only monitor the mission, vision, and core values, but they must also 

know when re-evaluation is necessary and collaborate with internal and external 

stakeholders and engage them in the process (National Policy Board for Educational 

Administration, 2015). Principals collaborate with teams of stakeholders to analyze and 

evaluate data to develop a clear mission and goals for scholarly success that 

communicates the school’s purpose and values (National Policy Board for Educational 

Administration, 2015; Boerema, 2009).  

Ethics and Professional Norms 

 The most successful and thriving organizations are those who maintain an ethical 

reputation (Winston, 2007). The ethical reputation of a school is determined by how 

mindful principals are to their own personal ethical qualities and standards of leadership 

(Karaköse, 2007). Strike et al. (2005) claims that responsibilities related to standards of 

ethics and social equality occupy a principal’s time and attention as much as the analysis 

of assessment data, hiring and retention of staff, financial duties and processes involved 

with increasing student achievement. These standards advocate fairness, selflessness, 

teamwork, trust, honesty and the promotion of equity, equality, social justice, and the 
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celebration of stakeholder diversity (National Policy Board for Educational 

Administration, 2015). As principals fulfill these responsibilities, they are expected to 

make ethical decisions and operate with positive intention towards all stakeholders, 

which means that their actions and decisions should demonstrate high moral standards 

and be inclusive of all stakeholders (National Policy Board for Educational 

Administration, 2015).  

 Glanz (2005) has established five ethical principles in relation to making 

decisions: 1) respect individualism; 2) cause no damage; 3) demonstrate equity; 4) 

advance and aid others; and 5) embody devotion. They suggest that principals focus on 

the consistent implementation and monitoring of these principles to solidify their stance 

as an ethical principal. NPBEA encourages leaders to align their actions and behaviors to 

these principles to provide a strong model and moral direction for the promotion of 

ethical standards that advocate for the professional conduct of all faculty and staff 

members (National Policy Board for Educational Administration, 2015). Research states 

that schools that are led by ethical leaders will continue to have fewer ethical problems 

over time (Aydın, 2013). Furthermore, school leaders who display ethical leadership 

traits also influence the climate of their schools and the teachers and staff members they 

lead (İlğan & Ekiz, 2020). 

Equity and Cultural Responsiveness 

 Principals should promote and prepare all students to be productive in a globally 

diverse workforce while making decisions that allow all students to feel safe and secure 

in a culturally diverse school environment (National Policy Board for Educational 

Administration, 2015). This requires school leaders to advocate for the needs of all 
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students by developing policies and guidelines that enforce an unbiased approach to 

diversity and equality. This proactive stance stifles inequities and is supportive to all 

students (National Policy Board for Educational Administration. 2015). School leaders 

have the responsibility to support equal educational opportunities for all students by 

building an inclusive school culture that recognizes differences, establishes, and promotes 

processes for academic success, and supports the well-being of diverse student 

populations, regardless of their demographics (Ainscow et al., 2019; Leithwood & Riehl, 

2003; National Policy Board for Educational Administration, 2015). Principals that 

support global mindedness place value on real-world application, authentic learning in 

the classroom setting, and the establishment and shaping of a school culture that work to 

prepare students for the 21st century (Sutherland, 2016).  

Curriculum, Instruction, and Assessment 

 This PSEL standard requires principals to promote and prepare all students to be 

productive in a global workforce while making decisions that allow all students to feel 

confident and secure in a culturally diverse school environment (National Policy Board 

for Educational Administration, 2015). Principals fulfill this by communicating and 

creating processes and systems to prepare students to be forward thinkers (Marx, 2006). 

This standard reinforces the priority that educational leaders are to consistently construct 

and lead the implementation of the curriculum and support high quality instruction and 

assessment (National Policy Board for Educational Administration, 2015). This critical 

disposition requires principals to be instructional leaders. Instructional leaders set 

rigorous guidelines for teaching and learning and monitor initiatives that directly align to 
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strategic instructional components of the school’s improvement plan (National Policy 

Board for Educational Administration, 2015). 

 Instructional leaders collaborate with their stakeholders to analyze multiple data 

points and make decisions that promote the academic growth and success of their 

students (National Policy Board for Educational Administration, 2015). The research and 

literature show that those schools who make the greatest inclusive increases academically 

are those who use data (Reeves, 2006). Kirkup et al., (2005) has shown that the 

interrogation and use of data can help the process of teaching and learning in numerous 

ways such as student goal setting, progress monitoring and high standards of achievement 

for all stakeholders. In addition, studies that involved exemplary elementary and high 

schools emphasized the importance of analyzing data and its relevance to the 

achievement with each institution (Ofsted, 2010). 

 Principals are responsible for consistently keeping abreast of the standards of 

teaching and learning to promote high expectations and challenging instructional 

standards for all students. A principal must monitor the validity of assessments to verify 

that students are exposed to the proper curriculum and standards (National Policy Board 

for Educational Administration, 2015). Principals should evaluate better methods of 

analyzing quality assessment practices, such as through prompt student feedback and by 

the depth of knowledge of the questions asked, to generate more opportunities to improve 

the achievement and comprehension of students (McCrann, 2018).  

Community of Care and Support for Students 

 School communities construct and maintain a secure culture and climate that 

caters to the social, academic, and emotional needs of students. An effective leader 
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collaborates with stakeholders to construct and promote a positive school climate and 

culture that values and advocates for the academic and social emotional success and 

provides support for students through a wide variety of avenues (National Policy Board 

for Educational Admisnistration, 2015). The principal understands that without the 

support of the school’s internal stakeholders that they cannot develop a proper support 

system for students. 

 School leaders advocate and assist with the composition of a highly functional 

climate and culture, where both the teachers and students are inspired to work together in 

an honest, collegial fashion (Kalkan et.al, 2020). Principals support bonds between 

teachers, students, and the community to reinforce healthy behaviors and proper student 

conduct as a method of strengthening the climate and culture of the school (National 

Policy Board for Educational Administration, 2015). Research-based school structures 

and practices must address the social-emotional health of students while providing a 

system of support for families, teachers, and administrators to approach discipline and 

challenging behaviors fairly (Longstreth & Garrity, 2018). Schools missing these 

structures fail to properly support the academic achievement and well-being of students. 

 Increasing evidence suggests that successful implementation of a schoolwide 

(universal Tier 1) Positive Behavior Interventions and Support (PBIS) system is 

associated with sustainable changes in disciplinary practices and improved systems to 

promote positive behavior among students (Bradshaw et al., 2008; Horner et al., 2010). 

Schools practicing PBIS also tend to have fewer discipline issues, bullying incidents and 

conflicts among students. In addition, principals have more time to devote time to 

instructional leadership responsibilities when they are not tied up with resolving student 



LEADERSHIP PROCESSES DURING COVID-19  49 

conflicts and disciplinary issues. An effective principal also understands that equity for 

all makes for a positive school experience (National Board Policy for Educational 

Administration, 2015) which calls for them to be mindful of opportunities to support 

equitable experiences with all stakeholders within their schools (Furman, 2012; Lindle, 

2019). 

Professional Capacity of School Personnel 

 School principals must be diligent with hiring a highly qualified teaching staff 

that consistently strives to educate their students at a high level each day. A “highly 

qualified teacher is defined by federal law as a teacher who qualifies through the 

following three areas: 1) has earned a bachelor's degree from an accredited four-year 

college or university; 2) has fulfilled the requirements for state certificate credentials; and 

3) shows proficiency in the academic area in which they teach” (PSEA, 2016). Leaders 

must not only hire highly qualified teachers, but also work to develop and retain them for 

many years. Teacher retention supports lasting relationships for students that foster high 

academic achievement. Teacher quality is often considered to be a crucial school-level 

factor predicting student academic outcomes (Hanushek et al., 2014; Nye et al., 2004; 

Hanushek et al., 2005). Beteille et al. (2012), have stated that educator resignations are 

related to low academic performance for their students. Also, Mwangi (2013) indicates 

that the principal’s leadership behavior has a considerable influence on teachers’ 

professional wellbeing. In addition, teachers remain at schools when they feel as though 

their principal supports and advocates for them. (Bland, et al., 2014). 

 Principals build the capacity of their faculty members through professional 

learning opportunities, continued feedback, coaching, and through the teacher evaluation 
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process (National Policy Board for Educarional Administration, 2015). Principals must 

embrace the coaching of teachers as the focal point of retaining educators and reducing 

the attrition rate for early career professionals in the school setting (Kutsyuruba & 

Walker, 2015). Authentic feedback provided to teachers supports growth and increased 

capacity to impact the success of their students. The principal must communicate 

evaluation feedback and the development of professional goals in a supportive manner 

while refraining from the establishment of authority or control so that the teacher will be 

enlightened to develop applicable goals that can lead to the support of student 

achievement (Redmond, 2020).  

 Principals must also be engaged in personal growth through a process of 

continued educational advancement. Principals have opportunities for job-embedded 

professional learning through professional organizations such as the Association for 

Supervision and Curriculum Development (ASCD); the National Association of 

Elementary School Principals (NAESP), the National Association of Secondary School 

Principals (NASSP), state-level affiliated programs at colleges and universities, and 

individual associations in administration and leadership consultants (Peterson, 2002). In 

addition, principals must promote self-care and a healthy lifestyle for all stakeholders as 

well as tend to their own individual needs as it relates to health and vitality (National 

Policy Board for Educational Administration, 2015).  

Professional Community for Teachers and Staff 

 Principals have a responsibility of promoting professional communities within 

their school for the academic, social, and behavioral success of all students (NPBE, 

2015). School leaders foster an environment that supports the increased professional 
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capacity of teachers and staff to ensure all students develop academic elements needed 

for success (DuFour, DuFour, & Eaker, 2008). School leaders should intentionally 

sustain an atmosphere that promotes professional growth and support the collaborative 

advancement of all staff in the areas of academics, leadership, and professionalism.  

 Becker and Riel (2000) identified large variations in instructional practices 

between those teachers who were not engaged in collaboration with their teacher 

colleagues and those who isolated themselves and were disengaged from other teachers. 

School leaders set expectations and support professional learning communities (PLCs) 

while relying on teachers to collaboratively grow and promote students academically, 

socially, and emotionally (National Policy Board for Educational Admisnistraiton, 2015). 

The development of PLCs is important in building strong collegial bonds among their 

teacher teams and departments to analyze and discuss their student data (Little, 2002; 

Stoll et al., 2006). Furthermore, research emphasizes that principals must encourage 

teachers and promote teamwork while emphasizing productivity and an ethic of care 

throughout the faculty (Cherkowski & Schnellert, 2018; Leonard & Leonard, 2003, 

2005). Mickan and Rodger (2000) also state that effective teamwork is manifested from a 

leader who continuously shows support. 

Meaningful Engagement of Families and Community 

 Effective leaders understand the importance of advocating for students 

academically and emotionally through the establishment of bonds between community 

members and family stakeholders (National Policy Board for Educational Administration, 

2015). When engaging family and community stakeholders, principals must be 

intentional to collaborate with groups that reflect diversity within the student body 
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(National Policy Board for Educational Administration, 2015). Research suggests that 

leaders should focus on building strong instructional practices, establishing cohesive 

bonds through the engagement of students of a diverse cultural background, fostering 

family connections to strengthen supports for students and enhancing learning through a 

student’s social networks and social capital (Leithwood & Riehl, 2003). Leaders must 

also make themselves available for meetings and conversations and be willing to accept 

constructive criticism for the promotion of the school. Research finds that school leaders 

who collaborate with multiple community stakeholders are usually those who are open to 

expanding the community involvement at their schools (Wallace Foundation, 2021). 

Relationships with key stakeholders must be grown and should focus on supporting 

students intellectually and academically (National Policy Board for Educational 

Administration, 2015). School-community partnerships are traditionally focused on the 

increase in student achievement but are also important in increasing civic engagement 

and an equitable education for all students (Hausman & Goldring, 2001; Leithwood & 

Riehl, 2003). School-community partnerships and the input of families in the 

instructional process is a determining factor in the academic success of students 

(Berryhill et al., 2020). 

 School leaders must understand the strengths and needs of their school 

community to better advocate for their institutional needs within the larger district and 

state-level context. Parents must be engaged, and community partnerships established to 

partner with the schools for place-based learning opportunities for students (National 

Policy Board for Educational Admisnistration, 2015). A principal understands that the 

success of their school relies upon partnerships and incorporates decision-making 
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processes between community members, families, and school personnel members (Bryan 

& Henry, 2012).  

 Principals actively seek to build relationships that support the shared vision and 

goals of the school. Additionally, business and community relationships should be 

genuine, responsive, and have a stakeholder-centered focus (Leithwood & Riehl, 2003). 

A principal can quickly gain the respect of the community simply by engaging in 

conversations with parents and establishing trust and partnerships with important external 

stakeholders (NCDD, 2005). A principal understands they must work to develop bonds 

and partnerships within the public and private realms to support the continued 

improvement of the school learning environment. It is essential for a principal to establish 

and retain a positive rapport with community members and local business owners to 

allow for collaboration when needed. 

 Evidence from the research emphasizes that engagement and participation with 

families and the school community is a critical resource not just for the achievement of 

individual students, but also for initiating and creating continuous school improvement 

and to build school cultures that support the needs of all students (Henderson & Mapp 

2002; Sebring et al., 2006). A collaborative research project between the National 

Coalition for Dialogue and Deliberation, the International Association for Public 

Participation (IAP2), and the Co-Intelligence Institute, has also compiled a list of seven 

“Core Principles of Public Engagement” (Atlee et al., 2009). These core principles 

include areas such as transparency and trust, collaboration, and shared purpose, sustained 

engagement, and participatory culture. These principles are available to all educators and 

educational leaders.  
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Operations and Management  

 Operational effectiveness is key to solidifying the normal operations of any 

school. A principal should develop systems and procedures that promote the mission and 

vision of the school while collaborating with staff members for the academic success of 

the students (National Policy Board for Educational Administration, 2015). Research 

points out that the importance of effective management is the ability to get results from 

other individuals, through others and in collaboration with others (Everard et al., 2004). 

A principal must manage monies and a fiscal budget to maximize resources and support 

for students. They must make certain that all school budget and finance items are 

reconciled and accounted for (National Policy Board for Educational Administration, 

2015). A principal’s budgetary responsibilities can be divided into four main categories: 

budget planning, budget analysis, budget requesting and budget controls (Lunenburg & 

Ornstein, 2012). A principal may also lead a school that qualifies for Title IA funds and 

must monitor the spending and purchasing of items that benefit the students associated 

with these federal dollars (Education, 2018). For example, principals ideally should work 

to implement educational technology enhancements and manage the development of 

computer technologies to increase the quality of the education received by the students 

(National Policy Board for Educational Administration, 2015). Research finds that the 

integration of computer technologies impacts teachers and student transferring and 

comprehending knowledge through active learning, collaborative and cooperative 

learning, creative learning, integrative and evaluative learning (Tinio, 2002). Research 

(Mo, 2011) finds that the integration of technology allows for a transfer of focus of the 

learning environment to be student-centered and assists in the development of student 
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autonomy and a sense of control over the learning process. Principals also work to 

establish and develop lines of communication with school board and district personnel to 

oversee policies and processes that promote safety, high standards, and the mission and 

vision of the school.  

 An effective principal must hire and retain highly qualified teachers and staff 

members who bring positivity, academic knowledge, and teamwork skills to the table. A 

principal that does not focus on the retention of teachers and staff members can expect to 

see issues arise in areas pertaining to student academic success, climate, and culture as 

well as financial issues. (Joiner, 2009; Kukla-Acevedo, 2009). Furthermore, an effective 

principal knows how to pair personalities and retain their best employees. It is essential 

that a school leader perform “pulse checks” among their teachers and staff members to 

discuss their questions and concerns. 

 The effective management of emergency situations is critical to the operational 

effectiveness of a school. The principal has the responsibility of providing all 

stakeholders with a secure and caring environment in which to teach and to learn 

(Kwatubnan & Molaodi, 2021). Principals engage in ongoing communication with staff 

regarding procedures for fire, severe weather and lock down drills. Principals facilitate 

regular staff meetings with faculty and school safety personnel to ensure proper protocols 

are communicated. These protocols consist of evacuation routes, responsibilities for 

shelter in place and posted classroom procedures for each drill.  

School Improvement 

 Principals and their leadership teams work conjointly to implement supportive 

structures within their schools that are influenced daily by possible unforeseen forces 
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inside and outside the school (Gurley et al., 2015). Forces such as school closures due to 

inclement weather, sickness of stakeholders, or the loss of a teacher midyear could 

negatively influence the structures that have been put in place. Several of these 

supportive structures that could be affected by these unforeseen circumstances and forces 

could come in the form of attendance protocols, dismissal and arrival procedures, or any 

initiative or action step that might be outlined in a School Improvement Plan. 

 Because of fluidity and changes, continuous school improvement should be a 

principal’s largest expectation for the faculty, staff, and students in which they lead. 

School improvement research points out that school leaders strongly influence the quality 

of the educational experience (Leithwood et al., 2006). The principal must collaborate 

with members of the school’s leadership team to plan and prepare each year to 

strategically implement initiatives and action steps that will improve the academic 

performance of the students. Development of school improvement initiatives must be 

based upon relevant data and monitored by the principal so that transformations can 

occur throughout the school. Teachers should utilize relevant data to communicate and 

develop student goals and initiatives for the purpose of increasing academic performance; 

while finding solutions to increase teacher proficiency and to approach school-wide 

improvement in multiple areas (Hargreaves & Braun, 2013). 

 Frost (2008) commented that greater school improvement occurs when teachers 

take on more profound responsibilities and acts of leadership. A principal should work to 

manage feelings of doubt and negativity and communicate and support all stakeholders 

through the school improvement process. Finally, a principal must grow leaders within 

their building. The delegation of duties and the building of leadership capacities within 
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the faculty and staff creates a collegial atmosphere conducive to improvement and 

positivity. Research finds that lead teachers can help their fellow colleagues buy-in to the 

desired goals, comprehend the initiatives necessary for academic improvement, and the 

importance of collaboration and teamwork for school improvement purposes (Leithwood 

& Riehl, 2003).  

The Wallace Foundation’s Five Key Practices 

 In the previous section the dispositions, skills, and practices needed to effectively 

lead schools, as advocated by the National Policy Board for Education Administration 

(NPBEA), were discussed to provide an understanding of the responsibilities of K-12 

school leaders. As we further the discussion on the challenges school leaders experience 

while fulfilling their role, the ten PSEL standards have been organized into five strands to 

better facilitate our review of the literature. The five strands have been organized based 

on the research from a Wallace Foundation report that summarized ten years of research 

on school leadership and the practices of effective principals. The report offers five key 

practices that describe the five major responsibilities of school principals as leaders of 

learning (Table 4). The report suggests that when these five tasks are performed well, 

effective leadership is at work (Wallace Foundation, 2012). The Wallace Foundation uses 

the terminology tasks, practices, and responsibilities interchangeably to describe their 

findings. The same terminology will be used in the next sections of the literature review. 

 

 

Table 4  

The Wallace Foundation’s Five Key Practices 

 Principal Responsibilities that Indicate Effective Leadership 
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1 Shaping a vision of academic success for all students, one based on high standards 

2 
Creating a climate hospitable to education in order that safety, a cooperative spirit, and other 

foundations of fruitful interaction prevail 

3 
Cultivating leadership in others so that teachers and other adults assume their part in realizing the 

school vision 

4 Improving instruction to enable teachers to teach at their best and students to learn at their utmost 

5 Managing people, data, and processes to foster school improvement 

 

Table 5  

PSEL Alignment to the Wallace Foundation’s Five Key Practices 

Wallace Foundation’s Five Key Practices PSEL Standard(s) 

1. Shaping a vision of academic success for all 

students 

1.  Mission Vision, and Core Values 

2.  Ethics and Professional Norms 

2. Creating a climate hospitable to education 

5.  Community of Care and Support for Students 

7.  Professional Community for Teachers and 

Staff 

3. Cultivating leadership in others 
6.  Professional Capacity of School Personnel 

9.  Operations and Management 

4. Improving instruction 
4.   Curriculum, Instruction, and Assessment 

10. School Improvement 

5. Managing people, data, and processes 

3.  Equity and Cultural Responsiveness 

5.  Community of Care and Support for Students 

8.  Meaningful Engagement of Families and 

Community 

9.  Operations and Management 

 

  A 2019 National Association of Elementary School Principals (NAESP) online 

seminar hosted in conjunction with NPBEA discussed the alignment of the PSEL 

standards to the Wallace Foundation’s Five Key Practices (Table 5). We will use this 

structure to organize the discussion on the challenges of the principal’s role.  

K-12 School Leadership Challenges Prior to the COVID-19 Pandemic  

 The role of the principal is complex and has familiar challenges related to 

multiple responsibilities. School leaders’ efforts are spent balancing the needs of their 

constituencies as they serve in various roles such as visionary, public relations manager, 

disciplinarian, leadership coach, instructional expert, and building manager (Catano & 

Stronge, 2007). Using the Wallace Foundation’s Five Key Practices, we will discuss the 
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challenges leaders encounter as they satisfy these roles and fulfill the responsibilities of 

the principalship related to shaping a vision of academic success, creating a climate 

hospitable to education, cultivating leadership in others, improving instruction, and 

managing people, data, and processes. 

Shaping a Vision of Academic Success for All Students 

 Principals are responsible for the performance of their schools which begins with 

establishing a vision and mission focused on the success of every student and garnering 

the collective engagement and commitment of stakeholders. Shaping a vision of school 

success requires a principal to develop a school improvement agenda that is adopted by 

the school community and entails principals aligning their attitudes and actions towards a 

focus on improving the quality of teaching, learning, and the school environment 

(Wallace Foundation, 2012). School improvement and the implementation of a school’s 

vision and mission is a multifaceted process that can be elusive for principals, especially 

when it requires them to lead collaborative decision-making processes that determine 

which reforms best fit their school (Cornelius & Cornelius, 2014; Mestry, 2017). The 

lack of critical reflection presents a challenge for principals as they lead the school 

improvement process. Critical reflection on the school context and the situational needs 

of the school community helps leaders make sense of situations, frame their choices, and 

support their reasoning for directives and explanations to stakeholders (Weber, 2020; 

Westaby et al., 2010). If critical reflection does not occur, principals are unprepared to 

evaluate existing structures and determine if and when change is needed, which translates 

into ineffectiveness in leading and managing the change process (Hill, 2002).  
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 Schools are characterized as effective when they achieve performance goals, 

which may be related to several areas of need. Effectiveness is decided when schools are 

measured against each other on a set of manipulable characteristics; determined by 

rigorous and multiple accountabilities within the school context (Scheeren, 2000). 

Because the improvement process requires a shared and unrelenting focus on students, it 

requires an all-inclusive approach led by a clear vision set by the principal. This 

collaborative approach is challenged when principals lack the skills to collaboratively 

develop goals, organizational supports, time to collectively problem-solve with 

stakeholders, and methods for efficient and ongoing communication to support their 

strategic school improvement plans (Hallinger & Heck, 2011; Morrissey, 2000). Strategic 

plans address focus areas for improvement or change and can be teeming with multiple 

initiatives. 

 Leaders are challenged with the active oversight of implementation, monitoring, 

and evaluation of the progress of numerous change initiatives at one time (Wise, 2015). 

This responsibility is a challenge for principals who do not employ collaborative 

leadership practices, which leads to sustained school improvement (Hallinger & Heck, 

2011). Because principals are left solely answerable when there is a lack of progress 

and/or failure on improvement goals, the pressure to improve has consequential impacts 

on their performance and behavior (De Maeyer et al., 2010; Farley et al., 2019; Knapp & 

Feldman, 2012). Although some school leaders lack the necessary support structures, 

skills, and understanding of what a vision, mission, and core values are and what they 

bring to the school improvement process, they are still held accountable (Gurley et al., 

2015). This elevated level of accountability creates a climate of fear, strategic behavior to 
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influence performance, and has resulted in principals that have limited control over their 

schools (Figlio & Loeb, 2011; West et al., 2010). 

Creating a Climate Hospitable to Education 

 A school culture that fosters an environment where all stakeholders experience 

growth is critical to school success. NPBEA (2015) asserts that effective leaders place 

learning as a priority for both adults and students and it must be undergirded by the basic 

needs for safety and orderliness, as well as schoolwide qualities such as supportiveness 

and responsiveness (Wallace Foundation, 2012). The culture of a school is its personality. 

It represents its norms and values and focuses all members on the collective 

responsibility to shape and define it (Jerald, 2006).  

 The challenges leaders face in building and sustaining a strong and positive 

school culture include, but are not limited to, low expectations for student achievement, 

lack of parent and community involvement, dysfunction amongst faculty/staff, and staff 

resistance to collaboration. Also, lack of leader training on how culture impacts school 

success has impacted the practical skills needed for diagnosing difficulties and problem-

solving to cultivate a culture of high expectations and learning (Portin et al., 2003; 

Teasley, 2017). Due to these challenges, pressure to produce improved and equitable 

student outcomes has increased and principals must not only understand what changes 

need to occur in building culture but know how to lead the change process, and be 

aggressive in creating and sustaining strong, positive school cultures (Hollingworth et al., 

2018; Jerald, 2006). 

 Principals that build strong school cultures and emphasize healthy school 

environments, trusting relationships and a sense of community are more effective at 
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building and sustaining family engagement (National Policy Board for Educational 

Administration, 2015). Creating a hospitable climate begins with the school structures 

and policies that represent care for its diverse members and place learning as the focus of 

all school activities. The capacity of the school leader to develop school-based structures 

and practices that convey care, concern, and address the support needs of students, 

teachers, families, and the community is critical to building a strong school culture 

(Longstreth & Garity, 2018). These internal structures may include practices such as 

communicating high expectations for performance and staff professional practice, 

conducting high-quality evaluations, and facilitating collaborative conversations with 

teachers concerning classroom instruction in the form of professional learning 

communities (PLCs) (Smith et al., 2021). Principals that set expectations for teacher 

collaboration and nurture PLCs are shown to have increased positive effects on teacher 

and student learning the more it becomes rooted in the culture of the school (Carroll et 

al., 2010; Hipp, et al., 2008; National Policy Board for Educational Administration, 

2015). However, principals that treat PLCs like a superficial reform effort to solve a 

problem are failing to initiate and sustain effective PLCs (Matthews et al., 2014). Positive 

effects on school culture are seen in schools where principals establish the shared purpose 

and values for teacher teams to collectively share responsibility and accountability for 

student learning, give teacher teams shared time to conduct instructional conversations, 

support teachers in clarifying the work that needs to be accomplished, and ensure that 

necessary resources and support are accessible (Carpenter, 2015; DuFour & Mattos, 

2013). 
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 Healthy school structures require principals to employ strategies to engage 

internal and external stakeholders intentionally and meaningfully. Faculty, staff, students, 

and parents play a significant role in contributing to a healthy school climate, are 

instrumental in shaping a positive school culture (Teasley, 2017; Yücel, et al., 2013). 

Parents’ attitudes about the collaborative approach of the principal impacts school 

culture. School leaders must be able to understand the role parent partnerships play in 

supporting learning (Tucker & Codding, 2003). Collaboration with parents requires “high 

levels of communication skills and emotional management in order to achieve an 

outcome of mutual understanding and respect” (Barr & Saltmarsh, 2014, p. 16). 

Unfortunately, in most cases, principals are acting alone and doing most of the heavy 

lifting to consistently hold students to high standards, promote collaborative decision-

making, and engage the school community in healthy behaviors (Gruenert & Whitaker, 

2019; Wiezorek & Manard, 2018).  

Cultivating Leadership in Others 

 Developing the professional capacity of others is critical to prevent principals 

from leading schools alone. School leaders must not only use the knowledge and skills of 

their faculty/staff to support the efficient and effective operation of their schools, but they 

must also develop their leadership capacity. Teachers are a fundamental source for 

leadership. Teachers are leaders first within their own classrooms but are also effective 

beyond the classroom by encouraging improved practice with their colleagues (Harris & 

Muijs, 2002). Teachers play a significant role in leadership for school improvement. 

Research suggests that teacher leadership is effective in promoting school improvement 

(Smylie et al., 2002), but principals must first be able to build and enhance their 
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understanding, practices, and attitudes about school-based leadership. Principals build the 

capacity of teachers by establishing trust and creating internal structures, processes, and 

protocols that set the expectation for collaboration (Tschannen-Moran, 2001; Youngs & 

King, 2002). 

 Establishing leader and teacher relationships built on trust is a challenge for 

principals who advocate for improved instructional practice. Principals can struggle to 

build professional relationships while shifting the instructional culture of their buildings 

towards data-driven decision-making. Challenges arise in relationships because this shift 

requires teachers to change not just their practices, but also their beliefs about teaching 

and learning (Bisschoff & Watts, 2014; Wise, 2015). Leaders are responsible for 

contributing to the trust in their building by encouraging and motivating teachers to be 

involved in the collaborative leadership of the school. Harris & Muijs (2002) suggest that 

principals should avoid discouraging teacher leadership by not withholding opportunities 

for leadership, controlling, or limiting their authority, or de-valuing and micro-managing 

their work and effort instead of supporting the larger goal. 

 Principals also build staff capacity through the actionable feedback provided to 

improve practices. Professional feedback from the principal to a teacher must be an 

intentional, systematic, and evidence-based process that is used to support teacher 

professional development and growth (Marzano, 2012; Brookhart & Moss, 2015). When 

feedback is given correctly, with some degree of knowledge of the teacher's instructional 

area, it has a positive impact on teacher pedagogical practices, but when it is not provided 

in a manner to reinforce or expand teachers’ skillset, it does not improve pedagogical 

practices (Balyer & Özcan, 2020; DuFour & Mattos, 2013). 
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Improving Instruction 

 Instructional leadership is defined as “school leadership intended to influence 

school and classroom teaching and learning processes with the goal of improving 

learning for all students” (Hallinger et al., 2020, p. 1632) and is currently the major 

criterion for assessing school effectiveness. Instructional responsibilities for principals 

require them to serve as the primary source of knowledge for what needs to be improved 

within the school’s instructional program and how instructional programming should be 

developed. Shifts in leader roles and responsibilities that came because of the 1980’s 

effective schools movement reprioritized the work of principals from managerial roles 

and focused on collaborating closely with teachers to monitor student progress, make 

curricular decisions, and supervising and evaluating teaching and learning processes 

(Hallinger, 2011). Unfortunately, educational research was slow to document the 

processes that principals needed to manage, and leadership preparation programs were 

also slow to make the shift to equip principals with key knowledge and skills about 

curriculum and instruction to be effective in their new role (Hallinger, 2011). As a result, 

school leaders continue to face challenges stemming from a lack of effort to change the 

instructional culture in their buildings due to their inability to frame classroom issues 

accurately so that teachers improve (Shoho et al., 2010). Principals are also challenged 

with making effective data-driven decisions as they lead and coach teacher professional 

growth. The instructional leadership role of principals calls for them impact teacher 

practices by developing mindsets and instructional practices to focus on skills-mastery, 

incorporate authentic learning experiences, and integrate technology to meet the needs of 

struggling students and changing student populations (Wise, 2015). 
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 Principal efforts to improve teaching and learning require the effective use of 

knowledge, skill, and experience to choose and implement the best approach. When gaps 

exist in school leaders’ knowledge, skill, or experience, the impact is observable in a lack 

of expected outcomes. There are implications for the knowing-and-doing gap for 

principals when it comes to instructional leadership. If there is not an intentional focus on 

a desired level of student achievement, administrators will continue to struggle to balance 

their instructional leadership role with CEO-like responsibilities such as strategic 

planning, managing public relations, and budgeting (May & Supovitz, 2011; Mestry, 

2017). The need for principals to be the leaders of the school’s instructional programming 

has grown into a major area of accountability, but it has not stopped other significant or 

additional responsibilities from being added to the list of what principals must 

accomplish, which competes with the priority and time for being an instructional leader 

(DiPaola & Tschannen-Moran, 2003; Renihan, 2012).  

 The balancing of instructional priorities fails to recognize the changes occurring 

in leader responsibilities, in addition to the implementation of strategies, actions, 

attitudes, and behaviors needed for whole school improvement to occur (Day et al., 

2016). As these competing interests require leaders to serve as a change agent and 

manager of public affairs and operations, principals must know how to govern and 

allocate their time across different activities and target their practices towards efforts that 

are going to yield the greatest results for most students (Hallinger, 2010).  

Managing People, Data, and Processes 

 The necessity of principal as manager of processes is critical to the efficiency and 

effectiveness of schools today (Tobin, 2014), but some of these management 
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responsibilities have now grown to become entangled with instructional support 

processes such as funding professional learning to support curriculum implementation, 

updating technology infrastructures to facilitate integration and use of technology by staff 

and students, and monitoring federal program compliance, i.e., Title I and free and 

reduced meal funding. However, regardless of the way process-related responsibilities are 

layered into instructional leadership components, it requires the time and attention of 

school leaders without relieving any pressure from other duties and responsibilities 

(Portin & Shen, 2005).  

 A persisting challenge for school leaders is process management responsibilities 

that compete with or do not directly support the time, energy, and focus for improving 

instruction (Mendel, 2012; Tobin, 2014; Wise, 2015). For example, school meal 

programming provides breakfast and lunch meals to support the basic needs of students 

during the school day. Schools have willingly taken on the responsibility to feed students 

while in school and in response increasing rates of poverty, principals also manage the 

provision of meals for students and their families outside of school, including dinner and 

weekend meals (Ediger, 2014; Wise, 2015). Furthermore, the additional challenge of 

budget constraints forces principals to make decisions that impact funding for reform 

initiatives, technology equipment, hiring of teachers, expansion of curricular 

programming and instructional activities, and the provision of professional learning to 

teachers (Benjamin, 2016).  

Responsibility Shifts During the COVID-19 Pandemic 

 The COVID-19 pandemic caused a shift in principal responsibilities and priorities 

(Hauseman et al., 2020; Pollock, 2020; Reyes-Guerra et al., 2021; Weiner et al., 2021). In 
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March 2020, day-to-day tasks for school leaders that might have included student 

supervision, classroom observations, parent conferences, and staff meetings quickly 

changed, and the priority became crisis management. Principals were home quarantined 

and leading their schools virtually, attempting to keep the continuity of education and 

managing a crisis like nothing they had ever experienced. Though the shift to crisis 

management mode was swift, the reprioritization, adaptation, and exploration of different 

leadership practices came through principal’s lived experiences and recognizing the 

nature of their work had to change (Harris & Jones, 2020; Pollock, 2020; Thornton, 

2021).  

 For school leaders, maintaining the mission of teaching and learning entailed 

schools transitioning to remote and/or online instruction (Harris & Jones, 2020; Kearney 

& Childs, 2021; Starr, 2020; Varela & Fedynich, 2020) and supporting the immediate 

needs of students and families, i.e., the provision of meals and access to computer devices 

and internet service (McLeod & Dulsky, 2021; Pollock, 2020). As the pandemic 

heightened, many school systems ended the school year early amid rising positive cases 

and deaths, leaving principals to question how they would manage the ongoing crisis and 

determine what their leadership would look like during the uncertainty of a global 

pandemic. Principals also experienced a lack of leadership from federal, state, and district 

sources. The lack of planning and preparation above the school level for the new school 

year was evident in how principals were consigned to determine on their own how they 

would manage an ongoing pandemic. As a result, school leaders were further ill-prepared 

to open schools at the start of the new year, which resulted in a lack of consistent 

processes and practices across schools and districts. 
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 In the next section, we will discuss the reprioritization and rethinking of 

principals’ responsibilities during the pandemic within the context of the Wallace 

Foundation’s Five Key Practices. The ongoing crisis of COVID-19 did not diminish the 

importance or necessity of the five practices in the daily work of principals. Principals 

were now reflecting on the needs of their school communities and determining how to 

reprioritize the key practices to reflect where their leadership was needed the most during 

the pandemic.  

Rethinking the Wallace Foundation’s Five Key Practices  

 The COVID-19 pandemic did not only affect the school community, but it also 

impacted the surrounding community. The urgency the pandemic created for the 

community meant that principals had to manage an unpredictable internal and external 

environment (Kavrayici & Kesim, 2021). Predictable or unpredictable internal and 

external crises such as threats of violence, weather emergencies, natural disasters, 

student/staff suicide, or death have proven to be a source of challenge with the 

instructional role principals must fulfill, but the COVID-19 pandemic is a compound 

crisis that no preparation or training could prepare leaders on how to handle (Reyes-

Guerra et al., 2021).  

 There has been minimal research conducted on school leadership and crisis 

management (Mutch, 2015; Smith & Riley, 2012), but during the COVID-19 pandemic, 

principals were responsible for engaging and supporting their faculty, students, and 

community in crisis management with little information on how the pandemic would 

impact schools (Harris & Jones, 2020; Huber & Helms, 2020; Mutch, 2015). Crisis 

management responsibilities that principals assumed included communicating critical 
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information to stakeholders concerning school closures and quarantine periods for 

stakeholders, leading with empathy when guiding stakeholders through hardships, the 

purchasing and stocking of personal protective equipment (PPE) and ensuring that their 

stakeholders were abiding by Center for Disease Control (CDC) guidelines. These added 

responsibilities required school leaders to respond quickly to unfolding emergencies like 

reporting positive cases of the coronavirus, contact tracing, managing quarantining 

guidelines, and overseeing the cleaning and sanitizing of learning spaces to prevent 

community spread of the coronavirus (McGee et al., 2021). 

 Instructional leadership and student achievement was balanced against added 

pandemic-related duties and responsibilities. The charge of leading schools during a 

global pandemic has required principals to wrestle with competing priorities like 

instruction and social distancing. The additional job responsibilities and reprioritized 

aspects of school leadership created by the pandemic called for leading and monitoring 

online learning, providing professional learning for teachers that addressed the quality of 

synchronous and asynchronous remote learning experiences, and developing new 

methods to support the socio-emotional health of staff and students (Pollock, 2020). 

 Principals were responsible for developing and advocating for the success and 

well-being of students. Their role is to model and pursue the school’s mission and vision 

and demonstrate leadership that is strategic, collaborative, action-oriented, and 

communicates to respond to the changing school expectations and changing needs and 

situations of students (Georgia Professional Standards Commission – Educational 

Leadership, 2014; National Policy Board for Educational Administration, 2015). During 

the pandemic, principals sought to maintain high expectations for meeting the needs of all 
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students and navigate within an unstable context while keeping in mind the many other 

stakeholders in which they were accountable (Netolicky, 2020).  

 Leaders were responsible for identifying problems and immediately acting to 

resolve them. As responsibilities changed to adapt to the reprioritized needs of the school 

community, principals had to modify their practices to become more inclusive in their 

decision-making processes (Fournier et al., 2020) to respond appropriately to challenges 

impacting their school. Principals functioned as technical support, instructional coaches, 

staff development trainers, and counselors while operating in a state of persistent crisis 

management to resolve problems impacting teachers, students, families, and their 

personal productivity and leadership (Argyropoulou et al., 2021). This type of leadership 

was necessary as the many challenges were complicated and diverse. An example was 

when leaders found themselves facing the socio-emotional needs of their followers while 

trying to improve instruction in a virtual and face-to-face environment. 

 School leaders’ adaptation and exploration of different leadership practices during 

the COVID-19 crisis came as a result of lived experiences and recognizing the nature of 

their work had changed (Harris & Jones, 2020; Pollock, 2020). School leaders 

reconceptualized their personal practices and took on additional pandemic-related roles 

while seeking to make sense of an environment that was changing before their eyes, 

using preparation and/or training that provided minimal understanding of the type of 

crisis context presented by the pandemic (Mutch, 2020). Thornton (2021) describes five 

leadership responsibilities that came about because of the reprioritization of leadership 

practices during the COVID-19 pandemic and could contribute to future crisis leadership 

practices for school leaders during a pandemic: 1) preparing, 2) attending to wellbeing, 3) 
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communicating effectively, 4) leading collaboratively, and 5) taking opportunities to 

frame the discussion. These responsibilities differ from pre-pandemic priorities due to the 

nature of a crisis. Smith and Riley (2012) note that a crisis is a circumstance that requires 

a leader to react quickly and immediately to the situations that arise. Unlike before the 

COVID-19 pandemic, each of the five leadership responsibilities places a focus on 

preparing and communicating for what is to come related to the crisis and for what the 

effect the crisis may have on the wellbeing of others. 

 Principal preparedness calls for a heightened sense of awareness of the early signs 

of an impending crisis and acting to train and organize staff, prepare resources, and 

update crisis response plans. Demonstrating empathy and concern for the wellbeing of 

staff, students and their families builds trust, but principals must work to understand the 

circumstances of others so that they can operate meaningfully. Transparent, honest, and 

regular communication with all audiences using multiple platforms demonstrates a 

principals’ willingness to engage with all their stakeholders.  

 This regular and transparent communication is often seen between a principal and 

their leadership team. A good leader know that they must lean on others within their 

school to take on duties based upon their experiences and skill sets. Collaborative 

leadership that involved distributing responsibilities to others became an essential 

practice when there were multiple challenges to manage. As crises raised the tension 

levels within schools, leaders readily distributed responsibilities to others as a top-down 

approach to leadership was unlikely to be effective (Kwatubnan & Molaodi, 2021). 

School leaders had to be coordinated and leverage the leadership capacity existing within 

their schools to effectively manage the additional responsibilities brought on by COVID-
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19. Finally, taking opportunities to reflect on changes and consider different perspectives 

encourages learning to be incorporated in regular processes.  

 As school leaders navigated the pandemic, the rethinking of leadership practices 

continued as they managed the reality of the pandemic. Although leaders found 

themselves adapting and reprioritizing their leadership practices, the essential leadership 

competencies presented by the Wallace Foundation’s Five Key Practices remained the 

same and must be present in the day-to-day practices of school leaders.  

K-12 School Leadership Challenges During the COVID-19 Pandemic  

 Using the Wallace Foundation’s Five Key Practices, we discuss how principals 

responded to the challenges presented by the COVID-19 pandemic. As school leaders 

fulfilled their normal responsibilities related to shaping a vision of academic success, 

creating a climate hospitable to education, cultivating leadership in others, improving 

instruction, and managing people, data, and processes, they found that their traditional 

leadership practices had to change. It was essential for principal’s leadership practices to 

shift in response to a heightened focus on managing community engagement, supervising 

online instruction, maintaining health and safety guidelines, and attending to the social-

emotional health of faculty/staff, students, and community (Harris & Jones, 2020; 

Pollock, 2020).  

 Leaders became heavily reliant on technology to support the improvement of 

instruction and conduct a vision of academic success for all students. To create a climate 

hospitable to education, principals focused on the social-emotional well-being of students 

and calming fears related to health and safety guidelines for schools. School principals 
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also used distributive leadership practices to cultivate leadership in others and to 

effectively manage people, data, and processes. 

Shaping a Vision of Academic Success 

 The COVID-19 pandemic proved to be a crisis that school leaders had to respond 

to quickly and decisively. According to Yukl & Mahsud (2010), leading during the 

COVID-19 pandemic crisis while maintaining a focus on the instructional priorities 

required leaders who could adjust and find innovative ways to lead. Therefore, in March 

2020 when most of the world went into quarantine, school leaders adjusted to maintain 

the continuity of education for students. In a study analyzing teachers’ views of principal 

leadership during the pandemic, Brelsford et al. (2020) found that teachers were impacted 

by adjustments principals made or did not make in their practices. The study suggests that 

principals who supported proactive, transparent, and frequent communication, maintained 

flexible, nonpunitive, and definitive expectations for student learning, as well as 

developed care, trust, and respect within building relationships. As a result of rising 

needs, principals shifted their practices. Leaders used social media to expand their 

professional learning networks by sharing resources and school processes for student 

learning needs (Netolicky, 2020). This allowed principals to maintain a vision for 

academic success that supported the education of all students.  

 School districts relayed the COVID-19 pandemic guidance to schools, but with 

the continuing pandemic, additional responsibilities were added for school leaders 

without any immediate support or training on how to lead their schools (Harris, 2020). At 

the height of the pandemic and as principals prepared for a new academic year, their 

instructional duties and accompanying challenges remained. Many principals were 
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expected to operate in uncertain and difficult times using their existing knowledge and 

skills while replicating leadership practices used during periods of order and stability 

(Harris & Jones, 2020; Pollock, 2020). They found that many of these leadership 

practices were not successful and required modification to support their schools 

academically.  

 The implementation of online learning was a challenge for school leaders and 

created many barriers to learning for students and teachers (Muilenburg & Berge, 2005). 

These conversations were focused on how to navigate the barriers that existed regarding 

student engagement and attendance in asynchronous and synchronous sessions, access to 

technology, computer connection issues, and the adequate provision of services for 

students with exceptionalities. For example, special education teachers experienced 

difficulties in the online environment when providing students with disabilities the 

necessary services to support their academic performance. To alleviate these issues, 

principals collaborated with teachers to ensure mandated services were provided to 

students with exceptionalities.  

 Principals also supported teachers and staff that provided services to students with 

an Individual Education Plan (IEP) with the time to work with district personnel to 

develop online learning plans aligned to their student’s IEP goals. The IEP online 

learning plan created opportunities for special education teachers, parents, school 

administrators, related services personnel, and students (when appropriate) to collaborate 

and provide timely and necessary supports to improve educational results. 

 Prior to the pandemic, there were conversations concerning how leadership 

practices and effective collaboration could shape a vision of academic success for all 
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students in an online environment. Educational leaders questioned whether online 

learning would be as effective as the conventional face-to-face atmosphere of learning 

(Gurr, 2006; Pulley & Sessa, 2001; Pulley, Sessa & Malloy, 2002). Presently, these 

conversations are focused on how to navigate the barriers that exist regarding student 

engagement and attendance in asynchronous and synchronous sessions, access to 

technology, computer connection issues, and the adequate provision of services for 

students with exceptionalities. The implementation of virtual learning has been a 

challenge for school leaders and has created many barriers to learning for students and 

teachers (Muilenburg & Berge, 2005).  

 In some instances, it was difficult for leaders to maintain consistent attendance 

with the teachers and staff because of the requirements of many districts that teachers had 

to work at school instead of having the option to work from home. It was also difficult to 

acquire substitute teachers to provide instruction while teachers were absent. Principals 

themselves found that they must intermittently provide coverage for classes or 

strategically place paraprofessionals or related arts/connections teachers in core academic 

classes throughout the school day. The changes placed additional stress on teachers and 

staff members and hindered the teaching and learning process for the students. 

Creating a Climate Hospitable to Education 

 Even during the COVID-19 pandemic, ideally principal responsibilities should 

remain aligned to the PSEL standards and continue to emphasize the educational success 

and well-being of all students. (National Policy Board for Educational Administration, 

2015). As administrators led their schools during a worldwide pandemic, they were 

ensuring education continued to meet basic human socio-emotional needs and doing so 
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with compassion at the forefront (Netolicky, 2020). Georgia’s State Superintendent of 

Education established the expectation with all local educational agencies that schools 

collaborate with all stakeholders to, as he stated, demonstrate “compassion over 

compliance” when addressing conflict, confusion, and concerns (Woods, 2020). The 

element of compassion was essential when facing the responsibilities of facilitating 

online learning, maintaining health and safety guidelines, and supporting the social-

emotional well-being of stakeholders.  

 Leaders were required to manage the health and emotional needs of their faculty, 

staff, and students. District guidelines and guidance documents created by the Center for 

Disease Control and the Department of Public Health had to be reviewed, studied, and 

executed by school nurses and school leaders daily. Specific reports had to be submitted 

weekly to school district personnel and contact tracing was to be conducted in the event 

of a positive coronavirus case related to a staff member or student. Also, Health 

Insurance Portability Accountability Act (HIPAA) guidelines had to be followed so that 

personal health information was not divulged to others within the school. Bonds among 

schools and health department service personnel were promoted and they could help to 

mitigate the spread and infection within schools and neighborhoods (CDC, 2020). 

 Self-care and social-emotional health issues are some of the largest issues 

addressed by any leader during the COVID-19 pandemic. The pandemic impacted the 

mental and physical health of many (Zhou, et al., 2020). Many students were in isolation 

for prolonged periods. Also, children experienced feelings of depression, anxiety, and 

thoughts of suicide and self-harm because of these periods of isolation. School counselors 
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and district social workers were called to action to support many students who needed 

resources to help eliminate their frustrations, doubts, and fears. 

 School leaders had to be considerate of their health, both mental and physical. 

Before the COVID-19 pandemic, school leaders throughout the world were beginning to 

feel the increase of stress due to school-related challenges (Pollock & Wang, 2020). The 

implications of how the pandemic crisis has and will affected principals remain to be 

determined. Principals will certainly need to rely on the information contained within the 

PSEL standards to manage the myriad of responsibilities that have been presented during 

the COVID-19 pandemic crisis.  

 During a crisis, it is essential that principals remain flexible, communicate 

effectively, learn to work through conditions that manifest uncertainty and be cognizant 

of their employees' health and well-being (McLeod & Dulsky, 2021). Because of this, 

principals must demonstrate specific behaviors on a consistent basis to manage the 

challenges presented during a crisis. Marshall et al. (2020) has identified four key 

leadership behaviors that are essential during a crisis. These leadership behaviors are: 1) 

Providing a clear direction, 2) Communicating effectively, 3) Working collaboratively, 

and 4) Engaging in adaptive leadership (Marshall et al., 2020). In addition, Fernandez, 

and Shaw (2020) identify three best practices for academic leaders who engage as 

instructional leaders in a time of crisis. These practices are: 1) Connecting with people, 2) 

Distributing Leadership, and 3) Communicating clearly. It is through these behaviors and 

best practices that principals can make competent decisions while managing the 

challenges during a crisis. 
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 During a crisis, the leader should be initially responsible for identifying the 

impending crisis as such and setting institutional priorities before leveraging the 

collective knowledge of the campus community (Fernandez & Shaw, 2020). Once these 

institutional priorities have been established, these leaders (Holcombe & Kazar, 2018) 

should delegate leadership responsibilities to a network of multidisciplinary teams or task 

forces that will have a significant role in the implementation of the crisis management 

strategy. 

 During a crisis, the most effective leadership approach is to distribute leadership 

responsibilities to others (Berjaoui & Karami-Akkary, 2019). When a leader distributes 

their responsibilities among a team, their followers sustain their motivation and work to 

solve problems with confidence and autonomy as opposed to a principal who implements 

a top-down approach to their leadership (Fernandez & Shaw, 2020). When teams are 

established to oversee challenges and responsibilities during a crisis, they can pivot to a 

resolution and act confidently with a sense of motivation because they have a feeling of 

ownership and the freedom to make important decisions (Fernandez & Shaw, 2020).  

Cultivating Leadership in Others 

 During the pandemic, principals had to rethink how they managed multiple 

responsibilities and the use of others within the school. Bagwell (2020) suggests that 

leaders adapt to the changes manifested by the pandemic by distributing responsibilities 

to faculty and staff. School leaders who were used to being the lone leader (Heifetz & 

Laurie, 2009) now realized that a top-down approach would be unsuccessful  (Kwatubana 

& Molandi, 2021).  
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 Principals had to rely on faculty/staff and focused on intentionally growing 

leadership capacity in others. Leaders and their teams must learn the art of distributed 

situational awareness (Sorensen & Stanton, 2013) which would allow for the consistent 

implementation of effective teaching and learning practices during times of crisis 

(Fernandez & Shaw, 2020). A team approach to resolving issues during the pandemic 

was imperative. A distributed approach allowed for principals and their leadership teams 

to problem-solve and refocus efforts on solutions that benefited the entire school 

community (Fernandez & Shaw, 2020).  

Improving Instruction 

 School leaders created plans to continue instruction and found means, through 

existing structures, to provide instruction to students and professional learning to teachers 

and administrators (Lepp et al., 2021). To prevent interruption of instruction and to 

provide required educational supports, schools distributed hardcopy learning packets, 

while others with adequate computer technologies, provided synchronous online 

instruction or used hybrid models of asynchronous and synchronous teaching and 

learning opportunities (Basilaia & Kvavadze, 2020; Kaden, 2020). Principals also 

increased their communication with staff and supported teachers in rethinking their 

teaching practices and incorporating more innovative pedagogical approaches (Darling-

Hammond et al., 2020). 

 Administrators learned to troubleshoot technology issues, provide resources for 

online learning management systems, and collaborate with district personnel to provide 

professional learning to support the facilitation and improvement of virtual instruction 

(Harris, 2020). Students and teachers were quickly thrust into the digital learning 
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environment and struggled with hardware and software challenges (i.e., Wi-Fi 

accessibility, use of devices such as tablets, laptops, and smartphones) as well as a steep 

learning curve with the use of required learning management systems (Pollock, 2020). 

Online learning required students to have access to computer devices and the internet. 

Many schools struggled with the feasibility of providing students with computer devices 

which caused the equity gap to widen between lower socioeconomic status and higher 

socioeconomic status groups (Harris & Jones, 2020). Additional challenges to facilitating 

online learning included the distribution of internet hotspot devices, family and 

community internet access, technology troubleshooting with parents, and supporting 

families with multiple students. These barriers hindered teaching, caused interruptions in 

the delivery of instruction, and as a result prohibited the academic progress of students 

(Berge et al., 2002). In response, virtual instruction required teachers to refine their 

instruction and assessment practices (Gaytan & McEwen, 2007). 

Managing People, Data, and Processes 

 One of the biggest changes to the principalship occurred in the management of 

incidents related to the health and safety of staff and students. These incidents came in 

the form of lockdowns, quarantines, self-isolation, and social distancing, which impact 

the health and safety of internal stakeholders, external stakeholders, and school principals 

themselves (Pollock, 2020). These issues caused distractions to the educational process 

and had the potential to manifest themselves into broader issues if not addressed. For 

example, if a principal was not diligent in establishing and maintaining a process and 

guidelines for social distancing, there was potential for an increase in positive cases 

within the school resulting in high absenteeism within the student body. 
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 The principal’s job was to ensure that preventative guidelines were properly 

implemented to mitigate the spread of potential, positive coronavirus cases. Principals 

supervised the cleaning and disinfecting of all school spaces, proper Center for Disease 

Control (CDC) guidelines such as mask-wearing, social distancing, and handwashing, 

and most importantly the communication with the school nurse, faculty members, and 

parent stakeholders when positive cases, and contact tracing was required. Evidence 

suggested that many K-12 schools that implemented mitigation strategies were able to 

safely open for in-person instruction and remain open (Ismail et al., 2021). Principals had 

to be mindful to protect the right to privacy of students and staff by being mindful of 

privacy laws when communicating any incidents of close contact and consider how to 

protect personally identifying information when relaying information to stakeholders 

regarding school closures, quarantines, staff or student absences, and any other school-

wide health and safety-related incidents (Department of Public Health; U.S. Department 

of Health, 2019). School-based protocols and procedures had to be established by 

principals in the event of school closures. These protocols allowed for an easy transition 

from face-to-face to online learning at home. Regardless of the situation, principal actions 

had to be decisive and immediate to stifle confusion and inconsistencies in 

communication and actions. 

Principal Preparedness for the COVID-19 Pandemic 

 It would be incorrect to assume that no schools or school leaders were prepared 

for the COVID-19 pandemic. Hamilton et al., (2020) comment that there were a small 

number of schools within the United States that were prepared to manage a crisis such as 

the COVID-19 pandemic. In a survey conducted by the RAND Corporation, five 



LEADERSHIP PROCESSES DURING COVID-19  83 

preparedness indicators were discussed in relation to online learning: providing devices 

(e.g., laptops, tablets) to students who need them, training teachers on delivering online 

instruction, using a learning management system (LMS), providing fully online or 

blended learning courses, establishing plans to deliver instruction during a prolonged 

school closure. Within the results, it was found that most schools have some of the five 

indicators even though most did not have all five indicators and that the more 

preparedness indicators schools have, the more prepared the school administration was 

when providing learning experiences for students. 

 The COVID-19 pandemic saw many new challenges emerge as existing 

challenges magnified. The Wallace Foundation’s Five Key Practices, the PSEL 

standards, the GELS and the LKES evaluation system provided guidance and a reference 

for leaders during the COVID-19 pandemic. Each element of the four sets of standards is 

referenced and aligned (Table 6). Several of these areas will be reviewed and specific 

elements of the Wallace Foundation’s Five Key Practices, the PSEL standards, the GELS 

and the LKES evaluation system will be referenced. 
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Table 6  

The Wallace Foundation’s Five Key Practices Alignment to Standards 

The Wallace Foundation’s 

Five Key Practices 

Professional Standards For 

Educational Leaders (PSEL) 

Georgia Educational 

Leadership Standards (GELS) 

Leader Assessment 

Performance Standards (LAPS) 

1. Shaping A Vision of Academic 

Success for All Students  

1. Mission Vision, And Core Values  

2. Ethics and Professional Norms 

1. Mission Vision, And Core Values  

2. Ethics and Professional Norms 

1. Instructional Leadership 

3. Planning and Assessment 

7. Professionalism 

8. Communication and Community 

Relations 

2. Creating A Climate Hospitable 

to Education  

5. Community of Care and Support for 

Students  

7. Professional Community for 

Teachers and Staff  

5. Community of Care and Support for 

Students  

7. Professional Community for 

Teachers and Staff  

2. School Climate 

3. Planning and Assessment 

7. Professionalism 

8. Communication and Community 

Relations 

3. Cultivating Leadership in 

Others  

6. Professional Capacity of School 

Personnel  

9. Operations and Management  

6. Professional Capacity of School 

Personnel  

9. Operations and Management  

4. Organizational Management 

5. Human Resource Management 

7. Professionalism 

8. Communication and Community 

Relations 

4. Improving Instruction  

4. Curriculum, Instruction, And 

Assessment  

10. School Improvement  

4. Curriculum, Instruction, And 

Assessment  

10. School Improvement  

3. Planning and Assessment 

5. Human Resource Management 

6. Teacher/Staff Evaluation 

7. Professionalism 

5. Managing People, Data, And 

Processes  

3. Equity and Cultural Responsiveness  

5. Community of Care and Support for 

Students  

8. Meaningful Engagement of Families 

and Community  

9. Operations and Management 

3. Equity and Cultural Responsiveness  

5. Community of Care and Support for 

Students  

8. Meaningful Engagement of 

Families and Community  

9. Operations and Management  

4. Organizational Management 

5. Human Resource Management 

6. Teacher/Staff Evaluation 

7. Professionalism 

8. Communication and Community 

Relations 
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Gaps Within the Standards 

 Although the Wallace Foundation’s Five Key Practices, PSEL, and GELS, and 

LKES evaluation system provided guidance and a reference point for leaders, there may 

be gaps that exist. It is reasonable to believe that principals referenced their performance 

standards during the pandemic as a regular part of their evaluation program and found 

themselves struggling to find solutions to the problems and challenges faced. It is through 

the analyzation of our data that we will be able to determine if gaps exist within the 

Wallace Foundation’s Five Key Practices, the PSEL standards, the GELS and the LKES 

evaluation system and include those elements with the discussion portion of our study. 

 Additional research is needed to understand if principals need further training to 

face the changes of responsibilities presented by the COVID-19 pandemic. This leader 

preparation may need to take a different approach as the challenges presented by the 

pandemic have changed the way a principal perceives leadership of their school. 

Principals must also reevaluate their stance as educational leaders due to the challenges 

that present themselves during periods of uncertainty, doubt, and crisis.  

 Through the establishment of the PSEL standards, principals have been given a 

framework of standards in which to focus their work. They must apply all the standards 

to their responsibilities to maximize their efforts to keep a focus on the academic success 

and well-being of each student. A principal must revisit these standards daily and be 

intentional to share these ideals with their faculty and staff members. 

 Principals must balance multiple roles as they interact with their various 

stakeholders and lead their schools. Principals may need additional training and 

professional development to acquire the skills necessary to lead a school through events 
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that may be especially traumatic. The professional development, learning opportunities 

and guidance offered to principals were minimal and provided little guidance or 

direction. Through refinements within the construction and revising of professional 

learning opportunities, principals may be able to handle the challenges such as the 

COVID-19 pandemic in an effective and efficient manner. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

 In this chapter, the design and methods for this qualitative research study will be 

described in response to the established research questions presented in Chapter 1. 

Qualitative inquiry is useful to gain a closer, immersive perspective and to understand 

observable current events, behaviors, opinions, or people to cultivate a deeper knowledge 

of what is occurring (Patton, 1987). This chapter discusses how a constructivist 

epistemology as well as Kolb’s Experiential Learning Theory (1984) has contributed to 

and supported the development of meaning from the data collected and the interpretation 

of findings throughout the data analysis of this study. Research procedures will be 

reviewed to include a description of the research setting, study participants, and data 

collection and analysis procedures.  

 In review, the questions that were investigated and answered in this research 

study were: 

RQ1: What challenges did participants encounter in leading schools during the COVID-

19 pandemic?  

RQ2: How did the participants’ training prepare them to face the challenges presented by 

the COVID-19 pandemic?  

RQ3: What processes (solutions, strategies, and practices) did participants implement to 

overcome the challenges encountered during the COVID-19 pandemic? 

Research Design 

 The following sections discuss the research design used in this qualitative study. 

In addition, an explanation of the theoretical framework used will be applied to the 

context of the study. The research framework (Figure 1) will provide a deeper 
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understanding of how principals processed and learned from their experiences during the 

COVID-19 pandemic. In addition to providing the overall scheme of the research study, 

this framework will allow the researchers to find out how job-embedded and college 

preparation programs may need to be changed in the future to manage a crisis such as the 

COVID-19 pandemic. 

Epistemological Considerations 

 Steup et al., (2013) states that, “Epistemology is the philosophical discipline that 

studies the evaluative dimensions of cognition, their metaphysical bases, and the 

language we use to ascribe cognitive states” (p. xi). In essence, Epistemology is the study 

of knowledge and the way one’s mind conceptualizes reality. Based upon the three 

epistemological perspectives: objectivism, subjectivism, and constructivism (Crotty, 

1998), this research study focuses on constructivism. Stake (2006) views constructivism 

as an epistemology that informs and grounds a case study in qualitative research as most 

researchers in qualitative study believe that knowledge is not discovered but constructed 

through experiences.  

 Constructivism is the way a human’s reality is constructed through knowledge of 

experiences, not creating a reality (Shadish, 1995). Furthermore, constructivism focuses 

on the learner and their reflections manifested by their experiences which aids in the 

construction of new knowledge for the individual (Fenwick, 2001). Constructivists study 

an individual’s realities, taking into consideration their lived experiences, including their 

social interactions with others (Patton, 2002).  
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Figure 1  

Research Design 
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 The purpose of this qualitative study was to gain a deeper understanding of how 

principals faced the challenges of the COVID-19 pandemic. Throughout the study, the 

collection and analysis of interview data was conducted to build a deeper understanding 

of the experiences of principals during the pandemic. Through a constructivist 

perspective, the analysis of data helped determine what new knowledge and meaning was 

gathered and realized from participant’s experiences and how it varied from others 

(Crotty, 1998).  

 As stated by Stake (2006), beginning with a topic of concern, researchers may 

present problems, focus on issue-related examinations, translate patterns of data that 

improve the matter as assertions. This was exactly what the researchers planned to 

accomplish as they sought to analyze the concerns that principals had when they 

attempted to deal with the challenges and responsibilities associated with the COVID-19 

pandemic. Through the analysis of data, the researchers plan to explore patterns and 

trends within the coding of data to establish common themes in the participants 

responses. In addition, they plan to gather and report their participant’s assertions through 

the issues and challenges faced.  

 A case study or object of study is a qualitative approach to the exploration of a 

real-life system or case currently taking place, through an in-depth collection of data, to 

report themes or a description of the occurrence (Creswell, 2013). To properly conclude a 

case study, learners must apply logical reasoning competencies in some portions of the 

learning stages, and their instinctive and innovative skills in others. In addition, learners 

must acquire knowledge to transfigure their experience by using methods of introspection 

in various phases and progressive experimentation in others (Kreber, 2001). Through the 
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case study, the researchers analyzed and discussed data gathered about principal’s 

experiences during the COVID-19 pandemic. Because of the uniqueness of the COVID-

19 pandemic and the problematic issues and concerns the case presents, a case study was 

a valid approach for this research study (Creswell, 2013).  

Theoretical Perspective: Experiential Learning Theory 

 The theoretical frame for this research study was experiential learning (Kolb, 

1984). Subscribing to an experiential learning theory lens alongside the case study model 

was mutually in accord within the framework of this study (Arseven, 2018). Experiential 

Learning Theory is a process of learning that begins with a concrete experience that 

requires reflection, a perspective review of the experience, and a period of abstract 

thinking to conclude with building meaning from the experience. Upon making meaning 

from the experience, the learner acts decisively and actively engages in experimentation 

or trying out what was learned (IFEL, 2020). The theory is called ‘experiential’ because 

its origins were derived from learning models developed by Lewin’s social research 

methodology (1997, 2016), Dewey’s theory of experience (1938, 1997), and Piaget’s 

cognitive development theory (1985), which had a unique and fundamentally different 

lens of how individuals learn, experience change, and mature intellectually (Kolb, 1984). 

Fenwick (2001) states that Kolb explored and sought to define how individuals learn by 

combining their reflections with their lived experiences. 

 Kolb believed that one’s reflection consisted of their cognitive thinking which 

then led to their comprehension of the concepts that occurred within a cyclical learning 

process containing elements of dissonance and discord (Fenwick, 2001). A closer 

examination of the experiential learning theory suggests that learning requires individuals 
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to resolve abilities that are opposites, and that the learner must continually choose which 

set of learning abilities they will use in specific learning situations (Baker, Jensen, & 

Kolb, 2005). The experiential learning cycle shown below contains two modes that are 

conceptually related through the comprehension of an experience - concrete or abstract 

experiences, as well as two modes that are connected based on the type of 

transformational experience that may occur - active experimentation or reflective 

observation (Kolb & Kolb, 2009).  

Figure 2 

Kolb's Four Stage Experiential Learning Cycle 
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Methods 

 A qualitative study requires researchers to focus on the experience of individuals 

engaged in an activity, event, or program as it occurs in its context (Stake, 2006). This 

study used the Experiential Learning Theory to frame the analysis of participant’s 

experiences, reflections, observations, conceptualizations, and active experimentations 

during the COVID-19 pandemic. Through individual interviews and the administration of 

electronic questionnaires, a purposeful sampling of principals within the Gustaug County 

Public School System (GPSS) participated in the gathering of data to understand the 

challenges they have faced throughout the COVID-19 pandemic. As a result of a 

thorough exploration and a variety of viewpoints, it was apparent that multiple opinions 

and characteristics of the phenomenon were realized and comprehended (Baxter & Jack, 

2008). 

District Context 

 GPSS is a school district in Georgia that serves a large population of students in a 

variety of schools. According to the district’s website, they are home to almost sixty 

schools that serve over 30,000 students. The ethnic makeup of the district is 

approximately 74.% Black, 15% white, 5.5% Hispanic, and 5% other ethnic minorities. 

According to statistics from the U.S. Census Bureau, almost 90% of the households in the 

county have computers, but slightly fewer (75%) have internet access. Approximately 

20% of the households in the county fall below the poverty line, but almost 100% of 

students in the district qualify for free lunch. These student-related data points were 

significant because they reflect some of the challenges the district faced at the onset of 

the pandemic.  
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Participants 

 An electronic questionnaire was sent to fifty-seven principals in Gustaug Public 

School System requesting their participation in the research study. Fifteen participants 

completed the twenty-two-question electronic survey, and ten principals were selected to 

participate in follow-up interviews. These ten leaders were selected using a study team 

inclusion criterion that evaluated each school’s contribution to the collective 

representation of the district’s demographics. The demographics included school types, 

racial make-up, and socio-economic make-up of the school’s surrounding community. 

The ten leaders selected are approximately 18% of the principals within the school 

system and served as a representative sampling of the district for this study. 

 Pseudonyms for principal participants were created to ensure anonymity and 

privacy. Fifteen participants from Gustaug County Public School System completed a 

fifteen-question electronic questionnaire. Approximately 50% of the survey questions 

requested demographic information to help inform researchers of information such as the 

type of school they led, highest degree earned, areas of certification, years of experience 

as a principal, gender, race, years in the current position, etc. Demographic information 

collected (Table 7) describes participants who represent leaders from various grade band 

formats – elementary (PK-5), middle (6-8), high (9-12), and K-8. Nine female leaders 

consisted of seven PK-5 principals, one 6-8 principals, and one 9-12 principals. Four out 

of the five male principals led secondary schools (grades 9-12) and one led a K-8 school. 

Eleven out of the fifteen principals have earned doctorate degrees in education and their 

years of experience in K-12 educational leadership range from 0 to 17 years. Three of 

five male leaders had three or less years of experience in the principalship and all the 
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female leaders had 3 or more years of experience. The leaders consisted of nine females 

and five males whose racial identification included African American (7 participants), 

White (6 participants), and American Indian Alaskan Native (1 participant). 

Data Collection 

 This qualitative study was conducted using an initial electronic questionnaire 

followed up by interviews with multiple participants. The survey solicited demographic 

information and responses to questions that supported the research questions. Interview 

questions were open-ended and were informed by the literature around the challenges and 

responsibilities of leading during the COVID-19 pandemic. The semi-structured open-

ended question interview format was selected as the primary method of data collection 

for this study. Semi-structured, open-ended interview questions allowed for an 

understanding of each participant’s challenges as well as their perceptions about their 

leadership preparation training. Interviews were recorded via Microsoft Teams, 

transcribed in Microsoft Stream, and conducted until the researchers ceased to collect 

new information and could no longer develop new codes or themes (Guest et al., 2006), 

therefore reaching data saturation. 
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Table 7  

Participant Demographic Data 

Participant 

Highest 

Degree 

Earned 

Certification 

Year 
(State if not GA) 

GA Tiered 

Certification 

Process 

Additional 

Endorsements 

Years as 

Principal 

Grade 

Span 

Years in 

Position 
Gender Race 

Years in 

District 

Booker Ed.S 2019 Yes No 0 9-12 <1 Male AI/AN 12 

Jaime Ed.D 2015 No Yes 3 PK - 8 3 Male AA 11 

Helen Ed.D 2002 Yes No 7 9-12 7 Female AA 29 

John Ph.D 2018 Yes No 1 PK-5 1 Male AA 7 

Anne Ed.D 2002 No Yes 17 PK-5 18 Female W 35 

Maria Ed.S 2002 No Yes 11 PK-5 3 Female AA 18 

Mary Ed.S 2016 
Yes/ 

Grandfathered 
Yes 4 PK-5 4 Female AA 19 

Marva Ed.D 2015 No Yes 4 6-8 4 Female AA 17 

Jane Ph.D 2007 Yes Yes 5 PK-5 5 Female W 28 

Carlotta Ed.D 2017 No Yes 3 PK-5 3 Female AA 9 

Septima Ed.D 2005 Yes Yes 5 PK-5 1 Female W 15 

Fanny Ed.D 2012/FL No Yes 9 NR 6 NR NR 29 

Erin Ed.D 2002 No Yes 3 PK-5 3 Female W 14 

Jean Ed.D 2003 Yes No 14 9-12 5 Male W 25 

Henry M.Ed 2005/SC No Yes 3 9-12 3 Male W 7 

AI/AN: American Indian or Alaska Native; AA: African American; W: White; NR: No Response.  
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Questionnaire 

 An electronic questionnaire was sent to fifty-seven principals in Gustaug County 

Public School System requesting their participation in the research study. Fifteen 

participants completed the sixteen-question electronic survey. In addition to questions 

that focused on the study research topics, the questionnaire gathered personal 

demographic data, information regarding their educational leadership experience, 

postsecondary preparation and training, and basic information about their school and 

career in the district. The questionnaire was sent to each participating principal prior to 

their interview and responses were paired with interview responses from the same 

participant in a spreadsheet of all participant data. The questionnaire also requested that 

participants share artifacts that show evidence of processes, strategies, and/or solutions 

created and implemented during the pandemic that supported them in leading their 

schools. Items such as meeting agendas, class schedules, posters, and lists of duties 

helped leaders communicate with stakeholders. Artifacts were analyzed and discussed 

among the researchers. 

Interviews 

 Ten principals were selected to participate in individual virtual interviews using a 

study team inclusion criterion that evaluated each school’s contribution to the collective 

representation of the district’s demographics. This inclusion criteria included 

representations from a traditional elementary, middle, K-8 school model and high school. 

In addition, we had representation from a trade program, a comprehensive support and 

improvement elementary school and a successful magnet school.  
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 Questions selected for the interviews were pre-determined based on the research 

questions, literature, and the electronic questionnaire. Individual semi-structured 

interviews were conducted, and researchers asked follow-up questions; probing 

participants to clarify or further explain their responses. Interviews were recorded and 

transcribed for coding purposes. Interview responses were paired with survey data and 

the researchers of this study met regularly to debrief and make sure any necessary 

adjustments to the interview protocol were put into place. 

Member Checking. The transcribed interview data was sent back to each 

participant to check for accuracy as part of the member checking process. Member 

checking is a process in which the researchers ask one or more members of the study to 

check the accuracy of the account (Creswell, 2012, p. 259). Researchers followed up with 

each interview participant to ask them to review the transcript of their personal interview 

for accuracy to insure fair, and representative reporting of their intentions occurred and to 

submit requested revisions to their transcripts. The member checking process also 

allowed the researchers to correctly interpret the data collected and to validate the 

meaning of each participants words and sentiments. 

Data Analysis 

 A collaborative qualitative data analysis (CQA) approach was utilized to plan and 

implement a team approach (Miles et al., 2019) to analyzing research data. A team 

codebook was developed which allowed researchers to establish consistency and 

intercoder reliability during the coding process (Richards & Hemphill, 2018). The team 

codebook led to the development of research themes that describe participant experiences 

and informed the results of this study.  
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Organization and Coding of Data 

 The first phase of data collected was the electronic questionnaire administered to 

the participants. During questionnaire data collection, pseudonyms were assigned to each 

participant to keep track of responses. This process helped maintain and manage each 

participant’s information confidentiality. The second phase of data collection involved 

participant interviews. The research team video recorded and electronically transcribed 

individual participant interviews using the virtual meeting platform, Microsoft Teams. 

Throughout the data collection and analysis process, data was organized in a spreadsheet 

for easy data retrieval and organization. Codes were organized in columns and data was 

sorted by participant according to each research question. All data collected from the 

research study was secured and stored using the Human Research Box website.  

 Open and axial coding was used during Level 1 and Level 2 coding to identify 

patterns in questionnaire data. Coding of data involves the collection of text or visual data 

into classifications of smaller groupings of information, searching for evidence of coding 

within various databases used throughout the study, and then designating labels to those 

codes (Creswell, 2013). During the first cycle of analysis, researchers focused on the 

interviewee’s own words and phrases to identify connections, generate potential themes, 

and develop the initial team codebook (Miles et al., 2019). Definitions of the codes 

gathered were important so that all three researchers would apply the same meaning and 

internalize the same phenomenon (Miles et al., 2019). Because qualitative data is 

intended to describe the observed experiences of participants, themes were developed 

within participants responses to generate categories and patterns (Miles et al., 2019; 

Patton, 2014).  
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 During weekly team meetings, the research team analyzed data and employed 

analytic memos to track team interpretations, decisions, and coding amendments. These 

data points were coded manually and discussed as a group in weekly team meetings. 

Researchers utilized consensus and split coding (Richards & Hemphill, 2018) to develop 

a thematic structure for the team codebook. Data was then organized into axial codes 

according to their associated research questions and aligning each within the thematic 

framework of the Wallace Foundation’s Five Key Practices as the research team 

constructed meaning from the participant data (Williams & Moser, 2019). This process of 

coding allowed for the creation of themes that were the basis of the findings, which will 

be described in chapter four. In addition, to a narrative discussion, researchers also 

described findings using a comparison table to represent the master themes and the 

relationships between and among the themes discovered during the coding process.  

 Through the research framework and methods utilized, the researchers grew to 

understand how principals processed and learned from their experiences during the 

COVID-19 pandemic and how job-embedded and college preparation programs may 

need to be changed in the future to manage a crisis such as the COVID-19 pandemic. 

With the use of our qualitative questionnaires and individual surveys, the researchers 

organized and coded our data to arrive at substantive conclusions.  
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Chapter 4: Findings 

 The purpose of this research study was to explore the challenges K-12 school 

leaders encountered during the COVID-19 pandemic and whether their preparation and 

training equipped them to lead their schools. By understanding these experiences, this 

study sought to gain insight on leader’s feelings of confidence and competence to manage 

the complexities of their shifting priorities, new roles, and responsibilities. This chapter 

describes the challenges K-12 school leaders encountered; it then discusses how 

participants’ preparation and training prepared them to face these challenges; and finally 

discusses the processes (solutions, strategies, practices) they used to overcome the 

challenges encountered. This chapter is organized by presenting the research findings for 

each of the research questions based on organized themes from participant data.  

To review, the three research questions that guided this study were: 

RQ1: What challenges did participants encounter in leading schools during the COVID-

19 pandemic?  

RQ2: How did the participants’ training prepare them to face the challenges presented by 

the COVID-19 pandemic?  

RQ3: What processes (solutions, strategies, and practices) did participants implement to 

overcome the challenges encountered during the COVID-19 pandemic? 

 The following sections present the results of the study, answering each research 

question and providing the patterns emerging from participant data and artifacts 

submitted. Based upon the coding process conducted, nine themes emerged from 

participant data. Based on these themes, the challenges, resources used, and the solutions 

that participants noted will be presented in the sections to follow. Each descriptive and 
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subsequent axial code was categorized under one of the Wallace Foundation’s Five Key 

Practices. The five key practices describe the major roles and responsibilities of 

principals and provide the framework for organizing the findings of the study as they 

answer each of the three research questions. These codes were then categorized by theme 

based on their associated research question and grouped using the Wallace Foundation’s 

Five Key Practices (Table 8).  

Challenges Encountered 

 The following section discusses the study findings for research question one, 

which sought to understand the challenges principals encountered while leading their 

schools. The research questionnaire asked participants to rank the priorities of their jobs 

prior to and during the pandemic. The data showed that all participants believed the 

priorities of their jobs shifted, according to their re-ranking. During phase two interviews, 

principals were asked to provide their rationale for the shifts in job responsibilities and to 

expound on their current challenges considering the differences in how they re-ranked 

their job priorities. As principals described how their daily work had drastically changed 

to include additional roles and responsibilities brought on by the pandemic, they 

discussed the adversities they faced. Three major themes emerged from the participant 

data as leaders detailed their experiences and the impact the ongoing crisis had on their 

ability to lead and manage organizational processes, sustain a healthy and positive school 

culture, and improve instruction.  
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Table 8  

Alignment of Themes to the Wallace Foundation’s Five Key Practices 

 
Shaping A Vision of 

Academic Success for 

All Students 

Creating a Climate 

Hospitable to Education 

Cultivating Leadership 

in Others 
Improving Instruction 

Managing People, Data, 

and Processes 

RQ1: What challenges did participants encounter in leading schools during the COVID-19 pandemic? 

Challenges 
 

 

Sustaining a Healthy and 

Positive School Climate 
 Improving Instruction 

Leading and Managing 

Organizational Processes 

RQ2: How did participants’ training prepare them to face the challenges presented by the COVID-19 pandemic? 

Resources 

(Preparation & 

Training Used) 

Mentors and Learning Networks* 

 District and City 

Resources 

 Experiential Learning 

RQ3: What processes (solutions, strategies, practices) did participants implement to overcome the challenges encountered during the pandemic? 

Solutions 

Implemented 
Implementation of Emotional Intelligence Practices*  

Solutions and Practices 

for Improving Teaching 

and Learning 

Solutions Found 

Through Processes and 

Procedures 

Preparation & 

Training Needed 

Planning Crisis Leadership 

 Improving Teaching 

and Learning 

Process Management 

Leadership 

Professional Learning 

Socio-emotional Learning Guided Experiences 

Culturally Relevant 

Leadership 
Crisis Management 

*Themes cover one or more of the Wallace Foundation’s 5 Key Practices
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Leading and Managing Organizational Processes 

 The responsibilities of school leaders expanded during the pandemic and came to 

include additional tasks and duties. Many of the new responsibilities added were 

expectations from the school district and came in the form of protocols and procedures 

that were established either by the district, Center for Disease Control (CDC), or state 

Department of Public Health (DPH) to mitigate the spread of COVID-19 and to manage 

the ongoing crisis. Some of these expectations included cleaning, disinfecting, ventilation 

protocols, masking, social distancing guidelines, quarantining procedures, contact 

tracing, isolation guidance, and protocols for school closings.  

 Most of the policies and guidance documents distributed to schools described 

processes that were created to address the high priority needs of the district’s surrounding 

community, manage the safety and cleanliness of facilities, and support communication 

with staff and stakeholders. Indeed, these processes were established to address the 

pandemic, but they added new responsibilities to the already replete plates of principals 

who struggled to manage their time, prioritize their workload, or make decisions on how 

to lead and manage organizational processes in their schools.  

 Principals articulated how district expectations were provided without details and 

limited guidance, a defined process or protocol, or a realistic approach. “Erin,” an 

elementary principal, explained how the district expected her to follow quarantine 

procedures with little to no guidance, stating, “There was a bit of confusion on having to 

quarantine classes, versus having to quarantine the whole school.” Additionally, 

“Septima” stated, “There was limited communication in advance from DPH and the 

district. [There were] conflicting guidelines.” The confusion caused by the lack of shared 
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understanding and communication on mandated expectations complicated the work of 

principals. These challenges worsened when district expectations consistently changed 

and leaders were left to individually interpret, implement, and manage processes and 

protocols relayed from the district.  

 Other principals found it challenging to maintain processes and protocols linked 

to pre-pandemic school improvement initiatives and conditions. Many found avenues to 

implement pre-existing processes, with minor adjustments, but struggled to maintain 

consistency because of incessant changes that occurred as health and safety protocols 

from the district changed. “Anne” talked about the challenges that came with these 

fluctuations: 

The biggest challenge was making sure that all protocols were being followed and 

trying to keep up with the constant changes. We had put things in place, like core 

values and our using our PBIS, but then it had to change because we had to 

include social distancing.  

Principals found themselves constantly revising school level processes to account for the 

many changes that occurred with COVID-19 protocols. To remain in alignment with 

district expectations, leaders found themselves making multiple modifications to 

processes that, at times, required the involvement of the entire faculty/staff and, more 

than often, had to determine how associated processes would be impacted. 

 Leaders also expressed their feelings of “uncertainty and hesitancy” (“Helen”). 

“Fear” (Anne) and “ill-preparedness” (“Jaime”) for leading their school during a crisis, 

were feelings expressed by leaders. Other leaders described the lack of support received 

by the district and how questions went unanswered concerning how to manage their 



LEADERSHIP PROCESSES DURING COVID-19  106 

 

 

buildings throughout the crisis. Although well intentioned, expectations given by the 

district were seen as impractical as noted by “Henry,” “There were unrealistic district 

level expectations and [I felt disconnected] from the district office during the pandemic.” 

Henry was one principal who expressed sentiments of having district expectations, but 

still feeling as if he needed additional resources and strategies to adequately lead his 

school. “Mary,” an elementary school principal commented, “There was not a book, an 

article, or a principal that you could call and say, hey you got a protocol on this or what 

are you doing for this?” Jaime described the frustration he felt when he realized that he 

was left to solve his own problems when he remarked, 

The district [was] being more standoffish where we had to figure it out on our 

own. I believe that having more district presence in the decision-making process 

would have been a little better. There was no book to say, hey, this is what you 

are supposed to do. It was us as the leader to figure it out. 

Feelings of uncertainty or unpreparedness accompanied by a lack of support and 

resources compounded the challenges related to organizational management processes.  

Time management and workload balance were challenges leaders also 

encountered. Some participants found themselves spending an abundant amount of time 

establishing expectations and processes in their schools. Helen, a high school principal 

noted, “I was literally in front of the computer for 8-10 hours on the phone with people. I 

think I worked harder sitting still than I did moving around in this building.” Another 

principal had difficulty adjusting to managing the numerous non-instructional tasks that 

came along with the pandemic. At the start of the pandemic some of these processes 

included ensuring continuity of education, transitioning to online instruction, providing 
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access to technology, and providing meal service to students. “John” said, “The greatest 

challenge I experienced was the number of tasks ‘balls in the air’ that are in play.” The 

numerous tasks related to COVID-19, in addition to existing priorities, required some 

principals to involve staff in the implementation and monitoring of processes by 

delegating responsibilities to oversee and lead aspects of the school program. If not 

already adept at managing and/or monitoring at this level, principals struggled.  

As students and teachers transitioned back into school buildings, principals had to 

deal with their own teacher and substitute shortages. “Booker” noted, “When we had a 

bunch of teachers out and we had limited coverage and limited subs picking up, we were 

utilizing all staff to cover classes due to substitute shortages.” Finally, Erin, an 

elementary leader commented on the many questions she had to think through as she 

created a process for when students and teachers came back into the building, 

What steps and how are we going to move in the lunch lines? Where were kids 

going to sit? How is the classroom going to look? How many times do we have to 

spray? How do we manage the masks and all those other pieces? 

Unfortunately, the guidance provided did not cover the details needed for principals to 

effectively organize and prepare their schools when students and teachers returned. If not 

already equipped with the skillset to think through organizational processes, principals 

were left on their own to figure things out. Overall, the principals in the study realized 

that the challenges of the pandemic were unprecedented, and many remarked about their 

struggles to manage their increasing organizational management responsibilities during 

the crisis which impacted their ability to lead and manage their schools. 
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Sustaining a Healthy and Positive School Culture 

 Although some felt like they were acting more as a manager than a leader, they 

did not waiver in realizing the role of the leader in sustaining a healthy and positive 

school culture in the ongoing success of a school. “Jean” stated that, “My philosophy has 

always been if you do not have [the operational piece of climate and safety], you can't get 

to the other pieces of professional learning, instruction, and high achievement.” 

Additionally, another leader, “Fanny” commented that, “You’re not going to get anything 

done if the climate is not conducive. With that mindset, I managed people.” For many 

principals in this study, their people became their focus throughout the pandemic.  

 The maintenance of the school’s culture and climate became a top priority for 

principals throughout the pandemic. School leaders supported their faculty, staff, and 

students by allotting time to address their socio-emotional and mental health needs as 

well as their own personal emotions. Particularly, principals discussed the socio-

emotional needs of their students and staff. Several stated it was their responsibility to, 

“Make sure people were OK was first. (“Maria”).” To say to them, “Come here, I got you 

(Helen).” In addition, leaders recalled the stress and anxiety caused by COVID-19 within 

their school communities. Processing the stress and anxiety of the pandemic became a 

spoken realization for leaders as they came to be the main source of emotional support 

for their school community. They played the role of cheerleader and coach to their 

faculty and staff and de-escalated the fears of parents. Henry, a high school principal, 

commented, “Everybody is so stressed out and that was such a disruption to just getting 

people in the building and having to establish a safe climate.” Principals also discussed 

having to manage their own emotions over and above those internal and external to their 
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schools as noted by John, “It [the work] is compounded with heightened stress due to 

COVID fears of staff, students, and community; [also] personal stress from being the 

person who is responsible for all of it.” The intense need for emotional and mental health 

support was an area that most of the principals in the study were unprepared to deal with 

and had to find their own ways to support the needs of their faculty/staff.  

 Further, leaders were managing the direct and indirect effects of sickness and 

death within the school community. The challenges created by sickness and death 

became apparent throughout the course of the COVID-19 pandemic for school leaders 

who recalled managing the conditions of their own family members and consoling faculty 

and staff members over the sickness and death of their loved ones. Principals noted how 

their external stakeholders were experiencing the compounding effects of COVID-19 due 

to pre-existing illnesses. Jean recalled how, “People are having loved ones sick and 

losing people.” Maria also commented on how she, “…lost a staff member early in the 

pandemic” and she collaborated with staff to support each other as they dealt with the 

death of faculty members and external stakeholders. Sickness became a more familiar 

topic and death became a concern for the school community. Principals therefore had to 

shift priorities and refocus their work on building cultures of care and support for their 

school communities. 

 Family hardships also impacted leaders’ ability to sustain a healthy and positive 

school culture and climate. Principals noted how their external stakeholders were 

experiencing the compounding effects of COVID-19 due to pre-existing illnesses while 

other leaders discussed the impact of student absenteeism. Principals were keenly aware 

of the challenges their student populations experienced, and in some circumstances, had 
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to make the choice between working and going to school. Many students found it 

necessary to work to help support their families. Student absenteeism was not due to 

illness, but due to students choosing to work in lieu of attending school. Helen, a high 

school principal stated,  

My kids’ parents were going to work. My kids were going to work. I had a lot of 

kids when we were out for that time that literally worked 40 hours plus a week to 

help because they had parents unable to work because of their health.  

Principals were dealing with their own challenges, but also finding ways to support others 

through their struggles as well. Principals attempted to support students through the 

economic and health-related hardships they were experiencing, but for students, their 

priority shifted to providing for their families. Maria stated, “My kids aren't very resilient 

normally without a pandemic. They struggle.” Principals felt the impact of COVID-19 on 

the climate and culture of their schools. These adversities made it difficult for school 

leaders to focus on teaching and learning as they managed the stress and anxiety of 

everyone around them as well as their own emotions. 

Instructional Leadership 

 Many of the instructional leadership challenges faced during the pandemic were 

compounded by the additional challenges that came with the transition from face-to-face 

to virtual instruction. Once principals realized that they would not be coming back to 

their buildings, and while the impact of the coronavirus was intensifying, they were 

pressed to find ways to ensure teaching and learning continued. Jean recalled their 

challenges in providing equitable access to technology for all their students: 
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The lack of technology and internet access highlighted the gross inequity among 

my students and families. As a result, I somewhat disregarded the shelter in place 

order to make copies of learning activities for parents who didn't have access to 

technology. When the district elected to close and we didn't have technology for 

everyone, I couldn't give my parents nothing and just say, OK, figure out how to 

get online, you know, go, go figure it out because they, my parents might not even 

have a phone. Virtual learning was not working for most. 

The Gustaug County Public School System experienced challenges while attempting to 

provide equitable access to technology to all students during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Students were without laptop devices and/or internet service and principals were left to 

find ways to make hardcopies of instructional materials available for families. 

 Principals were tasked with keeping a focus on student attendance in both the 

face-to-face and online environment. Attendance was also a major challenge according to 

“Jane,” “[We had] high student absenteeism.” Helen, commented on how, “making sure 

that we are getting kids into those online sessions is important as well.” Participants were 

challenged to equip students with computer devices, internet access and other virtual 

resources. For those without internet access, participants commented that they were 

challenged to create alternative ways for students to complete their assignments.  

 Participants commented on the challenges associated with the district-vetted 

learning management system (LMS), Canvas, and how it was to be used as a virtual 

learning resource for teachers and administrators. Helen commented, “We had Canvas, 

but we couldn't really Canvas because the kids didn’t know how to use Canvas.” 

Overwhelmingly, principals were unprepared to transition their schools to online 
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learning. Therefore, at the start of the pandemic, additional time was spent getting 

leaders, teachers, students, and parents acclimated to the Canvas LMS. 

 Additionally, principals found it challenging to manage face-to-face and virtual 

learning models of instruction and not be able to competently provide guidance to 

parents. Principals commented on the struggles parents experienced. Particularly, Helen 

stated, “We had the face-to-face parents having some issues and then we also had the 

online parents having issues.” Leaders also discussed the challenges associated with 

transitioning students from virtual instruction back into the face-to-face environment at 

the midyear. Anne stated,  

We had to share things face to face and with virtual students. So, we [really ran] a 

school within a school…most of our classes were virtual. Then everybody 

discovered what a gift they had in teachers and then we had the flip in the middle 

of the year and flip most people because most kids came back. 

The pressure to facilitate learning in both environments was a challenge for leaders who 

did not have systems to lead and monitor instruction in their buildings.  

 Once students returned to the face-to-face learning environment, Jaime 

commented about their challenges specific to the district’s revised promotion and 

retention protocol, “Our kids were placed in the next grade level. Not all were placed, but 

I don't think everybody got fully promoted. Students were placed and skipped a whole 

year of instruction. That is bothersome to me.” District-wide promotion and retention 

policies had varying effects, some of which only compounded the existing instructional 

gaps and deficiencies of students. The promotion and retention policies also impacted 

how schools could provide instruction in a virtual and a face-to-face environment. For 



LEADERSHIP PROCESSES DURING COVID-19  113 

 

 

example, many leaders struggled to provide appropriate interventions due to the sheer 

number of students experiencing learning deficiencies. Fanny discussed how, “There 

were those learning losses…from last year, so teachers overall, in my experience, felt a 

lot of pressure to try to mediate that and try to fix those gaps.”  

 Overseeing the implementation of intervention and supplemental support in the 

virtual environment became a pressing problem as students remained home for extended 

periods of time. Maria commented, “So, training teachers and choosing teachers that I 

thought would be the best for virtual teachers because the first year we did both virtual 

and face to face.” Navigating basic instruction was challenging and now principals were 

challenged with determining how to ensure students received interventions and 

supplemental supports through scheduling processes and training teachers who could 

manage the responsibilities of teaching in multiple environments.  

 This section provided findings that answered research question one, which sought 

to identify the challenges principals encountered during the COVID-19 pandemic. The 

themes leading and managing organizational processes, sustaining healthy and positive 

school climate and culture, and instructional leadership reflect the findings provided in 

this section. The next section describes the findings from research question two which 

sought to understand how principals used their preparation and training to manage the 

challenges presented by the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Preparation Through Training 

 The following section discusses the study findings for research question two 

which sought to understand how participants’ training prepared them to face 

the challenges presented by the COVID-19 pandemic. Questionnaire data asked 
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principals about the training and guidance they received that prepared them for the 

challenges experienced during the pandemic. During follow-up interviews leaders were 

able to expound upon how the training was helpful and how the learning impacted their 

leadership. Participants discussed, at length, resources they needed. but did not have 

access to. That data was used to drive the suggestions and recommendations of the next 

chapter. 

Three major themes emerged from participant data as they detailed the types of 

resources relied upon to guide their buildings during the crisis. Leader responses centered 

on resources provided by mentors and learning networks, district and city resources, and 

intrinsic mental structures. Even though administrators within this study had never led 

their schools through a crisis of this nature, they did reflect on previous experiences and 

sources of support that shaped how they responded to the needs of their stakeholders. The 

following sections will describe how leaders utilized their previous experiences, new 

guidance, and human capital to support their decisions and actions. The findings will also 

detail how these resources benefited their leadership.  

Mentors and Learning Networks  

 Mentorships and learning networks were key resources that principals attributed 

to their success. Administrators leaned on their peers and colleagues for ideas and 

strategies to assist with technology distribution, master scheduling, communicating with 

stakeholders, and monitoring delegated tasks. Many of the leaders described how the 

most impactful guidance received was informal and provided timely assistance. 

 Having the opportunity to speak to mentors and colleagues was valuable to 

leaders and fostered growth of their skills and provided a sounding board to process 
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decisions. “Carlotta” commented on what she found helpful when she recounted, “[I 

talked] with my mentor and other principals each week about the things they are doing to 

combat issues that stem from COVID.” It was helpful for Carlotta to have the network of 

practitioners available to her on a regular basis. The importance of having a mentor 

willing to take the time to dissect their actions was explained below when “Septima” 

remarked on, 

But some of those things I've learned from good mentors, so I would say being 

matched up with the right mentors who are willing to take that time and coach and 

explain why they do things and also let you see what they're doing. That's the 

most helpful to me. 

Septima needed to understand her mentor’s rationale behind the decisions for her to build 

context for her own future decisions. Booker also noted how the relationship with his 

mentor not only prepared him for early leadership, but also continued to be a source of 

guidance and support years later. Booker remarked, 

My principal at the time was like hey I want you to go do this and you know I was 

naïve and unsure, but little did I know at the time he was pretty much grooming 

me and he's still even to this day. He's one of my mentors. I call him anytime, 

especially when I go through something difficult. 

The leadership opportunities Booker was given under his mentor prepared him to 

eventually lead his own building, and the mentor continues to be a resource as needed. 

Mentors are expected to provide guidance to less experienced leaders, but 

learning networks are an opportunity for a more collegial transfer of knowledge to occur. 

Leaders spoke of their desire for hearty collegial discourse and reflection with others who 
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understand their challenges, without the fear of being judged adversely. Venting to 

subordinates or supervisors is inappropriate as it may cause problems with evaluations,  

Anne advised that leaders are responsible for, "...doing your research, studying, and 

looking at what other people are doing.” Leaders studied the practices of others to 

understand the rationale behind decisions to sharpen their own skills and inform their 

current practice for immediate application. Henry echoed the sentiment and 

acknowledged that even colleagues who did not have years of experience could lend 

valuable insight by providing emotional support he could not necessarily get from others 

who were not in the same positions. Henry stated how, “Networking with other principals 

to gain ideas and to vent is good. Try to lean on other principals and colleagues.”  Henry 

reiterated the need for principals to have non-evaluative for professional growth and 

personal well-being. 

Principal peers and colleagues provided each other opportunities for discourse and 

reflection in a non-judgmental and non-evaluative setting. Leaders received feedback 

from those experiencing similar issues. Leaders also valued the advice they received from 

social media sources, online professional learning networks, and trusted colleagues. The 

feedback from colleagues and professional learning networks had added value because it 

was practical and received in a timely manner. 

 For the purposes of this research study, curricular resources are defined as courses 

or planned professional learning opportunities specifically designed for groups of leaders 

who follow a planned course of study and contain guided activities. Building level 

administrators described non-district sponsored training and how the foundational tenets 

from that learning helped guide them during the pandemic. These training experiences 
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helped to develop leadership skills and provided unique opportunities to network, mentor, 

and be mentored. Maria comes from a family of church leaders and attended seminary 

training herself. Seminary training contains courses in leadership, but also pastoral 

counseling and communication. Helen’s work with her sorority proved to be an asset to 

her current position. Her sororal organization regularly provides training for officers on 

the national, regional, state, and local level. Helen remarked: 

As a member of my sorority, I've had opportunities to work in some leadership 

development, where our work and sessions focused on building strong leadership 

practices. It helped to expose me to strategies, practices, and literature that helped 

me to cope. 

Helen’s example from her external organization shows how principals have benefited 

from developmental opportunities outside of the educational context.  

 Many districts provided job-embedded professional learning and participants 

found support from their immediate supervisors and colleagues. These professional 

learning resources were instrumental in supporting leaders to hone their skills in the 

earlier years of their career. Job-embedded professional learning can take on many forms. 

John remarked that the most impactful training he received was Social Emotional 

Learning trainings. “These trainings not only provided strategies for serving students, but 

adults also.” Jean drew upon what he learned during an explosives training with the 

district to help form his response to emergency situations. He noted that, 

We were given bomb threat and explosives training during a summer training 

session that was held at a site where they actually detonated an explosive device 
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in a locker. The training was very detailed and practical and provided logical 

protocols in dealing with an incident.  

Jean appreciated the level of detail and practicality the explosives training contained and 

incorporated those traits into the COVID response for his building. One job-embedded 

professional learning session that Helen found particularly helpful contained a 

combination of reading, individual assignments, and group assignments, creating a true 

professional learning community. She was provided opportunities for reflection as well as 

networking. Helen stated: 

University of (the State) does an early career residency program, which is a full 

year of principals who are within your one to three of their careers. They do this 

coaching PL model with leaders from across the state, network with other leaders 

and aspiring leaders from across the state and just talk. They strategically put you 

in different groups, had you read different research and current events kind of 

stuff for education. I felt that really helped. Primarily we had an action research 

project that we had to present at the end of the year. 

The combination of research projects, current events, and group work pushed Helen’s 

leadership forward by activating several learning styles simultaneously. The experience 

also gave her a foundational body of research and a network of peers to call upon when 

needed. 

Quality curricular resources can begin to bridge the gap between the content of 

university requirements and job demands. They have the potential to provide reflection 

and networking opportunities with other leaders inside or outside of the district. Whether 

provided by the district or another organization the leader is affiliated with, the training 
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should be grounded in research and provide the leader an opportunity to further 

understand themselves and their purpose in leading others. 

District and City Resources  

 District and City resources refer to those resources that leaders acquired through 

resources other than themselves. The primary district and city resources upon which 

participants relied were the school district administration and the Department of Public 

Health (DPH). The Department of Public Health published general safety guidelines, 

while the school district set out more specific processes and resources as to how the 

general guidelines would be implemented in the academic settings. School district 

officials worked hand in hand with the local Department of Public Health personnel to 

create processes to mitigate the spread of the COVID-19 virus in school buildings. The 

district provided masks and advanced cleaning supplies, John commented that “Having 

those documents from the CDC, the evidence uploaded were helpful guides to give me an 

understanding of the pandemic for me was simply brand new for all of us.” 

 The district also worked quickly to create trainings for teachers that 

communicated the specifics of the Canvas learning management system, which became 

paramount to providing instruction during that time. Although discussed earlier in the 

chapter as a challenge, Erin saw the support provided by the district as a necessary asset 

that helped her support her teachers and students. She spoke of the importance of leaders 

being proficient in the Canvas platform: 

I'm going to circle back around and probably join in and take that Canvas 

(Certified) Educator’s course. I think that is really helpful. Just because when you 

do have to do that pivot, you need to be able, educators, principals, leaders, need 
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to be able to go in and check on that and do it efficiently so that you don't get 

bogged down in all the little technicalities. 

Erin knew that commanding the Canvas platform was necessary if she was going to hold 

teachers accountable for providing quality instruction utilizing the Canvas learning 

management system.  

 Participants described a wide range of resources that helped them maintain a 

hospitable environment during the pandemic. Some instruction was specific as to how to 

communicate with stakeholders during such a critical time, but an experience such as 

seminary training and preparation for church leadership, was broad and included several 

topics. Affective Socialization training, which taught students how to regulate their 

emotions, was mentioned as well as mindset training. Erin remarked that the training was 

useful to “de-escalate situations and help others to calm down and get in a more regulated 

state of mind. 

 Although the resources that were provided were important to fulfil the mission of 

the school, the moral support that was implied did not go unnoticed. Anne spoke of that 

appreciation in the following statement: 

I think that our district has done a good job in helping us get through this because 

we were all in this together and I feel like they were coming together and saying, 

“how can I support my principals?” Things that they did like giving us mental 

days that they added on to holidays and just giving us time to break and breathe. I 

think that they were aware that we needed that. I think that incentives that they 

gave us monetarily and saying, “hey let me help out” and including everybody in 

that. I thought that was showing that they cared, and they were paying attention to 
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those things. (Our social, emotional health) and making sure that everybody was 

alright. 

Anne felt that the mental health days that were added to the calendar and monetary 

assistance showed that the district cared for employees’ well-being, and she valued that 

effort. 

The district and city resources that leaders came to rely upon were focused 

primarily on safety protocols and technology resources that were used while students 

could not be in the building. The district worked with the DPH and the vendor to provide 

what they thought would be needed without truly knowing what educators would be 

facing. There was little evidence that district leaders circled back to ensure the training 

was in line with what was needed. 

Experiential Learning 

 As the gravity of the pandemic became apparent, participants began to see the 

gaps between the resources available to them and the resources still needed. The mindset 

they formed out of previous experiences helped formulate their responses to the problems 

they were facing in their buildings. Previous education and job experiences taught 

participants to be forward thinkers and to realize that processes and protocols provide 

comfort and continuity to stakeholders. Septima previously worked in a medical setting 

and commented on how that experience equipped her to lead during crisis. She stated, “I 

have also drawn a lot from my prior experience in medical environments. Hospitals and 

surgical centers use prioritization strategies, protocols, and structures to assist with 

communication and decision-making.” Septima further expounded on how she has been 

able to remain calm through all situations because of this background knowledge.  
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 Jane commented on how flexibility more than anything else was the most helpful 

technique. Septima even commented that her own experience as a low-income single 

parent gave her an empathetic view and understanding of parents’ fears and concerns. 

Helen and Jean remarked how their past experiences were critical in how they attacked 

the challenges they faced during the pandemic. Jean said, “In my experience as a building 

level leader over the over the years helped me think through the process of how this can 

be the safest. I think my experiences helped me manage it the best as we could.” 

However, Helen thought more broadly of her past experiences and understood that even 

those not related to educational leadership may provide valuable guidance in a situation 

as unique as the pandemic. She remarked,  

I think everything that I've experienced up to that point prepared me to be a good 

leader, but I would have never imagined the context. Experience itself has been 

the training and guidance. those formative experiences, and I learned some of 

those mental structures. 

Jean leaned on his experience as principal to help him think through processes, while 

Helen felt that everything she had experienced, up to and including the pandemic, was an 

opportunity to grow her leadership skills and inform her mindset. 

 The mental structures of leaders before the pandemic were key to weathering the 

crisis. The experiences themselves were only part of the learning. The way they reflected 

on those experiences and internalized the lessons is what allowed the learning to move 

from that concrete experience to abstract conceptualization, allowing the lessons to be 

applied to a wider variety of settings as described by Kolb’s theory. 
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 Participants drew upon a wide variety of resources to lead their buildings through 

the pandemic. These resources helped leaders manage their buildings, their stakeholders 

and themselves. Incorporating new knowledge with previous experiences helped 

participants to increase the safety of their environment and serve their stakeholders. Most 

importantly, they provided a foundation for leaders to base future decisions upon in 

situations their coursework did not specifically address.  

Solutions to Leadership Challenges 

 The following section will discuss the responses related to research question three 

which documented the solutions that principals implemented during the COVID-19 

crisis. Participant data and artifacts submitted pointed to many important solutions that 

helped them to manage the challenges presented by the COVID-19 pandemic. Similar to 

the findings for research question one, three major themes emerged from the data as 

principals provided details on the solutions and strategies applied to overcome the 

obstacles encountered while leading their schools. Principals described the solutions 

implemented using emotional intelligence practices, solutions for processes and 

procedures, and practices for improving instruction. Each of these solutions provided 

relevant guidance for leaders in the future and are thematically described through the 

perspectives of participants. 

Implementation of Emotional Intelligence Practices  

 Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic, principals found a myriad of solutions to 

the challenges that emerged. Many of them found new, more efficient ways to navigate 

daily school operations and realized solutions by facing adversity in a positive and 

initiative-taking manner. The following section outlines the key emotional intelligence 
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strategies that were used by school leaders to support their stakeholders. These challenges 

included addressing the social-emotional support needed for stakeholders, fostering 

teacher and leader relationships, and solidifying critical friendships with peers and 

colleagues. 

 Socio-Emotional Support. The stress of the pandemic created a lasting socio-

emotional effect on school communities and administrators found it necessary to offer 

their faculty, staff, and students support related to their social-emotional health and well-

being. Jaime, a K-8 school principal, utilized his counselors as resources to offer socio-

emotional support to both students and adults within his school. Jaime commented that, 

“Our counselors were focusing on SEL for all students.” Jean also utilized his counseling 

staff by offering mental health services to students. He remarked, “Mental health 

counselors were available for all students.” Leaders wanted to ensure that students were 

in a good place mentally, and that they were sustaining a healthy and positive school 

culture.  

 Helen, a high school principal, commented on the importance of establishing a 

safe and nurturing climate to support the socio-emotional health of her students and staff. 

She stated how, “Climate was the most important thing. I gotta send a context that this is 

a safe place to be. What are we gonna do to set the climate in this building to help kids 

know this is a safe place to come to?” Helen understood that if she did not create safe 

spaces for teaching and learning, then instruction could not continue. Similarly, Maria 

provided insight on an artifact she submitted, a poster with her school’s Tiger mascot. 

The tiger wore a mask and held up a poster that outlined COVID-19 safety expectations 

like proper social distancing, hand washing guidelines, and reminders about proper mask 
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wearing. Using this poster, Maria sought to maintain a sense of normalcy and a safe 

school environment during a time of crisis in a manner that was non-threatening and easy 

for students to comprehend.  

 The stress of the pandemic created a lasting socio-emotional effect on school 

communities and administrators found it necessary to offer their faculty, staff, and 

students support related to their social-emotional health and well-being. Jaime, a K-8 

school principal, utilized his counselors as resources to offer emotional support to both 

students and adults within the school. Jaime commented that, “Our counselors were 

focusing on SEL for all students.” Jean also utilized his counseling staff by offering 

mental health services to students. He remarked, “Mental health counselors were 

available for all students.” Leaders wanted to ensure that students were in a good place 

mentally, and they were sustaining a healthy and positive school culture.  

 Principals believed that being empathetic and showing sympathy to their faculty 

and staff relieved some of the stress and anxiety affecting the culture of their schools. 

Many of them were intentional to recognize and show appreciation for their faculty and 

staff while offering words of advice, inspiration, and grace. Team building was a 

technique Septima, an elementary principal, said she used so that teachers felt confident 

and mentally strong to address student needs. Septima remarked that team building gave 

her teachers confidence:  

[Teachers found confidence through] team building. I have to have the adults able 

to do their work and feeling like they can. Feeling like they can respond and also 

teach and then try to work through the needs that the kids are having. 
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A focus on team building allowed teachers to be confident to address the multiple needs 

of their students. 

 Words of encouragement from leaders went a long way in mitigating many socio-

emotional effects that plagued teachers, staff, and students. Maria, an elementary 

principal, offered words of affirmation and encouraged her staff to work through the 

challenges that presented themselves when she stated, “telling people thank you and 

recognizing what they were doing. [It’s] still all about people and saying, we can make it. 

We can make it through this so we can do it.” Additionally, Jaime, a special program 

principal, spoke words of encouragement that provided a calming environment as he 

remarked, 

I told them, just take it one step at a time, one period at time, one hour at a time. 

You know one minute at a time. Just take those steps along the way. You know 

we’ll eventually get there. So, to me it was [about] creating that climate of 

support.  

The encouragement offered to teachers positively influenced the climate within the 

school and allowed principals to manage the socio-emotional effects of the crisis. 

Septima mentioned that she was intentional about knowing what was going on 

emotionally with her faculty. She acted intentionally to keep their emotions calm by 

stating, “You've got to see what's going on with the people, and you have got to make 

sure that you're putting that time in to take pressure off of your staff.” As the stress of the 

school year set in, Booker, a high school principal, provided coverage to a teacher 

because he knew they were suffering emotionally and needed a break from the daily 

grind of the COVID-19 pandemic. Booker stated, “I've had several times where they had 
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a panic attack in class and I said alright, I got you. I'll go into class, and you go take a 

break.” Through a book study, Booker encouraged his faculty and staff to avoid 

emotional pitfalls, stay strong, and function as a positive change agent as he remarked, 

I challenged anyone to be a coffee bean. Being changed, you changed 

environment in which your and don't let environment change you. Don't let it 

harden you. Don't let it make you become fragile on the inside, you change 

environment, so that's kind of always my challenge is to be a coffee bean.  

While using a coffee bean as an analogy, Booker communicated to his staff to remain 

positive and to be a change agent. Additionally, Erin graciously supported faculty 

members through moments of uncertainty, fear, and discouragement. Erin, an elementary 

principal, stated, “I think offering grace to others is by far the best advice that anyone can 

give or be given because we're all in education to do better and people are scared.” Erin’s 

actions allowed her to demonstrate empathy and support for her faculty when 

unpredictability was at its precipice.  

 Leaders mentioned their use of restorative practices that focused on relationship 

building and the social emotional needs of their stakeholders. Specifically, Maria said, 

“We continued to fund restorative practices because it was about building relationships 

and addressing social emotional things that were going on.” These restorative practices 

allowed principals the opportunity to support the emotional needs of the students and 

strengthen relationships within the building.  

 Anne, an elementary principal, also used district funded programs such as Sanford 

Harmony Kits to support student’s emotional needs and allowed teachers to discover their 

student’s emotional readiness for daily instruction. Below, Anne detailed her daily 
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scheduled socio-emotional block and how her teachers used her district’s vetted Sanford 

Harmony activities to support the feelings and emotions of their students by stating, 

We came up with our socio-emotional block, the 1st 20 minutes of every day, and 

we still do that using Sanford Harmony activities which we call Tiger Talk. 

Through our restorative practices, our consultants said it is important each and 

every day to know how people are doing on a scale from one to five.  

 During the completion of her questionnaire, Maria submitted school posters and 

signs as artifacts. Maria remark as to how she strategically placed these posters and signs 

around her school to create a consistent language to manage her stakeholder’s socio-

emotional needs. For example, Maria used, “little posters of the language that were used 

in teaching kids to use words like, how you're feeling today? I feel sad because of this. I 

feel happy because of this.” Using these posters provided visual reminders to students 

about how to use their words to describe their feelings and emotions and to reinforce 

restorative practices taught during the socio-emotional block. 

 Leaders wanted their faculty and staff to understand that they were experiencing 

the COVID-19 pandemic together. Booker knew that building relationships with his 

followers was critical during the COVID-19 pandemic. It was comforting to his staff to 

understand they had a supportive leader. He stated, “Relationships matter and going 

through a pandemic, everyone’s navigating this unchartered water together.” Maintaining 

teacher relationships was one of the most important solutions implemented by school 

leaders. Principals realized the importance of building and maintaining relationships with 

their faculty and staff members to prevent their school climate from suffering.  
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 John knew that building relationships was the nexus to all accomplishments that 

involved leveraging and motivating teachers and staff members. John said, “When you 

take care of people, and you build relationships, those policies, and procedures that you 

need people to do, they'll fall in place. But if you don't take care of people and don't build 

relationships, they don't care.” John knew that if he did not keep a mindset of fostering 

relationships first, then nothing else could occur at a high level.  

 Trust was important to many participants because it helped leaders to establish 

bonds with their followers. These bonds allowed for improvements to the instructional 

process and the overall team building with each participant’s faculty and staff members. 

Helen knew and was honest that she did not know what would happen moving forward or 

what challenges she would face, but she had previously built relationships with her staff 

members and followers trusted her leadership abilities. Helen commented by saying to 

her staff, “I don't know what's gonna happen, but I need you to do one thing, I need you 

to trust me. I've never given you any reason not to trust me as a leader.” The trust 

established between Helen and her followers provided the support needed to collectively 

face the challenges manifested by the COVID-19 pandemic.  

 In addition, teachers also built lasting relationships with their students. Booker 

further talked about a tough time when a teacher experienced a time of grief over the loss 

of a family member and a student came to her aid, “Sometimes, it goes beyond the 

classroom instruction and it’s building those relationships. She had relationship with a 

young man and that young man you know, took upon himself to come and help her out.” 

This student-teacher relationship exemplifies the bonds that were established support the 

socio-emotional and mental health of stakeholders.  
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 Critical Friends. Participants realized that it was necessary to network and 

connect to other leaders who were experiencing the same trials and difficulties. As a 

result, principals commented on their participation in learning and/or support networks 

with other leaders. These networks allowed them to comfortably express themselves 

while gathering strategies, suggestions, and feedback to solve the challenges they 

experienced. Administrators found solace in collaborating within professional learning 

communities with other leaders to share and receive insights on resources and best 

practices they could utilize within the context of their own schools. Helen commented on 

the benefits of networking and receiving honest feedback from like-minded friends that 

were in the same roles and experiencing the same challenges when she remarked how 

important it was to: 

Find a network of people who do what you do. You've got to get that circle or that 

network of people that you can bounce ideas off and then people that you can 

really be vulnerable with. Finding those like-minded people…to build a network 

that you can be vulnerable with and who are willing to give you that honest 

feedback, that critical friend feedback.”  

Networking with like-minded colleagues was imperative for school leaders as they 

searched for resources and supports for similar issues. Anne was also open to advisement 

and welcomed partners and mentors who she could trust. Anne stated, “Make sure that 

you find someone that you can trust. That's going to give you good sound advice; just 

having great mentors along the way.” John also utilized critical friend networks as a 

solution to his challenges. John remarked that, “Being willing to share and to receive 

[was important].” Jean also knew it was critical to listen to other leaders in times of crisis 
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by stating to, “Be open to assistance and help.” Leaders continued to leverage the 

guidance, feedback, and knowledge gleaned from other principals and implemented 

various strategies, processes, and practices to support the emotions of their stakeholders. 

Solutions Found Through Processes and Procedures 

 Leaders garnered solutions by focusing on processes and structures to organize 

and manage their schools. They found that by being purposeful with their communication 

protocols, delegating responsibilities, and having a sound plan for the management of 

their schools was critical to their success. In addition, principals believed that district 

guidance played a significant role in the establishment of consistent processes and 

procedures. 

 Purposeful Communication. Principals mentioned that clear, purposeful, and 

transparent communication was critical in addressing issues such as school closures, 

pivots to virtual instruction, and students’ increasing needs. Through her questionnaire, 

Maria submitted artifacts in the form of a transition letter to her parents. Her letter 

communicated to parents the need for her school to transition from face-to-face 

instruction to learn-at-home instruction due to an increase in positive COVID-19 cases. 

In addition, her letter provided the specific dates that the students would begin learn-at- 

home instruction and the date of return to face-to-face instruction. 

 Some leaders, such as Mary, focused on delivering clear and transparent 

communication inside their schools. Mary found it beneficial to let her faculty and staff 

know what was occurring in the school through her “week at and glance.” Mary 

commented, “Thankfully, we have some things in place like my week at a glance...we 

met weekly just to discuss what was going on.” Similarly, Booker used Microsoft Sway to 
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communicate changes and pertinent details to stakeholders each week. He stated that, “I 

feel communication is important. So, what I do have is…a weekly Sway.” Jean also 

focused on presenting clear communication to his faculty and staff. As an artifact, he 

submitted his pre-planning schedule and agenda for the beginning of the 2021-2022 

school year. This document outlined meetings that were used to communicate COVID-19 

guidelines, Canvas training, and collaboration time to discuss classroom seating for face-

to-face instruction. Through this document, Jean was able to communicate guidelines and 

procedures in a clear and organized manner. 

 Leaders knew that the pandemic was taking an emotional toll on their faculty, 

staff, and students. Because of these emotions, Booker looked to boost stakeholder 

morale through communications that were positive and inspirational. Booker stated, 

This week I was telling them, attack the day with enthusiasm, love, serve, care, be 

thankful, be a blessing to others, see opportunities in our challenges and give our 

best. Find your greatness. Focus on your why and play to win. I always tell them 

thank you. 

Positive affirmations such as the one above provides positive sentiments in times where 

the emotions of school stakeholders are challenged. 

 Mary remarked about how she communicated and led through change and the 

impromptu process that she used to include her faculty and staff members in the school’s 

curb-side technology distribution process. Real-time communication was used to provide 

guidance to school staff to clarify, organize, and conduct process and protocols. Mary 

commented that she would: 
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Pull out a white paper chart and I will just start literally drawing. This is where I 

want cars to pull in and then once I put the vision on the paper, I walked the 

people to the location because sometimes what my vision and what people receive 

is totally disconnected. 

Mary found it important to physically walk her staff members through the steps as she 

communicated her vision for the curb-side distribution process. 

 Leaders also connected with their students using different processes. Helen used 

multiple modes of communication such as text, virtual chat, and other non-traditional 

methods to connect with students throughout the pandemic. Helen said, “My students 

have a lot of access to the adults in the building, myself included. So, when things were 

going wrong, I mean there was literally text messages and phone calls. I had some kids 

doing FaceTime videos.” This supportive communication was important for students as 

they were confused, scared, and lost. 

Septima’s artifacts showed how purposeful and diligent she was with her 

communication. Her artifacts referenced the email communication she sent to staff during 

the first semester of the 2021-2022 school year. She offered transparent communication 

related to classroom quarantine numbers, reading intervention resources, professional 

learning agendas for the month of September, grade posting details, report card 

distribution reminders, and district expectations for learn at home instruction. Henry also 

gave clear guidance to his staff through a checklist for the first week of school. This 

artifact provided reminders of teacher responsibilities related to parent communication, 

the submission of student attendance numbers each period and the uploading and 

submission of modules in Canvas. Through email communication and a documented 
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checklist, Septima and Henry offered clear, detailed communication to ensure all their 

faculty and staff members knew the plan and process for each week.  

 Delegation. School leaders found themselves overwhelmed by the additional 

responsibilities that came along with managing the pandemic. As these challenges arose, 

principals delegated duties to others within the school. Some of these duties included 

scheduling of teachers and students for online instruction, overseeing COVID-19 safety 

guidelines for social distancing, technology distribution, staff team building, and the 

Response to Intervention/Multi-Tiered System of Supports (RTI/MTSS) process. These 

tasks were delegated with the purpose of building leadership capacity and supporting the 

systemic functioning of the school. Delegating and ensuring the organization, 

implementation, and monitoring of assigned tasks guaranteed that all school-wide 

processes and protocols were managed and conducted with a high level of quality.  

 Jaime divided his top-tier processes amongst his administrators to organize and 

manage. These assignments made it easier to lead instruction and holistically oversee 

school operations. Jaime noted, “I designated one assistant principal that focused on 

online instruction and that assistant principal guided that practice while my other assistant 

principal ran face-to-face instruction and the RTI process.” Erin commented that she used 

her non-core instructional teachers to lead various school-wide activities such as daily 

Reading Time and brain breaks to “even out” teachers’ assigned duties when she stated, 

“We leaned on our Specials teachers, and we said, let them go and take the lead.” This 

process of delegation-built leaders within the building, kept stress low, and helped sustain 

high staff morale. 
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 Building-level leaders found themselves investing in the knowledge of their 

followers as they built capacity. Principals mentioned that they often reflected on the 

need to find leaders within the building to sustain the progress of the school. Mary took 

the opportunity to inform and guide others in building their leadership capacity when she 

commented that, “My goal is to motivate aspiring leaders because when my time is up, 

someone has to take these reigns. In cultivating leadership, not only do I get support for 

my vision, [but] I also get to equip people for replacement.”  

 The process of delegating duties to those that possess specific skills and attributes 

was vital to the implementation of solutions during the crisis. “Marva,” a middle school 

principal, found success and solutions leaning on the expertise of others within her 

school. She commented on how she tapped into the expertise of her staff when she 

remarked, “I always find one person that did it the way I envisioned it, and then I put 

them before the people to do it.” Marva was able to lessen her workload while 

confidently delegating responsibilities to followers who could manage assigned duties at 

a high level. 

 Through the act of delegating to others, principals were able to respond 

effectively to the challenges of the pandemic. Leaders were able to keep their own 

responsibilities manageable while building the capacities of others within their schools. A 

principal’s use of distributive leadership skills and the delegation of duties was 

imperative when managing the crisis and the challenges they sought to solve.  

 Organizational Management. Leaders knew it was essential to implement 

processes that allowed for the school to function in an organized manner. Principals 

created new processes to manage the additional tasks required by district expectations. 
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They built these protocols into their regular monitoring of existing building-wide 

procedures. Leaders systematically modified and managed school-wide processes to 

mitigate situations that arose. For example, Mary submitted her school closure and 

materials pick up plan as an artifact. Her plan outlined and communicated specific 

procedures for each day’s processes including times for morning and afternoon pick-up 

shifts, when teachers were to report to campus, and locations for materials pick-up. This 

document showed how organized and proactive she was to successfully complete the 

tasks necessary for the school to properly function during the end of the year. 

 Marva also found it beneficial to “create school-wide protocols and processes to 

become proactive rather the reactive.” Helen added how she organized, improved, and 

monitored her school’s processes with the help of her leadership team and other faculty 

members when she stated,  

Once you are monitoring, you know how to manage it. You got to keep players in 

place. What are you going to improve or [how] do you know what to improve if 

you don't know what to sustain? You can’t have a culture that's conducive to 

anything if there is no organization, there are no logistical practices you don't 

know their strengths and talents of your people…It became really important for 

the leadership team to come together and create a real plan that had concrete 

steps. I know that if you at least have a process or a system in place, even if it 

doesn't work, you can go back and track what the issue is. 

The organization and management of school processes and procedures allowed leaders to 

create systems that contributed to the overall success of their schools.  
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 Mary provided a detailed example of how she organized school processes and 

dealt with the complexities of distributing student textbooks, computers, and MiFi 

internet hotspots. The school utilized a checklist protocol to ensure each device was 

accurately and efficiently accounted for and distributed. Mary stated, 

I put staff on rotating stations where a staff could check out books. They could 

give out student packets and without everyone having to be there every hour of 

the day. I just had a table per grade level manned. There was a check-off guide 

that was just to make sure that everybody was doing the same thing before 

someone walked off with a piece of technology. Be out there enough to see what 

you've put in place to know if there is something needs to be quickly changed or 

if a line needs to be crossed off of that station’s checklist. 

The technology distribution example described above highlighted the importance of 

thinking, defining, and communicating critical processes to others in an organization. 

Ensuring the there is an effective and organized manner of distributing technology 

allowed the leader and her staff to oversee the process in a highly organized manner.  

 District and State Guidance. Leaders were responsible for implementing and 

monitoring the adherence to mandated COVID-19 protocols within their schools. These 

protocols included contact tracing, and the development of cleaning standards and 

mitigation strategies to control the spread of the virus. Jean communicated the 

importance of these protocols when he said, “We developed extensive COVID mitigation 

and cleaning strategies throughout the pandemic.” Further, Henry stated that “Effective 

contact tracing” was important so that quarantining procedures could be initiated and 

executed with accuracy. 
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 One of the most effective solutions applied by leaders were safety processes and 

solution-based guidelines received by the Department of Public Health (DPH) and the 

Center for Disease Control (CDC). Principals established cleaning and fogging schedules, 

social distancing standards, and mandated that each teacher instruct from a fixed position 

to avoid close contact with their students. Jean commented on the importance of social 

distancing and cleaning protocols by stating, “[We used] plastic shielding in the 

classrooms and fogged all classrooms and high traffic areas daily.” Additionally, Marva 

communicated on the term "teaching from a fixed position", which was necessary for 

keeping schools open. She stated, “[We] created a term called "teach from a fixed 

position" to reduce the number of teachers becoming a close contact which could lead to 

a school closure.” Establishing safety and cleaning protocols was essential to maintaining 

a healthy environment. Teachers played a huge role in sanitizing their classroom surfaces 

and limiting contact between themselves and students. As a result, this contributed to 

meeting the district’s expectation for aiding in the mitigation of the spread of the virus. 

 Guidance provided by the DPH, and the CDC was modified throughout the 

pandemic. For example, guidelines from the CDC were revised to communicate it was 

only necessary for faculty, staff, and students to quarantine for five days instead of ten 

days. The lesser quarantine period gave leaders the ability to keep schools open and 

sustain a healthy and positive climate. Erin commented on the modification when she 

stated that, “[When] the quarantine period changed by the CDC, I think [it] helped a lot 

'cause it's only 5 days compared to 10 days. I need[ed] to create a culture and climate 

where teachers feel safe.” Effective solutions applied during the crisis had an impact on 

leaders’ ability to maintain oversight of solution-based guidelines. District guidance 
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offered principals valuable information to supervise safety processes and cleaning 

standards. 

Solutions and Practices for Improving Instruction 

 Principals employed strategies that promoted sound instructional practices and 

supported high-quality teaching and learning. Reflecting on March 2020, administrators 

discussed how they and their stakeholders were quickly immersed in an unfamiliar virtual 

learning environment with little to no guidance. School leaders explained how they used 

professional learning, the Canvas Learning Management System (LMS), and district- 

vetted instructional applications to improve teaching and learning experiences in the 

virtual and face-to-face environments. 

 Virtual Leadership. Virtual leadership skills were necessary to support online 

instruction, stakeholder communication, and when creating schedules conducive for 

instruction in both the face-to-face and virtual environments. Booker held his leadership 

meetings virtually and created a virtual data wall to support data-driven discussions and 

decision-making. He stated, “We created a Padlet virtual data wall. So that when we have 

our virtual leadership team meetings, we can just pull up the wall and everybody can 

update everything.” Fanny kept up with teacher communication with parents so that they 

knew whether students were participating in virtual instruction. She understood that if 

students were not participating, they were likely not working towards the completion of 

assignments. Fanny also remarked,  

So, I've noticed, this teacher has not contacted any of her parents, so we need to 

communicate with her. We need to touch bases with that teacher and find out 
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what's going on. We would just use that information to divvy out the support that 

we needed to provide teachers. 

Fanny understood that her supervision and prompt response to the communication (or 

lack thereof) between teachers and parents was instrumental in supporting student 

participation, engagement, and the completion of assignments. 

 Leaders grappled with academic challenges for improving instruction and how to 

sustain instruction as schools began to close. A major academic challenge was the 

distribution of consumable instructional materials (learning packets). In response, leaders 

quickly reacted to communicate with all stakeholders concerning instructional processes. 

Mary discussed how she communicated with her teachers as she leads the distribution of 

instructional materials. She remarked, 

The amount of packets of learning activities that I printed was greater than other 

schools. I didn't make my staff come up here, but I did have my staff send me 

their stuff to communicate with their parents. I made the copies, and I did that 

throughout the whole stay at home order.  

 Mary focused on the how she could support her teachers and strategically used 

herself in a supporting role so teachers could oversee the substantial number of students 

who participated in virtual instruction as well as the number of students who came back 

to face-to-face instruction during the second semester. Mary established morning and 

afternoon groups of online learning as she found the need to revamp the master schedule 

for online instructions (virtual learning). Mary said, 

I called it 6A, 6B and 6C and that was how we maintained A&B groups. We 

knew those were a.m. online groups. We knew the 6C and 6D were p.m. online 
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groups. It was almost like our internal language that I created so that I could 

understand it and keep it straight in my head when I was doing master scheduling.  

 Likewise, Fanny created a schedule that would not only offer quality instruction 

to students but would also allow her support staff time to connect with students. Fanny 

stated, 

We created a schedule for our support staff, instructional coaches, IB coordinator, 

media specialist, and our electives or special teachers. We dropped into those 

virtual sessions, and I mean they could be doing something as simple as that 

GoNoodle so they could connect everyday with students when we had to go back 

and forth. Those transitions were extremely hard for our school.  

Creative master scheduling allowed for the integration of online and face-to-face learning 

with a focus on building relationships and quality instruction alike. 

 Since many leaders supported their faculty and staff in the implementation of 

virtual instruction, they provided guidance and direction with the effective use of 

software applications and the district’s vetted Learning Management System (LMS), 

Canvas. The Gustaug School District used the Canvas LMS for virtual learning. Canvas 

provided a space for teachers to post assessments, lessons, and videos that outlined 

objectives and allowed students and parents 24-hour access to instructional material. 

Henry commented on the usefulness of online course platforms, and the district LMS, 

and tools for virtual and face-to-face instruction. He worked through the challenges of 

multiple school closures and intermittent periods of at home learning when he stated, 

All lessons and learning modules [were] housed in the Canvas virtual platform 

and/or Edgenuity for access during shutdown periods, quarantine periods for 
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students, even though we were face to face learning. We created a Google Drive 

where we put work that the kids could just look at on their phone and submit via 

email. 

Principals worked through the challenges of multiple school closures and the integration 

of online platforms, instructional tools, and resources into the teaching and learning. 

The Gustaug County Public School System made plans to use federal funds to provide 

computer devices to all students. The systemwide 1:1 initiative provided each student 

with access to computer devices and applications for online instruction. Maria 

commented on how the 1:1 initiative was beneficial and functioned as a solution for 

virtual learning by stating, 

We are excited about getting 1:1 devices because we realized how important it 

was and things that we didn't have. We had to learn other things like Seesaw and 

Nearpod and all these other different educational things that we might have just 

done and some teachers that done for fun. Now it was becoming a necessity. 

The districtwide 1:1 initiative responded to the inequities present within the district and 

allowed for equal access to technology for all students. 

 Helen experienced many of the same challenges related to virtual instruction. Her 

leadership team meeting agenda from October of 2021, submitted as an artifact, showed 

how she found solutions to these challenges. She communicated how she was able to 

involve the leaders within her school with details pertaining to Canvas usage and 

expectations, Learn at Home Updates, school-wide 1:1 expectations, and capacity 

building through a professional learning period using the online resource, Digicit. 

Through these meaningful leadership meeting experiences, Helen was able to expand the 
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knowledge of her faculty members and build leadership capacities related to virtual 

learning and instruction. 

 Principals used virtual leadership skills to offer solution to many of the 

instructional challenges faced. Leaders found that they must quickly offer guidance and 

direction for the use of 21st century learning techniques and tools that would benefit both 

the student and the educator. Using virtual learning techniques, principals were able to 

find solutions to the challenges that they experienced. 

The Shift in Principal Responsibilities - Gustaug County Public School System 

 The electronic questionnaire used in this study asked participants to rank the 

Wallace Foundation’s Five Key Practices in priority order based on how they viewed 

their leadership responsibilities prior to and during the pandemic (Table 9). Explicitly, the 

data illustrated a shift in how principals viewed their responsibilities. Prior to the 

pandemic, leaders ranked Key Practice #1, shaping a vision of academic success for all 

students, one based on high standards, as the main responsibility of their job. However, 

during the pandemic, principals experienced major changes and Key Practice #2, creating 

a climate hospitable to education in order that safety, a cooperative spirit, and other 

foundations of fruitful interaction prevail, shifted to be the most important responsibility 

to their leadership role during the pandemic.  
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Table 9 

Principal’s Ranking of Job Responsibilities 

Wallace Foundation’s Five Key Practices 

Prior to the 

Covid-19 

Pandemic 

During the 

Covid-19 

Pandemic 

Shaping a vision of academic success for all students, one based on high 

standards 
1 2 

Creating a climate hospitable to education in order that safety, a 

cooperative spirit, and other foundations of fruitful interactions prevail 
2 1 

Cultivating leadership in others so that teachers and other adults assume 

their part in realizing the school vision 
3 4 

Improving instruction to enable teachers to teach at their best and 

students to learn at their utmost 
4 5 

Managing people, data, and processes to foster school improvement 5 3 

 

Like most leaders throughout the world, the demands of the pandemic created 

conditions where wellbeing won over instruction (Thornton, 2021) and therefore, 

required leaders to allot more time and attention to the care of their people. An additional 

shift noted by principals was the re-ranking of Key Practice #5, managing people, data, 

and processes to foster school improvement, which moved from the #5 ranking to the #3 

ranking. This shift is consistent with how principals were required to operate in a 

different mode of leadership that forced them to act, respond, communicate, and make 

decisions within a crisis mindset (Mutch, 2015; Smith & Riley, 2012; Gurr & Drysdale, 

2020). Coding data substantiated principals’ re-ranking of the key practices. Codes 

aligned to Key Practices #1, #2, and #5 had the largest coding presence. 

Through the findings communicated, the participants of this study have confirmed 

the demand for modifications to be made to postsecondary learning and job-embedded 

professional training based upon the established research questions. Participants 

mentioned a plethora of challenges, resources needed and used, and solutions found as 

they navigated through the ongoing crisis that was the COVID-19 pandemic. There is 
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much more to learn and comprehend from the challenges the COVID-19 pandemic 

presented and the preparation necessary for school leaders to face an ongoing crisis. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

 Most school leadership preparation and training programs prior to the COVID-19 

pandemic were out of step with the challenges facing school leaders (Harris & Jones, 

2020). This misalignment has only highlighted the deficiencies of the educational system 

and leader preparation for crisis leadership (McLeod & Dulsky, 2021). Reflecting on the 

gap between leadership training programs and leader preparedness for their role, this 

research study sought to explore the challenges K-12 school leaders encountered during 

the COVID-19 pandemic, determine how their preparation and training readied them for 

these challenges, and explore the implementation of strategies and solutions to support 

their leadership.  

 Additionally, this study sought to understand leaders’ work during the pandemic, 

determine implications from their practice and provide practical information to those 

responsible for the preparation and training. Understanding the challenges of principals 

will inform postsecondary programming and/or professional learning about the emerging 

needs of K-12 school leaders. The results of this research study have applicability to the 

challenges, resources used and needed, and the solutions rendered during the COVID-19 

pandemic. This chapter will also use the experiential learning theory to examine the 

findings of the participants of the study and their significance to the current research. 

Information gleaned from this study will inform how future educational programming for 

K-12 leaders could be adapted and/or improved to support the evolving needs of school 

leaders.  
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Experiential Learning Theory 

 To review, the theoretical frame for this research study was the Experiential 

Learning Theory developed by David Kolb. Fenwick (2001) stated that Kolb explored 

and sought to define how individuals learn by combining their reflections with their lived 

experiences. Kolb believed that all knowledge was developed, refined, and constructed 

from a constant process involving the lived experiences of the learner (Kolb, 1984). In 

the context of this study, participants learned through their experiences of facing the 

challenges of the COVID-19 pandemic. These lived experiences, which manifested active 

experimentation, concrete experiences, reflective observations, and abstract 

conceptualizations, were the basis of the findings described in Chapter 4 of this study. 

 Experiential learning is a process of learning that begins with a concrete 

experience that requires reflection, a perspective review of the experience, and a period 

of abstract thinking to conclude and build meaning of the experience. Experiential 

learning is also a comprehensive approach in that the learner must adapt and conform to 

the environment in which they participate as a learner (Kolb, 1984). This is true for the 

participants within this study as they acted and made decisions based upon continuous 

change and adaptation to the challenges faced. 

 A brief example of how experiential learning can be applied is explained through 

the process of distributing computer devices during the COVID-19 pandemic. A 

participant described the concrete experience of performing and participating in the 

distribution of computers and MiFi devices. They then made mention of how they 

reflected on the action and how it played out. Next, the leader conceptualized the 

experience by making connections to previous computer distributions and how both 
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processes were similar and contrasting. Finally, the leader developed a new and refined 

process for how they would perform the technology distribution process differently and 

in a more refined way if they were to experience this task in their future as a school 

leader.   

 The Experiential Learning Theory provided a strong framework for the research 

conducted. The leaders who participated in this study, reflected on the COVID-19 

pandemic and how they learned through their reflective observations, abstract 

conceptualizations, concrete experiences, and active experimentations. Participants cited 

examples and scenarios related to the experiential learning cycle of learning and how 

each portion of the cycle was beneficial in their learning.  

Discussion on the Common Challenges 

 Administrators participating in this study experienced compounding challenges 

since March 2020. These challenges revolved around their ability to lead and monitor 

organizational processes, sustain a healthy and positive school culture, and improve 

instruction during the COVID-19 pandemic. This study and others (Brion & Kiral, 2021; 

Harris & Jones, 2020; Pollock, 2020) articulate the immense challenges principals 

experienced. At the onset of the pandemic, school systems made swift leaps to online 

instruction. Schools implemented various models of asynchronous and synchronous 

instruction (Basilaia & Kvavadze, 2020; Kaden, 2020; Muilenburg & Berge, 2005) and 

notably, principals were at the forefront overseeing the sum of it all, ensuring continuity 

of instruction by implementing and monitoring virtual and remote learning, and ensuring 

access to technology devices and internet service, and supporting teachers in making 

necessary instructional shifts (Keown et al., 2021; Martinez et al., 2021).  
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 Since the return of both students and teachers to school buildings, principals 

incurred additional layers of challenges as they managed the ongoing crisis. These 

challenges involved facilitating crisis communication with internal/external stakeholders, 

managing both face-to-face and virtual instruction, ensuring student engagement, 

monitoring student absenteeism, personnel shortages, safety, and cleaning protocols, and 

supporting the socio-emotional needs of staff, students, and self (Argyropoulou et al., 

2021; Hauseman et al., 2020). Not having adequate time in the day to supervise their 

workload, leaders struggled with the crisis management role required to effectively 

support organizational and instructional processes in their schools (Mutch, 2020; Reyes-

Guerra et al., 2021; Urick et al., 2021). The pandemic presented the exact circumstances 

to assess leaders’ skills, abilities, and preparedness.  

 Ongoing crisis conditions and multiple non-instructional tasks compelled leaders 

to assume new roles, use new leadership styles, modify existing practices, and create new 

processes and practices to accommodate and adapt to the changes occurring in their 

schools (Kavrayici & Kesim, 2021; Khanal et al., 2021; McLeod & Dulsky, 2021; Mutch, 

2015). These new roles emphasized leaders’ struggles to lead and monitor organizational 

processes during unprecedented disruption and uncertainty. The disruption of normal 

schooling caused stress and anxiety for staff, students, and families. People were 

suffering and the pain manifested itself in shifts in the school’s climate and culture. 

School communities were dealing with sickness and death, misinformation about how to 

protect themselves, conflicting guidance on the virus and vaccine, and principals were 

expected to respond appropriately with a calming voice of reason (Dirani et al., 2020). 

These shifts alone required principals to communicate effectively, be flexible, swift in 
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their decision-making, creative when solving problems, and optimistic during uncertainty 

(Okilwa & Barnett, 2021). 

The new roles assumed by leaders during the COVID-19 crisis underscored 

principals’ struggle to lead their schools during unprecedented disruption and uncertainty. 

Challenges for leaders participating in this study included leading and monitoring 

organizational processes, sustaining a healthy and positive school culture, and improving 

instruction. These three strands are pivotal to the role of the principalship, and the novelty 

of an ongoing crisis for the 21st century education sector has created a sense of urgency, 

highlighting the need for school leaders to be equipped to manage crises before they 

occur.  

Discussion on Resources 

 The leaders who participated in this study cited resources that were helpful in 

leading their building and maintaining a presence of mind. School leaders drew from 

varied resources that provided information on leadership in general, but also specific 

guidance on issues they faced. Leaders discussed the various trainings and courses, but 

also the role that key people played in keeping them grounded during this time. Mentors 

provided guidance, but colleagues and peers were instrumental in testing solutions and 

being a sounding board. In alignment with the research of Vale & Luna (2012), 

participants sought out the advice of those they had established relationships with and 

respected.  

Participants’ previous training played a key role in how they responded to the 

needs of the people in their buildings. The primary resources given to leaders during this 

time were aimed at solving specific problems. Participants described the guidance from 
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the Centers for Disease Control and the district trainings with the Canvas LMS as 

especially helpful.  Principals not only found the trainings useful, but the way the 

resources were distributed allowed them to constantly reference and customize them to 

suit the needs of their followers. Pollock (2020) noted how quickly professional learning 

needed to be created to focus on the unique problems the pandemic brought about. The 

district collaborated with in-house experts and vendors to provide resources for all 

educators, however, the evidence did not show that the district leadership followed-up 

with administrators to ensure that the training was sufficient and effectively delivered.  

 Leaders and their staff participated in the various trainings offered by the district 

pertaining to instructional technology. The trainings covered how to navigate the various 

platforms, creating modules and lessons, and grading activities. However, participants did 

not feel as if the training modeled best practices and age-appropriate engagement 

strategies both from a virtual/blended learning frame of reference, which is where many 

educators struggled. They also acknowledged that the trainings did not address how to 

observe teachers in a virtual setting.  

 In line with Smith and Riley’s (2012) suggestion to show concern, participants 

also asked for professional learning that addressed socio-emotional needs, both for 

themselves and their stakeholders. Leaders were charged with caring for others in a way 

they never had before. The unending nature of the situation led to a level of exhaustion 

that participants did not know how to support. In addition, participants wanted to foster a 

climate that promoted students to advocate for themselves and their community, 

especially if they were already marginalized before the pandemic occurred.  
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 Leaders embraced the idea of not just getting through the pandemic but learning 

from the experience. Many of them spoke of how the events they were going through had 

no playbook, but they processed the information the best way they could to make sound 

decisions. Building administrators needed to delegate tasks, communicate information, 

and create processes, all while considering the emotional well-being of everyone in the 

building. Kolb’s experiential learning cycle is dependent upon both the concrete 

experience, which the pandemic provided, and the intentional reflection the leaders took 

upon themselves to participate in, even if not in a guided or formal manner. Participants 

moved into the active experimentation phase of the cycle when they began to use the new 

knowledge to improve their responses and modify their solutions.  

While many of the participants described the solutions they implemented in much 

the same manner that Smith and Riley (2012) portrayed, they came about their processes 

by happenstance and shared that they lacked confidence as they moved forward. 

Knowing that they were following research-based strategies may have been helpful. For 

leaders to effectively navigate crisis times they should possess certain attributes even 

before the onset of a crisis.  

Discussion on Solutions to Support Principals  

 Leaders were constantly working to produce solutions to the challenges that they 

faced. The solutions mentioned by participants in the previous chapter focused on the 

emotional intelligence practices used by leaders, how they solved issues related to 

processes and protocols, and the solutions used that related to improving instruction. 

Through the participants responses, several similarities emerged related to the literature. 

In addition, several insights surfaced related to the leader’s responses. Further, there were 
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mentions of the relationship between the leader’s experience, their growth and knowledge 

as a leader, and how it was framed by the research framework. 

 Participants remarked on the solutions linked to the socio-emotional needs of their 

schools and the necessity for them to motivate their followers, to communicate with 

words of praise and encouragement, and to inspire their teachers and staff to keep 

working hard for their students. Research finds that teachers who were recognized and 

praised for exemplary work with their students were encouraged, felt more confident, and 

had a more positive outlook through the pandemic (Hauseman, Darazsi, & Kent, 2020). 

Research also mentioned that the relationships participants had with their teachers and 

staff members allowed them to build trust and to know if they were mentally okay. 

Greenwood and Krol (2020) mentioned that being trustworthy and authentic in their 

leadership style is a vital way for principals to support the mental health of others during 

the COVID-19 pandemic. 

 Leaders relied on networking, friendships, and mentor bonds to provide them with 

valuable insights during the pandemic. A research study interviewed principals on the 

importance of networking and communicating with colleagues at the local and national 

level and found that principals felt less isolated when they were able to share resources 

and ideas with others (Thornton, 2021). Principals also made mention of the empathy and 

sympathy that was needed to care for others during these times of hardships. Thornton 

(2021) also mentioned that principals, within a series of interviews, said that empathy and 

concern for their stakeholders’ wellbeing promoted trust within their schools. Lastly, 

participants said that they relied on counselors and other school personnel to offer socio-

emotional support for their schools during the crisis. Wright et al., (2020) suggested the 
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use of counselors during the COVID-19 pandemic because of their training in mental 

health support and their ability to cater to the socio-emotional needs of students.  

 Processes and protocols offered many solutions for participants during the 

pandemic. These solutions came in the form of constant communication with 

stakeholders in times of school closures, the distribution of technology, and meal pickups 

through school nutrition services. A recent study interviewing principals who had led 

during the COVID-19 pandemic remarked that it was important to keep constant lines of 

communications open to monitor attendance, address needy parents, and to take 

advantage of twenty-first century technology with the use of text, email, and social media 

(Reyes-Guerra et al, 2021).  

 Participants focused on their organizational management skills through the 

establishment of their schools’ processes for operational effectiveness. Participants found 

solutions through delegating duties to others when new duties compounded the existing 

challenges they faced. In line with these participant remarks, Hudson et al., (2021) states 

that leaders may look to implement distributive leadership in periods of crisis to mitigate 

and oversee multiple issues and abrupt changes (Hudson, et al., 2021). Further, Thornton 

(2021) states that in a crisis, distributive leadership is important when it is necessary to 

manage multiple duties. 

 Furthermore, participants relied on and gleaned information when communicating 

to their district supervisors to make informed decisions related to COVID-19 safety 

protocols. Wright et al. (2020) highlight an exemplar district that incorporated district 

supports and leveraged community assistance for their schools to address the safety 

protocols and academic needs of students. District support was critical as leaders saw 
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many changes and modifications to safety guidelines throughout the COVID-19 

pandemic. 

 Leaders knew that the primary objective of their schools was to educate their 

students. Participants continued to work to improve instruction and the teaching and 

learning process by improving instruction. These improvements mentioned by 

participants related to the integration of professional learning and training for teachers 

and staff. Research notes that educator preparation plans (EPPs) in states where revised 

standards have been integrated provide a solid foundation for education during a crisis 

(Darling-Hammond & Hyler, 2020).  

 Leaders also worked diligently to integrate technology in their schools as school 

closures threaten to disrupt the educational process. Participants added virtual leadership 

to their approach when meeting with faculty members online, establishing and creating 

schedules for students attending online and face-to face instruction and working and 

communicating with parents to make ensure their children had access to technology for 

instruction. A study conducted recommended future training during a crisis for parents 

and training that addresses the individual needs and supports necessary for parent and 

student stakeholders within schools (Garbe et al., 2020). 

Recommendations for Preparation and Practice 

Whether from the district or other organizations, quality training provided 

participants access to research, opportunities to network, and a chance to reflect. To 

overcome the challenges they faced, leaders who participated in this study discussed how 

they had to pool resources on a variety of topics and institute several initiatives 

simultaneously. They had to make multiple decisions quickly, so the more 
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comprehensive their experiences and trainings were, the better informed those decisions 

could be. Because quality professional learning is instrumental in closing the gap 

between what leaders are exposed to in their coursework and what they are faced with 

each day, the following sections will detail the recommendations for preparation and 

practice that resulted from this study. 

Address the Gaps in Standards 

 University preparation and job-embedded professional learning are traditional 

modes of principal preparation and training that most of the leaders who contributed to 

this study have participated in or completed. Questionnaire data showed that very few 

leaders participated in post-secondary coursework or professional learning that prepared 

them to face the challenges they encountered. While a limited number of leaders stated 

that they participated in some forms of scenario-based or emergency preparedness 

training, it did not address the needs that surfaced during the pandemic and therefore, 

several leaders ultimately expressed their feelings of ill-preparedness. Considering 

leaders reported that they faced challenges while leading their schools through a crisis 

like COVID-19, there are implications for principal preparation, recruitment/selection, 

professional learning, performance/evaluation, and compensation/incentives; each being 

a component of the principal pipeline (Figure 3). 

When reflecting on the pipeline, which is a complete picture of how principals are 

equipped for their roles, there should also be consideration for how its subcomponents 

support each other and the intersectionality of the leadership standards that provide a 

foundation for each component of the pipeline. Significantly, understanding the purpose, 

intended use of the standards, and how they support each aspect of the principal pipeline 
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from postsecondary preparation to leader performance and evaluation, could aid in 

understanding how gaps in leader preparedness should be addressed.  

Within the state of Georgia, the Georgia Educational Leadership Standards 

(GELS), which were developed from the Professional Standards for Educational Leaders 

(PSEL), are the standards that guide post-secondary educational program content. The 

GELS are aligned with educator preparation program accreditation, leadership 

preparation program content, certification requirements, and professional development. 

The Leader Keys Evaluation System (LKES) are the standards that guide principal 

performance expectations. The LKES are aligned with principal evaluation, staffing, and 

professional development (Georgia Professional Standards Commission, 2019; Great 

Teachers & Leaders, 2015). The GELS and LKES were developed separately from each 

other, have undergone revisions outside of the other, but are intended to inform each 

other as they guide the preparation and training of school leaders.  

Figure 3 

Standards Support the Principal Pipeline 
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 Within the past seven years, there has been a national shift to adopt and promote 

the Professional Standards for Educational Leaders (PSEL) as a measure to improve 

principal preparation and licensure, state level performance and evaluation programs, and 

leader professional learning provided by districts or external organizations (Council of 

Chief State School Officers, 2017). The shift to adopt the PSEL standards has quickened 

as a result of the research of organizations like the National Association of Secondary 

School Principals (NASSP), the American Institutes for Research (AIR), and the Wallace 

Foundation. The research from these organizations has brought attention to the 

unaddressed needs of school leaders resulting from gaps within principal preparation 

programs, state licensure requirements, and the actual roles that school leaders perform 

on the job (Gill, 2012; NASSP, 2018; George W. Bush Foundation, 2016; Mendels, 

2016). Conjointly, school districts have also expressed increased dissatisfaction for the 

quality of preparedness of principals citing that most are unprepared to lead in four 

critical areas of improvement within schools: instructional leadership, team building, 

problem solving/decision making, and relationships/collaboration (Mendels, 2016). 

 The gaps that have created major ripples in the principal talent pipeline are due to 

the lack of alignment between what is offered in principal preparation programs (i.e., 

minimum hours of a practicum or clinical experience), variations in certification 

requirements (i.e., required minimum years of teaching experience, master’s degree, 

preparation program completion, and examination scores), and ongoing professional 

development offered as job-embedded training or professional learning sought from 

professional organizations (National Association of Secondary Principals, 2020). 
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Reflecting on study findings, it is recommended that state governing bodies, education 

agencies, and professional organizations adopt a single set of standards that would 

support each phase of the principal talent pipeline and bring balance, consistency, and 

alignment to the principal pipeline. Eleven states within the U.S. have already initiated 

the process to solely adopt the PSEL standards and integrate them with the School 

Turnaround Leaders: Competencies for Success into a single list of standards that would 

support the entire principal pipeline. This process is part of what AIR calls 

“contextualizing” (Clifford & Wilson, 2018). The contextualization of leadership 

standards involves states, their districts, and/or other organizations adapting or enhancing 

the standards/indicators to increase their usefulness for the local context. The process 

would allow for consistency of standards across the nation, while still giving states the 

opportunity to individualize its supports based on local needs. Contextualization would 

require uniform competencies yet allow flexibility for individualization. 

Postsecondary Preparation and Professional Learning 

 The researchers of this study believe that the solutions mentioned by leaders were 

valuable. Districts should take the opportunity to build courses for teacher and staff 

development in areas such as digital citizenship, socio-emotional and mental health 

support, and crisis management. These areas were the most prevalent in participant data 

and address  

21st Century Learning. The utilization of 21st century digital learning resources 

will continue to be used to enhance learning opportunities for students. It is 

recommended that districts prepare principals and their followers with updates and 

training with the various digital applications and online resources that they found 
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beneficial as they sought out solutions during the crisis. Professional learning 

opportunities and offerings must be updated and aligned to the exact needs of principals, 

and their staff members. More importantly, educators need to be familiar with research 

based instructional and engagement strategies specific to the needs of their intended 

audience and leaders need to be proficient at providing feedback for instruction that takes 

place in blended or virtual environments. Simply knowing the software is not enough. 

Knowing how to make the most impact for learners is the goal.  

Crisis Leadership. Leaders participating in this study and others who 

experienced the pandemic cited their lack of preparedness from leadership preparation 

programs (McLeod & Dulsky, 2021), limited guidance from their districts (Hubbard, 

Mackey, & Supovitz, 2020), and peer/mentor supports as contributing factors to their 

ability to manage the challenges they encountered. Without having any significant 

training on how to lead during a crisis (Harris, 2020), the challenges facing school 

administrators have immediate implications for principals’ preparedness, especially when 

there is an expectation to be an exceptional manager and leader during unprecedented 

change (Pollock, 2020).  

Due to the nature of schools and how they exist within a larger, dynamic 

community, principals need to be prepared for a variety of situations that will affect the 

routine of the buildings they serve. Schools affect and are affected by everything that 

goes on around them. Schools cannot control or predict these events; therefore, crisis 

leadership should be studied as a theory in university programs. Degree programs should 

include courses that are taught in a manner that investigates scenarios similar to the 

concerns that principals experience and engage candidates in guided experiences that 
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build instructional leadership, problem-solving, and decision-making skills. Participants 

suggested the need for further preparation and training to meet the future challenges of a 

similar, ongoing nature. While they understood all issues do not rise to the level of a 

global pandemic, they intuitively recognized that there were certain steps and knowledge 

that all crisis situations have in common. Smith and Riley (2012) suggested that most 

principal preparation training was not sufficient to handle crisis-type issues that may 

occur. Their research advocated for leadership training to include five steps: “get the 

facts; implement contingency plans, or quickly adapt new ones; be decisive; show 

concern; and communicate” (Okilwa & Barnett, 2021, p. 65). Districts can use these steps 

as a framework that informs the trainings in which principals participate. The district 

could create a graphic that explains the cycle and it should be made explicit at every 

training which of the five steps that training is meant to address.  

Principals in this study also mentioned that training would need to be scenario-

based, reflect real-world issues, and provide an opportunity to engage with other leaders. 

To address leaders’ ongoing need for relevant and timely professional learning, it is 

recommended that professional learning involve scenario or guided learning experiences 

that engage leaders in authentic issues, problem-solving, decision-making, and have a 

reflective and coaching component. Emphasizing the need for authentic experiences with 

the ability for collegial discourse, planning, and personal reflection addresses leaders’ 

needs for a purposeful context in which to acquire new strategies, be vulnerable, and 

become better leaders. Thornton (2021) hailed implications for principal professional 

learning and reflection during times of crisis by stressing the need for continual 

preparation for future crisis, along with reflecting on what could be changed to maximize 
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learning. Possessing the knowledge and skills to effectively lead during a crisis will 

strengthen leaders’ practices and further equip them to lead their schools during 

challenging times. 

Socio-emotional Learning. Leaders participating in this study made several 

comments on how they were not prepared to address the unending nature of the socio-

emotional needs of their stakeholders. University preparation programs do not address the 

management of human resources in this manner. Districts are only just beginning to 

prioritize mental well-being through programs such as those that address restorative 

practices and trauma impacted students. Because the final impacts of the pandemic have 

yet to be realized and other crisis situations will inevitably occur, trainings such as these 

need to become an integral part of learning opportunities throughout the preparation 

pipeline. Incorporating training that addresses the socio-emotional needs of stakeholders 

would strengthen leaders’ skills in team building and relationships/collaboration which 

were two of the four areas schools districts have cited that principals were unprepared to 

lead (Mendels, 2016). 

Leadership Networks, Coaching, and Mentorship 

Because the respondents of this study directly cited their relationships with 

mentors and colleagues as helpful, it is recommended that leaders continue to seek out 

knowledge through principal networks, mentorships, and professional bonds with 

colleagues. It is imperative for principals to gain insight from other leaders’ perspectives 

and experiences. These professional bonds will allow for principals to find solutions 

through the sharing and borrowing of others knowledge and skills. Having these practices 
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in place prior to crises arising is key to ensuring leaders have the right mental structures 

and support systems to handle various situations.  

Districts should build upon university preparation by investing in leader 

development through coaches and mentors in a manner comparable to what is provided 

for teachers, such as comprehensive training for mentors, stipends to help compensate 

them for their time, and paid positions for leadership coaches. New principals should be 

paired with a mentor, and all leaders should be afforded time together or in a cohort to 

address concerns in the non-evaluative manner mentioned by research participants. The 

goal of these relationships should be to foster specific traits that will support principals 

during critical times. Okilwa and Barnett (2021) synthesized the traits that leaders in 

ongoing crises need to possess. 

Leaders should have the ability to cope with ambiguity; a strong capacity to think 

laterally; a willingness to question events in new and insightful ways; a 

preparedness to respond flexibly and quickly, and to change direction rapidly if 

required; an ability to work with and through people to achieve critical outcomes; 

the tenacity to persevere; and a willingness to take necessary risks and even break 

‘the rules’ when needed.  

These attributes not only hold implications for leadership program acceptance, but for 

district hiring processes and job-embedded professional learning. University leadership 

programs and school districts not only need to tailor their search criteria to actively 

recruit candidates who display these attributes, but also adjust their internal leadership 

pipelines to cultivate these attributes in future leaders. This concept is important, because 

some of these traits are directly oppositional to what some see as good leaders. In other 
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words, some educators who possess these traits can be perceived by some leadership to 

be problematic, hindering their opportunities to take on leadership duties and positions.  

Recommendations for Future Research 

 This study has contributed to the understanding of principal preparation programs 

and the implications for modifications and refinements of those programs. As this study 

continued, several areas of further research surfaced for leaders within schools. In the 

future, these areas may be explored to offer and add to the body of research related to 

school leaders and their profession.  

 The following areas of research may be beneficial for future researchers to 

explore and would focus on the study on how principal leadership was impacted by the 

COVID-19 pandemic. Studies revolving the topic of how improving principals’ 

organizational management skills impacts their ability to effect change and/or crisis 

would be beneficial. Several participants within this study mentioned that challenges 

related to organizational management and direction within these strategies could have 

value for others who experience an ongoing crisis. 

 The COVID-19 pandemic could be described as an ongoing crisis that manifested 

many barriers and difficulties for the participants of this study. The further exploration of 

crisis leadership for leaders in education would be a viable topic of study due to the 

nature of the pandemic and the unique leadership skills needed to manage the challenges 

presented. The exploration of crisis leadership can also provide more awareness to the 

solutions found and can inform future training and preparation for school leaders. 

 Future research may also seek to investigate the implications of social justice that 

surfaced during the pandemic. These points may include details pertaining to the ways 
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the school interacted with the surrounding community and how they did or did not work 

together to support each other. It would also be of particular importance to explore the 

effects the pandemic had on the methods that the school served or did not serve students 

during intermittent periods of school closures throughout the crisis. 

 Additionally, future studies that observe the emotional and mental health 

challenges and concerns associated and created by the pandemic would be of importance. 

A future study could investigate the potential reasons that socio-emotional and mental 

health challenges arose during the pandemic and what were the possible root causes of 

those challenges. Further, studies investigating how professional learning in the field of 

socio-emotional support and socio-emotional learning could conceivably build capacity 

within principals facing challenges during an ongoing crisis. 

 As noted within this study, principals used a variety of informal resources and 

supports to manage the challenges associated with the pandemic. It is recommended that 

others explore and seek to take a deeper, immersive look into these informal resources 

that may lead other school leaders towards the use of those tools to face the challenges 

brought forward by the pandemic.  

 A study of how and who is selected to be a principal would be a key study. 

Specific questions such as: What credentials are needed and how does one prepare for the 

principalship? What are those characteristics that embody an influential and dynamic 

leader in education? could be important to explore. This investigation could help better 

develop and prepare leaders and place the most qualified candidate within the school 

setting.  
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 Finally, the art of delegation and how solutions were constructed as principals 

found themselves faced with multiple challenges, little time to react, and personnel in 

their buildings that had the knowledge to assist with those challenges could be a 

significant topic of study. The delegation of duties was mentioned by the participants of 

this study and several key solutions came to the surface related to the distribution of 

duties and responsibilities. Further exploration into this phenomenon may be useful to 

find additional solutions and strategies related to distributive leadership. 

Strengths and Limitations of the Study 

 A strength of this study was that the topic chosen was applicable to principals at 

the present time. The recommendations suggested above can guide principals and give 

them suggestions to manage ongoing challenges. In addition, the researcher’s passion for 

this study made the topic more applicable to their own professional growth. Furthermore, 

three researchers completed this group study. Each of the researchers brought a unique 

perspective to the study and allowed for equal power and decision-making within the 

research and writing process. Additionally, this study focused on a specific district within 

the state of Georgia and provided relevant information to the population studied. 

 A limitation to this study was that the leaders who participated were most likely to 

participate in a study based upon their character. This study may have presented different 

information if those leaders who did not participate added their voice. Of the fifty-nine 

building leaders in the district, only fifteen responded to the electronic survey and only 

ten of those were able to be interviewed. In addition, since the topic chosen for this study 

is novel, there was not an abundance of literature available. Additional literature on this 
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topic could also have allowed for a narrower focus for the topics researched and 

reviewed. 

 A limitation of this study was that participants still find themselves living and 

working through the pandemic. Because the experiential learning theory requires 

reflection on the part of the participants, the participants of this study were at a slight 

disadvantage since the pandemic was still occurring, limiting their ability to reflect over 

the situation. Many believed that the pandemic would have concluded and even the 

researchers of this study believed that it was concluding. Additionally, experiential 

learning requires reflection on the part of the participants, the participants of this study 

were at a slight disadvantage since the pandemic was still occurring, limiting their ability 

to reflect over the situation. In addition, since the topic chosen for this study was novel, 

there was not an abundance of literature available. Additional literature on this topic 

could also have allowed for a narrower focus for the topics researched and reviewed. 

Positionality Statement 

 As researchers, we have gained great insight from the lived-experiences of 

principals who led during the COVID-19 pandemic. Having worked in districts with 

similar demographics to the Gustaug County Public School System, each of us 

encountered leadership challenges consistent with those shared by the leaders within the 

study. Although our circumstances may have varied from the research participants and 

were specific to our settings, our leadership practices were enhanced by our respective 

experiences as the research conducted. In many circumstances, we found ourselves living 

through the crisis along with participants and were able to relate and empathize with their 

position. It is our hope that this research study can help enhance our own leadership 
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skillset and practices so that we will make the best decisions for our students when faced 

with challenges. 

Conclusion 

 This study attempted to explore the challenges that principals faced during the 

COVID-19 pandemic. The experiences of fifteen principals were recorded through 

electronic interviews and/or questionnaires to gain their perspectives on the challenges 

faced during COVID-19. These principal perspectives offered insight into the resources 

needed and used, the solutions put into practice and the challenges participants 

experienced. The result of this study suggests that the professional standards that 

principals follow may need to be refocused and realigned to offer better guidance to 

leaders in the future. The results of this study also suggest that most school leadership 

preparation and training programs prior to the COVID-19 pandemic were likely to be out 

of step with the challenges facing school leaders today (Harris & Jones, 2020) and that 

those principals that led during the pandemic suggested the need for further preparation 

and training to meet the future challenges of an ongoing crisis.  
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Appendix A  

Electronic Questionnaire 

 

1. Principal Preparation and Training:  

a. What degrees do you hold?  

b. What schools did you attend to obtain those degrees?  

c. What other training have you participated in that prepared you for your 

challenges during the pandemic? 

 

2. Certification:  

a. List your areas of certification and/or endorsements:   

b. What year did you receive your initial leadership certification?  

c. Were you certified under the tiered or non-tiered certification process?  

d. What other states are you certified? List those areas of certification.  

 

3. Describe the challenges you experienced while leading your school during the 

COVID-19 pandemic.  

 

4. What solutions or strategies did you implement to overcome the challenges you 

faced? Please attach any artifacts that are reflective of these solutions/strategies, etc. 

 

5. What type of guidance or assistance did you have in facing those challenges and 

where did it come from (e.g., district training, other principals in the district, 

professional learning networks, social media)?  

 

6. What college/university coursework and/or job-embedded professional learning have 

you received that focused on handling crises?  

 

7. If yes, describe how your coursework/training prepared you for the challenges 

encountered during the COVID-19 pandemic?  
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8. Based on your responsibilities and challenges during the COVID-19 pandemic,   

 

9. Rank the following leadership practices on a scale of 1 to 5, in order of importance 

for leaders during the pandemic (1 = most important).  

Ranking Principal Responsibilities that Indicate Effective Leadership 

1.  Shaping a vision of academic success for all students, one based on high 

standards 

2.  Creating a climate hospitable to education in order that safety, a cooperative 

spirit, and other foundations of fruitful interaction prevail 

3.  Cultivating leadership in others so that teachers and other adults assume 

their part in realizing the school vision 

4.  Improving instruction to enable teachers to teach at their best and students to 

learn at their utmost 

5.  Managing people, data, and processes to foster school improvement 

 

10. If this school year were like any other school year, how would you rank the following 

leadership practices on a scale of 1 to 5? Rank in order of importance (1 = most 

important). 

Ranking Principal Responsibilities that Indicate Effective Leadership 

1.  Shaping a vision of academic success for all students, one based on high 

standards 

2.  Creating a climate hospitable to education in order that safety, a cooperative 

spirit, and other foundations of fruitful interaction prevail 

3.  Cultivating leadership in others so that teachers and other adults assume their 

part in realizing the school vision 

4.  Improving instruction to enable teachers to teach at their best and students to 

learn at their utmost 

5.  Managing people, data, and processes to foster school improvement 

 



LEADERSHIP PROCESSES DURING COVID-19  200 

 

 

11. What type of coursework or professional learning would suggest for 

colleges/universities or job-embedded professional learning based on your 

experiences during the COVID-19 pandemic?  

 

12. What has been the most useful training, guidance, or advice you have received about 

handling crises? Explain why it was useful to your practices during the pandemic?  

 

13. Demographics:  

a. Gender:  

b. Ethnicity:  

 

14. Information about your principal position:  

a. Current school’s grade span  

b. How long have you been a principal?  

c. How many years have you been in your current position?  

d. How many years have you been at your current school?  

e. How many years have you been in the district?  

f. What other grade levels have you been an 

administrator? Ex. high school, middle school, or an elementary school.  

 

15. Artifacts Included/Uploaded: (Yes/No)   

 

16. If requested, would you be available to participate in a following 

interview? (Yes/No)   
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Appendix B 

Interview Protocol 

 

Interviewee (School Name/Grade Span): ___________________  

Interviewer: ______________ 

Wallace Key Practices Rankings from Survey: ________________________________  

Artifacts to be Referenced: ________________________________________________  

Introductory Communication   

Per the release form you have signed and returned, we would like to facilitate our 

notetaking, by recording our conversations today. For your information, only researchers 

on the project will be privy to the recordings which will be eventually deleted after they 

are transcribed. In addition, you must sign a form devised to meet our human subject 

requirements. This document states that: (1) all information will be held confidential, (2) 

your participation is voluntary, and you may stop at any time if you feel uncomfortable, 

and (3) we do not intend to inflict any harm. Thank you for your agreeing to participate.  

We have planned this interview to last no longer than one hour. During this time, we have 

several questions that we would like to cover. If time begins to run short, it may be 

necessary to interrupt you to push ahead and complete this line of questioning.  

You have been selected to speak with us today because you have been identified as 

someone who has a great deal to share about the COVID-19 pandemic response in the 

schools in this district. Our research project focuses on the improvement of principal 

preparedness as it pertains to situations that occur in schools that may not involve direct 

principal training. Our study does not aim to evaluate your techniques or experiences. 

Rather, we are trying to learn more about the district’s response to the COVID-19 

pandemic, and hopefully learn about practices that help improve the district’s response to 

such incidents.  

Definition of Terms 

Leadership preparation program. Courses of study, whether in a university, college, or 

seminar setting, designed to prepare an individual for the role of a k-12 principal. 

Professional development. Courses or seminars outside of a university or college setting 

designed to improve the individual’s job performance. 

Job-embedded professional learning. Coaching or mentoring that takes place within the 

school day to improve the job performance of the individual, usually in a targeted area.  
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A. Interview Questions:  

1. Based on your responsibilities and challenges during the COVID-19 

pandemic and prior to the pandemic, you ranked the Wallace Key Practice in 

the following order...  

a. What was your rationale for ranking the practices in this order?  

2. In the survey, you submitted artifacts used to support the strategies and 

solutions you implemented. Why were these artifacts significant in helping 

you overcome the challenges you encountered during the pandemic?  

3. Reflecting on your experiences, do you feel that you were prepared to lead 

your school during the COVID-19 pandemic? Why/Why not?  

4. What coursework and/or training would you suggest that colleges, 

universities, or your district offer to support principals?  

5. What advice would you offer to support school leaders in managing the 

challenges of the COVID-19 pandemic?  

B. Post interview comments or observations: ________________________________ 

 

 

 


