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Abstract 

 

Creating the Opportunity to Learn: 

 

A Case Study Exploring the Leadership Behaviors and Decision-making Strategies 

 

of an Urban Middle School Principal 

 

Andrea C. Toussaint 

 

 

 

This research presents a qualitative case study of a middle school principal in New York 

City who made significant progress in creating the opportunity to learn at a school that 

predominantly serves children of color. The study analyzed the principal's leadership behaviors 

and decision-making strategies through a series of document reviews, interviews, and focus 

groups. The analysis identified three critical themes that are essential for a principal to lead for 

equity while creating the opportunity to learn. The findings suggest that the leadership behaviors 

and decision-making of a principal significantly influence the specific inputs and processes 

required for academic progress, regardless of a school's location or a student's residence. This 

study has significant implications for principal preparation programs, particularly in developing 

the necessary dispositions to create opportunities for learning. The insights from this research 

can be valuable for educational leaders who strive to create more equitable learning 

environments for all students. 

Keywords: Opportunity to learn, transformational leadership, instructional leadership, advocacy 

leadership, decision-making, children of color, urban school 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Research suggests the demand on the educational system and educational leaders has 

changed (Evans, 2007; Hallinger, 2003). The passing of the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) 

in 2001 created an era of accountability and placed mounting demands on principals “to create 

the conditions needed for every child to receive an equitable and excellent education” (Gooden 

& O’Doherty, 2015, p. 226). The role of schools today goes beyond preparing students for life 

after high school or acquiring a discreet and specific skillset. In the 21st century, young people 

must be prepared to become productive, engaged citizens ready to meet the demands of college 

and careers. As a result, there is no greater urgency than to explore how principals understand 

their contributions to educating all students by ensuring they receive equitable learning 

opportunities. Thus, examining a principal’s leadership behaviors and decision-making strategies 

will aid in uncovering how these learning opportunities occur. 

With shifts in accountability, it is imperative to understand the work of principals, who 

are second only to teachers, to affect student learning indirectly (Leithwood et al., 2008). 

Scholars have concluded that educational leadership research lacks focus and has fallen short in 

connecting principals, accountability, equity, and student learning opportunities (Boykin & 

Noguera, 2011; Darling-Hammond, 2013). Thus, this study aims to step toward filling the gap in 

educational leadership research regarding principals, specifically urban principals, and their 

process of leading for equity and learning for all students through the opportunities to learn 

afforded within their particular school context. More specifically, this case study will use 

qualitative methods to describe and explore one principal's decision-making strategies and 

leadership behaviors to create opportunities to learn and promote equity in their school. 
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Background of the Study 

In 2012, the Schott Foundation published a report on the opportunity to learn in 

underserved neighborhoods in New York City. In a city of 32 districts serving over 1 million 

students, the study revealed that more than 50% of the districts provide less than a 50% 

opportunity to learn (Holzman, 2012). 

 

Figure 1 

Schott Foundation’s (2012) Opportunity to Learn Index Displaying the Opportunity to Learn 

per District 

 

 

As evidenced in the figure, in some communities, the inputs and processes for producing 

student achievement are lacking or nonexistent (Holzman, 2012). These inputs and processes 

include highly qualified teachers, rigorous curricula, adequate teaching resources, and 

professional development that aid in creating schools that nurture growth and development for 

students and show evidence of academic improvement over time (Boykin & Noguera, 2011; 

Holzman, 2012). The inputs outlined in the Schott Report directly correlate with principal 

leadership behaviors and decision-making strategies. 

Gooden and O’Doherty (2015) posit, “Schools with large Black/Latino populations 

consistently, and sometimes dramatically, are found to be operating under egregious inequities 
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that point to what has been called an opportunity gap” (p. 226). Thus, as the Schott report 

suggests, the lack of opportunity at the root of failure is tragic for hundreds of thousands of New 

York students and is a significant contributor to the persistent failure of other school systems 

across the state and nation (Holzman, 2012). Similarly, Frankenburg et al. (2019) contend, “New 

York remains the most segregated state for African American students with 65% of African 

American students in intensely segregated minority schools” (p. 5). Thus, this research describes 

and explores the leadership behaviors and decision-making strategies of an urban principal who 

creates opportunities to learn at a middle school predominantly attended by children of color in 

New York City. 

In their study, Boykin and Noguera (2011) suggest that students from certain ethnic 

groups, primarily Blacks and Latinos, still do not fare well in US schools. Various segments of 

the school population continue to experience negative and inequitable treatment (Ladson-

Billings, 1994; Rothstein, 2013). Furthermore, students who have low socio-economic status, 

students who speak languages other than English, and students with disabilities consistently 

experience significantly lower achievement test scores, lower teacher expectations, and lower 

allocations of funds and resources (Darling-Hammond, 2013; Rothstein, 2013; Tyson, 2013). 

In this context, several leadership questions arise: How do schools respond to the 

changing educational landscape? How do leaders create schools that are effective in the 

21st century? How do leaders produce engaging educational environments where students make 

academic progress? How will principals lead in a constant state of change while ensuring 

equitable learning opportunities for all children? 

Thus, the research topic evolved from the literature review and previous studies on 

(1) the opportunity to learn and (2) the leadership behaviors and decision-making practices of 
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urban principals. The research literature indicates inequitable learning opportunities for children 

of color (Ladson-Billings, 2013). It also shows that Black principals often lead these schools 

(Boykin & Noguera, 2011; Brown, 2005). Thus, researchers believe focusing on principal 

leaders and educational organizations could be the key to changing school inequities (Sebastian 

et al., 2018). They argue that schools must focus on teaching and learning and how they use 

resources to create learning opportunities (Marks & Printy, 2003). 

As a result, this study describes and explores an urban principal's leadership behaviors 

and decision-making strategies, creating opportunities to learn at a New York City middle school 

predominantly serving children of color. As a result of this research, school leaders, 

practitioners, and preparation programs will have access to practical leadership strategies that, 

when implemented, can increase the opportunity to learn. 

Problem Statement 

There is a lack of information on urban principals' leadership behaviors and decision-

making strategies that create the opportunity to learn at schools attended primarily by children of 

color. 

Purpose of the Study 

This qualitative research aims to describe the leadership behaviors and decision-making 

strategies of an urban principal who creates the opportunity to learn at a school predominantly 

serving children of color. This study uses qualitative methods to describe how an urban principal 

enacts, makes sense of, and promotes equitable learning opportunities. 

Research Questions 

The research questions directing this study focus on the impact of principal leadership 

behaviors and decision-making strategies in creating opportunities to learn at the school where 
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they lead. The primary research question is: What are the leadership practices and decision-

making strategies of an urban principal who creates opportunities to learn at a school serving 

children of color? 

Within this exploration, another question the research seeks to answer is: How does the 

participant create opportunities to learn at their school? 

Significance of the Study 

The research literature on creating opportunities to learn indicates gaps in the educational 

opportunities afforded to children of color (Leithwood et al., 2008). Described as disparities in 

students’ access to equitable learning opportunities and the quality of that learning, the 

opportunity to receive a high-quality education is limited in schools primarily attended by 

children of color (Boykin & Noguera, 2011; Holzman, 2012). Generally referring to the inputs 

and processes within a school context necessary for producing student achievement of intended 

outcomes, the opportunity to learn encompasses how curriculum, teachers, and professional 

development maximize learning for all students (Banicky, 2000). Thus, the opportunity to learn 

describes a set of conditions that schools, districts, and states must meet to ensure that students 

have an equal opportunity to meet expectations for their performance (Boykin & Noguera, 

2011). 

As Brown (2005) suggests, “the majority of African American leaders are employed in 

large urban school districts that are underfunded, have scarce resources, significant numbers of 

uncertified teachers and student underachievement” (p. 587). Thus, exploring the leadership 

behaviors and decision-making processes of principals who, despite disparities, create 

opportunities to learn in schools attended by children of color is a critical area of research. This 

research is vital because it is essential to study the practices of principals serving at schools 
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where the leadership has demonstrated dedicated, consistent, and sustained improvement in the 

opportunities to learn afforded to their students. 

As a result, an examination of the leadership behaviors and decision-making strategies of 

a principal who has demonstrated improved student academic progress through equitable 

opportunities to learn will be added to research on how principal leadership can transform 

schools serving children of color. “Despite what may seem to be insurmountable obstacles to 

learning and teaching, some schools are nevertheless successful with young people” who live in 

onerous circumstances with limited educational opportunities (Nieto, 2007, p. 286). 

Educational leadership has been cited as having profound implications for student and 

school outcomes (Green, 2015). Thus, as Brown (2005) suggests, it is essential to study 

principals' beliefs, attitudes, and philosophies who strive for equity and equal opportunities for 

children of color. Green (2015) also asserts, “Researchers have given less attention to the ways 

that educational leaders take action to improve outcomes across urban schools” (p. 680). 

Therefore, describing the leadership behaviors and decision-making strategies of a principal who 

has created learning opportunities will help marshal the compensatory resources and efforts 

required to ensure that all children receive equitable access to their educational pursuits. 

Conceptual Framework 

The conceptual framework for this study outlines how a principal’s leadership behaviors, 

coupled with their decision-making, create the opportunity to learn. 

 

Figure 2 

Conceptual Framework 
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Leadership at any level and setting directly affects the organization and its people (Sun & 

Henderson, 2016;Bennis, 1993). When organizations such as schools have effective leaders, 

programs, and people thrive (Leithwood & Jantzi, 1990). Conversely, poor leadership gives way 

to conditions that create resentment among members and causes harmful results for the 

organization (Aleman, 2010; Darling-Hammond, 2012). The link between organizational 

effectiveness and leadership has led to consideration of the essential qualities of effective leaders 

(Marzano, 2005). Although this research does not seek to define principal effectiveness, 

researchers believe focusing on principal leaders and educational infrastructures could be the key 

to changing inequities in educational institutions to promote the opportunity to learn while 

creating effective urban schools (Allexsaht-Sinder & Hart, 2001; Elliott, 2015). 

Equally crucial to leadership are principal decision-making strategies around school 

factors—specifically teachers, curriculum, and professional development—needed to create the 

opportunity to learn. Within their schools, principal leaders can promote greater equity in 

learning conditions and greater external support to children of color to mitigate the effects of 

disadvantage (Gooden, 2005; Kohansal, 2015; Mickens, 2003). Noguera and Boykin’s (2001) 

study suggests that additional learning time, better instruction, and more resources (especially 

funding and funding allocations) are necessary for creating the opportunity to learn. Thus, 
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research suggests that the inequity in lower-performing districts is mainly due to the lack of 

access to the resources found in more affluent districts (Holzman, 2012; Ladson-Billings, 2013). 

In addition to resources, how principals make decisions around the quality of teachers, the 

quality of the curriculum, and the quality of professional development impact the opportunity to 

learn in various school contexts (Boykin & Noguera, 2011). 

Summary of Methodology 

The methodological review of scholarly literature clarified the research method most 

fitting for this qualitative study. A descriptive case study allows the researcher to capture rich 

narratives from interviews and focus groups through four components: (1) a focus on 

understanding how people interpret experiences, (2) the researcher’s role, (3) the inductive 

process, and (4) the detailed description of the participant’s narrative (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  

This method allows the researcher to undertake an inquiry in which they dialogue with the 

participants to understand how they construct their world (Creswell, 2009). As a form of 

qualitative research, the case study can inform professional practice and evidence-informed 

decision-making, essential elements of principal leadership (Baxter & Jack, 2008). 

According to Merriam and Tisdell (2016), the primary goal of qualitative studies is to 

present a broad summary of events related to the phenomenon under study. Understanding how 

people internalize and attribute meaning to their social experiences is another reason for 

selecting a qualitative design (Creswell, 2012; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). To fully understand the 

implications of principal leadership behaviors and decision-making as they relate to the 

opportunity to learn, perspectives beyond the scope of the principal are vital. 

Additionally, qualitative research concerns how people internalize and attribute meaning 

to their social experiences and challenges (Creswell, 2012; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). By 
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focusing on a single case study, the researcher seeks to understand and provide insight into the 

leadership practices and decision-making process of an urban middle school principal who 

creates learning opportunities. In educational settings, creating this opportunity in a school 

attended by children of color that have been earmarked as persistently failing for over two 

decades is indeed a phenomenon worth chronicling. 

Analyzing various data sources will also develop and create a robust case study. 

Although the case is limited to one school, one principal, and one community, the advantage of 

this approach is the close collaboration between the researcher and the participant while enabling 

the participants to tell their stories (Baxter & Jack, 2008). Through interviews and focus groups, 

participants are provided a platform to share their views on the realities they face, supporting the 

researcher’s understanding of the participant’s actions. Participants will also be able to share 

artifacts and documents for the document review, which speak to and reflect how they work 

alongside the principal to create the opportunity to learn.  The researcher will also include the 

review field notes to aid in the inductive analysis of collected data.  

Limitations and Delimitations 

Often, a researcher’s integrity throughout data collection and analysis and reporting 

results can raise concerns about ethical practices that typically arise in case studies (Merriam, 

2009). However, for this inquiry, the researcher selected a case study design as the most 

appropriate method to address the problem and the research questions. By focusing on one 

school, the researcher had an opportunity to delve into the specific roles the varied participants 

assume to create the opportunity to learn while capturing a perspective on principal practice as it 

relates to the principal’s leadership behaviors and decision-making strategies that impact the 

opportunities afforded to the children they serve. 
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Case studies allow for exploring a complex phenomenon and presenting a thorough 

account of the unit of study (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Although case studies are often said to 

lack rigor, to present a more rigorous set of findings, the researcher employed bracketing (a 

qualitative practice of purposefully setting aside one’s preconceived ideologies and established 

experiences) in an attempt to analyze and report finding devoid of personal bias while engaging 

in inductive analysis (Schreiber & Asner-Self, 2011). 

The researcher also selected one school site for the case study. The major limitation of 

this research style is that it is restricted to the participant's perspective—expressly, the principal. 

However, additional perspectives from various stakeholders will be extracted from additional 

interviews conducted, and focus groups convened. Nevertheless, the findings are limited in that 

they reflect only one site. The small sample size limits the generalizability of the study 

(Schreiber & Asner-Self, 2011). However, as per the Schott Foundation’s report (Holzman, 

2012), the school's context and composition reflect similar sites across the city, making the 

findings from this study applicable in other contexts. 

In this study, the researcher was the primary data collection and analysis instrument. 

Therefore, the level of objectivity, knowledge, and skill in applying the selected protocols and 

awareness of personal biases presented some limitations to the study. The researcher attended 

elementary and middle school in the same district. The researcher’s middle school was a few 

blocks from the middle school selected for this study. The researcher was often told it was a 

“bad” school. Although early encounters shaped the researcher’s initial impressions, the school's 

academic progress is the study's foundation. Despite childhood bias, as a unit of study, the data 

were collected factually to keep the research as objective as possible (Saldaña, 2013). 
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Additionally, the key participant of the study is currently serving as the school's principal, 

making time a limitation for this study. Public school administrators are very busy people with 

limited time to spare throughout the day; they must observe teachers, manage the campus, and 

conduct meetings with teachers, parents, and students, among other responsibilities. With time 

being a significant limitation of this study, it was managed effectively by creating timelines for 

the semi-structured interviews and focus groups. The key participant was included in the 

planning of all visits and meetings. 

Although research often identifies race and poverty as predictors of achievement in urban 

schools (Darling-Hammond, 2007), whenever schools are highly segregated, achievement tends 

to be the lowest (Boykin & Noguera, 2011). Thus, this study was delimited and captured 

qualitative data from one school predominantly serving children of color. The unit of analysis 

included the leadership practice(s) and decision-making strategies of a principal creating 

opportunities to learn, as demonstrated by the academic progress of a school with a history of 

failure. As such, the findings from this study may be relegated to a specific geographical 

context—urban schools. 

Definition of Terms 

Opportunity to learn describes a set of conditions that schools, districts, and states must 

meet to ensure that students have an equal opportunity to meet expectations for their 

performance (Boykin & Noguera, 2011). Generally referring to the inputs and processes within a 

school context necessary for producing student achievement of intended outcomes, the 

opportunity to learn encompasses how curriculum, teachers, and professional development 

maximize learning for all students (Banicky, 2000). 
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Leadership behavior refers to a leader providing direction, implementing plans, and 

motivating people. For this study, the three practices examined are transformational leadership, 

instructional leadership, and advocacy leadership. 

Decision-making is a general pattern of action in rationalizing all functions and task areas 

within a school (Hoy & Miskel, 2013). It also refers to the real-time, data-driven, and shared 

decision-making process principals employ when making decisions that impact a school 

community. As Young relates, “The essence of decision-making is the effort to do the right 

thing. It has no other purpose” (personal communication, July 14, 2019). For this study, 

decision-making will encompass the patterns of action and data used to inform all decisions. 

Children of color refer to those students who have identified as Black and Latino on the 

New York City Department of Education school quality survey. 

Urban schools are schools attended predominantly by children of color where the 

population of children of color is 65% or greater. These schools are often characterized by low 

academic achievement, resulting from poverty, limited English proficiency, family instability, 

and poor health (Lippman et al., 1996; Lomotey & Lowery, 2015). 

Summary 

This study describes an urban principal's leadership practices and decision-making 

strategies, creating opportunities to learn at a middle school predominantly serving children of 

color. The Schott Foundation’s report (2012) on educational redlining highlights a critical issue: 

Children of color are often overrepresented in schools where schooling inputs and instructional 

processes necessary for producing student achievement of intended outcomes are limited (Elliott, 

2015). This research is intended to describe the principal leadership behaviors and decision-

making strategies that, when employed, create opportunities to learn. 
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Presenting qualitative data aligned to the educational efforts of principals, practitioners, 

and preparation programs, the qualitative data from this study add to the practices that create 

adequate opportunities to learn for those leading and working in schools serving large 

populations of children of color. To ensure equity and academic progress for all students—

specifically children of color—schools must safeguard students’ opportunity to learn (Nieto, 

2007). Hence, this qualitative research aims to describe the decision-making strategies and 

leadership practices of a principal who created the opportunity to learn at a school serving 

predominantly children of color. 

The next chapter, Chapter 2, presents a review of related literature, including (1) a 

definition of the opportunity to learn; (2) a description of principal leadership behaviors 

identified as essential to creating the opportunity to learn—including transformational 

leadership, instructional leadership, and advocacy leadership; (3) a description of the decision-

making strategies essential to creating the opportunity to learn—specifically decisions around 

teachers, curriculum, and professional development (Banicky, 2000); and (4) a discussion of the 

subtle nuances associated with Black principal leadership. 

An overview of the study’s research design and methodology is presented in Chapter 3. 

This chapter provides a rationale for (1) the qualitative research methodology and (2) the 

analysis data. It also offers essential data sets reflective of the research site and context. 

Chapter 4 outlines the findings based on the qualitative case study to include a 

triangulation of data through (1) individual interviews with the principal, district representative, 

and assistant principals; (2) focus groups with a set of teachers and a set of parents; and 

(3) document reviews. The interviews and focus groups have been coded to identify themes 

around principal leadership practices and decision-making strategies exercised to create 
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opportunities to learn. These documents were analyzed to see the alignment and misalignment 

with the principal's leadership behaviors and decision-making strategies. 

Chapter 5 concludes with an analysis of key findings and recommendations for future 

research. Results are grouped thematically to show points of alignment with research on how 

principal leadership behaviors and decision-making create the opportunity to learn at schools 

with large populations of children of color. 
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Chapter 2: Review of Literature 

Discourse on educational inequities demonstrates the challenge in the United States of 

providing adequate and equitable learning opportunities for all students (Carter & Welner, 2013). 

In New York City, there are disparities in the opportunity to learn afforded to children of color 

(Boykin & Noguera, 2011). In a city of 32 districts serving over 1 million students, more than 

50% of the districts have less than a 50% opportunity to learn (Holzman, 2012). 

With the presumption of equal educational opportunities existing as a result of the No 

Child Left Behind Act (NCLB), some researchers believe continued low levels of achievement 

by students of color must be intrinsic to them, their families, or their communities (Carter & 

Welner, 2013). These assumptions, however, miss an important reality. Educational outcomes 

for children of color are much more a function of their unequal access to critical educational 

resources than intrinsic dynamics (Rothstein, 2013). These essential educational resources 

include quality teachers, curriculum, and professional development, which are in-school factors 

directly impacted by principal leadership (Banicky, 2000; Boykin & Noguera, 2011). 

A review of the research literature indicates that schools predominantly attended by 

children of color are usually underfunded, with scarce resources and significant numbers of 

uncertified teachers (Brown, 2005). As a result, these schools need more academic progress 

(Holzman, 2012). This study is premised on the assumption that principals' leadership behaviors 

and decision-making strategies impact the quality of the opportunities to learn that students are 

afforded (Boykin & Noguera, 2011). 
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This study intends to describe the leadership practices of a principal who creates the 

opportunity to learn at a school attended predominantly by children of color. This research is 

vital because, as Hillard (2003) states, “the leaders and teachers who produce excellence are 

unknown and all but invisible” (p. 142). 

Purpose of the Study 

This qualitative research aims to describe the decision-making strategies and leadership 

practices of a principal who created opportunities to learn at a school serving predominantly 

children of color. Using qualitative methods, this study will describe how the principal, in their 

context, enacts, makes sense of, and promotes equitable opportunities to learn. 

Review of the Literature 

Without reservation, research has shown that the demands on education and educational 

leaders have changed (Evans, 2007; Hallinger, 2003). The role of schools today goes beyond 

preparing students for high school or acquiring a discrete and specific skillset (Boykin & 

Noguera, 2011). Today, young people must be prepared to become productive, engaged citizens 

ready to meet the demands of college and careers (Noguera, 2003). Although there are 

explanations for the low performance exhibited by children of color, these approaches are framed 

to limit these students' capacities (Perry et al., 2003). As a result, there is no greater urgency than 

to understand how principals understand their contributions to equitably educating all students by 

ensuring they receive equitable learning opportunities. Principals control most of the in-school 

factors that create the opportunity to learn (Boykin & Noguera, 2011). 

With changes in the educational landscape, it is imperative to understand more than ever 

the work of principals, who are second only to teachers, to affect student learning indirectly 

(Leithwood et al., 2008). Scholars have concluded that educational leadership research needs 
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more focus and catch-up in connecting principals, equity, and student learning opportunities 

(Boykin & Noguera, 2011; Darling-Hammond, 2013). Therefore, this study aims to step toward 

filling the gap in educational leadership research regarding principals, specifically urban 

principals, and their process of leading for equity and learning for all students through the 

opportunities to learn afforded within their particular school context. Using qualitative methods, 

this study will describe the strategies and practices principals use in their context to create 

opportunities to learn and promote equity in their schools. 

Defining the Opportunity to Learn 

In many ways, the school principal is the most important and influential individual in 

any school. He or she is the person responsible for all activities that occur in and around 

the school building. It is the principal’s leadership that sets the tone of the school, the 

climate for teaching, the level of professionalism and morale of teachers, and the degree 

of concern for what students may or may not become. The principal is the main link 

between the community and the school, and the way he or she performs in this capacity 

largely determines the attitudes of parents and students about the school. If a school is a 

vibrant, innovative, child-centered place, if it has a reputation for excellence in teaching, 

if students are performing to the best of their ability; one can almost always point to the 

principal’s leadership as the key to success. (1977 U.S. Senate Committee Report on 

Equal Educational Opportunity [U.S. Congress, 1970], as cited in Marzano, 2005, p. 56) 

The connection between leadership and student achievement is compelling (Marzano, 

2005). Researchers agree that leadership is a central key to the achievement of students in 

schools (Boykin & Noguera, 2011; Jenkins, 2009; Marzano, 2005). Moreover, in an era of 

accountability, as Gooden and O’Doherty (2015) suggest, “leaders create the conditions needed 

for every child to receive an equitable and excellent education” (p. 226). Because schools reflect 

the communities in which they are located, schools attended predominantly by children of color 

often lack the resources needed to ensure equitable learning opportunities (Ladson-Billings, 

2013; Noguera, 2003). 

As a result, the demands placed on educational leaders, specifically principals, have 

evolved and transformed (Hallinger, 2003). Thus, principals must shift from merely managing a 
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school to becoming integral participants in fostering equity and learning for all students (Honig 

& Seashore Louis, 2007). According to Boykin and Noguera (2011), developing the capacity of 

schools involves many things, including: “providing staff with the appropriate training, 

implementing effective intervention strategies and obtaining the resources necessary to meet 

student needs” (p. 177). 

Thus, there exists no greater urgency in our school systems than educating all students at 

a high level (Ladson-Billings, 2006; Perry et al., 2003). With children exposed to 14 years of 

schooling, educators, parents, and students hope it will dramatically increase their chances of 

success (Day, Gu &Sammons, 2016; Noguera, 1996). However, school conditions reveal that 

expectations for leaders have shifted substantially, and principal preparation programs are faced 

with growing demands to prepare current and future school leaders for the changing educational 

environment (Gooden & O’Doherty, 2015; Hess & Kelly, 2005). These fundamental shifts in 

education and accountability make examining and documenting principals' leadership behaviors 

and decision-making strategies to create opportunities at schools primarily attended by children 

of color vital (Boykin & Noguera, 2011). 

Although research states that leadership is second only to classroom instruction among all 

school-related factors contributing to what students learn, principals create conditions that 

encourage excellent teaching (Leithwood et al., 2006). Factors such as school size and class size, 

which influence the personal attention students receive, and the combination of teacher quality 

and curriculum quality, account for much of the school-related contributions to achievement, 

which are directly impacted by the principal (Darling-Hammond, 2007; Holzman, 2012). Within 

the classroom, teachers are responsible for instructional time and content coverage; however, 

principals control the factors that can contribute to the variability of instructional time (Elliott, 
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2015; Lochmiller & Acker-Hocevar, 2016; Robinson et al., 2008). To create high-quality 

opportunities to learn, especially in schools attended primarily by children of color, leaders must 

tend to teacher quality, curriculum, and professional development (Boykin & Noguera, 2011). 

As Boykin and Noguera (2011) posit, decisions impacting the (1) quality of teachers, 

(2) curriculum, and (3) professional development are essential to creating meaningful learning 

opportunities. Thus, principals must (1) identify teachers who show interest in reasoning instead 

of the correct answer; (2) develop and implement instructional programs that challenge students 

academically and socially; and (3) create professional environments that nurture teachers and 

provide them with the resources to balance methodology and content (Perry et al., 2003). 

Additionally, theorists and researchers studying the opportunity to learn to stress the 

importance of instructional time and content as core elements of that opportunity (Elliott & 

Bartlett, 2016). With classroom instruction and teacher effect central to the opportunity to learn, 

principal leadership must consider the quality of teaching as a prerequisite to student 

achievement, growth, and progress (Banicky, 2000; Elliott & Bartlett, 2016). 

Furthermore, educators and educational stakeholders concerned with achievement gaps 

among various groups of students and between actual and expected learning outcomes have 

shifted their focus to the critical instructional variables that contribute to student learning (Elliott, 

2014). Elliott and Bartlett (2016) note that in 1963 the first operational definition of the 

opportunity to learn emphasized the variable of “time allocated to instruction in a school’s 

schedule” as the most salient feature (p. 2). In addition to time allocation, the extent to which the 

content of instruction overlapped with the content of assessments proved to be a critical feature 

(Elliott, 2014). As such, the intersection of quality, content, and time became the nucleus of the 
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opportunity to learn, which now encompasses how principals manage these essential learning 

elements (Boykin & Noguera, 2011). 

Generally referring to the inputs and processes within a school context necessary for 

producing student achievement of intended outcomes, the opportunity to learn encompasses how 

curriculum, teachers, and professional development maximize learning for all students (Banicky, 

2000; Boykin & Noguera, 2011). The opportunity to learn describes a set of conditions that 

schools, districts, and states must meet to ensure that students have an equal opportunity to meet 

expectations for their performance (Boykin & Noguera, 2011). 

Originally defined as the overlap between the information students were taught and the 

information on which they were tested, with new accountability measures, the definition of the 

opportunity to learn has expanded to include the quality of resources, school conditions, 

curriculum, and teaching that students experience (Elliott & Bartlett, 2016). These criteria are 

influenced by principal decision-making and are considered critical for ensuring students can 

meet the increased demands of performance-based accountability systems (Banicky, 2000; 

Elliott & Bartlett, 2016). These accountability systems also impact a principal’s oversight of the 

in-school factors for which they are responsible and are reflective of the principal’s leadership 

behaviors and decision-making strategies related to creating the opportunity to learn (Banicky, 

2000; Boykin & Noguera, 2011; Elliott & Bartlett, 2016). 

However, in the 2012 Schott Foundation’s report on education redlining in New York 

City’s public school system, three of the five findings were directly related to the principal's 

actions. These findings include areas impacted by principal decision-making: 

(a) increasing the percentage of highly educated teachers employed at schools attended 

by high populations of children of color, (b) providing an opportunity for children of 

color to have the chance to be tested for eligibility for gifted and talented programs and 

creating them, and (c) creating the supports to ensure students impacted by middle school 
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inequities be enrolled in schools where there are opportunities to receive high quality 

instruction for academic success. (Holzman, 2012) 

Of the findings reported, Pitre (2014) and Darling-Hammond (2010) suggest that the 

disproportionate number of unqualified teachers assigned to teach at schools with high 

populations of children of color needs to be revised. The issue of access to a high-quality teacher 

is essential, as it is identified as one of the most important school-based factors in student 

achievement (Berry, 2013; Noguera, 1996; Pitre, 2014). 

The Schott Report (2012) also highlights two critical issues: (1) the overrepresentation of 

children of color in schools where the opportunity to learn is below 1%, and (2) how principal 

leadership can create opportunities to learn that are similar to those found in high-performing 

schools (Holzman, 2012). As such, it must be noted that various segments of the school 

population continue to experience hostile and inequitable treatment (Ladson-Billings, 1994). 

Students from certain ethnic groups, mostly Black and Latino, still do not fare well in U.S. 

schools, performing well below their White counterparts (Boykin & Noguera, 2011). 

However, the 2019 data from New York State middle school tests from Brooklyn, New 

York districts reflect the 2012 Schott Foundation Opportunity to Learn Index and the New York 

State ELA and Math test results from the same year. The results of the 2012 and 2019 state tests 

in seven districts serving predominantly children of color are shown in Table 1. 
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Table 1 

2012 and 2019 New York State Test Results 

District Neighborhoods 

% of Levels 1 

& Level 2 

ELA (2012) 

% of Levels 1 

& Level 2 

ELA (2019) 

% of Levels 

1 & Level 2 

Math (2012) 

% of Levels 

1 & Level 2 

Math (2019) 

13 Brooklyn Heights, 

Cobble Hill, 

DUMBO, Vinegar 

Hill, Downtown 

Brooklyn 

72 52 59 52 

16 Bedford Stuyvesant  77 65 59 68 

17 Crown Heights, 

Prospect-Lefferts 

Gardens, Flatbush, 

Erasmus 

69 58 51 62 

18 Wingate, East 

Flatbush, Farragut, 

Rugby-Remsen 

Village 

71 60 59 66 

19 East New York, 

Starrett City, Cypress 

Hills, City Line 

78 69 68 73 

23 Ocean Hill 

Brownsville 

72 73 65 76 

32 Bushwick 66 65 57 68 

 

Source: Holzman, 2012; NYCDOE, n.d. 

The data from the Schott Report (2012) articulate the point Boykin and Noguera (2011) submit: 

that children of color do not fare well in U.S. schools, which is also a reflection of Ladson-

Billings’s 1994 assertion about the various segments of school populations that continue to 

experience disparities on the educational landscape. 

Research has identified the opportunity to learn as a critical issue for two key reasons: 

(1) disparities in instructional conditions still exist and have been documented throughout 
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history, and (2) the amount and quality of exposure to new knowledge impacts student progress 

and achievement (Banicky, 2000). Although Boykin and Noguera (2011) focus on quality 

curriculum, quality teachers, and quality professional development as the core of creating 

opportunities to learn, Banicky (2000) also identified time, resources, and school conditions as 

important factors associated with the opportunity to learn. 

Therefore, school principals play a crucial role in developing the structures and systems 

necessary to improve outcomes at urban schools, specifically for the children of color who attend 

them (Gooden, 2005; Sebastian et al., 2018). Although teachers are the most important in-school 

determinant of student learning, the principal's collective community of teachers and families 

creates an effective educational environment for all students (Berry, 2013; Noguera, 1996; Pitre, 

2014). As Perry et al. (2003) assert, “There are educators and leaders working in the even the 

most difficult circumstances, who rarely fail to get excellent outcomes … successful educators, 

producers of excellence … worried a lot about their students’ opportunities to learn” (p. 142). 

Some believe that focusing on principal leaders and educational organizations could be 

the key to changing inequities at academic institutions to promote the opportunity to learn 

(Allexsaht-Sinder & Hart, 2001; Elliott, 2015). Previous studies on the opportunity to learn 

focused on quantitative data analysis and ways to measure teacher practices devoid of leader 

impact (Elliott, 2015). Leadership, however, is one of the most salient factors in creating change 

within the school context and promoting high-quality opportunities for student learning 

(Marzano et al., 2005). Two dominant leadership frameworks that have been researched and 

considered most impactful in the evolution and transformation of schools are transformational 

leadership and instructional leadership (Hallinger, 2003). However, to marshal the resources and 

efforts needed to create the opportunity to learn, principal leaders must become political players 
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who advocate for equitable opportunities for the young people they serve (Jenkins, 2009; 

Mickens, 2003). Tapping into the leadership strategies and practices of principals who challenge 

the status quo and strive for equity in opportunity will provide insight into how principals narrow 

gaps in opportunity and create opportunities to learn. 

Principal Leadership 

Leadership at any level and setting directly affects the organization and its people (Sun & 

Henderson, 22016; Bennis, 1993). When organizations such as schools have influential leaders, 

programs, and people thrive (Blouse, 2022; Leithwood & Jantzi, 1990). Conversely, poor 

leadership gives birth to a legacy that creates ill will among members and causes harmful results 

for the organization. This link between organizational effectiveness and leadership has led to 

considering the essential qualities of influential leaders (Marzano et al., 2005). However, no 

single list of leadership practices is widely recognized by scholars (Leithwood et al., 2008). 

Nevertheless, the qualities associated with effective leaders have changed with the 

emergence of different leadership theories (Gardner, 1990). Principals must lead and advocate 

for effective learning communities (Jenkins, 2009; Mickens, 2003). As a result, leadership 

demands refer to the context, culture, and inherent values of the people leading the organizations 

(Bolman & Deal, 2013). However, leadership is difficult to define because of its wide array of 

practices. Nevertheless, a comprehensive review by Leithwood et al. (2008) identified seven 

strong claims about successful school leadership that support and further elaborate on the impact 

of principal leadership on the quality of the opportunities afforded to students at underserved 

schools: 

1. School leadership is second to classroom instruction to influence pupil learning. 

2. Almost all successful school leaders draw on the same repertoire of basic 

leadership practices that include: building vision, setting directions, understanding 
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and developing people, redesigning the organization, and managing and leading 

the teaching and learning program.  

3. How leaders apply these basic leadership practices—not the rules themselves—

demonstrate responsiveness to, rather than dictation by, their work contexts.   

4. School leaders improve teaching and learning indirectly and most powerfully 

through their influence on staff motivation, commitment, and working conditions 

5. School leadership has a more significant influence on schools and pupils when 

widely distributed.  

6. Some patterns of distribution are more effective than others.  Schools with the 

highest achievement attributed this to influence from all sources of leadership—

school teams, parents, and students. 

7. A small handful of personal traits explain a high proportion of the variation in 

leadership effectiveness.  A clear focus on student learning and achievement and a 

commitment to data-based decision-making supported leaders’ sense of efficacy.  

(pp. 27-28) 

The claims made by Leithwood and his colleagues (2008) reinforce the need for 

principals to redefine their leadership approach and hone the leadership practices that will aid in 

creating equitable opportunities for learning schools attended predominantly by children of color. 

These claims allude to leaders’ ability to be advocacy-driven transformational pedagogues in 

their quest to create the opportunity to learn (Mickens, 2003). The point is also made that 

principals innately possess specific strategies and practices that impact their work (Leithwood & 

Jantzi, 2000). A large body of literature suggests that there should be a positive relationship 

between school leadership and student achievement (Marzano et al., 2005). Marks and Printy 

(2003) also mean, “To improve organizational performance, transformational school leaders 

focus on the individual and collective understandings, skills and commitments of teachers” 

(p. 376). 

Within their schools, principal leaders can promote more significant equity in learning 

conditions and greater external support to children of color to mitigate the effects of 

disadvantage (Gooden, 2005; Kohansal, 2015; Mickens, 2003). To do so, they must become risk-

takers, doers, and advocates, as Mickens (2003) suggests. Moreover, as Noguera and Boykin’s 
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(2011) study recommends, additional learning time, better instruction, and more resources 

(especially funding) are also needed to create a more significant opportunity to learn. 

As the Schott Report (2012) suggested, the inequity in lower-performing districts is 

primarily due to the lack of access to resources in more affluent neighborhoods (Holzman, 2012; 

Ladson-Billings, 2013). In communities where spending is high, there are smaller class sizes, 

better facilities, greater instructional resources, higher-paid and more experienced teachers and 

specialists, and a more comprehensive range of high-quality course offerings where students are 

given the exposure and opportunity to experience a culture that promotes success, which is 

directly influenced by principal practice (Darling-Hammond, 2007). Leadership is crucial in 

districts that persistently struggle to educate their students satisfactorily because those schools 

have lacked “sufficient vision, managerial and instructional direction, commitment to students 

and positive culture and climate” (Hitt & Meyers, 2018, p. 5). Mickens (2003) furthers this 

assertion as he reflects on the enormity of the task when undertaking the principalship at Boys 

and Girls High School: 

I quietly surveyed the atmosphere and carefully sketched in my mind the vision for a 

plan … my goal was to reform the school from the hangout the students had been 

permitted to make it, transforming it into a learning environment in which teachers and 

other staff could freely exercise their power to change children’s lives in a fruitful and 

positive manner. I planned to realize my goal by any means necessary. (p. 13) 

In their comprehensive analysis of various studies conducted on how the opportunity to 

learn is created for children of color, Boykin and Noguera (2011) concluded that promoting 

enhanced teaching and learning for children of color involves an intentional focus on student 

engagement. All children can learn in the right setting with adequate structure (Mickens, 2003). 

Research has demonstrated that engaging stakeholders in learning increases their attention and 

focus, motivates them to practice higher-level critical thinking skills, and promotes meaningful 

learning experiences (Lochmiller et al., 2016). 
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Additionally, Boykin and Noguera’s (2011) study denotes that students need to be in a 

learning environment that provides access to the opportunity for success, which is underscored 

by three critical factors—(a) quality teachers, (b) quality curriculum, and (c) professional 

development. These three factors directly correlate with a principal’s decision-making process, 

impacted by their leadership practices. Moreover, as Marks and Printy (2003) conclude, “There 

is an effectiveness of integrated leadership-both transformational and instructional—in eliciting 

the instructional leadership of teachers for improving school performance” (p. 393). 

Transformational Leadership 

Despite being noted as a leadership style used to revolutionize businesses and 

government agencies, transformational leadership encompasses several types of organizations, 

including schools. It involves several leadership practices and behaviors that facilitate 

organizational change (Shatzer et al., 2014). At its core, the leadership needed to create 

opportunities to learn must be grounded in transformational theory accentuated by transactional 

practices (Carter & Welner, 2013). While transactional leadership operates within the existing 

boundaries of processes, structures, and goals, transformational leadership challenges the current 

state and is change-oriented (Alvoid & Black, 2014; Bass, 1990; Day et al., 2016). Transactional 

leadership is grounded in control and requires strict management; as Gooden (2005) notes, 

“Principals are expected or assumed to be able to perform a number of administrative duties as 

part of their position. These duties, often regarded as necessary, include maintain[ing] order” 

(p. 632), formulating bureaucratic and transactional leadership. Though part of school reform, 

the crux of the transformation of urban schools lies in the leader’s use of their positional power 

to stimulate and enact change (Day et al., 2016; Robison et al., 2008). 
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Burns (1978) posits in his research on leadership across various organizational types that 

leaders must engage with staff to inspire them to new levels of energy, commitment, and moral 

purpose. The transformational leader operates on a much higher level and has an identified set of 

heuristics to motivate and guide an organization. While transactional leaders work at a level of 

concern about rationalization and bolstering decisions, transformational leaders seek to construct 

a shared vision that allows for developing and managing teaching and learning programs 

undergirded by shared leadership at all levels (Anderson, 2017; Burns, 1978). 

Thus, transformational leadership aims to improve organizational performance and affect 

school conditions by focusing on problem-solving and stakeholder collaboration (Bass, 1990; 

Hallinger, 2003; Marks & Printy, 2003). When leaders can move stakeholders beyond their self-

interest and generate awareness and acceptance for the institution's larger mission (Bass, 1990), 

they exhibit transformational practices that create one part of the change needed for school 

improvement to narrow gaps in opportunity. Through his extension of Burns’s 1978 research, 

Bass (1990) identified the following transformational practices: 

 Charisma: provides vision and sense of mission, instills pride, gains respect and 

trust 

 Inspiration: communicates high expectations, uses symbols to focus efforts, 

expresses important purposes in simple ways 

 Intellectual Stimulation: promotes intelligence, rationality, and careful problem 

solving 

 Individualized consideration: gives personal attention, treats each employee 

individually, coaches, and advises. (p. 22) 

Studies have shown that when leaders adopt these attributes, they behave like 

transformational leaders and are more likely to be seen as effective (Marks & Printy, 2003). In 

schools where leaders exhibit transformational practices, leaders and teachers engage in 

reflection, which involves thoughtfully questioning habits, beliefs, and mindsets (Gunn, 2019). 

These leaders also work with their staff daily to rebuild from the inside out while being 
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intentional rather than reactive (Gunn, 2019). According to Hitt and Meyers (2018), effective 

leadership uses reflective practices to influence student achievement and transform the learning 

environment. Additionally, transformational leaders balance apprehension and reward with 

collaboration, ethics, and compassion to form a collective momentum to grow and succeed while 

creating opportunities to learn (Bass, 1990; Burns, 1978; Day et al., 2016; Gunn, 2019). 

Thus, transformational leadership provides information about leader-staff interactions, 

which impact instructional leadership (Robison et al., 2008) through the four different practices 

addressed in transformational leadership theory—inspirational motivation, individualized 

consideration, idealized influence (charisma), and intellectual stimulation (Bass, 1990; Shatzer 

et al., 2014). As such, these leaders are also instructional and attuned to the needs of their school 

and the larger community while finding ways to provide students with opportunities to 

participate in the educational process (Mickens, 2003). 

According to Day et al.’s (2016) study, for a school to experience success, it must 

discover how to stimulate people’s capacity to learn at all levels within the system. In so doing, 

leadership by way of transformation is not a top-down model but one that encourages and 

cultivates leaders on every level (Burns, 1978; Murphy, 1968). In this way, educational 

organizations are increasingly marked by a high level of mutual dependence where leaders must 

help revitalize shared beliefs and values (Gardner, 1990) and be willing to develop a shared 

vision, ask questions, cope with weakness, listen, and acknowledge other ideas, depend on 

others, and, when necessary, can let go (Murphy, 1988). 

Leithwood et al. (2006) suggest, “School leaders improve teaching and learning 

indirectly and most powerfully through their influence on staff motivation, commitment, and 

working conditions,” reinforcing the critical importance of transformational leadership (p. 5). 
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Furthermore, by implementing transformational practices, leaders can foster optimal productivity 

through shared values, vision, and moral motivation among followers (Bass, 1990; Burns, 1978). 

Via inspiration and influence on others, the transformational leader fosters trust in others to 

aspire, mobilize, and meet the challenges that arise because they “encourage teachers to examine 

their assumptions about their work and rethink instructional processes; they establish 

expectations for quality pedagogy and support teachers’ professional growth” (Marks & Printy, 

2003, p. 376). 

By improving the instructional process, pedagogy, and professional development, 

transformational leaders can create high-quality opportunities to learn (Bass, 1990; Boykin & 

Noguera, 2011; Mickens, 2003). Furthermore, educational leadership in the 21st century calls for 

individuals with the capacity to withstand the changing nature of education if they develop 

innovative approaches that can result in equitable opportunities to learn in the underserved 

school context. 

Instructional Leadership 

Despite the leadership studies conducted—from change implementation, school 

effectiveness, school improvement, and program improvement—researchers found that “the 

skillful leadership of school principals was a key contributing factor when it came to explaining 

successful change, school improvement, or school effectiveness” (Hallinger, 2003, p. 331). 

Although principals need to encourage improvement from within and be transformational, in 

addition to their role as manager-administrator, they are also responsible for promoting the 

learning and success of all students (Alvoid & Black, 2014). In his seminal article on 

transformational leadership, Leithwood (2004) suggests instructional leadership and advocacy 

leadership as essential aspects of transformational leadership. Marks and Printy (2003) further 
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this idea by suggesting that the efficacious principal simultaneously works on transformational 

and instructional tasks while developing collaboration. 

In his groundbreaking research on school transformation, Edmonds (1982) maintained 

that school principals can transform schools by creating a culture that focuses on learning, 

encourages collaboration, uses data to improve learning, provides support, and aligns curriculum, 

assessment, and instruction. Although strong transformational leadership by the principal is 

essential to maintaining the support and commitment of teachers, “when teachers perceive 

principals’ instructional leadership behaviors to be appropriate, they grow in commitment, 

professional involvement, and willingness to innovate” (Marks & Printy, 2003, p. 393). 

Furthermore, to establish a framework for student success, Mickens (2003) recommends seeking 

the staff’s cooperation as the first step because devising a plan for academic success requires 

instructional conversations led by those elected to teach. In so doing, principals learn to 

strategically utilize their resources to “support classroom instruction, professional learning, and 

student achievement” (Lochmiller & Acker-Hocevar, 2016, p. 276), which is particularly 

important due to the reciprocal relationship between decisions about resources and decisions 

about teaching. As Perry et al. (2003) suggest, “It is leadership that can help to create an 

environment within which the creative potential of teachers can be released” (p. 158). 

Marks and Printy’s (2003) investigation of Heck, Larsen, and Marcoulides’s research 

demonstrates both the “direct and indirect effects of principal instructional leadership as 

influencing school governance, instructional organization, and school climate” (p. 376). Thus, 

principals, as instructional leaders, profoundly influence teaching and learning and the overall 

school transformation process. Kohansal (2015) notes, “Research has found that principals’ 

content knowledge is important and can influence their work as instructional leaders, including 
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how they view classroom instruction, work with teachers, and construct teachers’ professional 

development” (p. 622), which is a part of their decision-making process. To give all children a 

fair chance at educational success, principals’ mindset, instructional knowledge, and 

instructional tone must impact teaching and learning (Carter & Welner, 2013; Lochmiller & 

Acker-Hocevar, 2016). Thus, Hallinger’s (2003) goals in his conceptualization of instructional 

leadership—defining the school’s mission, managing the instructional program, and promoting a 

positive school climate—encapsulate a vital part of principal leadership. 

Although Hallinger and Heck’s (1996) seminal study found that a principal’s 

instructional leadership indirectly affects student outcomes, Shatzer et al. (2014) contend that 

school principals who employ an instructional leadership style have some influence over student 

outcomes through teacher and organizational means. Lochmiller and Acker-Hocevar (2016) 

further this idea in their study of high school administrators who use their understanding of 

content to inform their instructional leadership. In their study, Lochmiller and Acker-Hocevar 

(2016) assert that, for instructional leaders to experience success and improve teacher practice, 

they “must possess a degree of expertise in the content areas they supervise” (p. 273). In so 

doing, principals can engage in meaningful collaborations about instruction. The study found that 

when principals are versed in instructional practices, they can provide teachers with the direct 

assistance needed to improve the quality of instruction and overall student achievement. Thus, 

instructional leadership can be transformational (Marks & Printy, 2003). Although pushing 

academics is the ultimate challenge in schools predominantly attended by children of color, 

principals are tasked with setting the instructional tone while striving to ensure that all students 

beat the odds and discover the beauty of their dreams (Mickens, 2003). 
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Principals significantly impact teaching and learning (Boykin & Noguera, 2011; Darling-

Hammond, 2013). The quality of instruction students receives impact academic progress, 

achievement, and performance (Day et al., 2016; Leithwood et al., 2004). With a goal of 

improved academic achievement, principal leaders impact three critical instructional factors: 

(1) teacher quality, (2) curriculum, and (3) professional development (Boykin & Noguera, 2011; 

Darling-Hammond, 2007). With this influence, principals can expand the body of knowledge and 

quality of instruction to which children are exposed (Carter, 2013). According to Tyson (2013), 

principals can increase achievement and opportunity by focusing on pedagogy, an essential part 

of the transformation process. To understand what is happening in a school academically, 

principals must possess instructional management skills (Marks & Printy, 2003). 

Principals can provide children with equitable learning opportunities through a solid 

instructional core by ensuring that a school’s resources are equally distributed to bolster 

instruction (Lomotey & Lowery, 2015; Mickens, 2003). Principals who are instructional leaders 

are involved in setting clear goals, allocating resources to instruction, managing the curriculum, 

monitoring lesson plans, and evaluating teachers (Carter, 2013; MacPherson, 1998). Lomotey 

(1993) suggests that instructional management involves supervising and assessing teacher 

performance, curriculum planning, and achievement evaluation, which are critical in-school 

factors principals can control. In short, instructional leadership reflects the decision-making 

process and actions a principal takes to promote growth in student learning while transforming 

schools (Berry, 2013; Carter & Welner, 2013). 

Advocacy Leadership 

A major reason for the interest in the links between leadership and student outcomes 

is the desire … to reduce the persistent disparities in the educational achievement 

between various social and ethnic groups and their belief that school leaders play a vital 

role in doing so. (Robison et al., 2008, p. 636) 
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The changing context of education and the implications of these changes call for 

principal leaders to move beyond managerial and entrepreneurial roles and become advocacy 

leaders who can think on multiple tracks at once (Anderson, 2009). Robinson and his colleagues 

(2008) suggest that the variance in educational achievement between various social and ethnic 

groups is anchored in reducing educational disparities. To ensure equity and adequacy in all 

public schools, leaders must become political players who are active and willing to advocate and 

ensure that social justice exists within the system (Aleman, 2010). Thus, coupled with 

transformational and instructional leadership practices, principal leaders must also embrace the 

role of advocate leaders (Mickens, 1994, 2003). 

One of the ways social transformations can occur in public schools is through an 

advocacy leadership lens grounded in critical race theory (Khalifa et al., 2016; Lomotey & 

Lowery, 2015). This theory “posits that racism and white privilege dominate and permeate 

institutions and systems, social norms and daily practice,” as seen in urban public schools 

(Aleman, 2010, p. 129). Through advocacy and social justice, a central feature of critical race 

theory, leaders can ensure equity and adequacy in urban education, which are essential to narrow 

the opportunity gap (Anderson, 2009). 

Swanson Gehrke (2005) contends that one of the significant roles of leaders in urban 

schools is to create opportunities for teachers to devote time to address student needs and engage 

in cultural work. Her research details the leader’s role in identifying the unique challenges facing 

teachers in urban schools and developing ways to assist them in meeting the needs of their 

learners. Thus, there is a new role to be considered for leaders in a culturally pluralistic society—

advocacy leadership (Anderson, 2009). Hence, leaders must be equity-oriented and fluent in their 

constituents' demographic and cultural needs (Spradlin, 2012). 
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Swanson Gehrke’s (2005) study also highlights the gap between expectations for students 

and their reality about resources, achievement, and teacher quality as areas principals can impact, 

provided they support their staff in work. Thus, it becomes imperative for urban school leaders to 

understand and identify what good instruction is and foster a positive, culturally relevant 

environment while striving to establish good relationships with staff (Dolph, 2017). In so doing, 

leaders promote three practices that enable teachers in urban contexts to experience success—

(1) self-awareness and self-reflection, (2) a solid knowledge base, and (3) high expectations 

(Swanson Gehrke, 2005). These critical attributes shape the institution's culture and create a 

common framework for all stakeholders, clarifying the expected and desired disposition. 

However, these improvements will not occur without the support of culturally responsive school 

leadership that is willing to oppose the status quo (Khalifa et al., 2016; Wilson Cooper, 2009) by 

becoming risk-takers, advocates, and doers to enhance the educational opportunities for the 

children they serve (Mickens, 1993). 

Focusing on how schools effectively serve children of color, culturally responsive school 

leadership emphasizes the leaders’ ability to create environments that are receptive to the 

students’ needs (Khalifa et al., 2016; Pitre, 2014). Advocacy-oriented school leaders who are 

culturally responsive work to ensure that children have “access to caring, demanding and well-

prepared teachers with high expectations, a curriculum that teaches the history of their group, 

and a supportive and affirming environment that fosters self-knowledge, self-confidence and 

self-respect” (Horsford, 2019, p. 25). 

In schools predominantly serving children of color, principals must create opportunities 

to learn that are focused on providing equitable conditions and the environment necessary to 

transform inequitable conditions (Dolph, 2017; Siddle-Walker, 1996; Tillman, 2004). Through 
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their advocacy leadership practices, culturally responsive school leaders ensure that they “hire 

culturally responsive teachers, encourage teachers to use culturally responsive pedagogical and 

classroom management strategies, ensure they are trained in using these strategies and hold them 

accountable to do so” (National Association of Elementary School Principals, 2018, p. 6). As 

Khalifa et al. (2016) posit, culturally responsive leadership influences the school context and 

addresses the cultural needs of the students, parents, and teachers while advocating and 

promoting a school climate of inclusivity. 

Theoretical Orientation for the Study 

This study is premised on the assumption that several leadership behaviors implore 

principals to take specific actions, especially regarding decision-making. When implemented, 

these actions create positive student outcomes and lay the foundation for creating opportunities 

to learn. This study intends to explore and describe the influence principal leadership behaviors 

and decision-making has on the opportunity to learn created at schools predominantly attended 

by children of color. As a catalyst for school-level improvement, the role of the principal will be 

analyzed in relation to Boykin and Noguera’s (2011) framework, which suggests a principal’s 

ability to (1) identify quality teachers, (2) select quality curriculum, and (3) provide professional 

development as the impetus for creating the opportunity to learn. 

The theoretical framework for this study draws from previous research on 

transformational, instructional, and advocacy leadership practices. Because principals working in 

underserved areas are responsible for leading and improving some of the most challenging 

schools (Gooden, 2005), leaders must exhibit transformational practices (Burns, 1978). 

Furthermore, school principals play a significant role in developing the structures and systems 

necessary to narrow gaps in opportunity at urban schools (Boykin & Noguera, 2011; Siddle-
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Walker, 1996). Today, the role of the school principal has grown more complex, requiring the 

principal to become a hybrid of “an aspirational leader, a team builder, a coach, and an agent of 

visionary change” (Alvoid & Black, 2014, p. 1). 

As a result, the conceptual framework for this study is reflected in the following graphic. 

 

Figure 3 

Conceptual Framework 

 

The conceptual framework suggests that when principals lead from and embody 

transformational, instructional, and advocacy practices, they possess a melded perspective that 

influences their decision-making around teachers, curriculum, and professional development, 

creating high-quality opportunities to learn. 

Summary 

This research is vital because it is essential to study urban schools serving large 

populations of children of color where leadership has demonstrated dedicated, consistent, and 

sustained improvement that create opportunities to learn. Consistent academic progress means 

students will spend more time on tasks while educational learning time increases (Boykin & 

Noguera, 2011). Additionally, teachers can more easily recognize and motivate positive 
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behaviors, classroom stress for students and teachers decreases, and students gain a sense of 

safety and security (Perry et al., 2003). 

Accordingly, this research seeks to identify how principal leaders marry their leadership 

practices and decision-making to ensure that students of color access the necessary resources to 

affect learning outcomes and increase academic progress. “Despite what may seem to be 

insurmountable obstacles to learning and teaching, some schools are nevertheless successful with 

young people who live in onerous circumstances with limited educational opportunities” (Nieto, 

2007, p. 286). 

Since these schools are often led by Black principals (Boykin & Noguera, 2011; Brown, 

2005), and as Tillman (2004) asserts, an underdeveloped aspect of leadership is the role of the 

Black principal before and after Brown v. Board of Education, this study aims to aid filling the 

gap in this critical area of research. Historically, Black principals have found ways to manage, 

manipulate, and stretch meager resources to ensure that children of color receive a quality 

education, and today, there are schools with Black leaders who are guaranteeing equity and 

access for their populations as well (Boykin & Noguera, 2011; Evans, 2007; Ladson-Billings, 

2006; Tillman, 2004). As Brown (2005) suggests, studying the practices, beliefs, and 

philosophies of Black principals who strive for equity and equal opportunities for children of 

color is essential. To this end, it is critical to explore and describe the leadership behaviors and 

decision-making strategies that, when applied, shape the opportunities to learn principals create 

at schools serving children of color. 
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Chapter 3: Research Design and Methodology 

This chapter describes the methodology used in this qualitative case study to address the 

research questions. It details the methods used for data collection, analysis, and interpretation.  

This chapter also provides a rationale for using the case study model and describes the design, 

data collection, and analysis. 

With New York State Education Department’s focus on equity and excellence, the school 

site was selected based on the academic progress made over three years.  Nevertheless, as a unit 

of study, the data were collected factually to keep the research as objective as possible (Saldaña, 

2013). Other factors considered for the selection of the school site for the case study include the 

Schott Foundation’s report (Holzman, 2012), the principal’s years of service in the New York 

City Department of Education, the principal’s years of experience in leadership, and the 

demographics of the school population. 

Data collection methods consisted of interviews (three in-depth semi-structured 

interviews with the principal, one with a district representative, and one interview with each of 

the two assistant principals), two focus groups (one with teachers and one with parents), and 

document analysis, including a review of field notes. Descriptive coding was used for data 

analysis to identify common themes within the collected data (Saldaña, 2013). 

Background of the Study 

In 2012, the Schott Foundation published a report about the opportunities to learn in 

underserved neighborhoods in New York City. In a city of 32 districts serving over 1 million 

students, more than 50% of the districts have less than a 50% opportunity to learn (Holzman, 
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2012). The Schott report suggests that the inputs and processes for positive student progress and 

academic achievement must be improved in some communities. Thus, this research describes the 

leadership behaviors and decision-making strategies of a principal who creates opportunities to 

learn at a middle school predominantly serving children of color in New York City. 

Efforts to uphold educational equality while ensuring that all students have access to the 

opportunity to learn have historically been emphasized in the American educational system 

(Elmore & Fuhrman, 1995; Rebell & Wolff, 2012). Despite more than 30 years of reform efforts, 

the gap in achievement between Black, Latino, and other students from low socioeconomic 

backgrounds and their more economically advanced counterparts remains persistent (Darling 

Hammond, 2010). As a result, there is no greater urgency than to explore and describe how 

principals understand their contributions to creating equitable learning environments (Boykin & 

Noguera, 2011). 

The process involved in decision-making, coupled with the demands placed on school 

leaders, requires skilled transformational leadership (Alvoid & Black, 2001; Bass, 1990). As 

Marks and Printy (2003) conclude, “There is an effectiveness of integrated leadership-both 

transformational and instructional—in eliciting the instructional leadership of teachers for 

improving school performance” (p. 393). Thus, there is an urgent need to understand the work of 

principals, who are second only to the teachers themselves, to affect student learning indirectly 

(Leithwood et al., 2008). Lastly, scholars have concluded that educational leadership research 

lacks focus and has generally not connected Black principals, equity, and student learning 

opportunities (Noguera, 1996; Tillman, 2004, 2008). 
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Research Purpose 

This research describes the leadership behaviors and decision-making strategies of a 

principal who creates opportunities to learn at a middle school predominantly serving children of 

color in New York City. This study will aid in filling the gap in educational leadership research 

regarding principal leadership behaviors and decision-making strategies, which foster the 

opportunity to learn within their particular school context. Using qualitative methods, this case 

study explores one principal's leadership behaviors and decision-making strategies in their 

context while describing how the principal creates opportunities to learn and promotes equity at 

their school. 

Research Design 

The methodological review of scholarly literature clarified the research method most 

fitting for this qualitative study. A descriptive case study allows the researcher to capture rich 

narratives consistent with the four components: (1) a focus on understanding how people 

interpret experiences, (2) the researcher’s role, (3) the inductive process, and (4) the detailed 

description of the participant’s narrative (Merriam & Tisdell, 2009). This method allows the 

researcher to inquire about and dialogue with the participants to understand how they construct 

their world regarding the opportunity to learn at the school site (Creswell, 2009). As a form of 

qualitative research, the case study can inform professional practice and evidence-informed 

decision-making, essential elements of principal leadership (Baxter & Jack, 2008). 

This qualitative research aims to describe the leadership behaviors and decision-making 

strategies of a principal who creates the opportunity to learn at a middle school in New York 

City that children of color predominantly attend.  By describing the leadership behaviors and 

decision-making strategies that, when employed, increase academic progress, this study will add 



 

 42 

to the research on educational leadership. The research design is a descriptive case study for this 

study and the questions it seeks to answer.  

Qualitative research involves systematically inquiring into or investigating an occurrence 

to inform practice or extend knowledge (Merriam, 2009). This descriptive case study uses 

qualitative methods to explain how a principal’s leadership behaviors and decision-making 

strategies promote equitable learning opportunities when applied in their context. The case study 

method allows for the exploration of both the individual and the institution (Baxter & Jack, 

2008) while allowing for the construction and reconstruction of stigmas associated with schools 

in underserved communities. In so doing, the qualitative researcher can “build toward theory 

from observations and intuitive understandings gleaned from being in the field” (Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2016, p. 17). 

According to Merriam and Tisdell (2016), the primary goal of qualitative studies is to 

present a broad summary of events related to the phenomenon under study. Through interviews 

and focus groups, the researcher will understand how people internalize and attribute meaning to 

their social experiences—another reason for selecting a qualitative design (Creswell, 2012; 

Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Additionally, qualitative research concerns how people internalize 

and attribute meaning to their social experiences and challenges (Creswell, 2012; Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2016). As such, the researcher will conduct a document review of publicly available data 

and reports. These documents will be referenced during interviews and focus groups to have 

participants describe the impact of the documents on the principal’s leadership behaviors and 

decision-making strategies that affect the opportunity to learn.    

Furthermore, by focusing on a single case, the researcher sought to understand and 

provide insight into a school principal's leadership behaviors and decision-making process who 
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creates opportunities to learn at a school primarily serving children of color. Creating this 

opportunity in a school attended by children of color earmarked as persistently failing for over 

two decades is a phenomenon worthy of chronicling. 

An analysis of various data sources—interviews, focus groups, document review, and 

field notes—aided in developing a robust case. Although the study was limited to one school, 

one principal, and one community, the advantage of this approach was a close collaboration 

between the researcher and the participant allowing the participants to tell their stories (Baxter & 

Jack, 2008). Participants clarified and expanded the researcher’s knowledge gathered from the 

document review by sharing their views on the realities they face. This also supported the 

researcher’s understanding of their actions related to the leadership behaviors and decision-

making strategies that create the opportunity to learn. 

Research Questions 

The research questions directing this study focus on the impact of principal leadership 

behaviors on decision-making and how leadership behaviors and decision-making strategies 

create opportunities to learn at the school where they lead. The primary research question is: 

1. What are the leadership practices and decision-making strategies of an urban 

principal who creates opportunities to learn at a school serving children of color? 

Within this exploration, another question this research sought to answer and describe is: How 

does the participant create the opportunity to learn in their school? 

Research Site, Context, and Access 

In this study, the units of analysis, or those that define a study as a case study (Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2009), are leadership behaviors and decision-making strategies—specifically, 

perceptions and behaviors—of a principal leading at an urban middle school. The unit of analysis 
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for this case study is a middle school in Brooklyn, New York, attended primarily by children of 

color under the leadership of a Black principal. The principal has served in this capacity since 

August 2016. At the end of the 2018-2019 academic year, despite a history of failure, the middle 

school joined a short list of schools in New York State that demonstrated sufficient progress to 

be removed from the persistently failing list. Removal from this list indicated that the school was 

no longer slated for closure. 

Purposeful sampling was used to select the school site and the principal. To identify the 

school site, the researcher selected districts in the Schott report (Holzman, 2012) identified as not 

meeting the opportunity to learn index. Of the districts selected, an email was sent to the 

principals of seven middle schools with a population of 65% or more children of color. In the 

email, the researcher asked principal participants if they met the following criteria: 

 a school with a population of 65% or more children of color 

 a school receiving Title I funding  

 a school led by a principal working in education for more than ten years and in the 

leadership role of principal for three or more years 

 

The principals were also informed of the purpose of the study: to describe the decision-making 

strategies and leadership behaviors of a principal who creates the opportunity to learn at a school 

predominantly serving children of color in New York City. 

The researcher also referenced the New York City Department of Education’s School 

Quality Snapshot (NYCDOE, n.d.) to cross-reference the metrics identified for participation in 

the case study. Demographic information about the school was also used to inform the selection 

process. The data were specific to students who identified as children of color in the school 

quality snapshot. Those who identify as children of color—Black and Latino—are shown in 

Table 2. 
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Table 2 

Demographic Information  

 Percentages 

Composition of Student Body 81.8% Latino  15% Black 

Gender of Student Body 58.9% Male 41.1% Female 

Incoming Proficiency 5th Grade ELA 2.06  

Incoming Proficiency 5th Grade Math 2.17  

Enrollment Overtime 2013-14: 514 students  

 2017-2018: 280 students  

 

Note. Information culled from NYCDOE (n.d.). https://www.schools.nyc.gov/schools/K291 

In addition to demographic information, data on the students needing additional 

assistance were also utilized in the selection process. This information on this part of the School 

Quality Snapshot is based on the family data. As per the Schott Foundation report (Holzman, 

2012), students needing additional assistance are one criterion used to identify the urban context 

(see Table 3). 

 

Table 3 

Students in Need of Additional Assistance 

 Percentages 

Economic Need Index 95.0% 

Students in Families with Income Below Federal Poverty Level 32.6% 

Students in Temporary Housing 29.3% 

Students with Disabilities 26.1% 

English Language Learners 28.2% 

 

Note. Information culled from NYCDOE. (n.d.). https://www.schools.nyc.gov/schools 
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Additionally, because the Schott report (Holzman, 2012) also states that access to highly 

qualified teachers is vital to creating the opportunity to learn, data on teachers at the site were 

also reviewed. Reflective of the teaching staff members at the site, the following data sets were 

available (see Table 4). 

 

Table 4 

Teacher Data  

 Percentage 

Percentage of Classes Taught by Teachers without a valid teaching certificate 4% 

Percentage of classes taught by teachers without appropriate certification 3% 

Percent of Core Classes Not Being Taught by Highly Qualified Teachers 4% 

Turnover Rate For All Teachers 22% 

Turnover Rate For Teachers with Less Than 5 Years of Experience 44% 

Percent of Teachers with Master's or Ph.D. 48% 

 

Note. NYCDOE. (n.d.). https://www.schools.nyc.gov/schools 

Because principals have been noted as the difference makers in school effectiveness and 

improvement, it is essential to outline the data sources that influence their leadership behaviors 

and inform their decision-making strategies (Marzano et al., 2005; Shen et al., 2016). 

Information about the demographic composition of a school, student needs, and the teacher 

population are critical factors that a principal must consider as it relates to their leadership 

behaviors and decision-making process. These factors impact the leadership practices exhibited 

by the principal as well. The critical importance of principal leadership justifies the continuing 

effort of the research community to explore and describe their decision-making strategies and 

leadership behaviors (Shen et al., 2016). 
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Data Collection 

Data collection protocols coupled with what the researcher defines as data in the study 

are qualified by the theoretical orientation, problem, purpose, and the selected sample of the 

study (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). As per Creswell (2012), all five steps involved in collecting 

qualitative data were employed. These are: (1) the researcher identifying the site and participants 

to study, (2) the researcher obtaining the correct permissions to gain access to the site and the 

participants, (3) the researcher deciding which type of information to collect that will yield 

answers to the research questions, (4) the researcher developing protocols for the data collection 

tools that will be utilized, and (5) the researcher administering the data collection, being mindful 

of ethical concerns present in the research. 

Before collecting the data, the researcher completed the study application and gained 

approval from the Institutional Review Boards (IRB) at Teachers College, Columbia University, 

and the New York City Department of Education. With university and department permissions, 

the researcher contacted the principal by phone to further discuss the study, schedule the initial 

principal interview, and gain access to the site to meet with staff and parents to provide 

information about the research and the purpose of the study. Once the required and appropriate 

permissions were obtained, the researcher protected all participants’ rights. 

Multiple sources of evidence were gathered to develop converging lines of inquiry (Yin, 

2018). Of the six sources of evidence used in case studies, interviews, focus groups, and 

document reviews were the sources of data collection identified by the researcher as most 

suitable for addressing the research question posed (Yin, 2018). The researcher also collected 

field notes throughout the study.  Using multiple sources of evidence also allowed for data 
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triangulation and strengthened the case study's construct validity (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; 

Yim, 2018). 

Interview 

To describe a principal’s leadership behaviors and decision-making process and the real-

life context in which they occur, interviews were a significant source of data collection (Baxter 

& Jack, 2008; Yin, 2003). “In all forms of qualitative research, some and occasionally all data 

are collected through interviews” (Merriam, 2009, p. 87). Because a principal’s leadership 

practices and decision-making process may not be fully observed during a site visit, interviewing 

is necessary (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Each interview with the principal was bound by a time 

of one hour (Schreiber & Asner-Self, 2011). 

However, to gain deeper insight into the leadership behaviors and decision-making 

strategies of the school’s principal, broad, open-ended questions were asked with recorded and 

transcribed responses (Creswell, 2012). The principal was interviewed three times—at the 

study's beginning, middle, and end. During these interviews, follow-up questions were asked as 

needed, with a mix of more and less structured questions to provide flexibility (Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2016). The interviews were used to delve deeply into the principal’s thinking on making 

meaning about opportunity and learning within their school context. These interviews allowed 

the researcher to capture detailed, deep descriptions of the principal’s experience (Dubin, 2006). 

In addition to interviewing the principal, a district representative and two assistant 

principals conducted individual interviews. Since the district representative partakes in the 

supervision and support of daily operations and the long-range planning of a school district, their 

perspective is instrumental in understanding how the principal leads and makes decisions 

(Marzano & Waters, 2009). Serving as a point person for district matters, the role of the district 
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representative—to supervise and support principals, work with school board members, and 

manage fiscal operations; this individual provided critical insight into the district, the school, and 

the principal’s work. The assistant principals also hold a critical perspective. Because they 

provide instructional leadership and assist in the day-to-day administration at the school, their 

perspective on how the principal uses their leadership behaviors and decision-making to create 

the opportunity to learn is essential. 

Focus Groups 

A focus group is an interview with a group of people who have specific knowledge about 

the unit of study, and the information acquired from this group will give insight into the 

functionality of the group’s interaction (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). To obtain additional 

information about the unit of study, one-hour homogeneous focus groups with teachers and 

parents were also used as a data collection method. Focus groups consisted of individuals who 

knew the site and had worked with the principal since August 2016. 

 The focus groups aimed to understand the leadership practices and decision-making 

strategies of the principal from the followers' perspective (Burns, 1978). Focus groups were used 

to delineate the collectively held understanding alongside explicit perspectives from the 

participants in the study (Creswell, 2012). To describe and explore the leadership behaviors and 

decision-making-strategies of the principal as a means of creating opportunities to learn, focus 

groups were an appropriate form of data collection as the participants recounted and relayed 

relevant experiences with the principal that reflected the principal’s leadership behaviors and 

decision-making strategies to create the opportunity to learn.  

The researcher attended a faculty conference and parent association meeting to explain 

the research and share a flyer that provided an overview of the study. Interested teacher 
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participants contacted the researcher directly via email, text, or phone. Interested parent 

participants contacted the researcher at the end of the meeting or expressed interest to the parent 

coordinator, who informed the researcher of parent interest. 

Each prospective participant received the informed consent document to be reviewed 

before participating in the focus group. The parent coordinator also received a copy of the 

informed consent document. The parent coordinator served as a translator for parents who 

expressed interest but had limited English abilities. All participants also received the research 

questions in advance. Participants were selected based on their interest in providing their 

perspectives on the research questions. Participation was voluntary. 

Document Analysis 

Document analysis is a social research method and is a crucial research tool in its own 

right. It is an invaluable part of most triangulation schemes, combining methodologies in 

studying the same phenomenon (Bowen, 2009). Documents and other artifacts are the 

established components of the research setting (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Although document 

submissions were collected from the principal, systematic searches for relevant documents were 

also part of the collection plan. Some of the documents the researcher accessed include the 

school’s Quality Review (prior to the principal’s tenure and during the principal’s tenure), 

School Quality Snapshot, Comprehensive Education Plan (prior to the principal’s tenure and 

during the principal’s tenure), Teacher Evaluations, principal-generated documents (memos, 

newsletters, promotional materials, etc.), and other printed, visual, or digital items. These 

documents were analyzed to see the alignment and misalignment with the principal's leadership 

behaviors and decision-making practices. 
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The responses to the questions were used to create an annotated list describing each 

document the researcher collected. Each document was analyzed by content and theme. The 

content analysis helped to organize the information into categories related to the central 

questions of the research (Bowen, 2009). The thematic analysis was intended to uncover patterns 

within the data, which were coded and aligned with information from the interviews and focus 

groups. In so doing, the researcher sought to identify how each document related and reflected 

the opportunities to learn afforded at the school site. 

Data Analysis 

Data analysis set forth by Creswell (2012) was employed: (1) prepare, organize, and 

transcribe the data, (2) explore and code the data, (3) describe the findings and form themes. The 

data were examined and reexamined to see how they relate to principal leadership behaviors and 

decision-making theory. The researcher’s objective was to make sense of the data, which were 

prepared and analyzed multiple times to delve deeper and arrive at a more extensive meaning 

(Creswell, 2012). Field notes were loosely incorporated as low inference notes to maintain 

researcher reflections for future examination. 

Validity and Reliability 

Validity was obtained through the researcher’s credibility in conducting this study. The 

researcher is a product of the New York City Department of Education (NYCDOE), having 

attended schools in New York City from third grade through high school. Although the 

researcher attended school in the district of the school site selected for this study, they were not 

students. Despite their loose affiliation with the district, the researcher also ensured that all data 

collection methods were implemented consistently. 
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The researcher has also been an educator within NYCDOE since 2003. As an employee 

of the NYCDOE, the researcher has held the role of teacher, instructional coach, mentor, and 

assistant principal. Additionally, the researcher’s educational background and preparation have 

provided the foundation for this study. The researcher has a bachelor's degree in English 

Education and three master's degrees in Literacy Education, Administration and Supervision, and 

Educational Leadership. 

As a result of the researcher’s background, training, and experience, reliability was 

obtained in the researcher’s ability to conduct the research methodologically and objectively. 

The semi-structured interviews and focus group conversations were transcribed verbatim and 

coded to uncover themes across interviews and focus groups. 

Limitations 

Often, the researcher’s integrity throughout data collection and analysis and reporting 

results can raise concerns about ethical practices that typically arise in case studies (Merriam, 

2009). However, the researcher selected a case study design for this study because it would most 

appropriately address the problem and research questions. Case studies allow for exploring a 

complex phenomenon and presenting a thorough account of the unit of study (Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2016). Although case studies are often said to lack rigor, to present a more rigorous set 

of findings, the researcher employed bracketing (a qualitative practice of purposefully setting 

aside one's preconceived ideologies and established experiences) in an attempt to analyze and 

report findings void of personal bias (Schreiber & Asner-Self, 2011). 

The researcher was the primary instrument of data collection and analysis. Therefore, the 

level of objectivity, knowledge, and skill in applying the selected protocols and awareness of 

personal biases presented some limitations to the study. The researcher attended elementary and 
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middle school in the same district. They attended middle school a few blocks from the unit of 

study and was often told it was a “bad” school. Although early encounters shaped the 

researcher’s initial impressions, the school's academic progress is the study's foundation. 

Furthermore, as a case study, the research has been conducted factually to keep it as objective as 

possible (Saldaña, 2013). The researcher also maintained field notes as a reflective tool 

throughout the study. 

Time constraints of the study are also another limitation. Because of the timeframe in 

which the study was to be conducted, the researcher selected one school site. The major 

limitation of this research practice is that it is restricted to the participant's perspective—

specifically the principal. However, additional interviews and focus groups were used to gain 

other perspectives to gauge alignment and misalignment with the principal's responses expressed 

during the interviews. 

Nevertheless, the findings are limited in that they reflect one site. The small sample size 

limits the generalizability of the study (Schreiber & Asner-Self, 2011). However, the school's 

context and composition reflect similar schools across the city, state, and country, making the 

findings applicable in other contexts. 

Lastly, the study participant currently serves as a school principal, making time a 

limitation for this study. Although public school administrators are very busy people who have 

limited time throughout the day in which they must observe teachers, manage the campus, and 

conduct meetings with parents and students, among other responsibilities, the principal 

participant agreed to allow adequate time to ensure that the researcher had adequate access to 

them despite time constraints. The principal was also included in planning all introductory 

meetings that aided in the researcher's ability to identify additional study participants. 
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Delimitations 

Although race and poverty are often used as predictors of achievement in US schools 

(Darling-Hammond, 2007), whenever schools are highly segregated, achievement tends to be the 

lowest (Boykin & Noguera, 2011). Thus, this study was delimited to and captured qualitative 

data from one school serving predominantly children of color. The unit of analysis included the 

leadership behaviors and decision-making strategies of a principal who creates opportunities to 

learn, as demonstrated by the academic progress of a school with a history of failure. 

Role of the Researcher 

Within this qualitative study, the researcher served as the instrument that went into the 

field to identify, interview, discuss, analyze, and document participants in their natural 

environments via Zoom (Guba & Lincoln, 1994; Merriam & Tisdell). Field notes were collected 

to provide an objective perspective of the research participants’ school and their experiences. 

These notes were collected in a journal to record the researcher’s opinions about the setting and 

participants. To reduce researcher bias, the researcher remained neutral during interviews and 

focus groups. 

However, as Creswell and Miller (2000) asserted, the researcher’s perceptions, beliefs, 

and dispositions regarding the unit of study impact reflexivity and were noted in the researcher’s 

journal. The researcher is aware of how their race, occupation, and knowledge of the district can 

impact the study's validity. 

Summary 

A qualitative case study research design was used to understand the work of an urban 

principal who creates the opportunity to learn at a middle school predominantly serving children 

of color in New York City. A case study focused on exploring and studying a phenomenon 
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(urban principals creating opportunities to learn at schools serving predominantly children of 

color) within a specific context (New York City Public Schools), implemented a variety of data 

sources to understand further the phenomenon understudy (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Data 

collection methods for this case study included interviews, focus groups, document reviews, and 

field notes. 
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Chapter 4: Findings—Creating the Opportunity to Learn 

Introduction 

Grounded in the Schott Foundation’s 2012 report and Boykin and Noguera’s 2011 

opportunity to learn research, this study examines the impact of a principal’s leadership 

behaviors and decision-making strategies on their ability to create the opportunity to learn. 

Because principal leadership behaviors and decision-making strategies have been proven to have 

an indelible effect on students’ academic progress, in this study, the researcher examines the 

intersectionality of transformative leadership, instructional leadership, and advocacy leadership 

as it relates to decision-making around teachers, curriculum, and professional development that 

create the opportunity to learn. 

Chapter 4 will present a description of the case—including demographic datasets, a 

document review of publicly available city and state reports, and a description of experiences 

from various stakeholders through interviews and focus groups in which participants share their 

perspectives on the ways the principal’s leadership behaviors and decision-making strategies 

impact the creation of the opportunity to learn. The qualitative data presented will reflect the 

research methodology outlined in Chapter 3—document review, interviews, and focus groups, 

followed by a discussion of the findings and themes in Chapter 5. 

Description of the Case 

The site for this case study is a Title I school located in the northern section of Brooklyn, 

New York. The school is in a large, majority-minority school district where 17% of the student 

population is African American, 77% is Latino, 2% is Asian, 2% is White, and 2% identify as 
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multiracial. Thus, the minority population is approximately 98%. Other demographics within the 

district include 20% English Language Learners, 23% students with disabilities, 90% 

economically disadvantaged, and 12% homeless. The enrollment by gender is 52% male and 

48% female (NYSED, 2019). 

The total K-12 district enrollment is 9,436 students. The four-year graduation rate is 71%, 

and on a scale of 1 to 4, the College, Career, and Civic Readiness level is 2. The College, Career, 

and Civic Readiness Index measures school quality and student success. The indicators included 

in the index measure how well students are prepared to be involved in activities necessary to be 

productive citizens, whether they plan to attend college, and whether they plan to enter the 

workforce after high school. The district has 9 high schools, 6 middle schools, 11 elementary 

schools, and 2 K-8 schools (NYSED, 2020). 

The school is zoned, meaning most of those enrolled are children who reside within the 

neighborhood. Approximately 92% of the student population are community residents 

(NYCDOE, 2019). Of the 331 students enrolled in the school, 94% of the students qualify for 

free or reduced lunch. The school’s teaching staff consists of 34 faculty members with varying 

years of experience—3.5 years minimum and 20+ maximum. The principal has 8.5 years of 

leadership experience—3.5 years as an assistant principal and 5 years as a principal. 

Opened in 1974, the school has had Title I status for the last 20 years. Title I schools are 

those in which children from low-income families make up at least 40% of enrollment. As such, 

these schools can use Title I funds to operate schoolwide programs that serve all children to raise 

the achievement of the lowest-achieving students (NYSED, 2019). 

Before the current principal’s tenure, however, the school was designated as a School 

Under Registration Review (SURR) because it was determined to be farthest from State 
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standards and most in need of improvement. The school was also earmarked as a School In Need 

of Improvement (SINI) for failure to make Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) as required by the 

No Child Left Behind Act. 

Despite the academic progress and gains made in recent years, the school’s narrative is 

most influenced by the data. During interviews and focus groups, participants referenced data's 

impact on the school climate, culture, and enrollment patterns. Although there has been marked 

academic progress over the years, the data loom. In a system where numbers are used to create 

part of the narrative, it is essential to see how the school has evolved statistically over time. 

Compared with other schools in the district, the minority enrollment is high, at 98%. This 

is higher than the New York State average of 57%. Coupled with a high population of children of 

color, the overall district demographics show that the school has higher percentages of “at-risk” 

populations than its peer index (Appendix B, Tables B1 and B2). 

Compounding poverty level, four important subgroups influencing academic outcomes 

are higher in this school than those across the district and the city. According to the New York 

State Education Department’s enrollment data (NYSED, 2019), within this school’s district, 89% 

of students meet the economic need index, which is 6% below the school’s percentage, 14% of 

the students are in temporary housing, which is 15.3% below the school’s average, 22% of the 

students are classified as students with disabilities, which is 4.1% lower than the school’s 

average, and 24% of students are English Language Learners, which is 4.2% lower than the 

school’s average (NYSED, 2019). 

As a result, the 2018-2019 NYSED data show that the school was below the district 

average on assessments at each grade level (Appendix B, Table B4). Although the levels are 

lower than the average within the district, considering the historic scholarship of the school, there 
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is evidence of academic progress under the principal’s leadership. The previous principal of the 

school worked as a teacher for 11 years and served as principal for 6 years before becoming the 

supervisor of the current principal as the district’s director of school improvement. Under that 

principal’s leadership, the school lagged severely in both ELA and Math—touting the lowest 

scores in the district (Appendix B, Tables B5 and B6). The publicly available data on statewide 

assessments in ELA and math suggest minimal incremental progress. However minimal, the 

ELA and Math data suggest that leadership behaviors and decision-making strategies are 

implemented to redirect the historical trajectory of the school. 

As the principal noted in the third interview, 

When I reflect on the progress of the students considering the challenges we face 

with the population, the growth they are making concerning the standards is 

commendable. Most of them come here as a low-level ones, and with the necessary 

support, they have been able to experience a type of success they never thought possible. 

Does this mean the work ends here? Absolutely not. This is just the start. (Principal 

Interview 3, 2022) 

Document Review 

The researcher reviewed four documents accessible to the public—the Comprehensive 

Education Plan, the School Quality Snapshot, the School Quality Review Reports, and the 

Annual Budget Allocations. In addition to publicly available documents, during interviews and 

focus groups, the researcher collected additional documents from participants to be included in 

the document review. The documents included the school’s mission and vision statement, 

attendance tracker, meeting agendas and minutes, school-generated manuals, school-developed 

brochures, letters and memos, school schedule, student programs, organizational maps and 

charts, a student-published school newspaper, a sample of an administrative school newsletter for 

staff, press releases, program proposals, and an application for the International Baccalaureate 

special program (Appendix B, Table B7). 
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These documents help contextualize statements made during interviews and focus groups 

related to the institution’s history, philosophy, and operation as impacted by the principal’s 

leadership and decision-making. The researcher’s purpose for reviewing these documents was to 

gather additional information on pedagogical practices implemented at school and appraise how 

the documents reflect the principal’s leadership behaviors and decision-making strategies. 

The documents included in this research reflect the school’s plans while sharing other 

critical voices (teachers, students, and parents) needed to create the opportunity to learn. These 

documents were also important when making follow-up questions for interviews and focus 

groups. 

Document #1: New York State Education Department’s School Comprehensive Education 

Plan (NYSED S/CEP) 

The New York State Education Department expects all schools to meet with their School 

Leadership Team (SLT) annually to create their School Comprehensive Education Plan (S/CEP). 

The S/CEP for this school site includes the goals and strategies that will be implemented during 

the academic year. 

This document is created in consultation with the School Leadership Team (SLT). Every 

school must create an SLT each year per New York State Education law. The SLT consists of the 

following stakeholders: principal or designee, United Federation of Teachers (UFT) Chapter 

Leader or designee, Parent-Teach Association (PTA) president or designated co-presidents, 

District Council representative, Title I Parent Advisory Council Chairperson, student 

representative (at least two are required for middle and high schools), Community Based 

Organization (CBO) representative, teacher/member/co-chair (at least 3), and parents (at least 2). 

In collaboration with the principal, these individuals participate in some aspects of school-

decision making while helping shape the school’s culture. 
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The 2019-2020 School Comprehensive Education Plan 

Reflective of the review of the assessment data and feedback from the 2019-2020 school 

survey, the SLT met to review relevant qualitative and quantitative data to (1) inform student and 

school progress, (2) examine root causes that impact student achievement, (3) prioritize needs, 

and (4) develop SMART (specific, measurable, achievable, relevant, and time-bound) goals and 

action plans that will accelerate school improvement efforts. 

As outlined in NYCDOE guidelines for the completion of the S/CEP, the document 

satisfied all regulatory requirements set forth by the New York State Education Department 

(NYSED) under the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) and aligned with the NYCDOE 

Diversity in New York City Public Schools plan and the NYCDOE four priorities: 

 Accelerate Learning and Instruction: Provide rigorous and inclusive instruction to 

every child in an environment that is safe and welcoming where all aspects of the 

student's identity (their race, ethnicity, language, and gender); are viewed as assets in 

the learning process 

 Partner With Communities: Empower families and the larger community by 

improving the community’s experience with the DOE while ensuring the partnerships 

help to create a shared mission for student success and equitable outcomes.  The 

partnership creates equals with the DOE, parents, families, and communities 

 Develop People: Cultivate a culture of learning by emphasizing the importance of 

developing and valuing individuals and teams 

 Advance Equity Now: conscious investment in historically underserved communities 

by tackling inequalities in all forms throughout the system. (NYSED, 2019) 

By addressing each of the priorities, the school’s S/CEP shows, through a partnership among 

stakeholders, how the principal’s leadership behaviors and decision-making create the 

opportunity. 

During the focus groups with teachers and parents, both groups commented on how the 

principal is intentional about the principal’s partnerships with the community. One teacher said, 

“The principal always says, ‘If home is the first school and school is the second home, we have 

to strengthen our connection’” (Teacher 2, 2022). The sentiments of the parents were similar. 



 

 62 

Three of the parents shared that they feel the principal added the time to their Saturday meetings 

to bring in people who helped them learn and improve communication with their children and 

about generational wealth. By advocating for additional resources to develop parents, the 

principal has established an expectation of parents as partners. 

The document also denotes the school’s accountability status as “Good Standing” (10), 

which means it is not a Comprehensive Support and Improvement (CSI) School or a Targeted 

Support and Improvement (TSI) School. During their focus group, the teachers commented on 

how this removal boosted their teacher self-efficacy. One teacher shared that during their 20-year 

tenure, this was the first time they felt their work in the classroom mattered. The principal 

praised them for their hard work, dedication, and effort, and the district also commended the 

school. 

In the “Narrative Summary” section of the S/CEP, the SLT describes the school as “an 

urban middle school located in Bushwick, Brooklyn, with about 320 students.” 

 ethnically, we are 90% Hispanic from countries like Puerto Rico, Ecuador, 

Dominican Republic, and El Salvador 

 has grown into a community of teachers and learners where students want to attend—

we reversed negative trends in enrollment over the past four years  

 Aligned with our vision to challenge, support and accelerate, we offer: 

o Challenge: classes for highly capable students who are expected to take Regents 

courses in the 8th grade  

o Support: We have a CBO for mental health and wellness; we offer an advisory 

class  

o Accelerate - in the past three years, we have graduated three students who attend 

specialized high schools  

 our programmatic offerings include the four core courses plus PE, music, visual art, 

library, and iREADY  

 families have access to a BEACON program that runs after-school until 10 pm and on 

weekends and holidays. 

The Narrative Summary reflects the demographics and highlights the school's academic 

progress. It also alludes to changes that have occurred in the school community, which is focused 
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on reversing negative trends in enrollment. The principal’s intentional decision to focus on 

attendance was discussed during the interview with one of the assistant principals. 

The assistant principal recalled one of their initial meetings when the principal reviewed 

the school-wide attendance data. After the meeting, a team was established, consisting of the 

parent coordinator, guidance counselor, social worker, assistant principal, and three teachers. 

They were tasked with developing a way to track student attendance so negative trends were 

easily identified and quickly addressed. In the end, a tracker was designed that all staff members 

had access to. The assistant principal credits the principal’s vision and other stakeholders' input 

for reversing the dismal trend. 

Through the implementation of the attendance tracker, curricular and programmatic 

offerings were created and extended to supplement the school day. This resulted in the school’s 

ability to create a direct link to its mission: “Challenge, Support, and Accelerate.” The Narrative 

Summary also details how the school partners with families and the larger community to create 

an actual community school. 

The priority areas of accelerating learning and instruction, partnering with communities, 

developing people, and advancing equity suggest that the principal exhibits leadership behaviors 

aligned with transformative, instructional, and advocacy leaders. Thus, the opportunity to learn at 

the school is impacted by principal leadership behaviors—transformational, instructional, and 

advocacy leadership; and principal decision-making—around teachers, curriculum, and 

professional development (Appendix B, Table B8). 

The support aspect of the school’s mission is also evidenced in the school’s vision and 

reinforced by the principal’s leadership behaviors and decision-making for offering students the 

opportunity to take classes that address mental health and wellness, participate in an advisory 
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class, and engage in a Beacon Program that runs after school until 10 p.m. and on weekends. One 

community parent emphasized, “The real crime is letting your kid play outside knowing they can 

get hurt. That’s why the Beacon is our saving grace” (Parent 1, 2022). 

The school’s vision also aligns with the priority areas outlined in the S/CEP. The Priority 

Need outlined in the section “Area of Concentration” of the S/CEP lists increased ELA scores on 

state exams (11), closer attention to student mastery of number systems standards to improve 

match scores on NY state exams (14), students feeling safe and supported (16), average 

attendance of 90% (17), and increased scores on state exams for students with Individualized 

Education Programs as the focus (NYCDOE, 2019). Although these areas are identified based on 

a collective data review, the principal’s leadership and decision-making strategies impact 

implementation and outcomes. The improvement plan details the steps to ensure success 

(Appendix B, Table B5). 

The action steps align with the principal's teacher, curriculum, and professional 

development decisions. Moreover, the principal must demonstrate transformational, 

instructional, and advocacy-driven leadership to make the decisions outlined in the action steps. 

For teachers, clearly understanding the rationale for each priority area helps direct their daily 

work. Teacher 6 said, “Because the principal understands what it means to be a teacher, 

improving instruction is always a thing. She right there with us.” 

Document #2: The New York City Department of Education’s School Quality Snapshot 

In 2014, the New York City Department of Education developed the School Quality 

Snapshot, which gives the public an “easy-to-read” report highlighting critical aspects of public 

schools in New York City. The Snapshot is based on students' learning environment and 

performance at a particular school. It contains background information about the school and 
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endeavors to present the strengths of the school through multiple measures, including data from 

the Quality Review, the NYC School Survey, and Performance Metrics. 

With student achievement at its core, the School Quality Snapshot is grounded in the 

Framework for Great Schools. It looks at six components vital for student improvement—

rigorous instruction, collaborative teachers, a supportive environment, effective school 

leadership, strong family-community ties, and trust. Within the report, the components are 

defined as: 

 The Student Achievement rating looks at this school's State test results, including 

student growth and performance, how students performed in core courses, and how 

well students are prepared for high school. 

 The Rigorous Instruction rating looks at how well curriculum and instruction are 

designed to engage students, foster critical thinking skills, and are aligned to the 

Common Core. 

 The Collaborative Teachers rating looks at how well teachers participate in 

opportunities to develop, grow, and contribute to the continuous improvement of the 

school community. 

 The Supportive Environment rating looks at how well the school establishes a culture 

where students feel safe, challenged to grow, and supported to meet high 

expectations.] 

 The Effective School Leadership rating looks at how well school leadership inspires 

the school community with a clear instructional vision and effectively distributes 

leadership to realize this vision. 

 The Strong Family-Community Ties rating looks at how well the school forms 

effective partnerships with families and outside organizations to improve the school. 

 The Trust rating determines whether relationships between school leaders, teachers, 

students, and families are based on trust and respect. (NYCDOE School Quality, 

2019) 

Thus, the School Quality Snapshot ascribes ratings into seven categories to show what a school 

is doing well and what it can work on. 

To compose this school’s Snapshot, a two-day visit was set where educators from the 

NYCDOE’s Central Office observed classrooms, spoke with various stakeholders from the 

school community, and composed a detailed report with their findings. Coupled with results like 
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test scores and graduation rates, the School Quality Snapshot displays summaries and general 

information about the school. 

Due to the COVID-19 Pandemic, the most recent School Quality Snapshot reflects the 

2018-2019 academic year. At the time of this report, the school’s enrollment was 331 students 

across grades 6, 7, and 8.  

The 2018-2019 School Quality Snapshot 

Student achievement, rigorous instruction, supportive environment, effective school 

leadership, strong family-community ties, and trust received ratings of “GOOD,” which was shy 

of the highest rating, “EXCELLENT” (Appendix B, Table B10). The data and ratings provided 

in the School Quality Snapshot reflect principal leadership and decision-making regarding 

teaching and learning. As shared during the interviews and focus groups, the principal’s 

intentional decision-making and attentiveness to the needs of the entire school community reflect 

the school’s academic progress. 

Transformational leadership is evidenced in Supportive Environment, Effective School 

Leadership, and Strong Family-Community Ties. The data in these areas suggest that there is 

value placed on community, which encourages teachers and students to greater academic 

achievement. Of those surveyed, 76% of teachers say that the principal communicates a clear 

vision for the school, and 98% of families feel that the principal works to create a sense of 

community. 

Both Rigorous Instruction and Effective School Leadership contain data reflective of 

instructional leadership. With 79% of those surveyed responding positively to questions about 

rigorous instruction and 75% of teachers saying that curriculum, instruction, and learning 

materials are well coordinated across different grade levels, the data here suggest that the 
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principal works alongside teachers to provide support and guidance in establishing best practices 

in teaching. 

Despite being rated “FAIR,” the data to support Collaborative Teachers provide positive 

insight to support the principal’s instructional leadership. Of those surveyed, 76% of teachers say 

they design instructional programs (for example, lessons and units) together, and 76% say they 

had opportunities to work productively with colleagues at their school on professional 

development. Thus, the data suggest the implementation of instructional leadership by the 

principal to communicate with the staff while also working together to set clear goals related to 

student achievement. 

Document #3: The School Quality Review (Process and Report) 

Before the School Quality Snapshot, the Quality Review was a process that looked at 

how well schools are organized to support student learning and teacher practice. During this 

review, experienced educators spend two days in a particular school. They observe classrooms 

and conduct focus groups with parents, students, teachers, and school leaders. After the visit, a 

Quality Review Report is published on the New York City Department of Education webpage. 

Developed to assist schools in raising student achievement by looking behind a school’s 

performance statistics and ensuring that the school is engaged in effective methods of 

accelerating student learning, the Quality Review Report rates the school on ten indicators of the 

Quality Review Rubric. 

 Instructional Core 

o 1.1 Curriculum 

o 1.2 Pedagogy 

o 2.2 Assessment 

 School Culture 

o 1.4 Positive Learning Environment 

o 3.4 High Expectations 

 Systems for Improvement 
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o 1.3 Leveraging Resources 

o 3.1 Goals and Action Plans 

o 4.1 Teacher Support and Supervision 

o 4.2 Teacher Teams and Leadership Development 

o 5.1 Monitoring and Revising Systems  

 

The report also describes areas of strength and areas of focus and has written feedback on six of 

the indicators. Information from this report is also used in the School Quality Snapshot. 

The 2017-2018 School Quality Review 

Due to the COVID-19 Pandemic, the most recent Quality Review Report from the 

2017-2018 academic year identified one indicator as an “Area of Celebration” to highlight an 

area in which the school does well to support student achievement, one indicator as an “Area of 

Focus” to highlight a place the school would work on to support student learning and 

achievement, and other indicators identified as Additional Findings. 

“Quality Indicator 1.4 Positive Learning Environment,” part of School Culture, was 

identified as the Area of Celebration, receiving a rating of Well Developed. The report found that 

staff members and the community-based organization (CBO) have structures to build students’ 

positive attitudes connected to social-emotional learning and youth development strategically 

aligned to professional development, family outreach, and student learning experiences and 

supports. As a result, the report states the impact as follows: “Each student receives coordinated 

attendance, social-emotional, and guidance supports that result in the adoption of effective 

academic and personal behaviors” (NYCDOE, 2019, p. 4). The supporting evidence suggests 

that the advisory classes, which meet once a week for all students in grades 7 and 8 and twice a 

week for students in grade 6, are an integral part of the structure, which creates a positive 

learning environment. 
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The creation of the advisory curriculum was a collaborative endeavor between teachers 

and the community-based organization. The goal was to create a curriculum that addressed the 

importance of building trusting relationships between students and teachers while providing 

guidance for students to develop academic and personal skills. The report also reveals a strategic 

unified focus on reducing student absences between staff and the CBO. The attendance rate 

increased from 89%; with 39% of students chronically absent during the 2016-2017 academic 

year, to 92%; with 28% chronically absent during the 2018-2019 academic year (NYCDOE, 

2019). As such, those students identified as severely chronically absent or chronically absent 

have significantly reduced absenteeism from the prior year to the current year. One teacher 

shared during the focus group: "Success mentors assigned to individual students maintain an 

intimate dialogue with their mentee to welcome and support them with guidance and advisement 

aligned to their individual academic needs” (Teacher 3, 2022). 

Including a CBO and the advisory curriculum suggest advocacy leadership demonstrated 

by the principal. Both programs are included as a means of improving the lives of students. As 

the principal shared in their second interview, “Sometimes we have to anticipate the needs of the 

kids. We know how we want them to show up, so we have to give them the resources to present 

their best self” (Principal Interview 2, 2022). Including these programs reflects the principal’s 

knowledge and understanding of the students and the community. It also suggests direct action 

and decision-making to improve educational outcomes for all. 

The report also highlights the professional development conducted for teachers and 

parents through the CBO as supportive of students and their families. Staff received training on 

incorporating issues from readings in their pedagogy to make students more sensitive to and 

aware of the real world and related problems. Additionally, guidance counselors led professional 
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development on bullying and cyber security. Overall, the report cites adopting a positive learning 

environment as an area of celebration because it has enhanced the school culture for students and 

adults alike. 

Although rated “Proficient,” Quality Indicator 1.1 Curriculum in the Instructional Core 

was identified as the Area of Focus. The report indicated that the school administrators and 

faculty make purposeful decisions to align curricula to the Common Core Learning Standards 

and include rigorous habits, high-order skills, and instructional shifts. This suggests that 

curricular decisions reflect the principal’s instructional leadership. As a result of these findings, 

the impact is that curricula are accessible to all students to build coherence and promote college 

and career readiness. However, these decisions have not yet resulted in all learners 

demonstrating higher-order thinking skills. 

The supporting evidence for the focus area indicated that written lesson plans support the 

Common Core Learning Standards and instructional shifts emphasizing writing from sources to 

build independence. Teachers plan their lessons explicitly to teach students strategies and 

effective learning behaviors. Several methods in English Language Arts include writing in any 

genre, identifying the main idea, and finding evidence to support a claim. In math, procedural 

and conceptual understanding are built into the plans. Social Studies incorporates evidence-based 

argumentation, and science focuses on using inquiry to solve real-world problems. These 

examples suggest teachers, curriculum, and professional development decisions reflective of the 

principal’s instructional leadership. 

Additionally, the area of focus cites differentiation as an area of improvement; 

specifically highlighting differentiated tasks planned for groups of students to be explicitly 

outlined in lessons. Rigorous habits were only distinguishable in some lesson plans for groups of 
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learners. During the principal’s interview, they cited some of the work model teachers are doing 

to strengthen differentiation of instruction. For example, several lesson plans identified strategic 

heterogeneous groups, although listed adjustments were generic, thus limiting the emphasis on 

coherent higher-order skills. Despite the limited growth in this area, evidence suggests using 

professional development to improve teacher instructional acumen. 

Document #4: Annual Budget Allocations 

Since 2007, Fair Student Funding (FSF) has been most schools' primary money source. 

With input from the School Leadership Team, principals decide how to spend these funds to 

meet basic educational needs. FSF is based on the number of students enrolled at each school 

and the needs of those students. This budgeting method is called a weighted pupil-funding 

model. With FSF, schools can budget for the needed services, such as teachers and supplies. 

The school budget suggests the principal’s ability to handle and allocate resources, 

demonstrating advocacy leadership appropriately. 

The 2019 Budget Allocations 

Budget allocations directly reflect the school’s mission to “Challenge, Support, and 

Accelerate.” There are budget lines where funds are allocated to ensure that specific programs 

for intervention and acceleration are covered. Assigning funding in these areas suggests a 

commitment to improving student outcomes. It also highlights the principal’s ability to manage 

the school's financial affairs. 

Of the $5,472,283 budget (Appendix B, Table B11), 72% is allocated to instruction 

(including teacher salary and support service providers) and programs afforded to students. This 

includes academic recovery, summer school, school-wide programs, and support services 

provided by the IEP teacher, IEP paraprofessional, speech teacher, and parent coordinator. 
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The allocations suggest that the principal’s leadership is geared toward improved student 

achievement, and that the principal’s transformative and instructional leadership aligns with the 

school’s mission and vision. The budget also indicates funding for job-embedded professional 

learning and parent engagement items. During the principal’s interview, they shared that during 

the COVID-19 pandemic, they had to ensure that the budget could support remote learning. To 

do so, the principal worked closely with the school’s finance manager to provide students with 

the supplies needed to create an academic environment at home. 

As a result, each scholar received headphones and a mobile desk to complement the 

laptop provided by the Department of Education. Teachers also received upgraded technology in 

all classrooms to reduce the number of gaps in instruction due to technical difficulties. The 

allocations reveal the belief that for students to excel in the classroom, they must have access to 

the educational resources that promote success. 

School-Generated Documents Submitted for Review 

Table B7 in Appendix B contains a list of school-generated documents shared with the 

researcher during interviews and focus groups. Each document reflects an aspect of the 

principal’s leadership and decision-making. One document was referenced in all discussions—

the application for special programs. The principal explained how the superintendent selected the 

school to apply to become an International Baccalaureate school. Per the district representative, 

this opportunity would allow the school to grow its offerings while continuing to serve its 

diverse learners. Both parents and teachers expressed pride in the invitation to apply coming 

from the district office, since the school had a negative academic track record. The initiative 

suggests that the principal’s transformative, instructional, and advocacy leadership influenced the 

district’s invitation and support for application submission. 
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Interviews and Focus Groups 

Each interview and focus group highlights how the participants make sense of the role of 

principal leadership behaviors and decision-making strategies as integral parts of creating the 

opportunity to learn. This section presents the participants’ interpretation of the opportunity to 

learn as impacted by the principal's leadership behaviors and decision-making strategies. 

Interviews 

Principal Overview in Brief 

The researcher conducted three interviews with the principal—at the study's beginning, 

middle, and end. The first interview occurred before speaking with any other participants. The 

focus of the initial discussion was to gain an understanding of who the principal is and to learn 

about the principal’s views on education—specifically, how the principal defines the opportunity 

to learn and how the principal’s leadership behaviors and decision-making strategies impact the 

ability to create the opportunity to learn at the school site. 

The second interview was conducted alongside the data analysis. The researcher also 

convened the focus group with teachers and the focus group with parents before the principal’s 

second interview. The goal was to begin triangulating the data while identifying and discussing 

some emerging themes. 

Before the principal’s final interview, the researcher completed the data analysis and 

interviewed the assistant principals and district representative. The goal was to capture all voices 

before the last interview and to ensure there was an opportunity to ask and address any final 

points. 
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Principal’s Professional Profile in Brief 

Having worked in corporate America before becoming an educator, the principal’s profile 

includes diverse experiences. However, as noted during the interviews, the principal believes 

each experience contributes to leadership and decision-making that has influenced the 

opportunities to learn created at the school. 

In addition to her professional experience in business and education (Appendix B, 

Table B12), the principal also attributes community work as a peer tutor and an adolescent as 

critically important in shaping their leadership behaviors and decision-making. Equally 

important is the experience gained while working as a substitute teacher, teacher, and assistant 

principal before becoming a principal. The principal’s New York City Department of Education 

career has spanned 22 years. 

Principal Interviews 

The principal participated in three interviews throughout the study. For the first Zoom 

interview, the principal was prepared with several artifacts. As the principal reflected on the 

documents, they read from one of their academic essays and shared the following: 

Charles Darwin best explained the essence of destiny with his theory of Natural 

Selection. He said that organisms of the same species are born with different traits, and 

depending on the environment, the traits that make them better suited for their 

environment will allow them to compete for limited resources, increase their chances of 

survival and, consequently, increase the likelihood of them passing on their favorable 

traits to their offspring. (Principal Interview 1, 2022) 

Although the context differs from Darwin’s studies of non-human organisms, this theory 

captures the cycle of education through which the principal has been journeying. 

In their introductory interview, the principal shared that their first experience in education 

came at a very young age. In the Caribbean islands where they grew up, they recalled the 
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constant reminders about their natural aptitude for learning. Being the eldest of three youngsters 

in the household, their aptitude was tested, and they were dubbed the “designated tutor.” 

Crediting their upbringing as the invisible thread that connected them to education, as a 

teenager who earned decent grades and was prepared for secondary school, it was understood 

that they would have to assist their younger sister and cousin with homework each evening. 

Gradually, parents in their neighborhood propositioned them to tutor their sons and daughters 

struggling with their studies. This introduced the principal to the importance of tutorial programs 

and the concept of school and education being an extension of the community. 

During the reflection, they noted, 

You never know the impact of tasks you perceive as menial and mundane. These are 

the ones that have a profound impact on your growing perspective.  It felt like torture 

being forced to be a pseudo-teacher to them, but I can look back at that work as 

foundational in my decision to ensure students have access to additional academic 

supports. (Principal Interview 1, 2022) 

Migrating to the United States in 1992 was the transition that broadened their educational 

skills and further galvanized their natural transition into education. In their American household, 

the principal’s role as tutor extended to their younger sister and five cousins, nearing high school 

age. Simultaneously, when they began their first formal employment opportunity, it was as a 

tutor with the World Institute of Science and Technology (WIST), a program for middle school 

students whose parents were paying for “quality” tutoring services (Principal Interview 1, 2022). 

The job scope included tutoring students in math, chemistry, and French. Expanding their 

tutoring role made this experience more poignant for the principal. They now had a class of 15 

students who had to prepare lessons and provide individualized instruction where and when 

necessary. 

Even in college, despite being a business major, the principal’s role as an educator grew 

further to encompass guidance skills. During their first year at Cornell University, they were 



 

 76 

hired for a work-study position as a peer advisor. In this capacity, they were tasked with 

counseling and advising students new to the university. Without deviation, the principal served 

as a peer advisor for the Office of Counseling and Advising and Minority Programs during their 

four-year tenure. 

Regardless of their varied pseudo-education experiences, the principal never considered 

education a career. However, as Darwin’s theory hints, the principal did not have to head in that 

direction purposefully; nature took them there. The principal’s environment was filled with 

opportunities to teach others; their intellectual skills gave them the mental capacity for teaching 

and learning. They stated, “With my environment and my characteristics taken together, I was 

‘naturally selected’ to be an educator” (Principal Interview 1, 2022). 

Besides their practical experience in education, as a graduate of Cornell University’s 

School of Agriculture, the principal’s path to education was not traditional. The non-traditional 

trajectory was identified as the crux of their leadership and decision-making. Post-graduation, the 

principal spent two years in corporate America as a territory sales manager for Phillip Morris, 

USA, and as a junior financial analyst for Frederick Fekkai and Company. However, the 

principal attributes the experience in business as instrumental to their work in education. 

Although seemingly unrelated to education, the principal credits their understanding of the 

protocols and procedures necessary to build and run an efficient and quality organization as 

invaluable. 

After fully vested in the field, the principal pursued their M.Ed. in Curriculum and 

Instruction. This degree is a prized asset because it “afforded great insight into the art of 

planning, assessing, and implementing curricula” (Principal Interview 1, 2022). This degree was 
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significant because it allowed them to hone ways to improve learning experiences for students 

and adults. 

As they noted in the second interview, having the knowledge base to deconstruct 

curricula while identifying the supports needed to master the standards has been helpful as they 

work with teachers. The principal believes they can improve learning by intentionally focusing 

on processes, experiences, and outcomes. Although their peers and colleagues do not share this 

idea and ability widely, they believe a principal is the chief instructional leader. In this capacity, 

they assert that a principal’s impact as an instructional leader will have the most direct and 

lasting impact on the life outcomes of the children they serve. 

Coupled with their education and informal and formal training, the principal’s 

pedagogical experience began in a very nurturing environment. They began their teaching career 

at the high school they attended. Having had a stellar academic record as a student, they were 

well-received when they joined the school community as a teacher. The principal and their direct 

supervisor expressed high expectations for them as teachers. The principal credits the 

expectations set at the start of her career as their guiding standard. For them, “expectations make 

clear the ‘why’ behind the work” (Principal Interview 2, 2022). It has been their experience that 

expectations limit factions and encourages individuals to rise to a standard that will allow 

success. 

Although they experienced a significant life event before starting in this new role, the 

principal knew there was no room for error, and they worked to ensure they met and maintained 

the expected standards. Within the first three years of their career, the principal helped improve 

the passing rate on the New York State RCT and New York State Regents science exams while 
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maintaining the school’s flagship partnership with the Arthur Ashe Program at SUNY Downstate 

Hospital. 

Having assumed pseudo-leadership roles, they recall becoming keenly aware of how the 

principal and the administrative team worked together to procure partnerships. The importance 

of bringing in and working with outside organizations was evident. They began to view these 

connections as a vital supplement to a school’s academic progression. 

Schools can do a lot for their students, but the school alone cannot provide 

everything. With each partnership, I witnessed firsthand the importance of networking. 

Not only were the students able to engage with professionals in the field, but they could 

also see the value of their daily coursework in a real-world setting. (Principal Interview 3, 

2022) 

The principal acknowledged their supervisors’ trust and willingness to collaborate with 

them as the impetus for their continued studies in education. Having participated in various 

professional development experiences, they created a shared understanding of teaching and 

learning. In retrospect, the principal believes their understanding of opportunity through access 

emerged during that time. As a result, they sought to further their education to ensure they had a 

foundation in educational practice and were abreast of curriculum and instruction trends. With a 

background in business, they viewed curriculum and instruction as transformative. As they noted 

in their interview, 

Understanding curriculum design and instructional practice allowed me to bring my 

love of data I education. I was able to test the market to see what resources were available 

and gauge what products would be best for my children. Having the respect of my 

supervisors made this very simple to do, and the ability to provide the results to back 

the decisions helped me to balance education with my business mindset. (Principal 

Interview 2, 2022) 

With this epiphany, the principal honed their results-oriented mindset. During the 

interview, the principal discussed the importance of academic progress versus achievement. 

When the difference between progress and achievement was shared with the teachers, the 
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principal felt it allowed them to “get their second wind … with some of them showing up 

differently” (Principal Interview 2, 2022). 

As a curriculum specialist, the principal engaged school community members in 

curriculum discussion while serving as an instructional coach and specialist. The principal 

convened team meetings to discuss the impact of curricular decisions and was adamant about 

ensuring student participation in these conversations. The principal recalls the ability to create 

“buy-in” with various implementation models because the progress teachers and students made 

in the classroom led to academic achievement. Although this achievement is not mirrored on the 

annual state tests, students can track their progress on various city benchmarks that have 

positively impacted the academic culture. The principal credits having a “lab site” as the 

foundation of her work as a principal leader. Realistic expectations for each child were 

established as they engaged in feedback cycles with teachers and students. Over time, they could 

positively influence the history of academic progress at the school. 

During the third interview, the principal provided an overview of their ability to create 

the opportunity to learn as a direct result of her leadership style and decision-making process. 

Although unsure how their counterparts would describe them, they said, “Well, I believe I 

possess a good balance of the three leadership styles outlined in this research—transformational 

leader, instructional leader, and advocacy leader” (Principal Interview 3, 2022). However, 

through their engagement in various leadership and personality surveys, the principal also 

believes to possess the characteristics of those considered to be analysts. The determination of 

analysts, the principal believed, is directly aligned with their business background. Through the 

lens of an analyst, the principal has been able to identify perceived problems and use their 

melded sense of leadership to create the opportunity to learn. They believe they are driven by an 
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analytical brain, which means being data-driven and using those data to transform while making 

decisions that will affect instruction and impact the advocacy within the work. 

With data at the core of their decision-making, the principal asserted that the data 

removed bias and anything else that might get in the way of seeing things as they are. From this 

vantage point, as a leader, the principal made informed decisions about what to transform, what 

to seek in terms of pedagogical practice, and where the advocacy of the school community 

should lie. Because they consider themselves a future-forward thinker, they impressed the 

importance of having a clear vision and making decisions that are “swift but slow” (Principal 

Interview 2, 2022), anchored in data but also equity-driven. 

The principal’s background in business compels them to analyze the present as a means 

to predict future trends in education because, as they noted, “the future will also impact the lives 

of the children I serve today” (Principal Interview 3, 2022). They continued this thought by 

asserting, “If leaders are not predicting, they are leading for yesterday, and there is no way to 

create an opportunity if you are not thinking of ways to transform ‘the future’” (Principal 

Interview 3, 2022). The data analysis dictates the decisions around curriculum, professional 

development, and teachers, which is the core of the transformational leadership that drives 

instructional leadership and advocacy. 

As the principal stated, 

To lead for transformation means I am advocacy and instructional driven. It also 

means that I am leading by what I am seeing, not just what I’m feeling. When I go into a 

classroom I cannot accept the response, “We’ve been doing this for 20 years, so it has to 

work, and it’s the kids that are not up to snuff.” That mindset doesn’t work if, as result, 

only 25% of the kids mastered the standard. It doesn’t matter how good the teacher may 

feel about the lesson. What that says is we need to regroup. (Principal Interview 1, 2022) 

It is from a data analyst mindset, nestled in transformation, that the principal can create the 

opportunity to learn. 
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Speaking of the opportunity to learn at the school site, the principal spoke to the school’s 

context. Demographically and historically, there has been an expectation of failure. When the 

principal arrived at the school, they recalled listening to all stakeholders. They thought it 

necessary to hear the voices attached to the data. With each conversation, the principal learned 

that the history of failure had become a culture of failure expected from various stakeholders and 

the community. For them, the economics of failure became something in which to invest. 

Resources were allocated to do more of the same, resulting in continued failure cycles. 

The principal had to remove their metaphorical transformational hat to address the initial 

concerns. Instead, with the data as the anchor, they looked at the instructional core and used that 

to drive her advocacy. “For me, if we have been paying to have two teachers in an ICT 

classroom for 20 years and that did not equate to success, adjustments were needed” (Principal 

Interview 1, 2022). The principal believed it was not fair nor equitable for children of color to 

continue to be exposed to generational cycles of educational failure. As they learned over time, 

many of the students had siblings who attended the school, and several parents were graduates. 

Although the principal welcomed the idea of having families vested in the school, the principal 

wanted it to be because the families were proud of the opportunities to learn afforded at the 

school and the quality of education one could receive. 

Again, borrowing from their business and philanthropic acumen, the principal looked at 

the allocation of time, talent, and treasure concerning the opportunities to learn. As reflected in 

creating the opportunity to learn, the principal value directly correlates with how they allocated 

time, talent, and treasure (Appendix B, Figure B1). 

In creating the opportunity to learn, the principal shared the importance of using time 

while being equally concerned with the limitations of time bound by the time spent in the school 
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building. Two of the most critical assessments with time were reconfiguring the school’s 

schedule while ensuring that the Beacon program remained operable. By adjusting the schedule, 

the principal could impact instruction and prioritize reading across the curriculum, since the data 

showed it as an area of improvement. The reallocation of time also presented the opportunity to 

create job-embedded professional learning for teachers. 

The Beacon program opened the school to the community as an invaluable resource. By 

operating in the afternoons and evenings, on weekends, and during school holidays and vacation 

periods, including the summer, the students would always have a safe space where positive youth 

development, social-emotional learning (SEL), and leadership skills are further developed. 

The principal also felt that the opportunity to learn would be directly impacted by the 

talent within the building. As such, opportunities for professional development and more 

formalized hiring practices became vital. The principal believes that professional learning 

opportunities remind teachers they are learners, too. It also reinforces to teachers the various 

ways they learn, process, and implement their learning within their classroom and with their 

colleagues. The principal believes that creating lifelong learners will increase expertise and build 

confidence in a school with a history and expectation of failure (Principal Interview 2, 2022). 

Although the staff was not initially receptive, the principal believes that professional 

development helped boost the overall staff morale. Teachers were more inclined to present in 

meetings and collaborate with colleagues because they were equipped with the necessary tools 

for engagement. The principal also introduced mindfulness and meditative practices because they 

felt they were essential to self-care in education. 

Book studies also became a staple of the professional learning committee. At the time of 

the interview, the staff was examining Gholdy Muhammad’s Cultivating Genius. Through these 
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interactions, there was a shared understanding of school-wide expectations that did not rely 

solely on the principal’s decision-making because a level of collegial trust was established. The 

principal believed the examination of Muhammad’s text, for example, forced teachers to think 

about who they are, who they are to their students, and how they can accept all of who and what 

they are concerning the children they serve. For the principal, professional development is an 

opportunity to change mindsets while removing the limits and expectations of what the school 

can become. 

The principal also found talent in direct correlation with hiring and retention. The more 

the staff grew in confidence, the more transparent they became about those who could and 

should be added to the team. Thus, hiring did not reside with the principal alone, and various 

stakeholders were considered. As the principal asserts, “Home is your first school, and school is 

your second home” (Principal Interview 1, 2022); ensuring those coming into the school home 

were aware of the school community's expectations was essential. Because teaching is not about 

“filling up the student’s cup” (Principal Interview 2, 2022), those selected to teach at the school 

had to bring a unique “treasure.” In addition to intrinsic treasure, the principal found teachers 

tapping into areas of interest through professional learning opportunities, enabling many of them 

to grow as teachers, learners, and leaders. 

As the principal reflected on the data, especially the data provided at the start of their 

tenure, they were clear about who needed to be added to the school community and canvassed as 

such. Being future-oriented, the principal did not lament the current data but looked at the 

projection and the importance of each candidate's impact. As such, race and age were not the 

most critical factors. The principal believed diversity was vital because it mirrored life and the 

world. Although others on the hiring committee may have been concerned with demographic 
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information, in creating the opportunity to learn, the principal looked at the opportunities to learn 

the candidates brought with them. 

The principal said they looked for people who traveled because “if you haven’t been 

anywhere, how are you going to get kids to believe they can go anywhere” (Principal 

Interview 2, 2022). The principal also examined their “movement” because they viewed 

stagnation as the vision killer. Although college degrees are essential, the principal felt that a 

teacher’s ability to talk about their teaching was equally important. Over time, the principal 

found that the lens of the hiring team shifted as well; in so doing, they continued to look for ways 

to grow the community. 

Treasure, for the principal, is appraised consistently. Through professional learning 

opportunities, the principal can uncover the treasure teachers and students possess. Thus, 

professional development is a core of the adult learning culture. The principal found allocating 

time for teachers and parents to learn and grow vital. Individual talents are uncovered in these 

shared adult learning communities, allowing treasures to be unearthed. As such, the principal 

ensures a budget allocation to sustain professional learning communities that provide adequate 

resources to guarantee that teacher “treasures” are developed. 

Although they noted that they could have “come in like a witch on a broom and destroy 

people” (Principal Interview 1, 2022), the principal felt it would have been a waste of time. 

Coming into the school community in that way would have severely limited the opportunities to 

learn they could create alongside the school community. It would have created a more harmful 

atmosphere for the students. Instead, borrowing on the legacy of leadership instilled from 

pre-professional, professional, and life experience, they believed their role was to model, inspire, 

and improve as a leader. 
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Understanding curriculum and instruction allowed the principal to make decisions they 

believed reflected their pedagogical knowledge. Moreover, because they are advocates of life-

long learning and job-embedded professional development, they were able to make teaching and 

learning a part of the school’s culture. Being a teacher first, the principal could go into 

classrooms and observe with limited bias, while also teaching a class to show teachers the role of 

a leader and lifelong learning. Driven by an equity lens, the principal advocated for the resources 

needed to make the academic progress the school was experiencing while understanding that 

progress is not a linear ascension. 

Moreover, to be transformative in their work, the principal provided the following 

outline: 

 Model the expectation: Set the example for others to follow by having courageous 

conversations and open communication  

 Challenge different processes: Avoid going with the flow, ask questions of all 

stakeholders without being stifled by fear; be willing to learn from your mistakes 

because mistakes provide new opportunities while supporting positive change 

 Enable others to act and participate: Find the value in the voices of others by making 

room for new ideas and opportunities, which creates trust, empowerment, and 

sustainability; shared decision-making is necessary in times of accountability 

 Inspire a shared vision: Creating a vision, articulating and describing it to others, and 

enlisting various stakeholders to see the possibilities and bring it to fruition 

 Encourage the heart: Allowing all stakeholders input into critical decisions, 

celebrating accomplishments, and appreciating the contributions of individuals. 

(Principal Interview 1, 2022) 

Although it is not an easy feat, having been in the role for 6.5 years, the principal 

attributes their “balanced” leadership style and data-driven decision-making strategies to being in 

a space where they can perfect systems that work and seek ways to continue to grow. They ended 

the interview by returning to an earlier question posed when they were asked to describe their 

leadership style and responded, 

I am fair and firm. I am an adaptive, investigative perfectionist. I am very analytical 

and decisive. I would definitely consider myself a calculated risk-taker. I am defiant 
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when necessary. Some may not see it initially, but I am compassionate. I pride myself on 

being honest and trustworthy, but most importantly, I am a dreamer who is never limited 

by impossibility. (Principal Interview 1, 2022) 

Each conversation allowed for a deeper dive into the principal’s practice with more depth 

into the opportunities to learn created at the school site. Having come to the interview reflecting 

on our first conversation, the principal shared her construct of leadership. Before sharing their 

“Leadership Pyramid,” the principal said: 

What I know from my experience and my interaction with what I would consider 

great leaders is that all leaders must be transformational first. Right. Transformational 

leaders have to think about impact, and that impact is not just in the moment. That impact 

is when we are no longer. It is only through transformation that we can challenge, inspire, 

encourage, model, and enable others to act. We do this through understanding instruction 

and advocating for what we know is just, right, and fair. How I decide to allocate my 

time, talent, and treasure will impact my decision-making. This was the legacy of 

leadership set forth for me and the legacy of leadership I want to leave. (Principal 2, 

2022) 

Although all leadership behaviors are equal (Appendix B, Figure B2), transformational 

practices are at the top of the construct. One’s ability to transform, the principal highlights, 

directly impacts the ability to revisit and refine instructional practice, while advocating for the 

needs of the entire school community to be met. As they shared near the end of their third 

interview, 

The school’s job is to create opportunities to learn that will address the issues of 

equity that are visible and invisible. You CAN shift the narrative if you focus on equity.  

Equity work is about increasing the probability that a child of color will be born to two 

people of color who are literate, which means being financially, emotionally, 

academically, and spiritually secure. Yes, it’s about race, but it’s also about 

empowerment. As educators, we must provide them with the intangible through 

transformation and teach them how to exist and thrive in society through instruction. It is 

beyond opening a school to close a jail—when we reside there, we start AT the deficit 

and, most times, don’t move beyond or see beyond it.  The role of education, equity, and 

opportunity is about equipping young people, especially those of color, to be competent, 

resourceful, and productive parents and family members. This is generational work … 

it’s legacy work! (Principal Interview 3, 2022) 
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Assistant Principal Interviews 

During the principal’s tenure, there have been two assistant principals who worked 

alongside them. Both assistant principals were given administrative tasks focused on the 

operation of the building. Although their duties were innumerable, they both credit the 

principal’s ability to listen to them and other constituents as the crux of the academic progress 

the school was able to make. 

In 2021, one of the assistant principals retired but expressed an interest in participating in 

the study. In this section of the study, the assistant principals will be referred to as AP1, the 

retired assistant principal, and AP2, the current sitting principal. 

Assistant Principal 1 (AP1). AP1 worked at the school with the principal for three years 

but served as assistant principal for 15 years. With the principal’s guidance, AP1 was responsible 

for bilingual supervision, special education, guidance, and safety and also worked closely with 

the parent association and the afterschool program. In these roles, the assistant principal credits 

the principal’s ability to avoid micromanaging as one way the school could progress. “Leaders 

have to know when to tighten the reins and when to release. There is something to be said about 

a leader who acts after considering multiple perspectives and possibilities” (AP1, 2022). 

Throughout the interview, AP1 referenced the principal’s ability to create a vision as 

goals that considered the voice of multiple stakeholders. As such, AP1 used the word exceptional 

to describe the principal’s ability to envision the students’ transition from middle school to high 

school, and in conversation with the teachers who had been at the school prior to their arrival, 

many shared that a vision of next steps for the students was not something they were tasked with 

bringing to fruition. During their first year, AP1 recalls how difficult it was to create buy-in from 

teachers and parents because it “seemed like more work than they were used to” (AP1, 2022). 
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Despite the pushback, AP1 said the principal continued to plan for the future while 

ensuring that they acquired the necessary support for successful implementation. One of the 

major tasks within this vision was creating a schedule that would allow students to be exposed to 

a rigorous curriculum. In consultation with the administration and teachers, the principal 

implemented advanced classes. The rationale was to ensure that those who had the foundational 

skills and knowledge would continue to grow from year to year and have the opportunity to take 

regents-level classes by the 8th grade. 

Including these courses was a turning point for students, parents, and teachers. During the 

interview, AP1 recalled how the belief in the students' potential translated into a belief that the 

institution and the community were worth the investment. 

I remember during parent meetings how the parents minimized complaints about the 

‘outsider’ who came to the community to destroy the school. With one decision, she was 

seen as the person who brought hope to the school and community. And, we had to bust 

our butts to make this happen. Those who wanted to do it, did. And those who did not 

want to do the work left. The principal never had to engage in the termination 

conversation most principals do when they go into a school like this. Instead, the 

principal challenged mindsets and thinking. (AP1, 2022) 

By clarifying the vision, AP1 recalls many being motivated to do the work because they, too, 

could envision what the principal saw. 

AP1 credits the transformational leadership behaviors of the principal with setting the 

tone for their tenure. However, with a population of over 40% English as a New Language 

(ENL) students, the actualization of the vision called for a balance of the principal's instructional 

and advocacy leadership to overcome barriers of language and resources. To address these 

issues, AP1 was also tasked with spearheading teacher recruitment. In identifying the needs to be 

met to actualize the vision, the leadership team recruited teachers with varied experiences who 

were not averse to working in an underserved community with students deficient in foundational 

areas. 
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We looked for teachers with diverse experience. I remember the candidates being 

surprised by how calm the building was. Part of the interview was the school tour, and 

when we would return to the office, they would talk about how what they saw was 

different from what they expected, and the principal would challenge them to speak about 

how they could add to the culture that was being established. (AP1 Interview, 2022) 

By adding to the staff, AP1 recalls, teachers saw the investment being made and knew 

they would have to consider how they were willing to grow and develop. AP1 recalls the 

principal charging both assistant principals to monitor teacher practice through the observation 

process and ensure that teachers received timely and quality feedback. Professional discourse 

became the norm, and over time, teachers were removed from their silos and became more 

receptive to sharing with their colleagues while soliciting feedback from them as well. 

The professional development was geared toward specific instructional strategies to 

increase student math and ELA performance. AP1 said there were regular conversations around 

the data and the implementation of strategies, allowing teachers to identify impact and growth. 

Even though the ENL population was like a linchpin, AP1 credits the principal’s ability to sift 

through multiple data sources as the springboard for academic progress. Although the statewide 

data did not reflect the milestones, the school found celebration areas from other assessments and 

citywide visits and reviews. 

Despite the arduous assignment, AP1 described the principal as fair and honest in 

decision-making. Because the principal is a good listener, the staff, parents, and students were 

not afraid to speak to them about their doubts and fears. By balancing expectation and support, 

all stakeholders received the necessary tools to engage in viable opportunities to learn. Although 

the opportunity to learn, as outlined in this study, looks specifically at how the principal 

leverages their leadership behaviors and decision-making to ensure that students have access to 

the elements that make quality schools, AP1 shared that the hallmark of the principal’s 

leadership is that those elements are accessible to all stakeholders. The principal ensures that all 
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stakeholders are accounted for by advocating for the resources necessary for success. “When the 

principal is thinking, they are planning and envisioning. They are looking at all the options. To 

do this, you must balance being transformational with instruction and advocacy” (AP1, 2022). 

Although AP1 believes the principal’s ability to rely on the transformational lens is the 

reason for more viable opportunities to learn being afforded at the school, they also credit the 

principal’s ability to reflect on their time as a student, teacher, assistant principal, and parent as 

critical to creating the opportunity to learn. “They come from somewhere, you know. They never 

forgot what it took to get from point A to point B. And, they are not afraid to share their 

experience as it reflects the human in their spirit” (AP1, 2022). AP1 notes that many of the 

decisions that have led to the students receiving quality opportunities come from the principal’s 

ability to advocate for the best despite the publicly available data. Being fearless in this way 

contributes to progress, and AP1 credits the principal’s personal and professional experiences as 

the foundation of their advocacy. 

In their work with parents, AP1 also recalls how parents, especially those who attended 

the school, appreciate the growth of the learning environment. Because the principal is not a 

“dictator,” they are open to calculated risks that enhance the school community. “Once they see 

you’re involved and willing to try to implement things for the betterment of the school, they 

receive support” (AP1, 2022). Encouraging people to try and to use the knowledge they come 

with and the skills they acquire through professional development is instrumental to the 

opportunity to learn. 

Teachers receive a menu of professional learning opportunities offered by the district and 

local universities and are encouraged to attend. Teachers must turnkey information and present 

their learning at faculty meetings to build capacity. Teachers also readily record their lessons, so 
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they can see themselves as teachers and engage in honest conversations about practice. The 

principal also utilizes research to inform decisions and encourages teachers to extend their 

learning by engaging in personal and professional learning; the principal views this as vital to the 

growth quality of learning opportunities. 

Near the end of the interview, AP1 shared their reflection on why they consider the 

principal’s vision future-oriented. “The opportunities to learn that are offered will become part of 

the fabric of the school” (AP1, 2022). Although retired, during their visits to the school, AP1 has 

observed how the team has built on previous practice. The goal is to work with others and to 

collaborate in ways that allow critical conversations about the practices that will create diverse 

opportunities. 

Everyone is involved. Everyone participates—there’s a handful that needs more 

motivation, but there’s willingness to be part of the shared decision-making. I know what 

the school was like in the 90s when I worked with the district and the region. So, I see the 

growth. I wasn’t here every day, but I was here enough. From police coming every day to 

students actually being in rooms where they can learn…. I used to hate coming to this 

school. The adults were nasty, and the kids running all over the damn place. It was a 

mess. So, coming back, it’s different … because the opportunities are at every level. 

Parents know what their kids should get. Teachers see colleagues as resources, and they 

are not afraid of feedback.… 

We were clear about the expectations, and the principal knows how to balance their 

heart, expectations, and their leadership. It’s like learning is normal now. For us, it’s not 

just about the buzz ‘opportunity to learn’ it’s about equitable opportunities to learn for 

kids we don’t see. Not too many can take the kids we got and make magic…. 

That’s why the principal is exceptional; they make the most of what they get and 

fight to get the rest (AP1, 2022) 

Assistant Principal 2 (AP2). AP2 began their career as an assistant principal five years 

ago at the site being explored for this research. They admit that, after being offered the job by the 

current principal, they reviewed the data and were slightly leery about accepting the position. 

Despite their previous work with the principal, the deliberation stemmed from thinking they 
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might fall short of the principal’s expectations. However, when they engaged in the conversation, 

AP2 recalled the expectation part of the conversation with a grin and a smile: 

The shocking part was that the conversation was over, and [the principal] never 

stated what was expected. So, I asked them [the principal], and they gave the question 

back to me. They said, “What is your expectation of me as the principal?” I was shocked 

because what employer asks you to tell them that? However, it meant a lot, and I told 

them [the principal] that I expected them to be a goal setter, 360 feedback giver, and a 

model teacher leader. 

Having worked with the principal in a previous capacity, AP2 knew the role of goal-

setter and model teacher leader was innate. However, in assuming the role of assistant principal, 

AP2 wanted to be sure that the principal was aware that 360 feedback would encourage growth 

from the principal and the teachers. AP2 remembers sharing the importance of multiple feedback 

points with the principal. In turn, the principal tasked AP2 with ensuring that this feedback cycle 

became part of the school’s culture. 

At the start of their tenure, AP2 found they were making slow but consistent incremental 

progress, “small wins,” they called it. They believe the principal’s ability to think like a teacher 

and an instructionalist caused the slow shift. For AP2, the principal could create buy-in from 

many teachers because the principal listened before implementing. Even though some teachers 

were resistant to new ways of doing, they eventually came on board, even those who were 

reluctant. Despite the need to meet benchmarks and remain compliant, the principal’s initial 

focus was on the doers of the work—the teachers. 

Although pegged as the highest-paid, underperforming staff by their district colleagues, 

as the teachers shared during their focus group, the principal made a concerted effort to listen to 

them. AP2 recalls shifting through the principal’s notes from the many conversations in which 

the principal was engaged. Having previously worked with the principal, AP2 was clear that the 
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data would be used to set standards and expectations for teaching and learning—for all 

stakeholders at the school. 

The investment to ensure teachers had adequate resources and access to professional 

development bolstered teacher self-efficacy. The buy-in did not come without pushback, AP2 

noted, but they also recalled the marked difference in school culture and the shift in school 

climate. By the end of year one, parents and teachers who were having difficulty acclimating 

were outnumbered by those who recognized the changes as essential to the longevity and 

sustainability of the school. AP2 marks the transition in thinking through the increase in three 

areas: student attendance, participation of teachers in professional learning, and parent 

engagement. “For all the hits the principal had to take during their first year, there was unspoken 

mutual trust growing. They [the teachers] knew the principal was not going to abandon their job, 

and they [the principal] would be there for the long haul.” 

AP2 credits the principal’s early decisions as the foundation for academic progress. It 

was also helpful that the school community received adjusting and encouraging feedback during 

district visits and observations. Both AP2 and the teachers cited how this feedback boosted staff 

morale. They no longer felt like “failing teachers from the failing school” (Teacher 3, 2022). 

They found value in the work as their colleagues inquired about the happenings at the school. 

“Imagine,” AP2 said, “some of these folks bore the scarlet letter for over a decade … and for 

many, it was the first time they were being acknowledged for having made a positive 

contribution in their career” (AP2, 2022). 

Another example of how they used data, AP2 cited, was by having teachers engage in 

data dives. Initially, teachers were not receptive to unpacking the state data because they only 

captured the state exam, which credits the school with an average 25% to 30% proficiency rate. 
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AP2 found that these conversations were difficult for teachers and left them dejected. However, 

because the principal encouraged AP2 to look at instruction, AP2 found that iReady assessment 

data showed the growth of individual students within the trend data. The trend data show how 

the students are doing against their standing, which reflects each student's academic progress. As 

such, AP2 found these data critical to balancing morale and accountability. Teachers were more 

inclined to use the data to provide more targeted opportunities to learn. 

When addressing the principal’s leadership style, AP2 identified the principal’s ability to 

balance all three styles—transformational, instructional, and advocacy-driven—as the crux of the 

principal’s leadership. AP2 fervently believes that the principal’s ability to “wear the hat 

necessary for the moment” marks their leadership style and credits the amalgamation as the 

reason viable opportunities to learn are offered to the school and community at large. 

Additionally, AP2 believes that the principal’s ability to use multiple data sources 

exemplifies the principal’s transformational, instructional, and advocacy leadership. By not 

relying on the state test to reflect student overall growth, the principal allows teachers' efforts to 

be seen and understood, providing a layer of motivation and inspiration. This also impacted 

instructional leadership in that teachers could effectively use available resources to tailor 

teaching and learning while emphasizing the need to communicate with colleagues to develop 

robust tools to address individual needs. Advocacy leadership was also exhibited because the 

principal used this information to suggest to the district the school's actions and support the 

decisions related to the resources needed to develop further the opportunities to learn at the 

school. 

After the retirement of AP1, AP2 shared that they engaged in a very candid conversation 

with the principal where they recall the principal emphasizing the importance of building on the 
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teachers’ innate ability to lead. Although there were varying readiness levels among the teachers, 

the principal emphasized AP2’s role in creating a culture of sustainability that did not reside 

within the administration alone. In building teacher leaders, the principal told AP2 that their 

varied roles would not seem too arduous because they would be building teacher autonomy, 

which would direct teachers to be more receptive to owning the work they were tasked with 

doing. 

AP2 also shared how the principal uses their leadership position to challenge the staff to 

see beyond the confines imposed by the data. Despite the statewide data, AP2 credits the 

principal with advocating for students to become global citizens by becoming an International 

Baccalaureate (IB) school. “As an IB school, we will further challenge students. They will see 

it’s not just about being from Bushwick. It’s about expanding the learning and experiences of 

students” (AP2, 2021). In addition to their application for IB, the principal has challenged the 

guidance counselor to apply this thinking to the high school application process. AP2 said the 

guidance counselor is now responsible for exposing students to high schools outside of 

Bushwick. 

Even as the school pivoted to remote instruction during the pandemic, with 

approximately 30% of the students in temporary housing, the principal considered the resources 

students would need to experience success. AP2 recalls the principal’s meeting where the 

principal challenged the staff to think about the resources needed to succeed in a space where 

two or three siblings may be engaging in online learning. 

The principal asked us, “Do they have their own space? Do they have headphones or 

a desk?” These things may be common for most, but for the population we serve, we 

have to consider those things, and the principal advocated to ensure the budget could 

support those supplies being delivered to the students at home. (AP2, 2021) 
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AP2 believes the principal does a great job of implementing the leadership role needed at the 

time. The principal functions from the leadership lens that will suit the needs of the students and 

staff. 

The principal encourages AP2 to “bring the meaning to the work” by allowing the AP to 

look beyond the checklist and focus on “the why” and possible results. AP2 credits this ideology 

with how they can create buy-in from the staff. Toward the end of the interview, AP2 said they 

consider the principal’s leadership to be visionary because the principal is clear about what the 

school will look like in the future. However, the vision for the school does not reflect the 

principal’s ideas alone. As thought partners, AP2 says that it has been through countless 

conversations that they have created a pathway to ensure the vision becomes a reality. 

By considering teacher pedagogy and how teaching and learning unfold in the classroom, 

the principal considers the overall school conditions and evaluates how they set the stage for 

students to be afforded a fair and equal opportunity to learn. To create these conditions, AP2 

shared the principal’s contemplation about the flexibility in scheduling so that teachers can 

engage in professional development. This allows teachers to sign up for any of the weekly virtual 

professional development sessions offered by the district. Teachers can access this information 

from the weekly newsletter AP2 shares with the staff. They also incorporate book studies, which 

allow teachers to implement, in real time, instructional strategies presented in the text. Inquiries 

for content teams are also convened for teachers to look at grade-level data and standards and 

engage in lesson studies. For AP2, the principal’s decision around these areas has fostered a 

culture where feedback is given to grow teacher practice, which enriches the provided 

opportunities to learn. 
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As they neared the end of the interview, AP2 shared that the scaffolds and supports the 

principal provides ultimately create the opportunity to learn for all stakeholders, impacting the 

quality of the opportunities to learn afforded to the students. “What they have done is create a 

structure that will outlive their tenure,” AP2 said. There is an unspoken belief that the vision, as 

refined with each action, will come to fruition. 

The principal has created leaders at all levels, which makes people move very 

differently. Leadership is expected; as a school, we speak and act differently than when 

we first started. We created something strong, and we invested so much and built so 

much that I want to stay and continue to build on the foundation. There has been a shift in 

how students see the school, how parents see the school, how the community sees the 

school, and most importantly, how we see the school and the work we have to do. That 

comes from the top! (AP2, 2022) 

District Leader Interview 

As part of the district’s team for improving renewal schools, the district representative 

(DR) worked closely with the principal at the start of their tenure. Marred by a history of failure, 

the DR was tasked with helping the principal develop and implement a plan to address 

instructional issues in math. “Initially, I was overwhelmed because the school had never been 

proficient in math or English. The kids are typically 1 to 3 years below grade level, and previous 

improvement plans were unsuccessful” (DR Interview, 2022). 

However, when the DR met the principal, not only were they equipped with areas of 

improvement and a plan to address those growth areas, but the DR noted the principal’s 

receptiveness to the district’s mandates and benchmarks. The DR was impressed with the 

principal’s plan for implementation. By the end of their first meeting, the DR said the principal 

had created a schedule that included how the district would assist with observing teachers during 

math instruction. The DR was impressed with the principal’s focus on student engagement, as 

the district had noted engagement as a growth area in previous reviews. 
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When principals are placed in schools that seem impossible to fix, they usually 

comply with the district’s mandates. This principal was different. It was clear that they 

reviewed the data. And the principal was not afraid to ask me difficult questions and 

make requests for resources needed to do the work. (DR, 2022) 

Regarding transformation, the DR said the early interactions with the principal were a 

testament to how they intended to foster systemic change that would create learning 

opportunities that would become part of the school’s culture. “Anyone who looked at that data 

would not think about regents level work, but this principal did” (DR Interview, 2022). The DR 

believes that the collegial discussions about increased rigor helped to change mindsets. “Some 

teachers had not produced in years.  By the end of the year, they resorted to open market” (DR 

Interview, 2022). The high expectations set by the principal, the DR believes, were balanced by 

their empathy. Although the expectations were high, the DR believes the principal’s empathy 

made stakeholders believe they were attainable. 

The principal was firm in their decision to move from teacher-centered classrooms and 

allocated time for teachers to work in teams to address curriculum implementation and identify 

the resources needed for successful execution. By mirroring the work, the principal was tasked 

with doing with assistant principals and teachers; they could set the same expectation for 

teachers and students in classrooms. The DR recalls the principal’s requirement for students to 

receive quality feedback on their work. Teachers were discouraged from simply providing a 

grade; all grades were to be accompanied by an explanation. Equally important was the 

implementation of productive struggle. The DR recalls the instructional shifts being met with 

some resistance; however, teachers became more receptive to modeling from the administrative 

level. The DR shared the principal’s birthday plan, which entailed the principal teaching a class 

for each teacher on the teacher’s birthday. This was in addition to engaging in co-teaching and 

lesson studies with the principal. These instructional moves, as the DR notes, helped increase 
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student understanding and translated into students asking more profound questions about the 

content and processes associated with problem-solving. 

With each decision, the principal had to make sure the needs of the students were 

considered. “They do everything in the best interest of children,” the DR said. 

So, anything they think about doing is about the kids first. It comes from the 

perspective of “How will this help my kids who don’t have the exposure to things other 

kids may have exposure to? How do I help my kids prepare for what they need to be 

prepared for when they leave this school and go to high school and beyond?” Their 

leadership is not for the here and now. (DR Interview, 2022) 

Similarly, regarding teachers and parents, the DR describes the principal’s approach as 

growth-oriented. The DR said the principal incorporated a diplomatic approach for teachers to 

grow. She recalled a conversation where the principal debriefed with a teacher, and loosely 

quoting the conversation, the principal told the teacher, “I want you to take charge of your 

growth. I do not want to spoon-feed you everything” (DR Interview, 2022). In all interactions 

with teachers, the DR recalls the principal being clear about what they wanted but was also open 

to the teachers’ ideas on how they could arrive at the destination. The principal would share their 

ideas and ask teachers to share their thinking and approach. 

With parents, the principal tasked the DR with providing resources and workshops for 

them to understand the curriculum. There were intentional decisions around the support parents 

would need to assist their children at home. When the new math curriculum was introduced, the 

district was tasked with creating a workshop series to assist parents with unpacking. The 

principal’s understood that the overall population—all stakeholders and the larger community—

impacts decision-making. Being intentional about the learning, the school, and the needs of 

teachers and students, the principal can identify professional learning opportunities to address 

gaps in pedagogy/teacher practice. This, in turn, will impact student practice because the 

principal is clear about the needs of the students as well. 
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Having worked with the school for a little over seven years, the DR felt that the principal 

could balance the stakeholders' needs with the district's mandates. Instead of resorting to an 

adversarial relationship, the district's support and professional learning were better received. 

Even when there was limited support for a mandate or disagreement with a review, how 

the principal addressed the issue positively influenced the school tone. For the DR, in these 

moments, the principal demonstrated their advocacy leadership, and, as a result, a more 

collaborative approach among stakeholders was established—specifically the school and the 

district. “The teachers are clear about their role and the principal's expectations. They [the 

teachers] have even commented on their professional growth” (DR Interview, 2022). 

The principal was clear about her expectations of the district and consistently articulated 

the school's needs. The DR admits that they were not always in agreement but respected the 

process that accompanied the request. The principal engaged the school community in many of 

the most critical conversations, which the DR believes created additional buy-in from the 

teachers and the parents. “Initially, I thought the principal was a bit forward with their demands, 

but I came to appreciate their straightforward nature,” the DR shared. 

Despite the occasional difference in thought, the DR highlighted how the principal 

impacted their approach to the work as a district representative. At no time did the principal 

disregard the DR’s role; however, in challenging the DR, the principal created a holding space of 

sorts where the DR felt they were able to bring their authentic self; the district role was no longer 

a barrier in their ability to engage in conversations where there was divergent thinking. 

The DR recalls, “Those conversations were trying but necessary. They broke a barrier 

that often exists with district school relationship.” As a result of the principal’s leadership style 

and decision-making, the district-school relationship was grounded in respect, honesty, and trust. 
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The principal provided space for the DR to share ideas and pilot instructional practices at the 

school, ultimately requiring the district to work harder alongside the staff as they sought to move 

the school together. 

Because the DR characterizes the principal as a realist, they talked at length during the 

interview about how the principal anchored themselves in the work. The pair agreed that year 2’s 

expectations should be higher than the state’s expectations for growth and progress. The goals 

were not to be lofty but attainable. In agreement with this decision, they developed a tracker that 

afforded multiple ways of progressing-monitoring the implementation of the math curriculum. 

Teachers were given the resources to deconstruct the embedded assessments and create more 

questions addressing the standards where students did not show mastery. 

Including multiple questions on the same standards demystified student 

misunderstandings and provided the data needed to address gaps in learning. The DR also shared 

the shift in teacher conversations that resulted from implementing the tracker. “Teachers were 

forced to get granular and be more specific about the foundational knowledge needed for 

mastery. Conversations were no longer in the deficit but the asset,” they recalled. 

Before ending the interview, the DR said they would use the word innovative to describe 

the principal’s approach to creating the opportunity to learn at the school. The DR believes the 

principal has demonstrated and exhibited the leadership behaviors needed to transform the school 

while ensuring that students are exposed to quality curricula because the principal advocates for 

their needs. No matter how divergent the thinking, the level of innovation the principal 

demonstrates will move the school to a different place in the future. “This will no longer be the 

school we knew in the past. The principal will leave a mark that changes the trajectory for the 

kids here; for the families here,” they asserted. The DR knows it will take time for the state to 
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see the academic achievement it expects, but they know the principal has the acumen to create 

the foundation, resulting in high academic achievement. 

Focus Groups 

Teacher Focus Group 

Seven teachers elected to participate in the focus group. The teachers’ total years of 

service in education spanned 7 to 33 years, with a range of 5 to 25 years vested at the school site 

for this research. In addition to teaching, all teachers in the group have an additional role or 

responsibility that was assumed under the leadership of the current principal (Appendix B, 

Table B13). As one teacher shared, “The principal could have come in here and used the test data 

to get rid of the majority of us; instead, the principal used the data to identify the needs of the 

school—teachers included” (Teacher 4, 2022). The nods of agreement in reaction to Teacher 4’s 

comment affirmed teachers' regard for the principal. 

As they chronicled the principal's leadership, the teachers agreed that the principal 

balances the three leadership styles—transformational, instructional, and advocacy. 

The principal uses the style that’s needed. It’s never where one is stronger than the 

other. I believe they [the principal] throw it out when necessary. Different times call for a 

different approach, but the principal’s ability to balance them makes it effective 

leadership, and that’s just who they are. (Teacher 4, 2022) 

The teachers also identified three words to describe the principal’s leadership and decision-

making core: collaboration, belief, and trust. Although the reception to the principal’s arrival 

was met with mixed reviews, Teacher 3 noted that the principal’s ability to “believe in the staff 

so they could be more than what they are” was instrumental in creating a culture of collaboration 

and trust (2022). 

The pairing of teachers was also strategic. “We weren’t randomly forced to work 

together. They [the principal] showed us the benefit of the collaboration” (Teacher 5, 2022). The 
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teacher expressed their reluctance to share before the principal’s arrival. Although colleagues 

commented on the suggestions Teacher 5 would make to improve the school as valuable, there 

was no place for true collaboration under the previous administration. “The principal noticed 

[Teacher 5] the reluctance to share, so they [Teacher 5] were ‘volunTOLD’” (Teacher 2, 2022). 

Through collegial pairings, teachers could view each other as resources and began to tap into 

each other’s expertise. They also learned that to “transform something, you have to push people 

out of their comfort zone” (Teacher 2, 2022). 

A data review showed IEP students, who comprised almost 27% of the total population, 

lagging far behind their peers. Teacher 2 shared how the principal promoted collaborative 

inquiry to ensure that students received their required services. In contrast, teachers used 

knowledge gleaned from their job-embedded professional development to provide necessary 

differentiation within their lessons. This decision also resulted in collaborative practices with the 

IEP coordinator and the ENL coordinator to support teachers “to move beyond compliance and 

see the infusion of new strategies as tools to help address the actual needs of the students in their 

classes” (Teacher 1, 2022). In addition to classroom work with students, parents also learned 

through their workshop series how Title I funding is used to support this undertaking (Teacher 6, 

2022). Both collaboration and transparency were identified as hallmarks of the principal’s 

leadership style and decision-making. 

The teachers also noted that they are now tasked with leadership responsibilities that have 

positively impacted their self-efficacy. The principal’s clear expectations and leadership have 

become an invaluable guide. 

They [the principal] expect a lot.  But they get us together, tell us what they want to 

see, suggest how it can be done, but let us do it. Then we go back to them [the principal] 

and present ‘the how.’ They listen, may tweak a few things, and allow us to try. 

(Teacher 4, 2022) 
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In their dual roles, teachers now serve as mentors, chair meetings, represent the school at district-

level meetings, work with parents for intake and enrollment, and provide community programs. 

One teacher said, 

I would like the principal to continue to build leaders. They [the principal] helped us 

remember the heart we brought to this work. If it wasn’t for the principal, I would never 

be able to showcase best practices as a model teacher for all these years. They [the 

principal] took a chance on me. So, I hope it continues … continue to build leaders. 

(Teacher 3, 2022) 

Model teachers, in their role as leaders, are tasked with establishing and maintaining a model 

classroom that serves as a lab for colleagues. The model classroom serves as an extension of 

professional learning where teachers collaborate and identify best practices for teaching and 

learning. As such, the school is described as a dedicated and committed community willing to 

accept change and embrace collaboration for the greater good of the community (Teachers 3, 4, 5 

& 7, 2022). 

As the chief advocates, through their decision-making, teachers felt the principal also 

created an equitable environment where students could engage in more rigorous classes. Despite 

the residual effects of past failure, the principal identified teachers to serve as tutors for students 

interested in taking the Specialized High School Admissions Test (SHSAT). Coupled with this, 

Teacher 6 described the implementation of Regents classes and how the offerings grew from one 

class to four (2022). 

For me, when the principal showed up, it really changed my teaching because I had a 

leader to look up to…. Before them, I never had clear direction. I was just doing what I 

could. But they provided a clear objective … a clear goal allows me to prep my students 

so they can be ready to take the Regents. (Teacher 6, 2022) 

However, the learning loss attributed to the COVID-19 pandemic reduced the regents class 

offerings to three classes, and the teacher noted the positive impact these classes had on students 

and their families. “They have friends at other schools doing similar work, so they feel good, 
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making the school more marketable” (Teacher 6, 2022). For these reasons, Teacher 6 shared how 

the principal excels at instructional leadership. Through the principal’s understanding of how to 

teach, other teachers are inspired to become better pedagogues. 

Within the district, the teachers are now revered for their work because the resounding 

notion at meetings was “if it could be done there, it could be done at all schools” (Teacher 2). 

Although the teacher noted this as a backhand compliment, they were no longer taunted by 

colleagues in the district or those at other schools. The principal was earmarked as innovative, 

and teachers were met at these meetings with a warm reception. 

When they found out WE were applying to become an IB school at the 

superintendent's request, we finally earned some respect. We weren’t embarrassed to go 

[to district meetings] and share. We weren’t mocked anymore. We stopped being their 

[the district’s] dumping ground because they would send us all the kids from other 

schools that were giving problems. And when we did get them, one thing I love about the 

school is that we took those same students, and they were successful. Because we finally 

put ourselves in a position to meet them. (Teacher 2, 2022) 

Equally crucial to the IEP teacher was the inclusion of a bilingual special education class 

where language differences and academic impediments no longer hinder students' educational 

success. Including a visual and performing arts core has also helped spur student progress. By 

including arts and leadership classes, students bring their culture and the cultures reflected in the 

larger community to the classroom in creative ways. Partnerships with the Brooklyn Music 

School, Broadway Jr, and other community arts programs provide students with real-world 

applications of the arts. Teacher 7 described how the principal encouraged them to go out into 

the community and inform them about the arts program. Hearing the teacher’s pitch, the local 

precinct reached out to the principal to share their youth program offerings. As a result, the 

school procured a congenial relationship with the precinct. By modeling advocacy in 

programming, the teachers find themselves patterning after the principal to advocate for students 

based on emerging needs. 
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Social Emotional Learning (SEL) has also emerged as part of the school’s culture. 

Through mindfulness activities, they have reduced the number of incidents between students. 

These experiences and the exposure to SEL have become instrumental in recentering classrooms. 

A common language is used to bring the students to “center,” which is used across classrooms. 

Three teachers cited this schoolwide practice as one that has helped positively transform the 

school culture by encouraging students to project positive social behaviors grounded in problem-

solving and personal responsibility (Teachers 2, 4, & 7, 2022). 

Teachers are also led through mindfulness activities—during professional learning and 

visits to the principal’s office. With professional and personal concerns, the principal makes time 

to listen to and support the teachers. 

The principal cares about our well-being. As the UFT chapter leader, we are known 

to butt head with the principal at all times, but I never felt like that. Our conversations 

have been genuine. They’d [the principal] be asking me how teachers are feeling about 

certain things. And if I tell them that the teachers hate it, they’ll take that into 

consideration because they know happy workers work better. And they [the principal] 

really focus on well-being and self-care and just being able to meet teacher needs. 

(Teacher 6, 2022) 

This principal practice was also evidenced in Teacher 4’s discussion of the support they received 

from the principal when they expressed interest in learning more about behavioral science. To 

support the teacher’s pursuit, the principal identified and secured district funding to have the 

teacher attend a one-week professional learning opportunity at the University of Connecticut. In 

this summer program, the teacher learned strategies to aid in changing student behavioral 

patterns. By collaborating with teachers from other places, the teacher received a wealth of 

information to share with colleagues. Ultimately, the teacher received certification as a COSA 

(chair of student activities) and utilizes the network established at the University of Connecticut 

as a resource. 
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One teacher described the principal as a “vigilant instructionalist who knows their stuff 

and uses their visionary style to help us see things we didn’t think could exist—for the school 

and us as professionals” (Teacher 2, 2022). Another said that by listening and asking questions, 

the principal established themselves as encouraging because teachers were never asked or 

included in various decision-making processes. They were told what to do (Teachers 3 & 7, 

2022). “I admire this quality in the principal because they are encouraging us to innovate” 

(Teacher 2, 2022). 

Even as they navigated their SINI (School in Need of Improvement)/SURR (School 

Under Registration Review) designation, the teachers credit the principal’s data-driven decision-

making as instrumental in reverting their status. With transparency at the core, they collaborated 

and created the “Dump the D Campaign” (Teacher 2, 2022). In candid conversations with 

colleagues, parents, and staff, teachers were equipped to explain why the grade was given while 

articulating the recovery process. Grounded in trust, this level of transparency helped 

stakeholders understand their role and responsibility in making the necessary changes and 

improvements. The teacher realized that “after having gone through so many principals, we only 

had each other … so we had to trust each other” (Teacher 4, 2022). Those unwilling to 

participate in the change eventually found themselves in silos and sought employment at other 

schools. “Some of those folks were my friends. But I said, ‘You know what, I’m here for kids, 

I’m not here for adults and politics.’ My focus shifted” (Teacher 2, 2022). The transformation of 

thinking that existed for over two decades was beginning to change. 

Most teachers were engaged in structured, inquiry-based professional collaborations that 

promote best practices in a student-centered learning environment. One teacher said the 

principal’s tone made them believe in the impossible. 
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They have to believe in their staff, in other words, motivate the staff to be more than 

what they are. Give them the resources where they can go out and learn more about 

instruction and bring it back to the school so we can see how to make it fit our school. 

They [the principal] have to make sure that we get the supplies that we need to teach the 

content and do the collaboration. (Teacher 4, 2022) 

The teachers found that inquiry work, specifically through their book study of Gholdy 

Muhammad’s text, Cultivating Genius, has strengthened the instructional capacity of the staff 

while allowing them to use their voice to impact decisions that affect the student learning process 

across the school and in their professional responsibilities. 

During the conversation, teachers discussed their weekly meetings to engage in inquiry 

protocols and look at student work products. Although some were honest about their initial 

limited engagement, they saw that they could identify misconceptions and improve their teacher 

practice due to this inquiry. The teachers also shared that they used this time to ensure coherence 

across grades related explicitly to implementing best practices that foster an environment of 

“productive struggle” (Teacher 1, 2022), while emphasizing reading and writing. 

They found that the principal’s emphasis on professional learning communities allowed 

them to adopt a practice of review “glows and grows” strategically based on their inquiry work, 

allowing them to hone their inquiry process. The principal also includes using surveys to gauge 

the impact and effectiveness of professional learning. Through inquiry teams, teachers have been 

able to discuss their areas of improvement by identifying several objectives. For example, one 

teacher described an objective that included modifying the instructional plan in the shared online 

curricular platform to incorporate student-friendly standards-based language during instruction 

and on the mastery-based tracker form used by the teachers. Initially, this was done with 

principal input, but over time, teachers have come to take ownership of the practice. Professional 

learning has made them cognizant and critical of their practice. “Principals need to build 

community in a school. Everybody, all stakeholders, should have a say, and with the principal, 
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we do” (Teacher 2, 2022). The teachers believe their ideas add value to the instructional 

landscape. 

The teachers also reflected on the evolution of their lesson design and the improved 

“student actions” that could be displayed based on feedback from colleagues who visited their 

class. Although there was initial reluctance about intervisitation, because they were included in 

the conversation regarding the implementation, they viewed the process as a new way of 

engaging with colleagues. As a result, teachers began sharing best practices from research and 

low-inference visits to their colleague's classes. “I was really proud of that. To have somebody 

look and say, ‘I believe in you, and I believe you can do this,’ was needed. I’m pleased about it” 

(Teacher 7, 2022). 

Additionally, distributed leadership structures are in place for staff to build programs and 

accelerate student achievement. One teacher recognized the need to support students’ math 

comprehension with early morning interventions. 

I saw the need. There was no hesitation in me going to the principal to show her the 

data—she loves data and presents the rationale for the intervention. The principal really 

listened to what I had to say and was engaged and told me that they want me to show the 

impact of the work. “Once you can explain the why, I’m good,” and that made a 

difference. (Teacher 1, 2022) 

Teacher 4 also described a similar conversation with the principal as they discussed the 

interventions for student-athletes. “I identified a deficit and explained the need for the athlete to 

have more time to study. We looked at the grades and developed a cycle of support” (Teacher 4, 

2022). 

Although the principal expects a lot from the teachers, the teachers express a willingness 

to produce because they feel supported in ways that allow them to examine their work as 

educators and their contributions to the school community. “Some leaders come in and they want 

to change everything, but they give us nothing. And they have to identify the parts of the culture 
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that works. Our principal did that” (Teacher 4, 2022). The principal’s ability to “learn the culture 

of the school before changing it” is why the teachers consider them transformational. 

Engagement in professional learning with the staff was also identified as instrumental in 

instructional leadership. 

Be vulnerable, and don’t forget you were once a teacher. Don’t ever forget what it 

feels like to be in the trenches. To be a good leader, you have to also be a good follower. 

That’s what I believe. To be an excellent administrator, you had to be a good teacher. 

You gotta know instruction. (Teacher 2, 2022) 

However, advocacy in leadership for these teachers is invaluable. The principal’s advocacy is a 

reminder of the “why” in education. Through advocacy, the principal has established credibility 

and commitment to the work because it requires individuals to recommit to educating all 

students. Although the teachers identify advocacy leadership as vital, from their experience with 

previous leaders, it is also one of the forgotten aspects of principal leadership. “A leader has to 

remember where they’re from. They have to remember that they are human and at times they had 

to fight to get what they deserved. That fight has to continue for the kids to succeed” (Teacher 2, 

2022). 

Parent/Guardian Focus Group 

Although the members of parents' focus group were more reserved than the other 

participants, they provided an essential insight into the principal’s leadership behaviors and 

decision-making. Of the five participants, three attended the school, and all participants lived 

within walking distance of the school. The parent coordinator, who was also in attendance, 

resided in the community, and their daughter was slated to graduate in June 2022. For 4/5 parent 

participants, the principal’s work during their tenure has been well-received. When asked about 

the principal’s decision-making, some words they used to describe the decision-making process 

were fair, informed, included, and positive. “I remember when the principal first started. I 
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thought the principal would just be one of those who didn’t care and let the kids do what they 

want. I thought the principal was ‘mala’ (mean), but they’re not” (Parent 1, 2022). 

Recalling their time at the school when they were a student, one parent said, “We was 

bad. Teachers ain’t care, so we didn’t. We left the same way we came in, and it’s just been that 

way. This one is trying more, so I come out more, and I be listening to what they say” (Parent 3, 

2022). For the parents, the little decisions the principal makes reflect their commitment. Two 

parents commented on the principal’s attendance and the principal's presence every day. “Sin 

dias libres” (Parent 5, 2022) was the phrase used to indicate that the principal takes no days off. 

Although this may seem standard to the parents, it appears to be an unspoken commitment to the 

work. Parent 5, who speaks only Spanish and lives across the street from the school, shared that 

they see the principal every day before the school day starts most times and commented that 

previous leaders were, “Here today, gone tomorrow; dentro y fuera, de vez en cuando y tarde, 

muy tarde [in and out, off and on, and late, very late]” (Parent 5, 2022). 

In addition to the principal’s work ethic, the parents found the school more inviting and 

welcoming. They described it as a community school because it was accessible to the 

community, and more people from the community were interested in partnering with the school 

to provide their children with more options. More importantly, for one parent, the principal’s 

ability to communicate with them in their native language also made a difference. “They a little 

Spanish even though they black,” one parent said, reflecting on the principal’s Venezuelan 

background despite their Trinidadian roots (Parent 3). As the parent continued to reflect on the 

principal’s first meeting, it was evident that the principal’s decision to speak in Spanish created a 

lasting impression. 



 

 112 

The principal’s familiarity with the target language and willingness to address parents 

and community members in Spanish helped eliminate a significant barrier. As the parent 

coordinator recalls, in the first parent meeting, many parents appeared disappointed when they 

saw the principal and described it as a visceral reaction until “the principal addressed them in 

Spanish” (Parent Coordinator, 2022). The principal opened that meeting by sharing a bit about 

their background and told the parents/guardians that as long as they were committed to the work 

it would take them to change the school, they would commit to further developing their Spanish, 

which was a promise that was kept. During the principal’s initial interview, they, too, 

commented on the parent’s reception when they saw a “black” person standing before them and 

the air of tension that was deflated when they began their remarks in Spanish. 

The principal neutralized the parent's reception by establishing familiarity, connection, 

and community. Although some parents recall unfavorable feedback from others in attendance, 

most were approving. Nevertheless, in the first few months of the principal’s tenure, there was 

much pushback from the parents. As one parent recalls, no longer were students going to be able 

to do nothing, get by, and move forward. “Some parents just wanted easy, and I think my 

presence alone told them this was not going to be easy. This was not for the faint at heart. The 

students would earn their grades and move forward on academic integrity” (Principal 

Interview 2, 2022). 

In so doing, everyone was accountable for part of the work needed to be done to restore 

the school's morale, close the gaps in student learning, and offer the community a school they 

could be proud of. 

I could have sent my kid somewhere else, but other people in the neighborhood said 

it was getting better. And it was. Some said it was getting more difficult for the kids to 

get out. And that was true too. But, the principal told us everything in the first parent 
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meeting, and it felt different. It’s like the principal cared about the kids, and they barely 

knew them. (Parent 4, 2022) 

For this parent, the principal demonstrated care about parents too “by making sure we knew what 

was going on and learned what we needed to support our kids. I couldn’t ask for anything else. 

So, when they calls me, I’m there. I feel included and respected, and that make a big difference” 

(Parent 4, 2022). 

Parents also noted that school leaders and teachers consistently communicate high 

student expectations. “They talk about college with the kids and life after high school. They also 

bring in people to talk about work and jobs. The kids need this” (Parent 1, 2022). One parent also 

shared that the resources they receive are also of value to the larger community. Some have 

shared their resources and learning with family members and neighbors. “Sometimes my friends 

are like, ‘This don’t happen at my kid’s school,’ and that’s when I know my kid is getting what 

they deserve. Don’t get me wrong, we don’t agree about everything, but I have to give the 

principal their credit” (Parent 4, 2022). The parents are given the resources and tools necessary 

to understand the curriculum at monthly meetings. Parents are also invited to visit the school and 

shadow their children in class. 

Overall, the parents felt that communication and feedback to parents occurred regularly, 

and they were kept abreast of their children’s progress and achievements. Parents appreciate how 

the information they receive at workshops prepares their children for state assessments by 

“focusing on time management and a good night’s sleep” (Parent 1, 2022). They also found that 

they are guided on how to ask more questions of their children so they remain engaged in the 

learning. Parents overwhelmingly agree that the information they receive from various 

communications, especially face-to-face conversations, has resulted in their children’s ability to 

make better decisions and improve themselves successfully. “They makes time to listen to me,” 
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one parent shared. “Sometimes, I don’t even need to register with the secretary first. I can just 

walk in and wait a bit and talk with the principal” (Parent 3, 2022). 

Newsletters and progress reports are beneficial for parents to maintain awareness of what 

is happening at the school and how the children are faring academically. “Number one, I like that 

I don’t have to wait for a report card and receive a surprise. Number two, I know what’s going 

on in the school from the newspaper she makes, and there’s a place where you can contact and 

leave suggestions before the monthly meeting” (Parent 1, 2022). 

Academic progress reports are generated four times yearly and shared during meet-the-

teacher night. Parents attributed the increased involvement in their children’s academics to their 

understanding of the learning opportunities and expectations for success. One parent shared that 

students are aware of their academic progress toward the next level because the school has 

established and consistently monitors quarterly goals. The school personnel communicate 

expectations connected to college and career readiness. Parents attest to their children receiving 

guidance to meet their goals in each content area. One parent shared that her child has to 

“individually reflect on her progress towards her goals by having one-on-one conversations with 

the teachers” (Parent 2, 2022). 

Parents also spoke about the decision to implement attendance reports. During their 

meetings with the CBO, parents were reminded of the importance of their child’s presence in 

school and provided an overview of how to interpret the information on the tracker. As shared in 

the principal and assistant principal interviews, attendance patterns were a grave concern at the 

school. Implementing an attendance tracker was one way to let the school community know they 

were all accountable for student attendance. By engaging in parent conversations around 

attendance, parents felt responsible for ensuring their children were in school daily. 
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Parents provided concrete examples of what they believed the opportunities to learn at 

the school were for their children. Regents-based courses, Honor Society inductions, and 

enrollment in the DREAM program (which provides coaches to prepare their children for the 

specialized high school exam) are examples of the opportunities to learn afforded at the school. 

Some parents also shared their excitement about the application for the International 

Baccalaureate (IB) program. One parent also highlighted the mindfulness and meditation 

exercises as instrumental in preparing their children for social-emotional success. “During the 

COVID, I would go into the room, and she would be in the computer with those headphones and 

her eyes closed, just breathing, and it helped her anxiety. And it works cause I tried it too. Inhala, 

exhala” (Parent 5, 2022). 

Through the parent-school partnership, parents have also been afforded resources to assist 

with job acquisition for those searching for employment. The English teachers have provided 

career readiness workshops for parents to ensure they have a proper résumé and interview skills. 

The principal has also established relationships with community-based organizations providing 

wellness workshops, real estate licensing, and GED classes. 

One parent recalled a photography exhibit that was installed on the outer perimeter of the 

building near the school’s entrance to the courtyard/playground. The exhibition was a collection 

of pictures taken by a teacher who worked at the school in the 1980s and used photographic 

images to capture the story of the community. “There I was, this big jumbo picture of me as a 

kid. Me, in this neighborhood so many years ago. So many good memories for the kids to see 

what it was like then. I even told my daughter and her friends some stories about the picture. 

Kinda cool, eh” (Parent 3, 2022). 
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Additionally, some parents highlighted their children’s ability to chart and record the 

learning standards they mastered on their assessment tracker. “There are trackers for everything. 

Even I have a tracker,” one parent shared. “It’s a lot of information but mostly good information” 

(Parent 1, 2022). The assessment trackers are maintained in classroom binders so students can 

individually monitor their performance and growth. Parents can access the binders when they 

visit the school, which provides additional information on their child’s academic progress. 

“Si Dios quiere seguirá mejorando” (Parent 5, 2022). This statement (God willing, it will 

continue to get better) was affirmed by the nods of the other parents. Although they represent a 

small percentage of the parent population, the parents’ candor reflected their commitment to the 

school and a belief in the principal's leadership behaviors and decision-making strategies as they 

relate to creating the opportunity to learn. Although many were unable to use the jargon 

associated with the study, the parent coordinator said the statement is a testament to the work's 

progress. It reflects the parents’ willingness to act as partners who show up to challenge and 

support what happens at the school. “Each day has its struggles, but they come because they feel 

like they add value to the process, and they do. The principal’s investment in them [the parents] 

shows the best of their [the principal’s] leadership and decision-making in the interest of all the 

kids here” (Parent Coordinator, 2022). 

Conclusion 

This chapter contains the findings, including a review of publicly available documents 

and data. During interviews and focus groups, the researcher collected documents shared by 

participants focusing on the leadership behaviors and decision-making strategies of a principal 

who creates the opportunity to learn that were also included in the review. The publicly available 

documents suggest that the principal’s leadership behaviors and decision-making strategies 
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directly impact teachers, curriculum, and professional development. The impact has resulted in 

academic progress. Documents submitted by participants reflect and provide concrete examples 

of how a principal’s transformational, instructional, and advocacy leadership behaviors directly 

influence decisions around in-school factors—teachers, curriculum, and professional 

development—that are within their control. 

Following the document review are participants’ experiences, descriptions, and 

recollections on how a principal’s leadership behaviors and decision-making strategies create the 

opportunity to learn. Through interviews and focus groups with various stakeholders in one 

school community, participants described and shared diverse experiences and perspectives 

reflecting the impact of principal leadership and decision-making on the opportunity to learn. 

More specifically, as it relates to the opportunity to learn, participants shared personal moments. 

They provided specific examples and gave essential context around the influence of 

transformational leadership, instructional leadership, and advocacy leadership on principal 

decisions around teacher selection, curriculum implementation, and professional development 

opportunities. 

The study’s activities, coupled with the Schott Foundation’s 2012 report and Boykin and 

Noguera’s 2011 research, suggest that additional metrics be included when calculating the 

opportunity to learn. When measuring the opportunity to learn, examining a school’s historical 

context coupled with principal leadership and decision-making should be considered. As several 

participants shared in their remarks, data provide a single narrative that is powerful, as it 

influences public opinion, but it is singular. 

Beyond opinion, however, analyzing school data shifts the single narrative. It presents 

tools needed to inform principal leadership behaviors and decision-making that influence the 



 

 118 

opportunity to learn through meaningful human interactions and collaborative work. 

Furthermore, examining the practices and behaviors of a principal who has consistently sustained 

academic progress at a school despite a history of failure can inform school leadership practice 

and extend school leadership knowledge. In Chapter 5, the conceptual framework presents 

implications and conclusions based on the findings shared in this chapter. 

 



 

 119 

Chapter 5: Implications and Conclusion 

The passing of No Child Left Behind created an era of accountability and transparency 

where principals became chiefly responsible for creating “the conditions needed for every child 

to receive an equitable and excellent education” (Gooden & O’Doherty, 2015, p. 226). The 

opportunity to learn directly results from a school principal's leadership behaviors and decision-

making strategies. Because principals are at the helm of the work in schools, it is critically 

important to understand their perception of their role. As the individual responsible for shaping a 

vision of academic success for all students, insight into a principal’s leadership dispositions and 

decision-making strategies, especially in an era marked by extreme accountability, is a critical 

area of research. 

In this chapter, I extend my discussion on my interest in the topic while providing my 

reflection on the development of the case. I begin with a review of the study's purpose and 

design, then examine the methodology and discuss key themes and new understandings. 

Afterward, I present the implications of my findings, including implications for practice and 

future research. I conclude the study with a personal reflection before declaring a charge for the 

next generation of educational leaders and researchers interested in the opportunity to learn 

principal leadership behaviors and principal decision-making. 

Review of Study Purpose and Study Design 

Although the study is grounded in the Schott Foundation’s report (2012) and Boykin and 

Noguera’s (2011) opportunity to learn research, the purpose of this study is a direct reflection of 

my interest in principal leadership and the impact of this leadership on students. My experience 
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as a New York City Public School student spurred my return to serve as an educator. As a 

student, I received a quality education in an environment staffed by teachers prepared to ensure 

my future success. As an educator, I consider myself fortunate to have worked under the 

leadership of principals who see the value in leveraging their resources to provide students with 

the opportunity to learn. These principal leaders are akin to those Mickens (1994) describes as 

risk takers, advocates, and doers. 

However, the Schott Report (2012) identified the city’s educational policies and practices 

as part of the reason for an inequitable distribution of educational resources that intensified the 

impact of poverty and denied certain students—children of color—a meaningful education. To 

reduce the effects of external pressures on schools, principals must serve as advocates. Through 

advocacy and social justice, principals can ensure equity and adequacy, which are instrumental 

in creating the opportunity to learn (Anderson, 2009). 

Although the report homes in on educational opportunity in relation to residency, as a 

Black woman in education, the notion that the opportunity to learn is minimized in schools 

where a large population of children of color attended resounded. Robinson and his colleagues 

(2008) suggest that the variance in educational achievement between various social and ethnic 

groups is anchored in reducing educational disparities. When I discovered the hub of opportunity 

lay in decisions around teachers, curriculum, and professional development, I immediately 

reflected on the role of the school leader—the principal. As instructional leaders, principals are 

responsible for promoting the learning and success of all students (Alvoid & Black, 2014). 

Although strong instructional leadership will result in improved student outcomes, the principal 

must maintain the support and commitment of teachers, because “when teachers perceive 
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principals’ instructional leadership behaviors to be appropriate, they grow in commitment, 

professional involvement, and willingness to innovate” (Marks & Printy, 2003, p. 393). 

My exploration into the topic deepened during my coursework at Teachers College when 

a professor shared that leaders of color are most often selected to work at schools where the 

challenges associated with ensuring students equitable learning opportunities are arduous. As I 

engaged in the literature review, I was hopeful when I read Nieto’s (2007) assertion that, despite 

the obstacles that may seem insurmountable to teaching and learning, some schools where 

children live in onerous circumstances with limited educational opportunities are experiencing 

educational success. Within their schools, principal leaders can promote greater equity in 

learning conditions and more excellent external support to children of color to mitigate the 

effects of disadvantage (Gooden, 2005; Kohansal, 2015; Mickens, 2003). 

To this end, the study was initially designed to consist of five to seven interviews with 

principals from the schools within the districts identified by the Schott Foundation as having a 

zero percent index to learn. As I canvassed for principals, I only received three responses. Of the 

three prospective participants, one principal said yes, another shared that they were resigning 

from the NYCDOE, and the final principal expressed interest but had reservations—sharing 

brings attention and more mandates from the district. In consultation with my chair, we saw this 

as a good problem and reviewed the qualitative research methodologies to identify the best way 

to re-see the study. 

Having reviewed the qualitative research methods available, I decided that an in-depth 

case study of one school would allow for capturing rich narratives from principals and those 

tasked with working alongside the principal. In this design, I was able to look beyond test data 

and principal perspective to include an analysis of other stakeholders who could also speak to the 
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leadership behaviors and decision-making strategies employed by a principal that help create the 

opportunity to learn at a school predominantly attended by children of color. 

To fully describe the inputs and processes that aid in creating schools that nurture growth 

and development for all students and show academic achievement over time, the perspectives of 

district representatives, assistant principals, teachers, and parents were necessary to construct a 

comprehensive narrative. In assessing how leaders create engaging environments where students 

progress academically, capturing and including additional voices and datasets was central to 

creating a richly descriptive case study. Furthermore, with the COVID-19 pandemic prohibiting 

in-person observations, for triangulation, the focus groups and additional interviews would help 

shape the case. 

Examination of Methodology 

As indicated earlier, the purpose of this study was to describe the leadership behaviors 

and decision-making strategies of a principal who creates the opportunity to learn at a school 

predominantly serving children of color. With limited research on the leadership behaviors and 

decision-making strategies employed by principals at schools predominantly attended by 

children of color that create the opportunity to learn through interviews and focus groups, the 

descriptive case study allowed me to capture rich narratives analyzed alongside the documents 

reviewed. 

Document Review 

Because publicly available data are often used to determine school quality, I initiated the 

study with a review of the school’s publicly available data and documents. The four documents 

selected were: 

 New York State Education Department’s School Comprehensive Education Plan 

(NYSED S/CEP) 
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 The New York City Department of Education’s School Quality Snapshot 

 The School Quality Review 

 Annual Budget Allocations 

From a methodological and conceptual perspective, I needed to engage in the document review 

at the onset of the study. Because I am familiar with the district and the historical academic 

progress, I aimed to ensure I was not biased by personal perspective. Approaching the document 

review from a researcher's perspective was instrumental in reshaping my perception of the school 

while informing the questions during interviews and focus groups. 

Beyond the numerical statistics presented in the documents, the narrative sections alluded 

to the principal’s leadership behaviors and decision-making strategies that aligned with the 

conceptual framework for the study. Equally important was the opportunity for participants to 

share documents they believe spoke to the principal's leadership behaviors and decision-making 

strategies. Each additional document illustrated how the principal used their transformational, 

instructional, and advocacy leadership to create opportunities to learn, which impacted decisions 

regarding teachers, curriculum, and professional development. After conducting the interviews 

and focus groups, some of the emerging themes were embedded in the analysis of the 

documents. 

Interviews and Focus Groups 

Interviews and focus groups were the other two data sources informing the study. These 

conversations were richly reflective for all participants, as evidenced by the fact that none 

adhered to the time allocation. I also believe my natural love of storytelling helped set a tone of 

transparency and honesty while placing critical importance on each voice's value on my ability to 

present a powerful narrative. 
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The principal was interviewed three times throughout the study. During the initial 

interview, the principal opened very formally, responding to the question. However, by 

question 3, the nervousness settled. I was permitted to engage in the principal’s recollection of 

their personal and preprofessional experiences that shaped their perspective on leadership and the 

opportunity to learn. During the first interview with the principal, I found myself jotting notes of 

personal reflection points. Two themes emerged from this conversation—opportunity through 

access and collaboration/trust. The principal recalled several occasions when they believed 

having access to people and programs created valuable experiences that served as the impetus for 

the work they are currently doing. 

During the second interview, the principal discussed how their decision-making had left 

an indelible mark on the school’s transition from failing to good standing. Although the 

principal’s body language often alluded to uncertainty in how stakeholders viewed the decision-

making, they punctuated the statement by saying, “I always consider my child. If this were my 

child’s school, would I be ok with this….” When the answer was affirmative, the principal 

expressed comfort with the decision. At times, the principal was clear that their arrival at the 

school was not well-received because she was not a Latino woman. Over time, those 

disappointed by the arrival of a Black woman as principal found themselves pleasantly surprised 

by the school's progress. 

Despite the uncertainty of the future, I was in awe of the principal’s investment in the 

school community. At every level, the needs of stakeholders, knowingly and unknowingly, are 

considered and addressed. However, my respect for the leadership behaviors and decision-

making employed by the principal was deepened when I engaged in conversations with the other 

stakeholders. During these conversations, the decision to capture the collective voices of 
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stakeholders who could describe the principal’s leadership behaviors and decision-making 

proved invaluable. 

From an administrative perspective, the district representative and the assistant principal 

spoke to the human in the principal’s spirit. Although the interviews were conducted separately, 

they all spoke about collaboration and trust being of great value to the principal. They viewed the 

principal’s ability to create a trusting, collaborative environment as fundamental in changing the 

school's culture and transforming the employed practices. Because the principal loves learning, it 

was evident how including professional learning helped improve the instructional practices in the 

classroom. Their interviews showed how the legacy of the principal’s leadership will always 

speak to the limitless possibilities and opportunities to learn that can be implemented at the 

school. 

The focus groups with teachers and parents were the most informative elements of the 

study. In these conversations, I was exposed to personal stories from the participants that 

reflected intimate interactions with the principal. Their descriptions created another layer of 

understanding that I found helpful in analyzing the principal’s leadership behaviors and decision-

making. Although some commentaries were frank, they illustrated the leadership behaviors and 

decision-making these constituents found most valuable. There was also consensus among the 

participants that leaders must possess a solid foundation in transformational, instructional, and 

advocacy leadership when tasked with leading at a school with a history of failure. 

Interestingly, the principal’s perception of how stakeholders perceived them differed 

vastly from those of the teachers and parents. The teachers credit the principal for leading in a 

transformative way that has changed the existing narrative of the school. After two decades of 

failure, the school proudly offers Regents courses, prepares students for the Specialized High 
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School Test, and incorporates the International Baccalaureate program. They also expressed 

appreciation for the principal’s investment in their professional growth. Some teachers spoke to 

the principal’s willingness to get to know the staff and listen to their needs before judging them 

as one entity. “The principal could have gotten rid of half of us but they didn’t,” one teacher 

shared. They believe the principal’s ability not to be solely directed by test data and other 

stigmas that loomed allowed them to grow as pedagogues and professionals. In so doing, 

teachers have assumed diverse leadership roles and are willing to engage with their colleagues at 

school and across the district. All teachers who participated in the focus group, including the 

union representative, applaud the principal’s willingness to invest in the staff as positively 

impacting teacher self-efficacy. 

Parents echoed similar sentiments during their focus group. Through their candid 

conversation, the respect for the principal was nestled in the tangible investment made in the 

school and the larger community. Advocating for the school to retain the support from the 

community-based organization, which extended access to the building, and implementing 

preparatory programs to support their children were two critical decisions that established trust in 

the principal. To them, the principal advocates for the community, not just the school. 

The detailed descriptions of the principal’s leadership behaviors and decision-making 

strategies that created the opportunity were evidenced in these conversations. Allowing space for 

key stakeholders in the school community to share their perspectives on the principal’s 

leadership behaviors and decision-making strategies helped demystify some of the points made 

in the Schott Foundation’s report. It provided critical insight into how principals can create 

opportunities to learn at schools predominantly attended by children of color. 
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Limitations of Methodology 

Although the case study was the best way to capture a robust narrative that would answer 

the research question, I did not anticipate the level of inquiry required to sift through, code, and 

analyze 16 perspectives. Each participant had a wealth of information to share. During 

interviews, they provided individual perspectives of the principal’s leadership behaviors and 

decision-making strategies. However, during the focus groups, some responses were reduced to 

non-verbal nods of agreement with general statements shared during the conversation. 

Nevertheless, the case study proved to be a valuable way to collect the stories behind the data 

because, too often, decisions around schools are made based on the data from standardized tests, 

excluding the human part of the work done in schools. 

Key Themes and New Understandings 

While conducting the study’s activities, several themes emerged. The document review 

helped shape points of inquiry to be discussed during interviews and focus groups. The 

document review also alluded to some of the principal’s leadership behaviors and decision-

making that required further inquiry. Although data are typically used to determine school 

quality, engaging critical stakeholders in interviews and focus groups provided equally important 

data to enrich the narrative. Because leadership at any level directly affects the organization and 

its people (Bennis, 1993), myriad voices are needed. 

This research is premised on the belief that in a principal’s process of leading for equity, 

they leverage and employ their innate leadership behaviors and decision-making strategies to 

ensure that all students can learn. This means the inputs and processes for producing academic 

progress are employed regardless of where a school is located or where a child resides. Engaging 
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in the literature review and conducting the study’s activities resulted in three themes and one 

new understanding. 

Theme #1: “Where there is access, there is opportunity.” ~Principal 

One of the primary functions of the principal is to provide access to the tools and 

resources necessary for academic progress. The opportunity will decrease if there is no access to 

the resources needed. At the heart of creating the opportunity to learn is the principal’s ability to 

provide the inputs and processes necessary for producing student achievement of intended 

outcomes. The opportunity to learn encompasses how principals leverage their leadership 

behaviors to make curriculum, teacher, and professional development decisions to maximize 

student learning (Banicky, 2000). To address the claims purported by the Schott Foundation, 

within their schools, principals can promote greater equity in learning conditions and more 

significant external support to children of color to mitigate the effects of disadvantage (Gooden, 

2005; Kohansal, 2015; Mickens, 2003). The combination of teacher quality, curriculum quality, 

and professional learning quality accounts for much of the school-related contributions to student 

achievement, which are directly impacted by the principal (Darling-Hammond, 2007). 

When teachers are credentialed and can access the tools and resources necessary for 

quality instruction, they can create spaces where learning is embraced. This access also provides 

a rich opportunity for the growth of teacher acumen. As Marzano (2005) shares, the principal is 

the most important and influential individual in any school … responsible for all activities that 

occur in and around the school building. The principal’s leadership sets the school's tone, the 

teaching climate, the level of professionalism and morale of teachers, and the degree of concern 

for what students may or may not become. 
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Accessibility in education means that all students have an opportunity to learn because 

the principal sets the conditions and acquires the resources necessary for academic progress. 

During their interview, the principal said they constantly ask teachers two questions: “What do 

you need to do this work? What is the stuff?” Any gaps in needs suggest no access to opportunity 

because the tools are unavailable. In schools predominantly serving children of color, principals 

must create opportunities to learn that are focused on providing equitable conditions and the 

environment necessary to transform inequitable conditions (Dolph, 2017; Siddle-Walker, 1996; 

Tillman, 2004). 

Theme #2: “When you believe in students, they achieve higher, and they work harder to 

meet the expectation.” ~District Representative 

To create the opportunity to learn, principals must leverage their transformational and 

instructional leadership to set expectations. Leadership is crucial when assuming a principalship 

at a school that has persistently struggled to educate its students satisfactorily. Because those 

schools have lacked “sufficient vision, managerial and instructional direction, and a commitment 

to students and positive culture and climate” (Hitt & Meyers, 2018, p. 5), expectations must be 

transparent, achievable, and realistic. 

Although this idea was noted in the school’s Comprehensive Education Plan and the 

School Quality Review in all interviews and focus groups, the value of believing in students and 

setting expectations was central to principal leadership and decision-making regarding the 

opportunity to learn. The principal’s belief in student ability informed the expectations set. 

Furthermore, this belief translated into action steps teachers needed to take to support student 

development of these abilities. 

This also impresses upon teachers the importance of growing and developing as 

educators. Teachers receive the support needed to hone their instructional practices by 
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participating in professional learning communities. In sharing with and learning alongside 

colleagues, teachers created perceptions of students that were generally positive because they 

avoided a focus on the deficits. The current assistant principal and the district representative 

noted that the principal’s expectations of stakeholders align with the school’s vision and reiterate 

the purpose of their work. In this way, stakeholders have access to a clear, attainable vision when 

there is a shared belief that students can meet set expectations. Parents also shared confidence in 

student abilities, as evidenced by frequent updates on student progress and the support they 

received to assist their children. By continuing to engage in professional learning and teaching 

classes when the opportunity presents itself, the principal models the importance of continuous 

learning engagement for the school community. 

Equally important is how this idea translates to the principal's leadership behaviors, 

which resulted in the other stakeholders working to realize the school’s vision. In this regard, the 

principal’s transformative behaviors and knowledge of instruction and curriculum helped spur a 

collective shift in thinking. One teacher noted, “The principal believed we could, so guess what, 

we did” (Teacher 3, 2022). 

Theme #3: “If I don’t trust you, why would I work with you?” ~Teacher 5 

A principal’s leadership behaviors and decision-making strategies can foster stakeholder 

trust and collaboration. The efficacious principal must simultaneously work on transformational 

and instructional tasks while developing collaboration (Marks & Printy, 2003). As the link 

among stakeholders, principals must reconcile their public and private selves to establish 

collaboration and foster trust. Because poor leadership gives way to conditions that create 

resentment among stakeholders and cause dismal outcomes, principals must be cognizant of how 



 

 131 

they execute their duties (Aleman, 2010; Darling-Hammond, 2012). A trusting and collaborative 

environment is essential for creating the opportunity to learn. 

As evidenced by the participants' dialogue during interviews and focus groups, an 

atmosphere of trust and collaboration creates an environment where individuals are willing to 

learn and take risks. When stakeholders believe the principal’s leadership behaviors and 

decision-making are birthed from a genuine place, they are more inclined to engage in the school 

community and provide quality opportunities to learn. Principals must shift their focus from 

merely managing a school to becoming integral participants in fostering equity and learning for 

all (Honig & Seashore Louis, 2007). Establishing a trusting and collaborative environment is one 

way for principals to exhibit leadership and decision-making aligned with the opportunity to 

learn. In so doing, stakeholders can set expectations for higher student outcomes because they 

are given time to reflect on learning needs while refining their approach in a trusting and 

collaborative environment. 

New Understanding: “Both, and. Not either, or” (Young, 2019) 

Although the conceptual framework for this study identifies three leadership behaviors 

that aid in the principal’s ability to create the opportunity to learn, they serve as a foundation for 

the disposition needed to create academic progress at schools predominantly serving children of 

color. Educators who assume leadership positions at schools where onerous conditions befall the 

student population must possess transformational, instructional, and advocacy leadership 

practices. As shared by participants during interviews and focus groups, these dispositions are 

necessary to impact school culture positively. 

Leading at schools in communities plagued by poverty and violence, where the 

opportunity to learn index is low and students have experienced limited academic success, 
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requires a leader to possess these dispositions. In this regard, possessing these dispositions is not 

either/or but both/and. 

 

Table 5 

Leadership Behaviors from Conceptual Framework as Defined by Researchers 

Transformational Leadership Instructional Leadership Advocacy Leadership 

Transformational leadership 

aims to improve 

organizational performance 

and affect school conditions 

by focusing on problem-

solving and stakeholder 

collaboration (Bass, 1990; 

Hallinger, 2003; Marks & 

Printy, 2003). 

School principals can 

transform schools by creating 

a culture that focuses on 

learning, encourages 

collaboration, uses data to 

improve learning, provides 

support, and aligns 

curriculum, assessment, and 

instruction (Edmonds, 1982) 

To ensure equity and 

adequacy in all public 

schools, leaders must become 

political players who are 

active and willing to advocate 

and ensure that social justice 

exists within the system 

(Aleman, 2010). 

 

Note: Major points from Literature Review encapsulating each leadership disposition. 

 

Implications 

The opportunity to learn rests heavily on a principal's leadership behaviors and decision-

making strategies. This study also highlights the importance of a principal’s ability to engage and 

honor the collective voices and contributions of the larger school community. Today, the role of 

the school principal has grown more complex, requiring the principal to become a hybrid of “an 

aspirational leader, a team builder, a coach, and an agent of visionary change” (Alvoid & Black, 

2014, p. 1). Acknowledging the vested interest of all stakeholders creates an environment where 

all voices are valued and considered, and in many ways, these voices direct the principal’s 

leadership behaviors. 

Although this research does not seek to define principal effectiveness, focusing on 

principal leadership behaviors and decision-making could be the key to changing inequities in 
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educational institutions to promote the opportunity to learn while creating effective urban 

schools (Allexsaht-Sinder & Hart, 2001; Elliott, 2015). Preparation programs and future 

researchers must examine the impact of principal leadership behaviors and decision-making on 

the opportunity to learn. 

Implications for Practice 

Based on the findings, teacher preparation programs and educational leadership programs 

should include the Opportunity to Learn theory as part of the curriculum. Because the 

opportunity to learn addresses issues of equity and access, future leaders must understand the 

leadership dispositions and decision-making strategies needed to create schools where students 

receive the necessary resources to excel academically. 

Deconstructing the theory surrounding the opportunity to learn can identify elements 

needed for successful schools in every community. Individuals who possess the characteristics 

associated with transformational, instructional, and advocacy leadership needed to make 

decisions around teachers, curriculum, and professional development to improve student 

performance are at work in these institutions. However, as Hillard (2003) asserts, “the leaders 

and teachers who produce excellence are unknown and all but invisible” (p. 142). As such, it 

may prove beneficial for prospective leaders to visit schools where the opportunity to learn index 

is low, but the possibilities are limitless. 

Tapping into the leadership strategies and practices of principals who challenge the status 

quo and strive for equity in opportunity will provide insight into how principals narrow gaps in 

opportunity and create opportunities to learn. By visiting these schools, future leaders will be 

able to observe the environment and engage with the principal and other stakeholders while 

developing a plan outlining additional opportunities to learn that can be afforded at the school 
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site. An initiative like this would benefit the school by providing an outsider perspective 

grounded in research while providing the future leader with the pedagogical tools and experience 

necessary to connect theory with practice. 

Implications for Future Research 

Principal Legacy Leadership 

This study is premised on the assumption that leadership dispositions implore principals 

to take specific actions, especially regarding the opportunity to learn in schools predominantly 

attended by children of color. However, after completing the first draft of Chapter 4, I pondered 

the importance of legacy. These findings suggest that legacy leadership is a critical area of 

educational research. All participants alluded to the impact of their current opportunity to learn 

work on the institution's future. 

 

Table 6 

Participants’ Perspective of Principal Legacy Leadership 

Principal “If leaders are not predicting, they are leading for yesterday and there is no 

way to create an opportunity if you are thinking about ways to transform the 

future.” (Interview 3) 

“The role of education, equity and opportunity is about equipping young 

people, especially those of color, to be competent, resourceful, and 

productive parents and family members. This is generational work … it’s 

legacy work!” (Interview 3) 

District 

Representative 

“They do everything in the best interest of children,” the DR said. So, 

anything they’re thinking about doing, it’s about the kids first. It comes from 

the perspective of how will this help my kids who don’t have the exposure to 

things other kids may have exposure to.  How do I help my kids prepare for 

what they need to be prepared for when they leave the school and go to high 

school and beyond? So, their leadership is not for the here and now” (DR, 

2022).  

Assistant 

Principal 2 

“If I had to choose one word to describe their [the principal] leadership, I 

would say visionary.  They [the principal] are clear about what they want the 

school to look like in the future” (2022) 
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Table 6 (continued) 

Teacher 2 One teacher described the principal as a “vigilant instructionalist who knows 

their stuff and uses their visionary style to help us see things we didn’t think 

could exist—for the school and for us as professionals” (2022). 

Parent “Si Dios quiere seguirá mejorando” (Parent 5, 2022); this statement (God 

willing, it will continue to get better) was affirmed by the nods of the other 

parents. 

 

As evidenced in the excerpts from the conversations, the leadership exhibited by the principals 

should move beyond compliance with mandates and policy implementation and consider the 

impact of generational work more. 

In one of my reflective notes, I jotted my wonderings about legacy concerning principal 

leadership. 

If principals approached leadership with consideration of what will be said when 

they no longer hold the position, I wonder if they would lead differently? If principals 

considered the impact of their dispositions and decisions on students and stakeholders, I 

wonder if they would lead differently. If principals lead with the end in mind, could this 

transform schools into the beacon of light they are intended to be? If principals 

considered their legacy's impact on others' legacies, would they lead differently? 

School principals play a significant role in developing the structures and systems 

necessary to narrow gaps in opportunity at urban schools (Boykin & Noguera, 2011; Siddle-

Walker, 1996). In using their leadership dispositions and decision-making strategies to create the 

opportunity to learn, principals create a legacy that impacts the legacy of others. If there is truth 

to this idea, these findings suggest that principal legacy leadership needs to be explored and 

defined. 
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Personal Reflection 

Reflecting on the research literature and activities that ground this study, I am reminded 

of a Theodore Roosevelt quote Brene Brown included in her 2012 text, Daring Greatly. In total, 

the quote reads: 

It is not the critic who counts: not the man who points out how the strong man 

stumbles or where the doer of deeds could have done better. The credit belongs to the 

man who is actually in the arena, whose face is marred by dust and sweat and blood, who 

strives valiantly, who errs and comes up short again and again, because there is no effort 

without error or shortcoming, but who knows the great enthusiasms, the great devotions, 

who spends himself in a worthy cause; who, at best, knows, in the end, the triumph of 

high achievement, and who, at the worst, if he fails, at least he fails while daring greatly, 

so that his place shall never be with those cold and timid souls who knew neither victory 

nor defeat. (p. xi) 

What the principal at this school has accomplished, many would call a miracle. Such 

miracles, however, result from collaboration, hard work, and determination. As a leader working 

in a neighborhood where the value of education is not promoted, the principal has inculcated the 

change needed to shift a generationally held deficit mindset. Tasked with creating academic 

achievement at one of the city’s lowest-performing schools, the principal embraced naysayers, 

disregarded personal attacks, and focused on creating viable learning opportunities for a highly 

vulnerable population. 

To lead in an environment where past failures anchor and stifle hope while looming 

ominously is the definition of what it means to dare greatly. When principals can use their 

dispositions and decision-making to create opportunity amid discomfort and trials, they embody 

the tenacious spirit to lead. They use their ability to transform, understanding instruction, and 

propensity for advocacy to make decisions in the best interest of every child they serve. 

I have learned from this research that when leaders see beyond winning and losing, when 

they release right and wrong, they can focus on the work while using their moral compass as a 

guide. Although failure could be an option, this principal’s body of work, as evidenced in the 
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document review, interviews, and focus groups, serves as a reminder that leadership is truly a 

work of the heart that requires one to see beyond confines and limitations as they embrace 

possibility and create viable opportunities to learn. 
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Appendix A: Informed Consent Documents 

A1. For the Principal 
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A2. For Assistant Principal 
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A3. For District Level Supervisor 
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A4. For Teachers 
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A5. For Parents 
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Appendix B: Chapter 4’s Tables and Figures 

Table B1 
 

Middle School’s District Demographics 

 

 Percentages 

Economic Need Index 95% 

Students in Families with Income Below 

Federal Poverty Level 

32.6% 

Students in Temporary Housing 29.3% 

Students with Disabilities 26.1% 

English Language Learners 28.2% 

 

Note. Information culled from NYCDOE. (n.d.) https://www.schools.nyc.gov/schools 

 

 

 

Table B2 

 

School’s Demographic Information  

 

 Percentages 

Composition of Student Body 81.8% Latino  15% Black 

Gender of Student Body 58.9% Male 41.1% Female 

Incoming Proficiency 5th Grade ELA 2.06  

Incoming Proficiency 5th Grade Math 2.17  

Enrollment Overtime 2013-14: 514 students  

 2017-2018: 280 students  

 

Note. Information culled from NYCDOE (n.d.). https://www.schools.nyc.gov/schools/K291 
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Table B3 

 

Teacher Data 

 

 Percentage 

Percentage of Classes Taught by Teachers without a valid teaching certificate 4% 

Percentage of classes taught by teachers without appropriate certification 3% 

Percent of Core Classes Not Being Taught by Highly Qualified Teachers 4% 

Turnover Rate For All Teachers 22% 

Turnover Rate For Teachers with Less Than 5 Years of Experience 44% 

Percent of Teachers with Master's or Ph.D. 48% 

 

Note. NYCDOE. (n.d.). https://www.schools.nyc.gov/schools 

 

 

 

Table B4 

 

Proficiency Level on Standardized Assessment 

 

Grade 
District 

ELA 

School 

ELA 

District 

Math 

School 

Math 

6 58% 38% 18% 11% 

7 42% 23% 19% 7% 

8 45% 17% 16% 2% 

 

Note. Chart indicates the percentage of students scoring at proficient levels on standardized 

assessment—proficient represents those students scoring at levels 3 and 4. 
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Table B5 
 

ELA Data 2013-2019 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note. Chart reflects the percentage of students identified as Proficient (scoring at Level 3 or 

Level 4) on the annual NYSED ELA exam. 

Grade Year Number 

Tested 

Proficient 

Percentage 

6 2013 160 3.1% 

6 2014 114 3.5% 

6 2015 94 7.4% 

6 2016 100 10% 

6 2017 80 8.7% 

6 2018 77 23.3% 

6 2019 87 38% 

7 2013 194 13.8% 

7 2014 156 6% 

7 2015 124 3% 

7 2016 91 13% 

7 2017 96 14% 

7 2018 89 10% 

7 2019 75 23% 

8 2013 184 5% 

8 2014 192 6% 

8 2015 148 15% 

8 2016 119 8% 

8 2017 90 17% 

8 2018 95 20% 

8 2019 80 17% 
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Table B6 

 

Math Data 2013-2019 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note. Chart reflects the percentage of students identified as Proficient (scoring at Level 3 or 

Level 4) on the annual NYSED math exam. 

Grade Year Number 

Tested 

Proficient 

Percentage 

6 2013 171 4% 

6 2014 122 8% 

6 2015 98 9% 

6 2016 102 6% 

6 2017 89 5% 

6 2018 80 11% 

6 2019 99 11% 

7 2013 205 2% 

7 2014 161 9% 

7 2015 132 6% 

7 2016 99 12% 

7 2017 105 5% 

7 2018 92 7% 

7 2019 85 7% 

8 2013 193 6% 

8 2014 191 2% 

8 2015 156 10% 

8 2016 123 7% 

8 2017 82 2% 

8 2018 99 12% 

8 2019 94 2% 
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Table B7 

 

Documents Referenced During Interviewers and Focus Groups (Shared with Researcher) 

 

Document Description of Document 
Principal Leadership and Decision-

Making Strategies 

School Mission 

and Vision 

Statement 

“The vision for our work is to 

challenge, support and accelerate 

learning for all students. The 

challenging curriculum gets more 

rigorous with each grade level because 

we are an early high school where our 

accelerated courses prepare well-

qualified 8th graders to take three 

Regents exams and the Spanish 

Language Proficiency test that gives 

them high school credit.” 

A collaborative statement outlining 

the academic framework for the 

school.  The vision statement 

reflects the collaboration necessary 

to achieve goals using inclusive 

language.  
 

Leadership Style: 

Transformational, Instructional, 

and Advocacy 

 

Decision Making: Teachers, 

Curriculum, and Professional 

Development 

Attendance 

Tracker 

The attendance tracker was developed 

by the principal in consultation with 

the assistant principals and the 

guidance counselors.  The purpose of 

this tracker is to provide a visual of 

schoolwide and individual student 

attendance.  The goal is to ensure 

transparency of attendance patterns 

while creating a plan for intervention 

where necessary. 

Derived from the principal as a tool 

to closely monitor student 

attendance and address any 

emerging trends. The assistant 

principals and guidance counselor 

were invited to assist with the 

rollout and development necessary 

for the implementation 
  
Leadership Style: 

Transformational, Instructional, 

and Advocacy 

 

Decision Making: Teachers, 

Curriculum, and Professional 

Development 
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Document Description of Document 
Principal Leadership and Decision-

Making Strategies 

School 

Developed 

Brochures 

An informational brochure about the 

school.  It presents information about 

the school and provides an overview 

of the academic core  

Early in the principal’s tenure, 

brochures were used to 

communicate important 

information.  Over time, the 

brochure became part of the 

standard for communicating with 

the entire school community—

including all members of staff, 

students, and parents.  
 

Leadership Style: Transformational 

and Instructional 
 

Decision Making: Teachers, 

Curriculum, and Professional 

Development 

Letters  Two teachers shared handwritten 

letters they received from the 

principal. One was an expression of 

gratitude for the effective 

implementation of a schoolwide 

learning strategy.  The other was 

congratulatory for the completion of a 

leadership course.    

The hand-written letters from the 

principal reflected the human side 

of the work the principal is doing 

with teachers.  Both teachers 

agreed, being handwritten, the note 

helped shape their perspective of 

the principal. 

 

Leadership Style: Transformational 

 

Decision-Making: Teachers 

Memo The principal shared a memo from the 

superintendent.  The memo outlined 

the superintendent’s expectation for 

the principal to complete the 

International Baccalaureate (IB) 

Middle Years Program (MYP). 

The memo from the superintendent 

was an unspoken acknowledgment, 

by the district, of the school’s 

progress.  It reflects the cumulative 

impact of decisions made by the 

principal which spurred academic 

progress. 

 

Leadership Style: 

Transformational, Instructional and 

Advocacy 

 

Decision-Making: Teachers, 

Curriculum and Professional 

Development 
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Document Description of Document 
Principal Leadership and Decision-

Making Strategies 

Meeting 

Agendas and 

Minutes 

The agenda and minutes of minutes 

reflect the implementation of 

schoolwide goals and the steps taken 

to meet said goals. They also reflect 

purposeful planning and intentionality 

as it relates to teaching and learning 

(for students and teachers) 

The agenda and minutes reflect the 

planning and implementation of 

various tasks.  The documents have 

a clear format that is organized. As 

mentioned during the interviews 

and focus groups, formalized 

processes modeled the expectation 

for meetings and presentations.  

 

Leadership Style: Transformational 

and Instructional  

 

Decision Making: Teachers, 

Curriculum, and Professional 

Development 

School 

Generated 

Manuals 

The student handbook outlines 

expectations for conduct and behavior, 

instructional goals, clubs and 

organizations, and important 

NYCDOE student regulations in a 

student-friendly format.  

The student handbook is a tool for 

students that outlines various 

expectations, goals, and activities.  

A collaborative document which is 

reviewed and updated annually, the 

handbook captures the voice of all 

stakeholders. 

 

Leadership Style: Transformational 

and Advocacy 

 

Decision Making: Teachers and 

Curriculum  

School 

Schedule 

An overview of the academic year 

with dates for exams, events, 

professional learning meetings and 

student activities.  The comprehensive 

calendar is for teachers and the 

redacted version is for students and 

families.  

The school schedule was adjusted 

to ensure the needs of students 

were being met in classrooms that 

focused on the areas of English and 

mathematics.  It also provides set 

times for teacher collaboration and 

professional development.   
   

Leadership Style: 

Transformational, Instructional and 

Advocacy 
 

Decision Making: Teachers, 

Curriculum and Professional 

Development 
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Document Description of Document 
Principal Leadership and Decision-

Making Strategies 

Student 

Academic 

Program for 

Class 

Outlines the academic track for 

students by grade.  Shows the time 

allocated to the academic core and 

electives.  Double blocks for the 

academic core and single blocks for 

electives.  

Leadership Style: 

Transformational, Instructional and 

Advocacy 

 

Decision Making: Teachers, 

Curriculum and Profession 

Development 

Organizational 

Maps and 

Charts 

The organizational maps and charts 

have two functions: to provide a visual 

representation of the reporting 

structure while defining employee 

relationships and to outline the 

leadership roles/positions available at 

the school. 

Leadership Style: 

Transformational, Instructional and 

Advocacy 

 

Decision Making: Teachers, 

Curriculum and Profession 

Development 

Student 

Generated 

School 

Newspaper 

One of the ways the school has 

decided to ensure students use their 

voices is through their student 

publication.  The school newspaper 

serves to inform students about events, 

share opinions on various topics/social 

issues, and showcase student work/art 

while learning about collaboration, 

management and leadership. 

Leadership Style: 

Transformational, Instructional and 

Advocacy 

 

Decision Making: Teachers, 

Curriculum and Profession 

Development 

School 

Newsletter for 

Staff 

The staff newsletter is composed by 

the administration.  It serves to keep 

staff abreast about upcoming 

events/visits, share “good news”, 

celebrate milestones and provide 

information about vacancies and/or 

leadership openings for teachers.  

Leadership Style: 

Transformational, Instructional and 

Advocacy 

 

Decision Making: Teachers, 

Curriculum and Profession 

Development 

Press Release The principal shared a press release 

about an art installation that would be 

hosted at the school.  A former 

teacher, who became a professional 

photographer, showcased pictures of 

the neighborhood during the 1980s.  

The exhibit was mounted on the 

external façade of the school so the 

community would be able to freely 

engage in the viewing.  

Leadership Style: 

Transformational, Instructional and 

Advocacy 

 

Decision Making: Teachers, 

Curriculum and Profession 

Development 
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Document Description of Document 
Principal Leadership and Decision-

Making Strategies 

Application for 

Special 

Programs 

Draft of the completed International 

Baccalaureate (IB) Middle Years 

Programme (MYP) application.  

Leadership Style: 

Transformational, Instructional and 

Advocacy 

 

Decision Making: Teachers, 

Curriculum and Profession 

Development 
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Table B8 

 

Priority Areas Identified from the School’s Comprehensive Education Plan for the 2021-2022 

Academic Year 

 

Priority School’s S/CEP 
Opportunity to Learn Conceptual 

Framework 

Accelerate 

Learning and 

Instruction 

Strengthening core academic 

program/instruction 

Knowing every student well 

Using a shared and inclusive curriculum: 

Educating Powerful Writers and Go 

Math/Citywide Math Curriculum 

Increasing the amount and quality of 

learning time 

Principal Leadership Behaviors: 

Transformational Leadership and 

Instructional Leadership 

 

Principal Decision-Making: 

Teachers, curriculum and 

Professional Development 

Partner with 

Communities 

Collaborative and trusting environments 

Continuous monitoring of the 

implementation and impact of the CEP 

toward achieving annual goals 

Principal Leadership Behaviors: 

Transformational Leadership 

 

Principal Decision-Making: 

Teachers, Curriculum and 

Professional Development 

Develop 

People 

Bring coherence to administrator and 

teacher use of data 

Reallocate supports with a lens on equity 

Principal Leadership Behaviors: 

Transformational Leadership and 

Advocacy Leadership 

 

Principal Decision-Making: 

Teachers and Professional 

Development 

Advance 

Equity Now 

Collaborative and trusting environments 

Safety and restorative approaches to 

behavior 

Equity and student voice 

Physical and mental wellness 

Principal Leadership Behaviors: 

Transformational Leadership and 

Advocacy Leadership 

 

Principal Decision-Making: 

Teachers, Curriculum and 

Professional Development 
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Table B9 

 

Priority Areas Identified from the School’s Quality Review 

 

Priority Area SMART Goal Action Steps 

Increased ELA 

scores on state 

exams 

 

Root Cause: 

Interrupted 

instruction due 

to COVID-19  

By June 2022, the 

number of students who 

demonstrate typical 

growth towards ELA 

proficiency will increase 

by at least 28 percentage 

points, as measured by 

iReady Assessments 

1. ELA baseline administered 

2. Schoolwide data analysis conducted 

using iReady Data Analysis Guide 

Diagnostic 2020 

3. Parents will get an orientation package 

for iReady ELA along with school wide 

goals 

4. ELA teachers conduct class data analysis 

using the class protocols and guiding 

questions in iReady Data analysis Guide 

Diagnostic 

5.  ELA teachers plan and administer 

individual student data chat fillable PDFs 

for virtual goal setting using the iReady 

Data Chat Pack Student 2020. 

6. ELA and Social Studies teams 

collaborate to analyze mid-year assessment 

7.  ELA teachers plan and administer 

individual student data chat fillable PDFs 

for virtual goal setting using the iReady 

Data Chat Pack Student 2020. 

8. Parents will receive a second update on 

students’ progress before the state exam 

8.Intensive test prep will be conducted to 

ensure that all students are practicing 

school-wide determined literacy strategies 

9. End of year assessment administered 

10. 6th and 7th grade ELA teachers plan and 

administer end of year individual student 

data chat fillable PDFs for virtual goal 

setting using the iReady Data Chat Pack 

Student 2020. 
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Priority Area SMART Goal Action Steps 

Closer attention 

to student 

mastery of 

number systems 

standards to 

improve math 

scores on NY 

state exams 

 

Root Cause: 

challenges with 

standards in the 

number systems 

strand 

By June 2022, the 

number of students who 

demonstrate typical 

growth towards math 

proficiency will increase 

by 21 percentage points 

as measured by iReady 

Assessments 

1. Math iReady baseline administered 

2. Teachers share iReady plans and initial 

action plan for students 

3. School wide math data analysis using 

conducted using iReady Data Analysis 

4. Math teachers conduct class data analysis 

using the class protocols and guiding 

questions in the iReady Data Analysis 

Guide Diagnostic 2021.  Reports will be 

generated based on the essential question of 

choice.  Reflection forms will be completed 

by teachers in order to monitor the progress 

of the analysis. 

5.  Math teachers plan and administer 

individual student data chat fillable PDFs 

for virtual goal setting using iReady Data 

Chat Pack Student 

6. Mid year diagnostic administered 

7. Math teams collaborate to analyze mid-

year assessment.  School wide protocol will 

be utilized to conduct Math data analysis 

using iReady Data Analysis Guide 2021 

8. Parents receive the second update on their 

child’s progress before the state exams 

9. Math teacher plan and administer 

individual student data chat fillable PDFs 

for virtual goal setting using iReady Data 

Chat Pack Student 

10. End of year assessment administered 

11. Math teachers in 6th and 7th grades plan 

and administer end of year individual 

student data chat fillable PDFs for virtual 

goal setting using the iReady Data Chat 

Pack Student 2020 
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Priority Area SMART Goal Action Steps 

Students feeling 

supported and 

safe 

 

Root Cause: 

Student trust and 

training in 

effective SEL 

strategies to 

make each other 

feel safe and 

supported 

By May 2022, practices 

related to Peer Support 

for Academic Work will 

improve at least 10 

percentage points, as 

measured by positive 

NYC School Survey 

responses, resulting in 

improved Collaborative 

& Trusting relationships 

1. SEL focus will be included in summer 

planning.  We will plan for mindfulness 

training to be available for all stakeholders.  

There will be plans for homeroom 

mindfulness and yoga breaks for students.  

A popular mindfulness app will be sourced 

for purchase when the new budget opens up 

for the fall. 

2. Entire school community will be 

introduced to our mindfulness and yoga 

SEL focus through print and electronic 

communications.  An SEL committee 

consisting of students, a teacher, a support 

staff person, an administrator, parent leader 

and CBO staff will be convened to monitor 

and report progress for our school. 

3.Families will be informed of the SEL-

focused events and activities. 

4. A calendar of SEL-focused events will be 

developed ad shared with the entire school 

community.  Events will be held in 

collaboration with the CBO partner.  A mid-

year assessment will be conducted to 

determine progress towards stronger 

collaboration and trusting relationships 

between all stakeholders. 

5. SEL-focused events will continue to be 

held in collaboration with the CBO. 

6. An SEL-focused EOY assessment will be 

conducted to determine progress made. 
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Priority Area SMART Goal Action Steps 

Average 

attendance of 

90% 

 

Root Cause: 

Many including 

homelessness, 

mental health 

(specifically 

anxiety and 

depression) 

By May 2022, Chronic 

Absenteeism for all 

students will decrease by 

7%, improving the 

number of students with 

90% attendance from 

88% to 95%, as 

measured by NYS 

Insights Beta interaction 

reports along with ATS 

1. School wide attendance policy will be 

shared with the entire school community 

2. Weekly Thursday attendance team 

meetings will be scheduled and historical 

data will be used to begin our attendance 

team students of focus.  Exploration of 

incentives and events at which attendance 

will be celebrated.  Data points to monitor 

100% attendance: Not at risk (95-100%), At 

risk (90-94%) Chronically absent (80-89%) 

Severely chronically absent (Below 80%) 

3. Attendance policy will be shared and 

reinforced with incentives and 2021 

summary report 

4.  Attendance celebrations will be shared 

and events held in celebration of student 

success 

5. Schedule monthly townhalls at which we 

celebrate attendance 

6. Attendance meetings and celebrations 

continue. CBO staff conduct targeted 

outreach to chronically absent students—the 

goal is to increase the number of students in 

the NAR and AR groups.  Mid-year goal 

adjustment and celebration of success as 

well. 

7. Incentives distributed during townhall 

meetings 

Summary of success and challenges shared.  

An end-of-year celebration will be planned 

for June. 
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Priority Area SMART Goal Action Steps 

Quality 

Individualized 

Education 

Program: 

Increased scores 

on state exams 

 

Root Cause: 

Lack of focus 

and wither 

rushing or taking 

too long to 

complete 

assessments 

By May 2022, to 

strengthen the quality 

and implementation 
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Table B10 

 

School Quality Snapshot 2018-2019 

 

Rated Domain Feedback 

Student 

Achievement 

 

Overall Rating: 

GOOD 

Performance on State Tests 

 15% of students met State standards on the State English test; the 

average score was 2.3 out of 4.5 (Comparison Group 18%) 

 18% of students met State standards on the State math test; the 

average score was 2.2 out of 4.5 (Comparison Group 14%) 

Passing Courses 

 85% passed their core courses--math, English, social studies and 

science (Comparison Group 86%) 

Next Level Readiness 

 81% of the school’s former eighth graders earned enough high school 

credit in ninth grade to be on track for graduation (Comparison 

Group 84%) 

Rigorous 

Instruction 

 

Overall Rating: 

GOOD 

79% of those surveyed responded positively to questions about rigorous 

instruction on the School Survey (District 82%) 

Selected Questions about Rigorous Instruction 

 68% of students say that they learn a lot from feedback on their 

student work (City 69%) 

 81% of students know what their teacher wants them to learn in class 

(City 85%) 

 52% of teachers say that students build on each other’s ideas during 

class discussion 

Collaborative 

Teachers 

 

Overall Rating: 

FAIR  

73% responded positively to questions about Collaborative Teachers 

(District 83%) 

Selected Questions about Collaborative Teachers 

 76% of teachers say that they design instructional programs (for 

example, lessons and units) together (City 86%) 

 76% of teachers say that they had opportunities to work productively 

with colleagues at their school on professional development (City 

86%) 

 57% of teachers say that teachers feel responsible that all students 

learn (City 86%) 

Supportive 

Environment 

 

Overall Rating:  

GOOD 

69% responded positively to questions about Supportive Environment 

(District 75) 

Selected Questions about Supportive Environment 

 78% of students feel safe in hallways, bathrooms, locker rooms, and 

cafeteria (City 82%) 

 53% of students say that their teachers support them when they are 

upset (City 56%) 

 87% students say that their school provides guidance for the 

application process for high school (City 90%) 
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Rated Domain Feedback 

Effective 

School 

Leadership 

 

Overall Rating:  

GOOD 

82% responded positively to questions about Effective School Leadership 

(District 85%) 

Selected Questions about Effective School Leadership 

 76% of teachers say that the principal communicates a clear vision 

for the school (City 88%) 

 75% of teachers say that curriculum, instruction, and learning 

materials are well coordinated across different grade levels (City 

84%) 

 98% of families feel that the principal works to create a sense of 

community in the school (City 95%) 

Strong 

Family-

Community 

Ties 

 

Overall Rating: 

GOOD 

94% responded positively to questions about Strong Family-Community 

Ties (District 91%) 

Selected Questions about Strong Family-Community Ties 

 92% of families say that school staff regularly communicate with 

them about how families can help their child learn (City 90%) 

 93% of families say that they have communicated with their child’s 

teacher about their child’s performance (City 87%) 

 95% of teachers say that teachers at this school work closely with 

families to meet students’ needs (City 92%) 

Trust 

 

Overall Rating:  

GOOD 

87% responded positively to questions about Trust 

Selected Questions about Trust 

 76% of teacher say that they trust the principal (City 81%) 

 57% of teachers say that they trust each other (City 81%) 

 96% of families say that school staff work hard to build trusting 

relationships with families like them (City 93%) 

 83% of students say that their teachers treat them with respect (City 

87%) 
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Table B11 

 

Budget Allocations for the 2020-2021 Academic Year 

 

Fiscal Year 2021 

Allocation Category Allocation 

ARPA Academic Recovery $148,534  

ARPA Academic Recovery AP Summer Rising $35,980  

ARPA Academic Recovery Arts $37,134  

ARPA Academic Recovery NYSITELL Testing Admin $6,502  

ARPA Academic Recovery Para Summer Rising $3,382  

ARPA Academic Recovery Screeners $2,810  

ARPA Academic Recovery SE After-School Instruction $28,054  

ARPA Academic Recovery SE Counseling $1,752  

ARPA Academic Recovery SE Intervention Training $2,363  

ARPA Academic Recovery SE Planning Prep $2,904  

ARPA Academic Recovery SE RS Related Services $13,572  

ARPA Academic Recovery SE Support Summer Rising $18,601  

ARPA Academic Recovery Summer Rising $15,193  

ARPA Election Day Remote Planning $3,194  

ARPA School COVID Planning Expansion $12,782  

Contract for Excellence FY 09 $375,837  

CRRSA Computer Maintenance $1,358  

CRRSA CRSE Arts Studio $642  

CRRSA Home Language Libraries $1,604  

CRRSA Restoration Arts Studio $1,628  

CRRSA SHSAT $176  

High Need Support for Title I $9,037  

High Need Support for Title I STH $2,479  

Title I SWP $258,947  

Title I SWP Carry Over $35,943  

Title I SWP Carry Over Parent and Family Engage $1,458  

Title I SWP Parent and Family Engagement $2,589  

Title I SWP STH $71,047  

Title I SWP Translation Services $1,813  

Title III Immigrant $16,926  

Title III LEP $14,790  

Title III Summer Rising ML Support $15,677  

Title IV Fall Reopening Planning Grant $5,640  

Title IV Safe Healthy Counseling Summer Rising $6,179  

Title IV Well Rounded ELA Math Support $8,425  

TL 09 C4E ICT $71,081  
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TL CB School Staff $224,108  

TL Civics for All $2,750  

TL Computer Maintenance $6,600  

TL ELA/Math Student Support $24,392  

TL Fair Student Funding $2,898,993  

TL Implicit Bias Awareness $5,506  

TL NYSTL Hardware $3,264  

TL NYSTL Library Books $1,909  

TL NYSTL Software $3,001  

TL NYSTL Textbooks $17,705  

TL Parent Coordinator $44,896  

TL Parent Coordinator OTPS $500  

TL Permanent Placement 2022 $94,518  

TL RS IEP Para $74,871  

TL RS IEP Teacher $94,518  

TL RS Mandated Counseling Shared $36,985  

TL RS Mandated Speech Shared $206,166  

TL School to School Summer Rising Transfers Shared $2,920  

TL SE Specialized Program Bilingual $82,819  

TL Situation Room $1,976  

TL Specialized Admissions $1,058  

TL Summer Rising Shared $1,820  

TL Summer Rising Support Shared $2,927  

TL Translation Services $1,270  

 

Note. Budget line items reflect those related to creating the opportunity to learn (NYCDOE, 

n.d.). 
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Table B12 

 

Principal’s Academic and Professional Background 

 

Experience and Role Outcome  

Cornell University’s Agriculture, Resource 

and Managerial Economics Program, Student 

Bachelors of Science degree, 1998 

Participated in study abroad at American 

university of Paris—Paris, France (Fall 1996) 

Phillip Morris, Territory Sales Manager Supervised the daily sales operations of sales 

representatives across parts of Buffalo and 

Albany, NY; in addition to training sales 

employees, developing effective sales 

strategies, and ensuring that sales quotas for 

the assigned territory are met. 

Frederick Fekkai and Company, Junior 

Financial Analyst 

Analyzed trends in key performance 

indicators including all areas of revenue, cost 

of sales and expenses while researching and 

preparing variance and explanations and 

assisting with the capital budgeting and 

expenditure planning process. 

Science Teacher, Boys and Girls High School Provided regents-based instruction and 

assisted with the preservation of the 

partnership with Arthur Ashe Medical 

Program at SUNY Downstate, direct assistant 

to the Assistant Principal of Science (2000-

2008) 

New York University Science and Technology 

Entry Program, Math A Teacher 

Prepared Gifted and talented junior high 

school students for the Math A Regents 

(2002-2003) 

Specialized High Schools Institute, Science 

Foundations Teacher 

Taught a year and a half long intensive 

preparatory curriculum to gifted and talented 

junior high school students preparing for the 

Specialized High Schools exam (2004-2008) 

University of Phoenix’s Education Program, 

Student 

Masters of Arts degree, 2006 

Specialized in Curriculum Development and 

Instructional Design 

Adelphi University’s Education Program, 

Student 

Masters of Arts degree, 2009 

Specialized in Science Education 
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Table B13 

 

Profile of Teachers Who Engaged in Focus Group 

 

 Role/Responsibility  Years of Teaching 

Experience 

Years of Service at 

School Site 

Teacher 1 English as a New Language (ENL) 

Teacher and ENL Coordinator; Spanish 

Language teacher 

7 5 

Teacher 2 Individual Education Plan (IEP) 

Coordinator; Special Education teacher 

23 22 

Teacher 3 Model Teacher; content area English 

Language Arts 

20 20 

Teacher 4 Chair of Student Activities (COSA); 

Physical Education teacher 

33 27 

Teacher 5 Speech Therapist 8 6 

Teacher 6 UFT Chapter Leader; Model Teacher 

content area Science 

8 8 

Teacher 7 Coordinator of Student Performances; 

Visual Arts Teacher with a focus in 

theater 

21 18 
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Figure B1 

 

Principal’s Time, Talent and Treasure Framework 

 

 

 

 

 

Note. The principal’s framework describes the three components considered during leadership 

decision-making. 

 

 

Figure B2 

 

The Principal’s Construct on Leadership Behaviors 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note. Principal’s “Leadership Pyramid” Construct on Leadership Behaviors  
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Appendix C: NYC DOE Permission to Conduct Research 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

January 24, 2022 

 

 

Ms. Andrea Toussaint 

439 McDonough Street 

Brooklyn, NY 11233 

 

 

Dear Ms. Andrea Toussaint 

 

I am happy to inform you that the New York City Department of Education Institutional Review Board (NYC DOE 

IRB) or Ethics Review Committee (ERC) has completed its review of this proposed research and approved your 

research proposal, “$CREATING THE OPPORTUNITY TO LEARN: A CASE STUDY EXPLORING THE 

LEADERSHIP BEHAVIORS AND DECISION-MAKING STRATEGIES OF AN URBAN MIDDLE SCHOOL 

PRINCIPAL.” NYC DOE IRB has assigned your study the protocol number of 3521. Please make certain that all 

correspondence regarding this project references this number. The approval is for a period of one year: 

 

Approval Date:   November 23, 2021 

Expiration Date:  November 22, 2022 

Review Level:   Full Board 

Funding:   No answer provided. 

 

Approved Study Team Members: Ms. Andrea Toussaint 

    Young, Jeffrey Ed.D. and Luna-Lucero, Myra Ed.D. 

    Young, Jeffrey Ed.D. 

  Toussaint, Andrea Doctorate 

   

   

 

We want your feedback!  

 

*** COVID-19 Response: 

If this study requires in-person interactions or interventions with research subjects, note that these 

procedures cannot take place without explicit written permission for site access from the NYC DOE IRB and 

principal or site director.  

 

Unless explicitly detailed in this protocol and reviewed and approved by the NYC DOE IRB/ERC, virtual 

interactions or interventions with research subjects may not take place.  

 

This information is subject to change without notice. *** 

 

Responsibilities of Principal Investigators: Please find below a list of responsibilities of Principal Investigators 

who have DOE IRB approval to conduct research in New York City public schools. 

 

Prior to contacting individual schools or principals, all designated personnel named in this protocol to conduct 

research in NYC public schools with NYC DOE staff or students, or using NYC public school student data, must 

 
Meisha Porter, Chancellor 
 

Institutional Review Board 

 

52 Chambers Street 
Room 310 
New York, NY  10007 
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complete the NYC DOE security clearance process.  This includes but is not limited to being fingerprinted by the 

NYC DOE.  To initiate the security clearance process, all named participants must report to NYC DOE Office of 

Personnel Investigation (OPI) located at 65 Court Street, room 200, Brooklyn, NY 11201 for registration on the IRB 

PETS roster.  Each individual must provide a stamped copy of the IRB or Ethics Board approval or clearance letter, 

along with government issued photo identification and a valid social security card.  Each will be expected to provide 

personal identifiers such as name, date of birth, social security number, home address, phone number, and working 

email address.  Once registered, the individuals will receive an email from PETSAdminSupport@schools.nyc.gov 

that will outline all next steps in the security clearance process.  Once they have received and acknowledged the 

email, they can be fingerprinted by the NYC DOE and complete all additional steps.  Please be advised the cost of 

fingerprinting is currently $135, subject to change without notice.  

 

2020-2021 Revised Procedure: At this time, the PETS team requires for all researchers to submit scanned copies of 

the following required documents to PetsAdminSupport@schools.nyc.gov :  Stamped IRB Approval Letter  

Government Issued State ID  Signed Social Security Card  Email addresses and telephone numbers for all named 

study team members. The PETS team enters researchers into PETS system. If researchers do not have prints in the 

system, once they complete the online forms they can request to schedule a fingerprint appointment through the link 

included within the nomination email. It can take up to three business days to receive a response from HR Connect 

with available fingerprinting time slots. If researchers have prints on file with the DOE, and they have been active 

with our system within the past six years, they simply update the online forms. 

 

 Approval by this office does not guarantee access to any particular school, individual 

or data.  You are responsible for making appropriate contacts and getting the 

required permissions and consents before initiating the study.   

 Approval by this office does not constitute a determination of compliance with New 

York City Conflict of Interest Board rules, or other applicable City rules, regulations, 

policies, laws, or statutes. Researchers are responsible for ensuring compliance with 

all of the aforementioned.  

 When requesting permission to conduct research, submit the Principal Informational 

letter approved with this protocol to the school Principal summarizing your research 

design and methodology along with this IRB Approval letter.  Each Principal 

agreeing to participate must sign the Principal Informational letter.  A completed and 

signed letter for every school included in your research must be attached to your 

NYC DOE protocol by Amendment. Principals may also ask you to show them the 

receipt issued by the NYC Department of Education at the time of your 

fingerprinting. 

 You are responsible for ensuring that the research is conducted in accordance with 

your research proposal as approved by the DOE IRB and for the actions of all co-

investigators and research staff involved with the research.   

 You are responsible for informing all participants (e.g., administrators, teachers, 

parents, and students) that their participation is strictly voluntary and that there are 

no consequences for non-participation or withdrawal at any time during the study. 

 You must use only the study materials associated with this protocol and bearing the 

IRBManager NYC DOE IRB approval stamp. Stamped documents are available in 

the Attachments section of this cleared protocol in IRBManager.  

 You must provide all research subjects with copies of their signed consent forms; 

maintain signed consent forms in a secure place for a period of at least three years 

after study completion; and destroy the consent forms in accordance with the data 

disposal plan approved by the IRB. 

 In the event that this research will involve non-English speaking subjects, you are 

required to translate all study materials to be used with this subject population and 

submit all translations to the NYC DOE IRB by protocol Amendment for review and 

clearance prior to use. All translations must be accompanied by attestations of 

translation accuracy from a qualified translator, or formal certificates of translation 

by a transcription service. 
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 You are required to ensure that CITI Human Subjects Research training remains 

valid for all research personnel designated in this protocol throughout the duration of 

the protocol clearance period. You must submit updated or renewed CITI training 

certificates by Amendment before they expire.  

 In the event that contracts, external approvals, or other documents are pending at the 

time of this approval, they must be submitted for NYC DOE IRB review by 

Amendment once obtained.  

 

Mandatory Reporting to the IRB:  The Principal Investigator must report to the DOE IRB, within 24 hours, any 

serious problem, adverse effect, or outcome that occurs with frequency or degree of severity greater than that 

anticipated.  In addition, the Principal Investigator must report any event or series of events that prompt the 

temporary or permanent suspension of a research project involving human subjects or any deviations from the 

approved protocol. All reports must be submitted using the IRBManager Protocol Violation, Deviation, Adverse 

Event, and/or Unanticipated Problem Report form.  

 

Amendments/Modifications: All amendments/modification to this protocol require prospective IRB approval, 

except those involving the prevention of immediate harm to a subject, which must be reported within 24 hours to 

your IRB of record and to the NYC DOE IRB.  

 

Continuation of your research: It is your responsibility to insure that an application for Continuing Review is 

submitted 90 days before the expiration date noted above.  If you do not receive approval to continue research 

before the expiration date, all study activities, including, but not limited to, analysis of collected data, must stop until 

said approval is obtained.  

 

Research findings/Study Closures: The NYC DOE IRB requires a copy of the report of findings from this 

research.  Interim reports may also be requested for multi-year studies.  Further, you are required to formally close 

this protocol by submitting a Study Closure form once all research procedures, including, but not limited to, all 

analysis of coded or identifiable data, have concluded.  

 

Data Request: Note that approval of this research does not constitute confirmation of release of data requested in a 

Data Request form. All data requests are processed and approved by the Data Request Fulfillment Team. Please 

email rpsgresearch@schools.nyc.gov with any questions you may have regarding this matter.  

 

If you have any questions, please contact IRB@schools.nyc.gov. 

 

Good luck with your research. 

 

NYC Institutional Review Board 
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Appendix D: Interview and Focus Group Protocols 

D1. Assistant Principal Interview 

Protocol Title: CREATING THE OPPORTUNITY TO LEARN: A DESCRIPTIVE CASE 

STUDY EXPLORING THE LEADERSHIP BEHAVIORS AND DECISION-MAKING 

STRATEGIES OF AN URBAN MIDDLE SCHOOL PRINCIPAL 

 

Principal Researcher: Andrea Toussaint, Teachers College  

917-796-7417, act2152@tc.columbia.edu 

 

Researcher Designed Questions for ASSISTANT PRINCIPAL INTERVIEW 

Open the conversation with parents by providing introduction of the researcher and an overview 

of the research.     
 

Introduction 

My name is Andrea Toussaint and I am currently a doctoral student at Teachers College, 

Columbia University.  My research topic is focused on principal leadership; specifically, the 

ways in which a principal’s leadership behaviors and decision-making strategies create 

opportunities to learn for students.  To fully understand a principal’s process, it is important to 

speak to various stakeholders who can provide insight on the practices the principal employs.  

Before I begin, I would like to thank you for taking the time to participate in this very important 

research.  

 

The Process 

Over the next hour, we will engage in a conversation in which I will ask several questions about 

your school community, specifically your school principal’s leadership behaviors and decision-

making strategies.  Please let me know if you are still interested in participating in this study. 

 

Definition of Key Terms 

Before we get started, I would like to review some important terms and their definitions.  These 

will be referenced during this conversation. 

 Opportunity to Learn refers to the inputs and processes within a school context necessary 

for producing student achievement  

 Decision-making refers to the real-time, data-driven and shared decision-making process 

principals employ when charged with making a decision that impacts a school 

community 

 Leadership Style 

o Transformational Leadership: improving organizational performance and 

affecting school conditions by focusing on problem solving and collaboration 

with stakeholders 

o Instructional Leadership: associated with school principals who manage 

curriculums, budgeting and scheduling and are responsible for the success of each 

student in their schools; focuses on learning, encourages collaboration, uses data 
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to improve learning, provides support, and aligns curriculum, assessment, and 

instruction 

o Advocacy Leadership: ensures equity and adequacy in all public schools, leaders 

have to become political players who are active and willing to advocate and 

ensure social justice exists within the educational system 

 

The Purpose 

The purpose of this discussion is to find out from parents, the ways in which opportunities to 

learn are created at your school site and afforded to your child/children.  More specifically, what 

are the leadership behaviors and decision-making strategies employed by your principal to 

ensure students have the opportunity to learn at this specific school site? This research is vital 

because it is important to study the practices of principals serving at schools where the leadership 

has demonstrated dedicated, consistent and sustained improvement in the opportunities to learn 

afforded to its students. 

Research suggests that an exploration into the leadership behaviors and decision-making 

process of principals who create opportunities to learn in schools attended by children of 

color is a critical area of research.  If we learn more about the ways in which principals’ 

work with their school community to create opportunities to learn, we will be able to 

create more schools where students are able to meet the expectations set for their 

performance.  

 

 

ASSISTANT PRINCIPAL INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

 

SITE SPECIFIC  

1. How long have you been an assistant principal? 

2. How long have you served at this school? 

3. What is your role as an assistant principal in this school?   

4. What is your principal’s expectation of you as an assistant principal? 

5. What is your expectation of the principal at this school? 

6. Describe your school community. 

7. Discuss and describe the academic progress at this school site.   

 

LEADERSHIP 

1. How would you describe your principal as a leader? 

2. Describe the principal’s leadership style? Would you consider your principal to be a 

transformational leader, an instructional leader or an advocacy driven leader?   

a. Be sure to state there is no limitation on the type as it can be a combination of the 

ones described or the interviewee can share another type/descriptor of the 

leadership.  

3. How does your principal’s leadership style influence your work/work ethic?  

4. What is one word you would use to describe your principal’s leadership style? 
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DECISION-MAKING 

1. In what ways does your work with the principal inform and/or influence decisions around 

teachers, curriculum and professional development (hiring, selection, implementation 

etc)? 

2. What factors do you believe inform the principal’s decision-making? 

3. Does the principal keep you informed about decisions that are made? If so, how?  If not, 

why not? 

4. What is one word you would use to describe your principal’s decision-making process? 

 

OPPORTUNITY TO LEARN (Italicized information is for clarification purposes.  It will be 

used to ensure participant understands each question.) 

1. Describe the opportunities to learn are offered at your school site.   

a. The Opportunity to Learn is a way of measuring and reporting whether students 

and teachers have access to the different ingredients that make up quality schools.  

Some examples include students access to: 

i. Qualified teachers 

ii. Clean and safe facilities 

iii. Up-to-date books and quality learning materials 

iv. High quality course work 

v. School conditions that provide students a fair and equal opportunity to 

learn and achieve knowledge and skills 

2. What does your principal do to create the opportunity to learn at your school? 

a. Are students in classes where the content or school subject is taught (certified 

teachers)? 

b. Do students spend enough time with the content, or subject matter, for their grade 

level? 

c. Do students have books and other learning materials? 

d. Do teachers have the knowledge and training to be effective (professional 

development opportunities)? 

e. Do students have laboratories, hands-on projects, and activities? 

f. Does the school make clear its goals for high academic achievement? 

g. Are the school facilities safe, healthy and uncrowded? 

h. How does the Opportunity to Learn affect teachers at your school site? 

i. Just like the students need opportunities to learn, OTL can show whether 

teachers have the working conditions to do their best job at teaching—that 

is, by having basic tools such as books, labs, libraries and clean facilities.  

3. This study focuses specifically on the ways in which principals create the opportunity to 

learn.  What support does your principal offer to create the opportunity to learn? 

4. How do you work with the principal to ensure teachers, curriculum and professional 

development is aligned to creating the opportunity to learn?  

 

CLOSING 

Before formally closing the interview and thanking the assistant principal for their time, ask if 

there is anything else they would like to add.  
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D2. Teacher Focus Group 

Protocol Title: CREATING THE OPPORTUNITY TO LEARN: A DESCRIPTIVE CASE 

STUDY EXPLORING THE LEADERSHIP BEHAVIORS AND DECISION-MAKING 

STRATEGIES OF AN URBAN MIDDLE SCHOOL PRINCIPAL 

 

Principal Researcher: Andrea Toussaint, Teachers College  

917-796-7417, act2152@tc.columbia.edu 

 

Researcher Designed Questions for TEACHER FOCUS GROUP 

Open the conversation with parents by providing introduction of the researcher and an overview 

of the research.     
 

Introduction 

My name is Andrea Toussaint and I am currently a doctoral student at Teachers College, 

Columbia University.  My research topic is focused on principal leadership; specifically, the 

ways in which a principal’s leadership behaviors and decision-making strategies create 

opportunities to learn for students.  To fully understand a principal’s process, it is important to 

speak to various stakeholders who can provide insight on the practices the principal employs.  

Before I begin, I would like to thank you for taking the time to participate in this very important 

research.  

 

The Process 

Over the next hour, we will engage in a conversation in which I will ask several questions about 

your school community, specifically your school principal’s leadership behaviors and decision-

making strategies.  Please let me know if you are still interested in participating in this study. 

 

Definition of Key Terms 

Before we get started, I would like to review some important terms and their definitions.  These 

will be referenced during this conversation. 

 Opportunity to Learn refers to the inputs and processes within a school context necessary 

for producing student achievement  

 Decision-making refers to the real-time, data-driven and shared decision-making process 

principals employ when charged with making a decision that impacts a school 

community 

 Leadership Style 

o Transformational Leadership: improving organizational performance and 

affecting school conditions by focusing on problem solving and collaboration 

with stakeholders 

o Instructional Leadership: associated with school principals who manage 

curriculums, budgeting and scheduling and are responsible for the success of each 

student in their schools; focuses on learning, encourages collaboration, uses data 

to improve learning, provides support, and aligns curriculum, assessment, and 

instruction 

o Advocacy Leadership: ensures equity and adequacy in all public schools, leaders 

have to become political players who are active and willing to advocate and 

ensure social justice exists within the educational system 



 

 200 

 

The Purpose 

The purpose of this discussion is to find out from parents, the ways in which opportunities to 

learn are created at your school site and afforded to your child/children.  More specifically, what 

are the leadership behaviors and decision-making strategies employed by your principal to 

ensure students have the opportunity to learn at this specific school site? This research is vital 

because it is important to study the practices of principals serving at schools where the leadership 

has demonstrated dedicated, consistent and sustained improvement in the opportunities to learn 

afforded to its students. 

Research suggests that an exploration into the leadership behaviors and decision-making 

process of principals who create opportunities to learn in schools attended by children of 

color is a critical area of research.  If we learn more about the ways in which principals’ 

work with their school community to create opportunities to learn, we will be able to 

create more schools where students are able to meet the expectations set for their 

performance.  

 

 

TEACHER FOCUS GROUP QUESTIONS 

 

SITE SPECIFIC  

1. How long have you been teacher? 

2. How long have you served at this school? 

3. What is your role as a teacher in this school?   

4. What is your principal’s expectation of you as a teacher? 

5. What is your expectation of the principal at this school? 

6. Describe your school community. 

7. Discuss and describe the academic progress at this school.   

 

PRINCIPAL LEADERSHIP 

1. How would you describe your principal as a leader? 

2. Describe your principal’s leadership style? Would you consider your principal to be a 

transformational leader, an instructional leader or an advocacy driven leader?   

a. Be sure to state there is no limitation on the type as it can be a combination of the 

ones described or the interviewee can share another type/descriptor of the 

leadership.  

3. How does your principal’s leadership style influence your work/work ethic?  

4. What is one word you would use to describe your principal’s leadership style? 

 

PRINCIPAL DECISION-MAKING 

1. In what ways does your work with the principal inform and/or influence decisions around 

teachers, curriculum and professional development (hiring, selection, implementation 

etc)? 

2. What factors do you believe inform the principal’s decision-making? 

3. Does the principal keep you informed about the decisions being made? If so, how?  If 

not, why not? 

4. What is one word you would use to describe your principal’s decision-making process? 
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OPPORTUNITY TO LEARN 

1. What opportunities to learn are offered at your school site?   

a. The Opportunity to Learn is a way of measuring and reporting whether students 

and teachers have access to the different ingredients that make up quality schools.  

Some examples include students access to: 

i. Qualified teachers 

ii. Clean and safe facilities 

iii. Up-to-date books and quality learning materials 

iv. High quality course work 

v. School conditions that provide students a fair and equal opportunity to 

learn and achieve knowledge and skills 

2. What does your principal do to create the opportunity to learn at your school?   

a. If there is a need for clarifying questions, researcher will choose from the one 

below:  

i. Are students in classes where the content or school subject is taught 

(certified teachers)? 

ii. Do students spend enough time with the content, or subject matter, for 

their grade level? 

iii. Do students have books and other learning materials? 

iv. Do teachers have the knowledge and training to be effective (professional 

development opportunities)? 

v. Do students have laboratories, hands-on projects, and activities? 

vi. Does the school make clear its goals for high academic achievement? 

vii. Are the school facilities safe, healthy and uncrowded? 

viii. How does the Opportunity to Learn affect teachers at this school site? 

1. For clarification: Just like the students need opportunities to learn, 

OTL can show whether teachers have the working conditions to do 

their best job at teaching—that is, by having basic tools such as 

books, labs, libraries and clean facilities.  

3. This study focuses specifically on the ways in which principals create the opportunity to 

learn.  What support does your principal offer to create the opportunity to learn? 

4. How do you work with the principal to ensure teachers, curriculum and professional 

development is aligned to creating the opportunity to learn?  

 

CLOSING 

You have given me some great information.  Before formally closing the conversation and 

thanking the teachers for their time, ask them if there is anything else they would like to add.  
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D3. Parent Focus Group 

Protocol Title: CREATING THE OPPORTUNITY TO LEARN: A DESCRIPTIVE CASE 

STUDY EXPLORING THE LEADERSHIP BEHAVIORS AND DECISION-MAKING 

STRATEGIES OF AN URBAN MIDDLE SCHOOL PRINCIPAL 

 

Principal Researcher: Andrea Toussaint, Teachers College  

917-796-7417, act2152@tc.columbia.edu 

 

Researcher Designed Questions for PARENT FOCUS GROUP 

Open the conversation with parents by providing introduction of the researcher and an overview 

of the research.     
 

Introduction 

My name is Andrea Toussaint and I am currently a doctoral student at Teachers College, 

Columbia University.  My research topic is focused on principal leadership; specifically, the 

ways in which a principal’s leadership behaviors and decision-making strategies create 

opportunities to learn for students.  To fully understand a principal’s process, it is important to 

speak to various stakeholders who can provide insight on the practices the principal employs.  

Before I begin, I would like to thank you for taking the time to participate in this very important 

research.  

 

The Process 

Over the next hour, we will engage in a conversation in which I will ask several questions about 

your school community, specifically your school principal’s leadership behaviors and decision-

making strategies.  Please let me know if you are still interested in participating in this study. 

 

Definition of Key Terms 

Before we get started, I would like to review some important terms and their definitions.  These 

will be referenced during this conversation. 

 Opportunity to Learn refers to the inputs and processes within a school context necessary 

for producing student achievement  

 Decision-making refers to the real-time, data-driven and shared decision-making process 

principals employ when charged with making a decision that impacts a school 

community 

 Leadership Style 

o Transformational Leadership: improving organizational performance and 

affecting school conditions by focusing on problem solving and collaboration 

with stakeholders 

o Instructional Leadership: associated with school principals who manage 

curriculums, budgeting and scheduling and are responsible for the success of each 

student in their schools; focuses on learning, encourages collaboration, uses data 

to improve learning, provides support, and aligns curriculum, assessment, and 

instruction 

o Advocacy Leadership: ensures equity and adequacy in all public schools, leaders 

have to become political players who are active and willing to advocate and 

ensure social justice exists within the educational system 
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The Purpose 

The purpose of this discussion is to find out from parents, the ways in which opportunities to 

learn are created at your school site and afforded to your child/children.  More specifically, what 

are the leadership behaviors and decision-making strategies employed by your principal to 

ensure students have the opportunity to learn at this specific school site? This research is vital 

because it is important to study the practices of principals serving at schools where the leadership 

has demonstrated dedicated, consistent and sustained improvement in the opportunities to learn 

afforded to its students. 

Research suggests that an exploration into the leadership behaviors and decision-making 

process of principals who create opportunities to learn in schools attended by children of 

color is a critical area of research.  If we learn more about the ways in which principals’ 

work with their school community to create opportunities to learn, we will be able to 

create more schools where students are able to meet the expectations set for their 

performance.  

 

 

PARENT FOCUS GROUP QUESTIONS 

 

SITE SPECIFIC  

1. How long have you been a parent of a student at this school? 

2. How would you describe the school/school community? 

3. What is your role as a parent/guardian of a student at this school?   

4. Have you served on any committees at the school? If so, which ones and why? 

5. What does your child tell you about the school?  What do they like about the school?  

What do they think can be improved? 

6. What is your expectation of the principal at this school? 

7. What is your principal’s expectation of you as a parent? 

8. Can you describe the academic progress at this school, if any? 

 

PRINCIPAL LEADERSHIP 

1. How would you describe the principal as a leader? 

2. Describe the principal’s leadership style. Would you consider the principal to be:  

a. a person who works with teams to gather insight into the changes that need to be 

made (transformational leader),  

b. a person who focuses on curriculum, teaching and learning (an instructional 

leader)  

c. or a person who takes action and is accountable to the community by addressing 

concerns around social issues that impact the school (an advocacy driven leader)?   

i. Be sure to state there is no limitation on the type as it can be a 

combination of the ones described or the interviewee can share another 

type/descriptor of the leadership.  

3. Which aspect of the principal’s leadership do you believe has had the most impact on the 

school site? (reference the characteristics shared above) 

4. Does the principal’s leadership style affect your engagement at the school?  

5. What is one word you would use to describe your principal’s leadership style? 
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PRINCIPAL DECISION-MAKING 

1. Do you think your work within the school community influences the principal’s decision-

making process?  Explain.  

a. In what ways does your work with the principal inform and/or influence school-

wide decisions?   

2. What factors do you believe inform the principal’s decision-making? 

3. How does the principal keep you informed about the decisions made at the school?  

4. Describe a time when you were a part of a decision that affected your child or children at 

the school. 

5. In what ways are parents involved in the decision-making process at this school? Give 

examples (PTA, SLT etc). 

6. What is one word you would use to describe the principal’s decision-making process? 

 

OPPORTUNITY TO LEARN (Italicized information is for clarification purposes.  It will be 

used to ensure participant understands each question.) 

1. Describe the opportunities to learn offered to your child at their school. Parents/guardians 

can: 

a. Describe an experience or situation that you are most proud of at your child’s 

school.  

b. Describe an experience or situation where you did not like the outcome at your 

child’s school.  Explain why. 

i. The Opportunity to Learn is a way of measuring and reporting whether 

students and teachers have access to the different ingredients that make up 

quality schools.  Some examples include students access to: 

1. Qualified teachers 

2. Clean and safe facilities 

3. Up-to-date books and quality learning materials 

4. High quality course work 

5. School conditions that provide students a fair and equal 

opportunity to learn and achieve knowledge and skills 

2. What does your principal do to create opportunity to learn at your school? For example, : 

a. Are students in classes where the content, or school subject, is taught? 

b. Do students spend enough time with the content, or subject matter, for their grade 

level? (On average, how much time does your child dedicate to reviewing and 

studying notes and materials at home?) 

c. Do students have books and other learning materials? 

d. Do students have laboratories, hands-on projects, and activities? 

e. Does the school make clear its goals for high academic achievement? 

f. Are the school facilities safe, healthy and uncrowded? 

3. This study focuses specifically on the ways in which principals create the opportunity to 

learn.  What support does your principal offer to parents to create the opportunity to 

learn—at school or at home? (any supplies and/or supports) 

a. How does the school support you to support your child? Has any of your children 

been in need of academic support?  What does that support look like?  
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4. Do you have any input on the following: the selection of teachers, curriculum being 

taught and/or professional learning opportunities offered at the school? 

a. How often do you meet with your child’s teachers to discuss your child’s 

academic progress?  

i. How do you learn about the progress of the school? How is it 

communicated to you? 

b. How often do you meet with your child’s administrators to discuss your child’s 

academic progress?  

i. How do you learn about the progress of the school? How is it 

communicated to you? 

 

CLOSING 

Before formally closing the conversation and thanking the parents for their time, ask them if 

there is anything else they would like to add.  

 

 

 


