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Abstract 

Catholic schools play an important role in the United States’ educational landscape, 

forwarding a model of excellence in education, providing school choice, lowering overall 

public education costs, and central to their mission, serving as a ministry of the Catholic 

Church.  However, Catholic schools face historically unprecedented challenges, and more 

than ever require stable, competent and confident leadership at the site level.  At the same 

time, demographics, attrition and turnover are producing a high number of novice 

principals in the Catholic school ranks.  In addition, challenges and stresses of the 

principalship put all principals at risk of burnout.  Effective centralized diocesan 

induction supports may help assure new principals’ competence, confidence, and success.  

This qualitative, grounded theory dissertation in practice, based on an analysis of 

interviews with new principals in a large archdiocese in the Western United States, 

explored which central support practices were perceived as successful, and produced 

recommendations for promising practices to be explored, implemented or continued.  

Practices with particular promise, as described by the study participants, included formal 

and informal mentorship, the facilitation of an ongoing peer support network, and the 

assurance of clear and stable policy guidance. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Background  

 Catholic elementary schools in the United States represent, as former Secretary of 

Education Margaret Spellings put it, “a national treasure” (Notre Dame Task Force on 

Catholic Education, 2008), providing for school choice, advancing models of excellence 

in education, and furthering an important mission and ministry of the Catholic church.  

However, historically and at present, these schools have faced and continue to face 

formidable challenges influenced by trends in student enrollment, the number of teaching 

religious, Catholic school site location and availability, and the giving rate of the laity 

(DeFiore, 2011).  To address those challenges, Catholic schools demand competent and 

confident leadership from principals with knowledge, skills and abilities in the disparate 

roles of spiritual leader, instructional leader, institutional manager, and business 

entrepreneur (Schafer, 2004, pp. 244-247). 

 While Catholic schools fare better than public schools in terms of average 

principal site tenure (Bitterman, Goldring & Gray, 2013), rates of principal attrition and 

turnover, along with an aging Catholic principal population, mean increasing numbers of 

Catholic schools are led by principals new to their positions.  Experienced principals 

coming from public or independent private schools may lack preparation for the spiritual 

and/or entrepreneurial dimensions of the position.  Conversely, principals coming from 

within Catholic schools, rising from the ranks of teacher or assistant principal, may lack 

top executive leadership experience.  Thus, few if any new principals in Catholic 

elementary schools are prepared and experienced in all of the major dimensions of the 

role. 
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Statement of the Problem  

 With a common goal of supporting competent and confident site leaders, 

numerous and varied approaches to principal induction—from a hands-off, sink or swim 

attitude to a comprehensive and formal program of meetings and mentorship—exist 

(Chapman, 2005, p.23).  While considerable research addresses the topic of teacher 

induction, and while leadership onboarding literature abounds, there is little conclusive 

research available on the specific topic of Catholic elementary school principal induction 

practices or programs.  Further, the researcher found none focused specifically on the 

geographic region under study.  This dissertation in practice addressed the problem of 

refining an archdiocesan-wide induction and support program, administered by its 

Department of Catholic Schools, to best meet the self-assessed needs of new Catholic 

elementary school principals with diverse backgrounds in a geographically spread 

Western United States archdiocese.   

By comparing annual principal rosters ([Subject Archdiocese], internal 

communications, 2014, 2015) in the subject archdiocese, the researcher calculated that 

during each of the 2014-15 and 2015-16 school years, about 20% of its schools were led 

by first year principals.  Further, only 38% of the new principals who began in the fall of 

2014 remained with the archdiocese in the fall of 2016.  In the 2016-17 school year, 

nearly 43% of the archdiocese’s elementary school principals were in their first or second 

year of service at their school, compared to 30% nationally (Bitterman, Goldring & Gray, 

2013).  The high percentage of new leaders, as well as the rapid rate of turnover, threaten 

institutional stability and thus Catholic school sustainability.  With this large current 

cohort of new principals, many incumbent retirements looming, and a general trend of 
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principal turnover, assuring a strong support program for new principals represents an 

important and timely pursuit for the identified archdiocese.  The Department of Catholic 

Schools in the archdiocese under study has experienced a recent leadership turnover of its 

own, and has, as an example of change, transitioned from a quarterly meeting approach to 

a monthly webinar approach to providing first-year principal support.  In order to help 

maintain and build strong Catholic elementary schools, archdiocesan leadership needs to 

know the perceived relative effectiveness of approaches and strategies—those previously 

employed as well as those not yet tested or considered—for the new school site leaders it 

aims to serve and support. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative grounded theory dissertation in practice study was 

to discover and describe what induction practices new Catholic elementary school 

principals found to best promote their competence and confidence, in a geographically 

large archdiocese in the Western United States.  

Research Question 

 Ideally, Catholic school principals have the knowledge, skills and abilities, 

whether via prior experience, formal study, ad hoc learning, mentorship, or system-based 

supports, to function in the varied roles of spiritual leader, instructional leader, facilities 

and systems manager, and financial/business leader, lead promoter, marketer and 

entrepreneur.  That is, they display competence.  Ideally, as well, these leaders have the 

assurance, charisma, and decisiveness to effectively inspire their constituencies in a cycle 

of continuous improvement and growth.  That is, they display confidence.  Competence 

and confidence, as overlapping, inter-related, and mutually-reinforcing leader traits, 
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support leader efficacy and success. Towards supporting competent and confident 

leadership during critical times of institutional leadership transition, this qualitative 

dissertation in practice describes new principals’ experiences and perceptions of 

induction practices.  The following research question guided the study:   

Research Question:  What diocesan induction practices do new Catholic 

elementary school principals find to best promote their competence and confidence? 

Aim of the Study 

 The aim of this dissertation in practice was to produce from the study results a set 

of recommendations for strategies and practices to inform an effective elementary school 

principal induction program for a geographically diverse archdiocese’s Department of 

Catholic Schools, in support of competent and confident parochial school site leaders. 

Methodology Overview 

 The researcher employed an inductive, qualitative approach to this study.  The 

subject archdiocese had eight principals who served their first year in 2014-15 or 2015-

16.  All eight, as well as an additional principal who served a first year in 2014-15 but 

had since left the archdiocese, were invited to participate in structured interviews; six 

individuals opted to participate and were interviewed.  The interviews consisted of a 

feeling-word sorting process followed by responses to questions and prompts, in the 

context of a reflection about the emotions and experiences participants recalled having 

had at the beginning of the academic year, at mid-year, and at the end of the year.  

Questions were designed to lead participants to reflect on their evolving perceptions of 

competence and confidence in response to both formal and informal supports over the 
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course of the school year, and the interviewer followed up with prompts to further 

illuminate participants’ lived experience. 

Definition of Relevant Terms 

Roberts (2010) recommended terms that may have various meanings, may be 

misunderstood, or are not commonly known be defined for clarity.  The following terms 

were used operationally in the context of this study: 

Archdiocese and diocese:  units of organizational structure of the Catholic 

Church; an archdiocese has a larger jurisdiction.  Regardless, typically within a 

diocese or archdiocese, a Catholic Schools Department and staff support some of 

the needs of parish schools, subject to the authority of the bishop or archbishop.  

Diocese and archdiocese are used essentially interchangeably in the context of 

this study, and arch/diocese is used as a reference to either/both. 

Competence:  self-perceived preparation and understanding for addressing site 

leadership challenges and defined responsibilities of the position. “I know how 

to…” 

Confidence:  self-perceived efficacy and readiness to address site leadership 

challenges, as an aspect of leader psychological capital.  “I feel ready to…” 

Induction practice:  formal processes or practices intentionally employed by the 

diocese or individual site (e.g., parish, school board) to support new principals’ 

adjustment. 

Mentoring:  an intentional process in which an experienced diocesan principal 

aids, guides, advises, and/or encourages a new principal on a one-to-one basis. 



CATHOLIC ELEMENTARY SCHOOL PRINCIPAL INDUCTION 6 

New principal, novice principal:  in the context of the study, a principal in her or 

his first or second year of service in a site leadership (principal) position at a 

Catholic school in the subject diocese.  Reflections and feedback centered on first 

year experiences. 

Onboarding:  a human resources term, referencing the broad process of bringing a 

new employee into the organization, including formal and informal, intended and 

unintended supports (or absence of supports), and socialization.  (See Klein, Polin 

& Sutton, 2015, p.263). 

Parish School:  a Catholic school sustained and supported by a local parish as part 

of a larger arch/diocese.  The pastor holds authority over property and operations. 

Pastor:  the Catholic priest who is the administrative and spiritual leader of a 

local parish, and the supervisor of the principal, subject to the greater structure 

and authority of the arch/diocese.  

Delimitations, Limitations and Personal Biases 

 Delimitations of the study stemmed from the reality that it was confined to a 

specific cohort of new principals, in a single archdiocese in the Western United States.  

Participants’ responses to induction practices were thus bounded by what they each 

personally experienced—practices employed by the Department of Catholic Schools, or 

practices experienced at the individual school site level.  The study focused on 

participants’ reflections on the 2014-15 and 2015-16 academic years.   

 Because of the constraints of time and geography, as well as the size of the 

available pool, the sample included only a small number of participants.  While patterns 

did clearly emerge, the limited scope represented a significant limitation of the study.   
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 Also, participant interviews took place during the 2016-17 school year; thus, the 

reflections involved looking back in time.  Perceptions, impressions, and descriptions 

from various times during the school year were related as memories, and were thus 

tempered by the passage of time, and by intervening experiences and events.  In-the-

moment interviews performed longitudinally over the course of a whole school year, or 

even two school years, might have provided additional validity and credibility to 

participants’ comments; the retrospective nature of the reflections thus presented another 

limitation. 

  Additionally, the researcher for this dissertation in practice fit the definition of 

the subject group, as an experienced public and secular independent school principal in a 

new position as a Catholic elementary school principal in the subject archdiocese in the 

years preceding the study.  The researcher thus necessarily brought the bias of personal 

experience of the phenomenon to the table; self-acknowledgement and awareness of this 

reality, however, served to guide coding and analysis of the interviews. 

The Role of Leadership in this Study 

 Because of its focus, this study examined in depth the unique and interdisciplinary 

nature of the Catholic elementary school principalship as it calls on new leaders to 

function in the realms of religion, education, management, and business.  The School 

Principal Self-Appraisal and Evaluation by Pastor (Subject Archdiocese, 2012) 

instrument lends context to these critical and varied leadership roles new principals face; 

its four categories and sub-categories for evaluation delineate: 
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Principal as Spiritual Leader   

The school principal functions in a pastoral and religious leadership role that 

requires significant Catholic faith knowledge.  She or he is expected to communicate and 

further the mission and goals of the school in a context of Catholic social teaching and 

Gospel values, to illuminate the school’s unique Catholic identity, to promote the school 

as a mission of the parish, and to provide for the faith development of students and staff. 

Principal as Instructional Leader   

As is the case for public school principals, and, as comes to mind most readily 

when considering the job, the Catholic school principal serves as an educator and 

instructional leader.  The principal is responsible for the overall learning environment at 

the school, the supervision, evaluation, professional growth and development of teachers, 

curriculum development, review, and methodology, and the overall accreditation process. 

Principal as Administrator 

 This role descriptor includes strategic leadership, management and 

entrepreneurial aspects.  The principal is expected to develop and promote a positive 

vision for the school, lead strategic planning, implement policies, lead change, interface 

with the archdiocese’s Department of Catholic Schools to contribute to committee work 

and policy development, recruit new students, plan, manage and monitor the school’s 

operating budget and finances, ensure the maintenance of the physical plant, and 

supervise and evaluate non-teaching staff and volunteers. 

Principal as Communicator 

 While communication is integral to fulfilling each of the roles and responsibilities 

described already, it is listed specifically as a final key role and evaluation category.  The 
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principal is evaluated on effectiveness at communicating the school’s vision, mission, 

and philosophy to all stakeholders, at communicating regularly with all parish and school 

communities, at resolving conflicts and problems, and at building community. 

 Thus the principal leads in spiritual, instructional, administrative, and 

communicative captions, as evaluated by the subject archdiocese.  While different 

sources’ definitions of competence delineate different variations on specific roles, as will 

be discussed in the literature review of this dissertation, the overall message is consistent:  

the principal’s leadership role is complex and broadly multifaceted (see Ciriello, 1998; 

Marzano, Waters & McMulty, 2005; Cook & Durow, 2008; National Association of 

Elementary School Principals [NAESP], 2008; National Policy Board for Educational 

Administration, 2015; and Marshall, 2013).  In a Catholic context, the role includes a 

pastoral, or spiritual leadership component that puts principals in the role of servant 

leader (Nsiah & Walker, 2013). 

Servant Leaders  

 This study examined new leaders’ perceptions of congruence and support of their 

individual leadership philosophies and styles, in the archdiocese’s induction practices.  In 

light of Catholic principles and values, the concept of servant leadership (Greenleaf, 

1991; Haslam, Reicher & Platow, 2011; Nsiah & Walker, 2013) was especially salient.  

As servant-leaders, Catholic school principals must be servants, first; the call to serve 

drives the desire to lead.  Catholic school principals are called to approach the role, with 

its broad expectations, as a vocation, meeting the highest needs and fostering the growth 

of students, teachers, and parents they serve (Greenleaf, 1991). 
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Researcher as Leader 

 The researcher, as a member of the subject group, was a site-level leader but had 

no formal leadership role at the archdiocesan level.  Using findings and conclusions from 

the completed study, however, the researcher informed and collaborated with 

organization leadership towards positive change, thus leading through informal, expert 

authority (Robbins & Judge, 2012, p.172) gained from pursuing the study.  

Significance of the Study 

 While focused on the subjective individual experiences of a limited cohort of new 

elementary school principals in a single archdiocese, this dissertation in practice study 

added to the general body of knowledge around the phenomenon of leadership transition 

and the induction of new leaders, as it identified patterns in participant responses.  The 

study examined the perceived efficacy of varied induction practices towards bolstering 

new principal competence and confidence in roles of pastoral care and spiritual 

leadership, instructional leadership, supervision and site management, and the financial, 

business, and entrepreneurial leadership of a Catholic elementary school.  Practices 

referenced included prayerful retreat, in-service opportunity, expert presentations and 

lectures, peer collaboration and collaborative reflection, formal and informal mentorship, 

and distance webinar presentations.  Understanding gained through this examination can 

inform future practices for the subject archdiocese as well as other dioceses, and added to 

a knowledge base that can potentially inform broader policy, or policy in other contexts. 

Summary 

 This dissertation in practice study centered on the phenomenon of Catholic 

elementary school new principal induction.  Facing multiple challenges, Catholic schools 
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need competent and confident leaders; principals new to Catholic education site 

leadership can lack preparation or experience in one or more of the leadership disciplines 

required.  Catholic elementary school leaders are pastoral, religious and spiritual leaders, 

instructional leaders, pragmatic day-to-day managers of a complex organization, and 

financial, business and entrepreneurial leaders for what in essence amounts to a small 

business or company.   

 Diocesan leadership has a vested interest in assuring smooth leadership transition 

when new principals begin as site leaders in parochial schools, and thus may provide 

formal or informal induction supports.  Examples of possible supports include arranging 

for partnerships and mentorships, providing teaching/training materials on diocesan 

practice and policy, providing “just in time” training in response to immediate needs, 

serving as a resource base, providing in-person new principal in-service training, vetting 

and recommending third-party training and professional development, providing 

situation-specific counsel upon request, and providing information, training and support 

via distance through a webinar approach.  This study examined the responses and 

reactions of first and second year principals in a single archdiocese, to supports they 

experienced (or did not experience), and the way in which those supports impacted their 

self-perceived sense of competence and confidence as Catholic school leaders. 

 The study aimed to add to the general leadership knowledge base by identifying 

best practices for leader induction, and produced recommendations for the subject 

archdiocese future principal induction program. 
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

 This study focused on Catholic diocesan parochial elementary school principal 

induction practices, and thus presented an intersection of several research and literature 

topics:  educational leadership induction in general; Catholic education in general; 

challenges of the principalship, including principal transitions, supports and retention, in 

general; challenges unique and specific to Catholic elementary school principals, their 

support and retention; and, existing principal induction programs, practices, and 

experiences, both specifically in Catholic school systems, and in other systems as well.   

 First, this review examines the topic of school leader induction in a general sense, 

establishing critical areas of focus from the literature.  Research with respect to the 

impact of self-perceived confidence on leader efficacy is examined, as is likewise a 

variety of sources representing a cross section of principal standards, evaluations, and 

performance rubrics, towards defining competence.  The exploration looks at school 

principals and their specific challenges, especially as related to pre-service preparation, 

transitions to new positions, and the phenomena of principal retention, burnout and 

turnover.  Next, the scope narrows to address the specific context and challenges of 

Catholic elementary school principals, also addressing, in the context of a historical 

evolution, the present state of Catholic education in the United States.  Additionally, the 

review briefly explores the closely related topic of Catholic teacher induction practices 

for comparison.  Finally, existing findings on the promising induction practices of 

mentorship, collaborative peer reflection, and fostering a sense of gratitude are examined.  
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Throughout, and in conclusion, a synthesis of these elements informs the subsequent 

analysis of the experiences of a specific cohort of new Catholic school principals. 

Educational Leader Induction 

 Starting a new job presents a learning curve in any context.  When the new job is 

a leadership position, success or failure of the new leader reaches beyond the individual 

and impacts the organization at large.  Wilhelm (2011) pointed out that in a school, 

impact on programs, initiatives, morale, and momentum, ultimately falls directly on the 

critical element of student learning and achievement.  However, as Wiseman and 

Amerson (2016) acknowledged, current complexities of change in the educational 

landscape have created a very steep learning curve for even the most experienced school 

leaders.  In the context of a large urban school district, for example, leaders identified a 

critical need for a formal and intentional onboarding process that included organizational 

orientation, key stakeholder introductions and relationship-building opportunities, peer 

shadowing experiences, and systematic mentorship, reflection and planning activities.   

 Onboarding processes are especially critical for newly minted leaders.  For 

instance, Hall (2008) identified the inadequacy of certification-related internships, 

typically followed by an essential “sink or swim” principal induction, and advocated a 

formal, year long mentorship experience that features in-depth mentoring, monthly chats, 

frequent professional reading, and ongoing self-reflection.  Likewise, Wilmore (2004) 

identified the lack or relative inadequacy of programs to support new principals, and also 

advocated a standards-based, multiple mentor program drawing supports from the school 

district, other experienced principals, universities and certifying agencies, 

school/community partnerships, and family and friends.  A commonality of findings 
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among these multiple researchers’ body of work, then, was the desirability and value of 

an intentional, formal and structured approach to leader induction. 

The Role of Confidence 

 Seminally, Bandura (1986) linked self-efficacy to motivated performance.  In a 

study extending that concept, McCormick, Tanguma and Lopez-Forment (2002) found 

leadership self-efficacy to be a necessary contributing factor in leadership performance.  

McCormick et al. (2002) described the conceptual difference between self-confidence 

and self-efficacy.  The researchers noted that we see self-confidence as a generalized 

sense of competence, and as a relatively immutable personal trait, while self-efficacy 

represents more of a self-judgment about task-specific capabilities.  However, for the 

purpose of this dissertation in practice, leader self-confidence refers to confidence in the 

role; thus, self-efficacy and self-confidence become essentially synonymous in this 

context.  

 In a study involving ROTC cadets, Chemers, Watson and May (2000) found 

leader self-efficacy to predict leadership performance, concluding leader self-efficacy to 

be possibly “one of the most active ingredients in successful leadership and team 

performance” (p.276).  Their call for further research to confirm the validity of this 

leadership self-efficacy construct was later answered in part, and in the context of 

educational leadership, by Leithwood and Jantzi (2008). 

 Significantly, Leithwood and Jantzi (2008), in a quantitative study, linked school 

principals’ sense of individual and collective efficacy positively to student achievement 

as measured by the proportion of students reaching or exceeding state-defined 

proficiency levels.  The researchers postulated that those effects were indirect, acting 
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through effects on (1) school conditions such as culture, decision making process, 

supports for instruction, and establishment of a professional learning community, and (2) 

classroom conditions such as teacher workload, areas of formal preparation, student 

grouping, and curriculum and instruction (p.510).  In the study, those school and 

classroom conditions were indeed linked to student achievement.  Further, the researchers 

found district antecedents—“redesigning the organization,” “developing people,” 

“managing the instructional program,” and “setting direction”—to impact collective 

leadership efficacy strongly, and individual leadership efficacy moderately (p.515).  The 

notion that district practices can influence school site leaders’ confidence, competence, 

and role-success is central to this dissertation in practice study. 

 Additionally, in an exploratory factor analysis study involving over 1600 

respondents from 83 schools, Goolamally and Ahmad (2014) identified both competence, 

which will be discussed below under a separate heading, and self-efficacy as key 

attributes of sustainable school leadership success. The three other attributes identified, 

also informative to exploring new principal supports, were having integrity, or being 

principled and humble; being forward looking, as a catalyst and motivator; and being 

inspirational, that is, supportive and influential.  Goolamally and Ahmad (2014) stated, 

“A leader with self-efficacy knows his abilities and usually has the trust to evaluate and 

appreciate the efforts and resilience of other individuals in the organization” (p. 131). 

 Hannah, Avolio, Luthans, and Harms (2008) found that the concept of leader self-

efficacy had received relatively little attention in the leadership literature.  Nevertheless, 

in a comprehensive review, these researchers summarized multiple studies, concluding 

that “higher levels of self-efficacy provide the internal guidance and drive to create the 
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agency needed to pursue challenging tasks and opportunities successfully,” and further 

argued that strategies for developing leaders should consider efficacies for taking on a 

variety of challenges (p. 2). 

 Related to confidence also, the broader construct of positive psychological capital 

(PsyCap), consisting of efficacy, optimism, resilience, and hope, links with work 

performance, satisfaction, and commitment.  Luthans, Norman, Avolio and Avery (2008), 

for example, found higher positive psychological capital to mediate the relationship 

between supportive organizational climate and performance. 

 Thus, topical research literature supports the notion that confidence, a leader’s 

sense of self-efficacy, or feeling of readiness to tackle role-associated challenges, is 

relevant to all leaders, and critical for new principals in Catholic schools.  Confidence, 

along with competence, therefore, represented a topic specifically addressed in the 

researcher’s interview protocol for this study.  

The Role of Competence 

 As stated earlier, Goolamally and Ahmad (2014) identified a number of key 

leadership attributes for school principals to also include competence.  These researchers’ 

operationalization of the term defined three sub-attributes:  work competency, emotional 

competency and spiritual competency.  They defined work competency to include 

commitment to excellence, dedication, focus, and willingness to take appropriate risks; 

emotional competency as self-management capacity, that is, the ability to set aside 

negative emotions and display caring and understanding towards the needs and 

differences of each individual (e.g, the Ignatian concept of cura personalis  (McGinn, 
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2015)); and spiritual competency as the ability of a leader to integrate inner (feelings, 

thoughts, etc.) life and outer (working) life.  

 In the educational leadership context, a relevant view of competence emerged 

from an examination of standards, frameworks, and role competencies documents.  Many 

such documents exist.   

 Ciriello (1998), in a seminal work, identified three major areas of competence for 

Catholic school principals:  managerial, educational and spiritual.  Each of these domains 

constitutes one volume of the researcher’s exhaustive leadership framework. 

 Alternately, in a secular context, the National Association for Elementary School 

Principals (NAESP) (2008), while acknowledging that the evolving role of principal 

continues to become more complex and challenging, offered the following six standards 

for principals leading learning communities:  leading student and adult learning, leading 

diverse communities, leading 21st century learning, leading continuous improvement, 

leading by using knowledge and data, and leading parent, family and community 

engagement.  Each of these standards then included at least four sub-categories of 

expected competent-leader practices.   

 Similarly, the Interstate School Leaders Licensure Consortium (ISLLC) standards, 

as revised in 2008, listed proficiencies aimed at assuring consistency in pre-service 

preparation, but also defined competencies for principals, likewise in six areas:  

stewardship of vision, promotion of positive culture, effective management, community 

and family partnership, acting fairly and ethically, and responding to the broader 

political, social and cultural context.  (National Policy Board for Educational 

Administration, 2015).   
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 Marshall (2013), as well, identified six domains, albeit again a different six, to 

describe principal competence:  strategy, “first things first,” curriculum and data, talent 

development, culture, and management.  Within each domain, Marshall (2013) listed ten 

sub-domains, and developed a rubric for rating. 

 More expansively, in their influential meta-analysis, Marzano, Waters and 

McNulty (2005) identified fully 21 principal competencies, or “responsibilities,” which 

correlate with student achievement:  affirmation, change agency, assuring contingent 

rewards, communication, fostering school culture, assuring discipline, demonstrating 

flexibility, maintaining focus, communicating ideals and beliefs, soliciting team input, 

ensuring team intellectual stimulation, direct involvement in curriculum, instruction, and 

assessment, having deep knowledge of curriculum, instruction, and assessment, 

monitoring and evaluating performances and practices, serving as an optimizer who leads 

innovation, maintaining order, reaching out to stakeholders, developing quality 

relationships, assuring availability of resources, maintaining situational awareness, and 

being generally visible (p.42-43).  Further, Marzano et al. then defined multiple behaviors 

and characteristics within each of these competencies. 

 Cook and Durow (2008) acknowledged the ISLLC standards, but added an 

additional standard relevant to the Catholic school context, indicating a Catholic school 

leader should display the “knowledge and ability to promote the success of all students in 

Catholic schools by fostering a shared vision of the Catholic school community, 

promoting a positive school culture rooted in Gospel values, leading the faith 

development of members of the community, enabling school personnel to carry out the 
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Catholic mission of the school, and managing the resources of the school creatively and 

responsibly” (p. 359). 

 Directly relevant to this dissertation in practice, the subject archdiocese’s 

principal evaluation document (Subject Archdiocese, 2012) delineated four major 

competencies, with sometimes overlapping sub-categories, in partial alignment with the 

instruments described above:  spiritual leadership (communicating mission and goals to 

stakeholders, fostering a visible Catholic identity, promoting the school as a mission of 

the parish, and providing faith development); instructional leadership (maintaining a 

positive learning environment, providing professional growth of staff, 

curriculum/methods leadership, and facilitating the accreditation process); administration 

(promoting the vision, making decisions, assuring policy adherence, planning and 

managing the budget, ensuring physical plant maintenance, supervising, and strategic 

planning); and communication (articulating school mission, philosophy and vision to all 

stakeholders, communicating with parish staff and school communities, and building 

community in the school).   

 These descriptions represent a sampling of existing views and definitions of 

competence.  In fact, this researcher found that myriad documents and variations, both 

with and without a faith/spiritual dimension, existed—most districts and schools had an 

independent definition in the form of a job description and/or evaluation document—

delineating the knowledge, skills, and abilities, or the competence expectations placed on 

principals.  While each example was different, the overlap in this cross-section of 

definitions in contemporary use, exposed commonalities, and gave the researcher a broad 

and general sense of operationally-defined principal competence.  For example, three of 



CATHOLIC ELEMENTARY SCHOOL PRINCIPAL INDUCTION 20 

the referenced instruments refer specifically to fostering culture, and a different three 

refer specifically to vision.  All but one made reference to community, family or 

stakeholder partnership or outreach.  In spite of the commonalities, there were also very 

significant differences, and what evolved for the researcher was a picture of a vast and 

varied set of expectations—one that may vary per organization, and one that likely defies 

adequate pre-service preparation. 

Principal Pre-service Preparation Inadequacies  

   The principalship is a difficult job for which to prepare.  While private and 

parochial schools have flexibility with respect to required and expected leader 

preparation, public schools generally require state licensure of site administrators.  

Catholic schools often require or encourage state licensure, or, alternately and/or 

additionally, a specific Catholic leadership preparation program. 

 Examining an international cross-section of pre-service principal preparation 

programs, Walker, Bryant and Lee (2013) found content to commonly follow research-

based frameworks, to have a change orientation and to stress instructional and 

transformational leadership, but also found, notably, that significant variations in 

program foci were dictated in large part by provider expertise.  Farkas, Johnson, Duffett, 

Foleno, and Foley (2001) found that “training misses the mark” (p. 31). According to the 

study, a large majority of school leaders (80 percent of superintendents and 69 percent of 

principals) found that the theoretical focus of typical leadership programs was out of 

touch with the realities required in the role. 

 Acknowledging that principals no longer merely serve primarily as supervisors, 

but are called upon to redesign schools, Arthur Levine (2005), president of Teachers 
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College at Columbia University for 12 years, minced no words reporting findings from a 

four-year case study and survey research endeavor, stating, “The majority of programs 

range from inadequate to appalling, even at some of the country’s leading universities” 

(p. 23).  The researcher and leader found the typical course studies to be disconnected 

from principal role realities in practice, and characterized a “race to the bottom,” with 

leadership programs, “the weakest of all programs at the nation’s education schools,” (p. 

13) collectively unsuccessful at all nine quality criteria (purpose, curricular coherence, 

curricular balance, faculty composition, admissions, degrees, research, finances, and 

assessment) identified in the study. 

 Catholic school principals face the added dimension of faith leadership; secular 

programs obviously ignore this aspect of preparation entirely.  As public school principal 

preparation programs become increasingly standards-driven, in part to address some of 

the shortcomings delineated above, and Catholic programs follow suit, attention remains 

most focused on the secular aspects.  Boyle, Haller and Hunt (2016) pointed to multiple 

studies (O’Keefe, 1999, Schuttloffel, 2003, 2007) concluding that the vast majority of 

new Catholic school principals lacked the requisite theological or spiritual knowledge to 

be faith leaders, and that most preparation programs for Catholic school principals are not 

adequately attentive to the administrative and theological knowledge, skills and abilities 

requisite of the role. 

 Additionally, in contrast to public school leaders, Catholic school principals are 

entrepreneurs:  Schafer (2004) pointed out that in the parochial school structure, in 

partnership with the pastor, the principal must plan and manage the school’s finances, 

facilitate long range planning, provide public relations and marketing programs, and 
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oversee development, seeking resources and support beyond the parish.  The author 

warned that this role’s complexity and magnitude can easily overshadow the principal’s 

other key roles of spiritual and instructional leadership (p. 248).  

 An emerging positive trend towards addressing these deficiencies is the 

development and use of frameworks (as noted by Walker et al., 2013) to shape, guide and 

evaluate preparation programs.  An example of a strong such framework aimed 

specifically at Catholic schools was developed by the Creighton University Education 

Department and the Omaha Archdiocese Catholic Schools Office Task Force (2007).  

While the framework delineated competencies in such a way that it might have also been 

appropriately included in the competence discussion above, another explicit intended use 

was aligning university coursework to Catholic school needs.  Titling the framework 

Developing Leaders for Our Catholic Schools, the authors identified personal attributes 

such as strong faith and morals, an entrepreneurial spirit, a sense of servant leadership, 

and a commitment to social justice, exhibited by successful Catholic school leaders, and 

defined key capabilities in six domains:  Organizational Leadership, Educational 

Leadership, Community and Political Leadership, and, more specific to the Catholic 

school environment, Faith Leadership, Mission Leadership, and Strategic Leadership 

with attention to Catholic education trends, development, marketing, and student 

recruitment.  In fact, Creighton University currently organizes its Catholic school 

leadership program around this framework. 

 While recent trends are encouraging, and while outstanding exceptions exist, the 

literature nonetheless underscores the general inadequacy of formal preparation 

programs, for principals in general, but especially for Catholic school principals.  
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Research thus supports not only a demand for continued reform in this area, but, 

pragmatically, an opportunity for dioceses to provide novice principals with ongoing 

supports in their role. 

Principal Turnover, Retention, and Burnout 

Upon entering service, the steep learning curve required, and thus likewise the 

necessity of strong induction supports for new principals, is precipitated by the complex, 

multidimensional and notably stressful nature of the principalship today, which is 

reflected clearly not only in works dealing with competence and preparation programs, 

but also in the research and literature exploring principal turnover, retention and burnout.  

Chapman (2005) identified a decreasing pool of applicants and a high principal turnover 

rate as an international problem adversely impacting school quality and student 

achievement.  Gronn & Rawlings-Sanaei (2003), as well as Zeitoun & Newton (2002), 

identified increasing workload, inadequate salary levels, decreasing authority coupled 

with increasing accountability, and impact on incumbents’ personal lives as the key 

factors contributing to applicant shortage, turnover and attrition. Brock & Grady (2002) 

described job stress related burnout, a syndrome with physical, intellectual, social, 

emotional and spiritual manifestations impacting efficacy, satisfaction and longevity, as a 

very real threat to principals. 

Nuzzi, Holter, & Frabutt (2012), in the specific context of Catholic principals, 

summed up this issue eloquently and succinctly: 

Asking one chief executive to coordinate finances, employee relations, facilities, 

supervision, instruction, curriculum development, safety, asbestos abatement, 

discipline referrals, Catholic identity, public relations, and marketing, all while 
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being involved in the parish and larger civic community, is a recipe for 

disappointment, frustration and burnout (p. 53). 

Researchers, including Nuzzi et al. (2012) and Chapman (2005), have called for a 

major reexamination and restructuring of the role as a long-term solution.  In the shorter 

term, assuring supports for all principals, and especially for those new to their roles, 

appeared prudent, and in fact critical. 

Entering the Catholic School Principalship:  Unique Challenges 

Nuzzi et al. (2012) pursued a multi-year, mixed-methods study that asked over 

1700 Catholic elementary school principals what they needed to do their jobs better, and 

how they would describe the state of Catholic education today.  The researchers noted 

that in addition to the multiple responsibilities common with public and other private 

school principals, such as supervising instruction; hiring, managing and evaluating 

support staff; assuring safety; managing diverse programs such as athletics and fine arts; 

communicating effectively with internal and external stakeholders; and remaining 

informed by ever-changing national, state and local standards, laws and policies, Catholic 

school principals owned an additional critical dimension and responsibility:  the Catholic 

school’s religious purpose and mission, amounting to nothing less lofty and humbling 

than the sanctification of its stakeholders, students and parents alike (p. vii). 

 Study participants’ responses illuminated a set of general commonalities:  a hope-

filled, positive perception of Catholic education, an acknowledgement of the need for 

strong leadership at the site and at the arch/diocesan level, a need for better financial 

management and support, and a description of the overwhelming and challenging nature 

of the principal’s role (p. 50). 
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 Like other researchers, Rieckhoff (2014) acknowledged the complex, multi-

faceted and expanding responsibilities and challenges associated with the principalship in 

general, then presented Catholic leaders as fielding additional challenges.  Rieckhoff 

(2014) advocated a faith-based support and mentoring program for first and second year 

principals, highlighting the centrality of spiritual leadership and personal faith 

development as impacting role effectiveness, and thus underscoring the call for support 

towards success, especially in this dimension. 

Catholic Education in the United States 

 The history of Catholic schools on the North American continent began well 

before the Revolutionary War, with schools established in Florida and Louisiana in the 

seventeenth century (Kealey & Kealey, 2003).  Catholic schools faced and navigated 

social, political, financial, and pragmatic challenges throughout that long history, and 

significant challenges remain today (Hunt, 2000).  A brief overview of the historical and 

cultural developments that have impacted Catholic schools provides a necessary context 

for understanding Catholic school principals’ current challenges. 

 At the time the United States was founded, there was no clear distinction between 

public and private school, or, on the state level, between church and state (the First 

Amendment excluded the establishment of religion only on the federal level), and 

religious schools were public tax supported until about 1820 (Davis, 1997).  In the 1820s 

and 1830s, led by Horace Mann, the Common Schools movement aimed to establish tax-

supported public schools, with state standards for curricula and teachers, to teach morals, 

patriotism, democracy, and citizenship in a “common” non-sectarian way (Howe, 2007, 

as cited by Heft, 2011).  However, with a reliance on practices such as a daily devotion 
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from the King James Bible, the recitation of Protestant prayers, religious instruction from 

Protestant canons, and stories in the McGuffey reader degrading the Pope and clergy 

(Kealey & Kealey, 2003), this commonality did not include Catholicism. 

 In this environment, in the ensuing decades, an influx of Catholic immigrants—

mostly from Ireland and Germany—led to increased tensions and to overt persecution of 

Catholics.  A notable incident was the 1834 burning of an Ursuline convent near Boston, 

by an angry mob incited by Protestant preachers’ anti-Catholic sermons (Heft, 2011).  

Kealey and Kealey (2003) succinctly related the following account of another influential 

incident in 1859 involving a Catholic student at a common school in Boston, known as 

the Eliot School Rebellion (McGreevy, 2003). 

Thomas Wall…was called upon to recite the Ten Commandments.  He did so 

using the Catholic version of the Bible.  The teacher insisted that he recite them 

using the King James Version.  He refused to do this.  Ultimately, Wall was 

suspended from school.  The following day all the Irish children of Boston stayed 

home in protest.  Finally, Wall returned to school and was caned until he recited 

the commandments according to the King James Version.  Five months after this 

event the Massachusetts legislature passed a law stating the Catholic children 

could not be forced to recite the commandments using the Protestant formula. 

(p.86) 

The incident became national news, and served to deepen the divide.  Ultimately 

these conditions led several bishops to begin to advocate for a separate school system for 

Catholic School students (Kealey & Kealey, 2003).   
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In 1884, meeting for the Third Plenary Council of Baltimore, in the interest of 

providing an alternative to the common schools, towards serving the poor immigrant 

population, and, centrally, towards preserving the faith, Catholic bishops required each 

parish to establish its own school.  By a vote of 37 to 32, they stopped short, however, of 

requiring, under pain of sin, parents to send their children the Catholic school (Heft, 

2011).   

Though compliance was by no means universal, this mandate, along with the 

sustained support of most U.S. bishops, and many if not most Catholics, led Catholic 

schools to become the largest private education system in the country.  By 1900, 44 

percent of parishes had schools.  Between the 1920s and the 1960s Catholic schools 

expanded prolifically; by 1965, the peak of Catholic school enrollment, 65 percent of 

parishes supported schools, and there were 5.6 million students in attendance 

(Goldschmit and Walsh, 2011).  The schools thrived in no small part because of the 

enormous contribution of teaching religious—sisters and brothers belonging to a variety 

of orders, staffing the schools as teachers and administrators, at subsistence wages.  From 

the 1970s, their decline in numbers, and the impact of that on the financial model upon 

which the schools were organized, was arguably the largest of a “perfect storm” of 

factors that led to a precipitous decline, and to the challenges Catholic schools and their 

leaders must address today (Bauch, 2014).   

The Perfect Storm and Leaders’ Role in Weathering the Storm 

Catholic school principals’ challenges (shared by veteran and new principals 

alike) reside in the broader context of the challenges facing Catholic education today, as 

influenced by both historic events and present realities.  DeFiore (2011) framed an 
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amalgam of challenges in the ultimate context of Catholic schools’ financial viability, 

and examined developments over several decades in the interrelated areas of student 

enrollment, the number of teaching religious, school availability, and the giving rate of 

the laity.  DeFiore (2011) cited a tsunami-like multiple whammy of demographic and 

cultural shifts that would have hastened the demise of a less robust, less resilient, less 

mission-driven institution.  These include:  (1) an out-migration of middle-class Catholic 

school families to the suburbs, away from existing schools; (2) a profound decline in the 

number of teaching religious, necessitating an expensive shift to lay teachers and 

administrators; (3) a reduction in size, faith-resolve, trust, and rate of charitable giving of 

Catholic congregations; and (4) external threats in the form of expanded school choice, 

for instance from the advent of mission-driven charter schools on the public school front 

combined in recent decades, to present almost untenable challenges to the institution of 

Catholic schools in general.   

Notably as well, Dills and Hernandez-Julian (2012) tied publicity around the 

clergy sexual abuse scandals revealed in recent decades to Catholic schools’ decline.  The 

researchers documented a 14 percent decrease in the number of Catholic schools, and a 

seven percent decline in total enrollment, between 1990 and 2007. The study illuminated 

a relationship at the diocesan level between available funding for Catholic schools and 

the negative publicity around substantiated and unsubstantiated accusations of clergy 

sexual abuse.  The researchers found, in addition to direct damage from inappropriate and 

abusive behavior, that whether from decreased demand as parents lost enthusiasm for 

church attendance and school enrollment, or from dioceses’ decreased funding 

availability resulting from both the cost of resultant litigation and the reduced ability to 
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raise funds from their members, that fully five percent of that decline in Catholic schools 

in the United States could be directly linked to the scandals. 

 DeFiore, Convey & Schuttloffel (2009) identified Catholic schools as producing a 

unique set of outcomes that neither secular institutions or other Church programs could 

duplicate, including academic achievement outcomes that exceed other contexts, 

especially for the disadvantaged students that these schools serve, and increased 

later-life religious practice.  Despite these valuable outcomes, the researchers found 

troubling trends of increases in Catholic school closures, overall enrollment declines, and 

lack of access due to affordability and availability frustrating and preventing parents who 

wish to enroll their children in a Catholic school from doing so.  DeFiore et al. (2009) 

cited the demographic of declining numbers of school-aged children, weak leadership, 

weak Catholic identity, perceived or actual academic problems with curriculum or 

teachers, family financial circumstances, competition from strong public schools and 

charter schools, and a declining parental valuing of Catholic education as factors 

contributing to the enrollment decline and its related fiscal challenges.  

Governance  

 Within this historical context and current climate, the Catholic school principal, 

unlike his or her secular colleagues, functions astride two worlds of governance:  civil 

law and canon law (Cerullo, 2011).  Miletello, Schimmel and Eberwein (2009) asserted 

principals must be legally literate in secular areas such as teacher and student rights, even 

while uncovering that most were uninformed or misinformed about school law issues 

(p.27).  And, as already discussed, Schuttloffel (2003) uncovered a lack of theological 

preparation while also emphasizing its importance.  Likewise, Catholic school principals 
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straddle organizational structures, functioning within the organizational hierarchy and 

authority structure of the Catholic church, the state legal framework regulating and 

organizing private schools, and the organizational structure of the individual school and 

parish.  

 Goldschmidt and Walsh (2011) identified nine current models of Catholic school 

organization, including private, independently governed schools, and diocesan schools, 

owned by the bishop and managed by the superintendent of schools.  However, the 

authors pointed out that the most common structure remains that of the parish school (p. 

14).  In this structure, which is the structure common to the schools participating in the 

present dissertation study, the parish pastor holds authority over property, operations, and 

personnel, hiring and firing the principal in consultation with a school advisory board.  

The superintendent and diocesan staff technically serve in only an advisory capacity to 

the pastor.  In practice, the relationship may be more complex, as the pastor and 

superintendent both remain accountable to the bishop; this relationship is illustrated in 

Figure 1, which generically shows a typical parish school organizational chart illustrating 

the structure Goldschmidt and Walsh (2011) described.  Navigating the structure 

successfully is inherent in the principal’s role. 
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Figure 1 

Sample Parish School Organizational Chart 

 

 

 Ultimately, all of these challenges and their potential solutions are tied to 
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school.  DeFiore et al. (2009) and the other researchers cited above acknowledged the 

overwhelming weight of the principal’s job, and particularly that with the combined 

responsibilities of spiritual leadership, mission focus, Catholic identity and myriad 

managerial functions, many principals may find the demands too steep.   

Catholic Teacher Induction as a Comparison 

 The literature indicated that school superintendent induction tends to be 

essentially self-directed (Callan & Levinson, 2011), and principal induction varied along 
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most schools employ some form of intentional teacher induction.  By extension, research 

gleanings informing successful teacher induction practices may serve to inform leader 

induction as well. 

 Teacher induction represents a mature field of research.  Wang, Odell & Schwille 

(2008) performed a comprehensive literature review that described various approaches to 

teacher induction, including general orientation, assigned mentors, content-focused 

activities, and lesson-based observations followed by conversations with supervisors, 

mentors, and/or peers.  These reviewers acknowledged a comprehensive body of research 

addressing novice teacher perception of comfort level, but identified a need for further 

research in terms of measurable induction program impact on teacher effectiveness and 

student achievement.  This finding paralleled a limitation of the present dissertation in 

practice study, which focused exclusively on new principal perception, as well. 

 Research on teacher induction indicates that intentionality matters.  In a Catholic 

context, Guarino, Santibanez, & Daley (2006) found that novice teachers who 

experienced formal induction programs as opposed to less formal approaches showed 

increased retention rates, higher school community participation, and better 

understanding of Catholic mission.  

 Brock & Chatlain (2008) found that while induction programs in Catholic schools 

were markedly uneven and varied in terms of comprehensiveness and delivery approach, 

the intended outcomes were similar:  orienting new teachers to the mission and values of 

Catholic education, improving the quality of teacher performance, and improving 

retention of new teachers.  This research identified mentor programs as particularly 

prominent and important.  Constraints to program improvement, identified by participant 
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superintendents, included time, money, number of schools served and distance between 

schools served.   

 Brock & Chatlain (2008) advocated a framework to serve as a guide in creating 

Catholic school induction programs, using the Catholic dimension as a foundation, 

tailoring the program via input from arch/diocesan personnel, site leaders and teachers, 

and, critically, providing training for principals. 

 Finally, relevant in a Catholic context as Pope Francis (2015) reminded American 

Catholics, “joy springs from a grateful heart,” the importance of gratitude was supported 

by Howells and Cummings (2012) in an exploratory pilot study.  The researchers found 

pre-service teachers to report improved relationships, better well-being, and, importantly, 

improved teaching outcomes when they consciously applied gratitude during a practicum 

experience.  The researchers noted their findings aligned with wider empirical work on 

the subject, and called for further research on the role of gratitude in educational contexts. 

 Positive and successful aspects of teacher preparation programs may transfer well 

to formal principal induction.  An exploration of research addressing some of these 

practices follows. 

Promising Practices 

 The literature painted a daunting picture of new Catholic school principals’ 

challenges.  However, in the realm of topics such as new teacher induction, leader 

induction, leader pre-service preparation, and district (or diocesan) principal supports, 

practices with promise to support new principal competence and confidence began to 

emerge.  These practices included various forms of mentoring, peer collaboration, and 

finding ways to sustain a positive focus and sense of gratitude. 
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Mentoring 

 “Mentoring” is support from an experienced colleague, helping someone new to a 

position or system perform at a high level (Villani,2006).  Levine (2005) identified lack 

of quality practical field experience with mentors, and mentoring in general, as a 

deficiency in typical new principal preparation programs.  The concept of new principal 

mentoring has gained a great deal of support in the past decade.  By 2007, Spiro, Mattis, 

and Mitgang (2007) reported that about half of the nation’s states required some form of 

mentoring for new administrators, in contrast to almost none in 2000.  Unfortunately, too 

many of these experiences amounted to nothing more valuable than “pointing an aspiring 

principal to a vacant desk and loading him or her up with busywork and bus duty” 

(Bottoms, Fry, Gray, & O’Neill, 2007, p. 11).   

 For mentoring practices to have value, they must have quality.  Villani (2006) 

stressed that mentors needed to be experienced and effective leaders, and further needed 

to be trained and coached in an ongoing way, to promote mentees’ self-reflection and 

improving performance.  Without training and support, the researcher warned, mentors 

are apt to function merely as “buddies,” who introduce and support the new principal in 

the community, listen, help problem-solve, and offer support when they think of it.  

Further, assuring sheltered time for this collegial work is critical to mentoring success.  

While not all good administrators make good mentors, with adequate preparation, 

coaching and support, rewards for the mentor include professional growth, new skill 

development, self-reflection on professional practice, enhanced professional reputation, 

and personal satisfaction (Villani, 2006, Spiro et al., 2007).  In further detail, Villani 

(2006) cited Parkey, Currie, Gaylon and Rhodes’ (1992) stage-theory based principal 
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socialization hierarchy as a valid construct to guide a successful approach to mentoring, 

describing five progressive stages.  The survival stage has the insecure new principal 

sorting things out, experiencing shock, and exhibiting a tendency to overreact.  The 

control stage has the new principal setting priorities, getting on top of things, and 

experiencing behaviors as being legitimized by positional power rather than personal 

power; the stability stage has the principal functioning effectively and efficiently, 

facilitating change and holding “veteran” status; the educational leadership stage allows 

for a focus on curriculum and instruction, with confirmation from external sources and 

behaviors now legitimized by personal (e.g., expert) power; and finally the actualization 

stage, embodies confirmation from within and a focus on attaining personal vision—

creating culture.  Villiani (2006) posited these different stages demand different 

approaches to support and mentorship, with a key early goal being moving the novice 

administrator through the first two stages quickly, and then to change tack to help them 

stretch and expand their scope beyond day-to-day management (p. 18).   

 Spiro et al. (2007) echoed the importance of high quality training for mentors, and 

added four additional guidelines, based on literature review, expert interviews in and 

outside of the field of education, participant interviews, and site-based study.  First, 

systems (states, districts, or in the case of parochial schools, the diocese) requiring 

mentoring should monitor and gather meaningful information about its efficacy.  Second, 

mentoring should continue for at least a year and preferably two.  Third, system funding 

for the mentoring must be sufficient to cover training, and stipends that reflect both the 

importance of the task and the time it takes.  Finally, mentoring should be focused on 

fostering leaders who (1) put learning first and rally their school communities around that 
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goal, (2) see when fundamental change is needed to make better teaching and learning 

happen, and (3) keep the needs of all children front and center, and are not afraid to 

confront opposition to change when necessary (pp. 8-9). 

 In the Catholic school context, mentor supports must extend to the added 

dimensions of business management and faith leadership.  Following Ciriello (1998), 

Rieckhoff (2014) divided the principalship into three areas of leadership—educational 

leadership, spiritual/faith leadership, and managerial leadership; while identifying a need 

for mentoring support in each of these areas, the researcher saw the faith leadership as 

central, and further stressed that mentoring and coaching should be embedded in 

education and preparation, and should continue throughout the principal’s career (p.51). 

 Thus, the literature supports principal mentoring as a promising induction 

practice, in both the secular and Catholic context.  However, research indicates that 

mentoring programs must be intentional, and mentors must receive support, in order to be 

successful. 

Collaborative Reflection / Peer Cohort Support / Community of Practice 

 A simple Internet search quickly yields scores of sources describing the 

principal’s role in creating and supporting professional learning communities (DuFour & 

Eaker, 1998), communities of practice (Wenger, 1998), or other structures that assure 

collegiality, community, and shared practice in their schools.  Interestingly, the literature 

is quieter with respect to the importance of similar structures for the principals 

themselves.  However, more than intuition supports the idea that principals, and 

especially novice principals, benefit from peer collaboration as a means of growth, stress 

control, and finding joy in their work.   
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 For example, towards avoiding burnout, Brock and Grady (2002) advocated 

principals’ developing networks of support that include colleagues in the field. The 

authors pointed out the isolation in the school administrator’s role, and also encouraged 

including trustworthy school staff and outside social contacts in a support network (pp. 

65-66).  

 In their mixed-methods study, Bengston, Airola, Peer, and Davis (2012) found a 

peer learning support program that employed collegial inquiry, or peer collaborative 

reflection, to be connected to the effective development of school leaders.  Darling-

Hammond, LaPoint, Meyerson, Orr & Cohen (2007) stated that, among other similarities, 

exemplary pre-service programs shared the common feature of providing social and 

professional support through a cohort structure, and that exemplary in-service programs 

likewise commonly featured peer networks that offered communities of practice and 

support for problem solving.  Further, the researchers found that principals who 

participated in these programs displayed more positive beliefs and more successful 

leadership outcomes than comparison principals. 

 Likewise, Sutcher, Podolsky, and Espinoza (2017) found both pre- and in-service 

programs to show benefits from cohort, or peer-network structure. The researches stated 

that in multiple studies, the use of cohort structure in pre-service programs increased the 

likelihood that candidates persisted to completion, that they reported they were better 

prepared, and that they were more likely to “develop skills in conflict resolution, 

information processing, and, not surprisingly, cooperation” (p. 6).  Further, they found 

that these cohorts tended to persist into the principals’ careers as peer support networks.  

Such networks, whether initiated during pre-service, or at a later time, displayed key 
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traits like possessing a commitment to students’ needs, having a regular time for meeting, 

utilizing user-friendly data, and willingness to share authority.  These networks then 

allowed principals to “share best practices, develop a shared orientation toward 

instruction, and problem solve through mutual, interactive, and self-initiated learning” (p. 

6).  

 Hence, in addition to the somewhat related concept of mentoring, the literature 

supports assuring access to peer supports, in the form of cohorts, or communities of 

practice as an induction support for novice principals.  Lacking this, at the very least, 

encouragement towards peer cooperation and collaboration—even informally—

represents a promising practice. 

Gratitude and Optimism 

 The rhyming aphorism “keep an attitude of gratitude,” sometimes attributed to the 

iconic motivational speaker Zig Ziglar (Hitzges, 2010), is, while clichéd, nonetheless 

appropriate advice for a leader, especially one representing Catholicism.  An emerging 

body of research supports the notion that fostering a sense of gratitude can represent a 

tool for leadership success. 

 Fredrickson (2004) operationalized the concept of gratitude as the emotion arising 

when “an individual (beneficiary) perceives that another person (benefactor) or source 

(e.g., God, luck, fate) has intentionally acted to improve the beneficiary’s well-being” (p. 

150). The researcher cited Lazarus and Lazarus (1994) in further noting that it requires 

the capacity to empathize, because the beneficiary must recognize and appreciate that the 

benefactor has expended effort in altruism.  Fredrickson (2004) included gratitude in the 

broaden-and-build theory of positive emotions, postulating that the experience of 
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gratitude, like the more researched emotions of joy and contentment, “broadens people’s 

modes of thinking, which in turn builds their enduring personal and social resources” (p. 

159).  Resultantly, it has transformational capacity on the individual, organizational, and 

community levels.  Fredrickson’s (2004) observations also align, then with Luthans et 

al.’s (2008) idea of psychological capital, and its impact on performance, discussed 

earlier. 

 Conversely, Howells (2013) advocated viewing gratitude as a practice rather than 

an emotion, and exemplified showing gratitude (as opposed to feeling gratitude) as 

helping school leaders build relationships, community, and trust.  If nothing else, 

practicing gratitude could improve the emotional and physical health of new leaders.  

Emmons (2007) showed regular grateful thinking increased happiness by as much as 25 

percent, while keeping a gratitude journal for as little as three weeks resulted in better 

sleep and more energy. 

 Fredrickson (2004) called for more rigorous research on the topic in general, and 

Howells (2013) did likewise in the context of schools and school leadership.  Also 

encouraging future research, Luthans, Youssef, and Avolio (2007) found gratitude, along 

with forgiveness, to be a strong candidate for inclusion in the psychological capital 

(PsyCap) construct, which was tied to enhanced performance as mentioned earlier in this 

review.  The current research seemed to indicate that practicing, and expressing, 

gratitude, amounted to a beneficial practice.  

Summary 

 While rewarding, critically important, and meaningful, the principalship is a 

difficult, multi-faceted, often stressful job presenting challenges that can be 
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overwhelming especially to new principals, or principals new to a school or context.  

Principal induction practices and programs vary widely among schools and districts, 

ranging from an essential sink or swim, self-directed approach, to comprehensive formal 

year-long mentorship relationships.  Research supports the effectiveness, in terms of 

increasing comfort, or confidence, and increasing efficacy, or competence, of a 

framework-driven, intentional, and formal approach, with mentoring, peer supports, and 

assuring a strong faith component, or fostering an “attitude of gratitude,” emerging as 

promising induction support practices. 

In Catholic schools, the responsibilities of spiritual leadership and entrepreneurial 

leadership in terms of enrollment management, marketing and development add 

significantly to the challenges new principals face.  Informed by Catholic schools’ recent 

history, an analysis of the unique challenges they face, and also by the research on 

Catholic school teacher induction, the imperative is for strong and comprehensive 

principal induction programs that support the further development of that widely varied 

skill set as well as a personal resilience in the face of challenge and adversity. 

This review of the literature indicated a need for further study in the field of 

principal induction, especially within the specialized context of Catholic education.  As 

such, there is potential value in exploring a specific cohort of new principals’ experiences 

with, perceptions of, and reactions to arch/diocesan induction practices and supports, 

towards expanding the knowledge base.  Ideally, the study deepens understanding of the 

phenomenon of Catholic school principal induction, and the resultant recommendations 

encourage the continued development and employment of the most promising practices, 

in support of principal success and retention in general. 
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 
 

Introduction 

This dissertation in practice employed a qualitative research design, specifically, 

an interview-based, grounded theory approach.  The purpose of the study was to discover 

and describe what induction practices new Catholic elementary school principals find to 

best promote their competence and confidence, in a geographically large archdiocese in 

the Western United States.  The subject archdiocese experienced a high level of principal 

turnover, with the 2014-15 and 2015-16 school years each seeing 20% of its schools led 

by neophyte principals.  Thus, the need to support these leaders’ onboarding effectively, 

as well as a desire to minimize future turnover, made it an appropriate setting for the 

study. 

More broadly, applicant shortage, attrition and burnout represent real concerns 

with the school principal position, and the position’s demands and stresses, especially 

within the Catholic school context, can impact new principals’ confidence, competence, 

efficacy and longevity (Chapman, 2005; Nuzzi, et. al, 2012).  As diocesan induction 

practices have potential to heighten new principals’ self-perceived competence and 

confidence, and by extension, their efficacy and ultimately their impact on student 

achievement (Wilhelm, 2011), this qualitative study of induction practice effectiveness 

added to the field’s general knowledge base, and informed refinement of arch/diocesan 

practice with best-practice recommendations. 
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Research Question 

This dissertation in practice centered on the research question:  What diocesan 

induction practices do new Catholic elementary school principals find to best promote 

their competence and confidence? 

Research Design 

 This study used a grounded theory research design.  The researcher gathered data 

on the phenomenon of Catholic elementary school principal induction, and identified 

effective practices via analysis of semi-structured, in-person interviews.  The interviews 

were transcribed, coded and analyzed to identify emergent trends describing the essence 

of new Catholic school principals’ experience of arch/diocesan induction practices and 

supports.  A broader and related intention was to capture a sense of structure, meaning, 

and essence of the participants’ common experience (Christiansen, Johnson & Turner, 

2010; Moustakas, 1994). Grounded in the narrative of the interviews, theory with respect 

to promising/best practices emerged (Corbin & Strauss, 2015) and informed ensuing 

recommendations for future practice.  Thus, the methodology arguably extended beyond 

the phenomenological, to represent a grounded theory approach. 

 A qualitative, grounded theory approach served as a valid and congruent 

methodology for this study.  It served to describe and analyze new Catholic school 

principals’ experiences with and perceptions of induction practices.  This inductive 

approach was well suited to answer the posited research question, as well as to support 

the dissertation in practice’s aim to produce a usable set of recommendations for the 

subject and likely other arch/dioceses’ refinement of new principal induction programs 

and practices. 
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Participants and Recruitment 

 The population under study comprised parochial Catholic elementary school 

principals new to their positions, who were supported and served by an arch/diocesan 

schools department.  The potential subject pool included first, second- and third- year 

principals in one selected arch/diocese.  At the time of the study, there were three 

remaining elementary school principals of the cohort that began in 2014-15, and five 

remaining from the cohort that began in 2015-16.  Additionally, the researcher had 

contact information available for one of the 2014-15 cohort new principals who had left 

the archdiocese.  The researcher obtained permission from the superintendent of the 

subject archdiocese’s schools department to conduct the study, contact participants, and 

perform and analyze interviews (see Appendix A).  Initially, via a formal email letter, the 

researcher invited each of these nine potential subjects to participate in an individual, 

semi-structured interview.  The invitation appears in Appendix B.  Thus, participants 

were purposefully selected (Creswell, 2014, p. 189). 

Data Collection Tools and Procedures 

 Data was collected via audiotaped interviews between January 27 and April 3, 

2017.  The interviews were conducted in person, in each case in a private space (typically 

the principal’s office) at the participant’s current school site.  A digital recording device 

captured the audio.  The interview protocol, adapted with permission from Brock 

(personal communication, 2015) employed a semi-structured format, including a three-

part word sorting exercise aimed at aiding recall of emotions experienced at various times 

during the principal’s first year, as well as a set of open-ended free response questions.  

Conversationally, the interviewer collected and recorded participant demographic data, 
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such as age, gender, educational background and prior leadership experience, as well as 

general information about the participant’s school setting (rural, urban, suburban), size, 

and dominant demographic served.  The interviews then moved to a word-sort exercise 

encouraging reflection on emotions and experiences participants recalled from their 

induction at the beginning of the school year, at mid-year, and at the end of the year.  

Three times, once for each of those time periods, participants were instructed to select 

words from a deck, each card containing a word describing an emotion or feeling, such as 

anxious, proud, thankful, distrusting, helpless, or triumphant.  Subjects were asked to 

select, and to talk about the words which best described their feelings, describing the 

events and experiences which elicited the emotions.  The interviewer placed no 

constraints on number of words selected, time-frame, or method for selecting the words, 

but did record the words chosen at each iteration.  The interviewer continued with follow-

up questions and encouragement prompts, and finally moved on to direct questions from 

the protocol, such as, “What gave you the most satisfaction/joy during your first year?” 

and conversely, “What was the greatest disappointment or challenge you experienced?”   

The format of the questioning structure, and the number of questions, was consistent with 

Miles and Hubarman’s (1994) limit of no more than a dozen qualitative questions, as 

described by Creswell (2014).  The complete interview protocol appears in Appendix C.  

Interviews lasted between 27 and 57 minutes and each produced 7 to 12 pages of single-

spaced transcribed text. 

Towards trustworthiness, with an inductive approach, this open-ended and 

informal semi-structured interview format was suited to the collection of rich description 

and consistent with grounded theory methodology (Corbin & Strauss, 2014; Charmaz, 
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2014).  At the same time, the guiding questions served to continually refocus the 

conversation on the topic under study.  Brock (personal communication, 2015) developed 

and used a very similar instrument in research on Catholic school teacher induction.  The 

protocol for this study was adapted from that one; this researcher as a result deemed a 

field test unnecessary.  During the interviews, the researcher used the protocol as a guide, 

but in light of the grounded theory approach employed flexibility by asking probing or 

clarification questions when appropriate (Corbin & Strauss, 2015). 

Following each interview, the researcher transcribed the recorded session using a 

clean verbatim process as described by Guest, Namey, and Mitchell (2013), and later a 

member-checking process of sharing the transcriptions with participants for verification.  

Each participant was invited to review a copy of the transcript of their interview and 

approve or offer corrections.  Two participants declined to review but gave permission to 

use the transcripts without additional review; other participants responded that the 

transcripts were correct and offered no amendments.   

Additionally, demographic data and word-sort selections (e.g., feeling descriptor 

words chosen to describe the beginning of the school year, Christmas break, and the end 

of the school year) were recorded in spreadsheet form.  As advocated by Ortlipp (2008), 

the researcher kept a first-person reflective journal as a means of acknowledging, 

interpreting, and controlling for personal bias during the interview, transcription and 

coding process.   

Data Analysis Procedure 

The researcher also concurrently pursued an iterative coding process as advocated 

by Corbin and Strauss (2015), maintaining a degree of flexibility and openness along 
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with a tolerance for ambiguity.  Initially, the researcher read each transcript broadly and 

globally, making general notes and memoranda, using a simple word processor 

highlighting and commenting features.  Secondly, the transcripts were uploaded into the 

Dedoose (2017) qualitative and mixed methods analysis tool, and subjected to a line-by-

line microanalysis.  The resultant codes were exported and also analyzed; axial coding 

produced a smaller number of overarching categories.  Each transcript was then re-coded, 

and the codes further refined.  Finally, a construct emerged and individual excerpts were 

again considered, and analyzed in light of that structure.  Ultimately, excerpts were 

considered in support of the emergent grounded theory describing effective central 

system supports toward confidence and competence of new principals in the subject 

archdiocese. 

Ethical Considerations 

 Primary ethical concerns involved assuring the privacy and confidentiality of 

participants, as well as of archdiocesan leadership.  In transcriptions, as well as in 

discussion within this dissertation, androgynous pseudonyms were used for participants, 

and personally identifiable information was redacted. The researcher proceeded with the 

knowledge and permission of archdiocesan leadership; the Letter of Agreement appears 

in Appendix A.  Towards assuring participant privacy, recordings, transcriptions, and 

other data were stored on the researcher’s password-protected personal computer, and 

backed up on USB media kept in a locked drawer.  Redacted versions of the transcripts 

were uploaded to the Dedoose (2017) research tool, and were also password protected 

and encrypted, with the researcher maintaining sole access. 
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Additionally, the researcher was cognizant of limitations and potential bias as a 

member of the research cohort.  Creswell pointed out the danger of “going native” (2014, 

p.99) in the analysis of data, and siding with the participants.  Bracketing (Creswell, 

2012) through self-awareness and intentionality to assure objective interpretation, a 

process of member checking, a practice of keeping a research journal and a process of 

collaborative review for validity before publication has been employed towards 

mitigating this concern. 

The research on individual/group perceptions, beliefs and practices, gathered 

through interview, in a professional setting, qualified categorically for exempted review 

by Creighton’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) under 45 CFR 46 101 B 2/3 (IRB 

communication, Appendix D).  Subjects were not substantially at risk of liability or 

damage to financial standing, employability or reputation based on their responses, and 

further, were not reasonably at risk of being identified outside of the research.  

Creighton’s IRB provided for use of IRB.net as a web-based system expediting 

submission, review, and communication (Creighton University, Research Services, 

2016).  Board approval of the project via exempt status was granted on December 15, 

2016, after review of the research plan and protocol.  The exemption letter appears in 

Appendix D. 

Summary 

 This chapter outlined the research methodology employed by this dissertation in 

practice as a qualitative, inductive inquiry into the experience of new Catholic elementary 

school principals in a geographically large, Western U.S. archdiocese.  With an aim of 

uncovering promising archdiocesan induction practices that support new principal 
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competence and confidence in this context, a grounded theory approach as described by 

Corbin & Strauss (2015) was used.  An interview protocol guided data collection in the 

form of transcribed audiotaped interviews from a purposefully selected set of 

participants.  The researcher concurrently and subsequently performed multiple iterations 

of coding and analysis for emergent themes and an identification of promising induction 

practices. Ethical considerations included assuring privacy and confidentiality as 

appropriate, and mitigating researcher bias stemming from membership in the subject 

cohort.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS 

Introduction 

 Challenges faced by Catholic schools in the present educational, societal and 

ecclesiastical climate, and challenges faced by principals both within and outside of the 

Catholic schools context contribute to a high rate of principal turnover.   Additionally, 

these challenges predicate the imperative for the arch/diocese to provide strong new 

principal supports as part of a comprehensive induction program.  This dissertation in 

practice addressed the problem of ensuring that diocesan induction actions and ongoing 

practices lend support to new Catholic school principals’ success, especially in terms of 

instilling a sense of competence and confidence in the new role.  Thus, the question, 

“What diocesan induction practices do new Catholic elementary school principals find to 

best promote their competence and confidence?” served to define and guide the research.   

Purpose of the Study 

This grounded theory dissertation in practice study’s purpose was to discover and 

describe what induction practices new Catholic elementary school principals found to 

best promote their competence and confidence, in a geographically large archdiocese in 

the Western United States.  A qualitative approach was best suited to allow the researcher 

to discover promising practices as described by members of the subject group, first year 

principals in the subject archdiocese. 

Aim of the Study 

This dissertation in practice study aimed to produce a set of recommendations of 

strategies and practices for effective elementary school principal induction in a 

geographically diverse archdiocese’s Department of Catholic Schools, in support of 
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competent and confident parochial school site leaders.  Description of the resulting 

recommendations and discussion about their potential implementation appear in Chapter 

Five. 

Participant and Subject School Demographic Information  

 The available total pool of principals who had begun serving the subject 

archdiocese in the fall of 2014 or the fall of 2015, and who remained in the archdiocese in 

the spring of 2017 when the interviews took place, constituted eight individuals; a ninth 

available subject, who served beginning in 2014 but who was no longer in the 

archdiocese, was also known and available to the researcher.  The researcher invited 

these nine individuals to participate, and six chose to do so.  Thus, the six participants in 

this study represented a substantial base, purposefully selected in consideration of the 

setting, actors, events, and process (Miles & Huberman, 1994) under study.  The 

researcher conducted three initial interviews, and began analysis and coding of these 

concurrent with the ensuing interviews over the course of a number of weeks.  

Significantly, the researcher saw saturation (Charmez, 2014) to occur by the fourth 

interview, with consistent themes displayed; the sixth interview therefore served as the 

final one for this study. 

 Conversationally in the interviews, and by consulting subject archdiocesan 

statistics in internal documents ([Subject Archdiocese], 2016a), the researcher gathered 

demographic data about the participants and subject schools.  Because of the small n, this 

descriptor information appears here in aggregate, instead of as individual profiles, in 

order to protect the privacy of the principals participating.  Towards assuring accurate 
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analysis of participant statements within context, the researcher also gathered overall 

subject archdiocese information and calculated averages from that total population.   

 Five of the six, or about 83 percent of participants were female; this balance 

aligns reasonably with the national statistic reported by Bitterman et al. (2013), showing 

75 percent of Catholic elementary school principals as female.  The average principal in 

the participant sample reported about 20 years of experience in education, with two 

individuals having spent well over 30 years in the profession.  One participant was 

considered a new principal, in being new to the archdiocese, but had previously served 

for eight years as a Catholic school principal in another diocese:  this individual’s 

perspectives in comparing contrasting supports received earlier provided additional rich 

insight and commentary to the study.  The participant still vividly recalled and described 

experiences and impressions from first year in the profession, as well as first year in the 

subject diocese.  The participants described a variety of preparation experiences and 

personal school backgrounds; all had attained a master’s degree, but only half held a 

current state license at the time of hire.  Only one had completed a Catholic principal 

preparation program.  Participant information appears in Table 1. 
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Table 1. 

Participant Information 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

The schools the participating new principals served in the archdiocese are referenced here 

as subject schools.  Subject school demographics, again presented in aggregate, appear in 

Table 2.  Following that, archdiocese-wide information appears in Table 3, for context.  

Most of the schools were mid-sized, ranging between 200 and 300 students—well 

representative of the subject archdiocese’s average elementary school size of 228.  

Likewise, setting (urban / inner-city, suburban, rural) in the subject schools mirrored the 

overall archdiocese, the majority being distributed almost equally between urban and 

suburban, with limited rural representation.  Moreover, the distribution of other data—

   

Characteristic Number of Participants 
n = 6 

Percentage 

Gender   
     Male 1 16.6 
     Female 5 83.3 
   
Years in Education   
     6 – 10 1 16.6 
     11 – 15 1 16.6 
     16 – 20 1 16.6 
     21 – 25 1 16.6 
     26 – 30 0 0 
     More than 30 2 33.3 
   
Attended Catholic School 3 50 
Highest Degree = Masters 6 100 
Catholic Preparation Program 1 16.6 
Holds State Admin License 3 50 
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minority, Catholicity, and tuition information—showed congruence between the subject 

schools and the overall archdiocesan averages.  Thus, on the whole the subject schools 

were representative, in terms of demographic statistics, of the archdiocese in general.   

 

Table 2 

Subject School Demographic Information 

 
Characteristic Number of Schools 

n = 6 
Percentage 

Size (Student Population)   
     50 – 100  1 16.6 
     101 – 200  0 0 
     200 – 300  5 83.3 
   
Setting   
     Urban / Inner-city 3 50 
     Suburban 3 50 
     Rural 0 0 
   
Diversity (Percentage Minority)*   
     Less than 10 % 2 33.3 
     11 – 20 % 2 33.3 
     21 – 30 % 0 0 
     31-40 % 1 16.6 
     41-50 % 1 16.6 
* identified as Black, Asian, Native American, Native Hawaiian/Pacific 
Islander, or Multiracial. 
   
Percentage Hispanic / Latino   
     0 – 5 % 3 50 
     6 – 10 % 1 16.6 
     11 – 15 % 1 16.6 
     15 – 20 % 1 16.6 
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Table 3 presents overall subject archdiocese schools information.  The table references 

data as reported by the Department of Catholic Schools, for the 2016 school year 

([Subject Archdiocese], 2016a). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Percentage Catholic   
     50 – 60 % 1 16.6 
     61 – 70 % 1 16.6 
     71 – 80 % 1 16.6 
     81 – 90 % 3 50 
     More than 90 % 0 0 
   
 
Tuition* in dollars 

  

     4000 - 5000 1 16.6 
     5001 - 6000 1 16.6 
     6001 – 7000 3 50 
     7000 – 8000 1 16.6 
*tuition rate for one child, non-Catholic rate (Catholic 
students pay a somewhat lower rate at many schools) 
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Table 3 

Subject Archdiocese Schools Information 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  
Number of Schools 
     Elementary Schools  40 
     High Schools  10 
  
Elementary School Size (Student Population)  
     Largest 520 
     Smallest 64 
     Average 228 
  
Elementary School Setting  
     Urban / Inner-city 16 
     Suburban 17 
     Rural 7 
  
Elementary School Diversity  
     Highest Percentage Minority Students 52 % 
     Lowest Percentage Minority Students 2 % 
     Average Percentage Minority Students 21 % 
     Average Percentage Hispanic / Latino Students 11 % 
       
Percentage Catholic  
     Highest 91 % 
     Lowest 42 % 
     Average 77 % 
  
Elementary School Tuition*  
     Highest 9700 
     Lowest 4300 
     Average 6200 
* One child non-Catholic; Rounded to nearest $100  
  
Number of Schools with 1st Year Principals  
     2014-15 8  (20%) 
     2015-16 8  (20%) 
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The researcher linked school and individual demographic descriptors to individual 

participants.  However, each subject’s transcription excerpts received a pseudonym to be 

used when relating specific quotations:  Ashley, Bernie, Casey, Dana, Evelyn, and Fay.  

Their lived induction experiences, as described in the interviews, informed the 

development of a grounded theory describing recommendations for future practice in a 

large Western archdiocese. 

Researcher’s Approach to Data Analysis and Theory Development 

 The present study presented some ambiguity of classification, aligning aptly with 

Moustakas’ (1994) definition of phenomenological research, in that it sought to 

understand the lived experience of new principals in the subject archdiocese.  However, 

in addressing the aim of producing recommendations for future practice, a theory was 

anticipated to, and did eventually, emerge—thus, Corbin and Strauss’ (2015) grounded 

theory methodology guided the researcher’s process.  Grounded theory methodology 

involves observing the phenomenon under study—in this case the general experience of 

new principals in the subject archdiocese, and their specific experience around 

centralized supports—and, in an iterative process of describing, conceptually ordering, 

and theorizing, constructing an integrated explanatory scheme (Corbin & Strauss, 

2015)—in this case a conceptual framework, and ultimately a set of recommendations for 

ongoing practice.   

Discussion of Experienced Emotions and Their Timeframe 

 While the researcher’s primary intention for using an emotion-word-sorting 

exercise as a component of the interview protocol, was to help participants recall, and to 

evoke more vivid memories (Reisberg & Hartel, 2004) for discussion, data from the word 
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sorts nonetheless lent itself to cautious quantification, and also offered insights in that 

respect.  Without moving to a genuine mixed-methods methodology, the researcher found 

information taken from the word-sort segment of the semi-structured interviews to meet 

Morse’s (2012, p. 199) conditions for compatibility with counting—participants were 

asked the same questions, the data could fit into a matrix configuration, the sample was 

representative of the phenomenon and arguably representative of the whole population, as 

discussed above.  Including this more quantitative data, which represents more than 

simple descriptor data, for depth of context, and as an aid in analyzing and coding 

interview excerpts, fits with Corbin and Strauss’ (2015, p.306) intent that their 

methodology be applied flexibly and creatively to researchers’ own materials. This data 

appears in Figures 2 and 3, below.  Words presented in italics were not part of the word 

sort as presented, but added by participants during the word sort, as they indicated that 

the word describing the feeling they remembered experiencing was not present.  Analysis 

of the thus quantified data, the frequency of both positive and negative emotion words 

associated with participants’ memories of the fall (denoted “F” in the figures), winter 

(W), and spring (S) of first year experiences, provided illumination.   

 For example, the most frequently selected word, overall, was “grateful.”  This 

selection proclivity reinforced the principals’ frequent reference, in the less structured 

portions of the interviews, to feelings of gratitude—to others for support and assistance, 

for having a job aligned with their faith, or for simply having made it through the year.  

Especially when taken with the related word, “thankful,” which subjects also frequently 

chose, the notable recurrence of this selection shows these novice principals frequently 
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employing a grateful mindset.  Further, the count validated a recurring shared perception, 

“gratitude in role,” discussed later in this chapter. 

 Likewise, when grouped, the three words generally expressing optimism—

optimistic, hopeful, and confident—matched, even slightly exceeded, the two gratitude 

words in frequency of selection.  Again, this finding validated a perception – expressed 

optimism looking ahead, which occurred frequently in coding the transcribed interviews.

 The two most frequently selected negative-associated words were “anxious,” and 

“fearful.”  These selections again reinforced participants’ comments during the 

interviews, and the perception, “fear of the unknown,” which emerged during axial and 

selective coding. 
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Figure 2 

Positive Word Frequency Analysis 
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Figure 3 

Negative Word Frequency Analysis 

 

  

 The quantified look at word selection also illuminated two other striking 

phenomena:  the general sense of positivity displayed by the novice principals, and a 
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“winter slump,” or diminishment of that positivity that occurred mid-year, at least to 

some extent, for each interviewee.  Table 4 illustrates the trend. 

 

Table 4 

Positive and Negative Words Chosen and Percentage Positive 

 

# Positive # Negative % Positive 
% 

Positive  
F W S F W S F W S Overall 

Ashley 18 9 9 5 7 4 78% 56% 69% 69% 
Bernie 14 13 11 6 6 5 70% 68% 69% 69% 
Casey 5 2 4 3 3 1 63% 40% 80% 61% 
Dana 5 2 5 6 4 3 45% 33% 63% 48% 
Evelyn 8 5 4 0 0 0 100% 100% 100% 100% 
Fay 5 7 10 3 5 4 63% 58% 71% 65% 
Aggregate 55 38 43 23 25 17 71% 60% 72% 68% 

 

 

 First, five of the six principals chose a significantly higher number of positively 

associated words than negative words, in the combined three word sorts, describing their 

first year.  The sixth chose more negatively-associated words, but only by a small margin.  

In aggregate, 68 percent of the descriptive words chosen in all the interviews, were 

positive—even as the principals described sometimes overwhelming frustrations and 

challenges.  Also in aggregate, though every presented positive word was selected at least 

once, eight of the negative words failed to appear even once. For instance, considering 

the year from fall through spring, not a single principal in the study reported having ever 

felt sad.  This optimistic proclivity among these new leaders warrants note, especially in 

light of the well-researched psychological phenomenon of negativity bias which 
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postulates the bad is more impactful, motivational, and memorable than the good 

(Baumeister, Bratslavsky, Finkenaur, and Vohs, 2001). 

 Despite the general positive bent, in every case but one, the percentage of positive 

words chosen declined notably when participants described their “mid-year,” or winter 

experience.  The one participant who showed no decline chose exclusively positive 

words, for all three time windows.  However, the aggregate “winter slump” showed an 11 

percentage-point drop in the percentage of positive words chosen—a drop that 

disappeared with the end of the school year word sort.  

 Illuminative towards understanding the mindset of these first-year principals at 

different times, this limited quantified analysis also helped inform the researcher’s 

eventual coding and selection of themes.  Further, it presents possible implications for 

arch/diocesan supports, for example the importance of an awareness of these principals’ 

decline in positivity at mid-year. 

Analysis of Perceptions and Contextual Framework 

 Initial review of transcripts and open coding elicited 316 excerpts and 61 unique 

codes identifying phenomena described by participants’ comments, for example, 

“optimism looking ahead,” “gratitude in role,” “fear of the unknown,” “positive 

relationship with teachers/staff,” and “exhaustion,” to name a few.   

Subsequent iterations of axial coding eventually led the researcher to note that 

each described coded phenomenon fit at the intersection of coordinates on two imagined 

axes, each representing a conceptual dichotomy.  First, experiences were either real, that 

is, they actually happened, or imaginary, that is, the participant hoped, feared, or simply 

postulated, given a set of conditions, that they might happen.  Second, experiences were 
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either positive, that is, they were perceived as successes, experienced as supporting 

competence and confidence, or they were negative, perceived as challenges, frustrations, 

or failures, and as diminishing a sense of competence and confidence.  As with many 

apparent dichotomies (Govier, 2007), these are oversimplifications.  For example, 

defining a specific experience as “real,” or “imagined,” becomes more ambiguous when 

talking about experienced emotions—a participant may describe an emotional reaction to 

a situation, but the emotion stemmed from both what happened and what the participant 

imagined might happen.  Likewise, clearly, categorizing an occurrence, event, or practice 

as a “success,” or “challenge,” involves subjectivity and degree.  Nonetheless this 

framework, representing a quadrant diagram, provided a useful tool for contextualizing 

participants’ reflections.  The diagram appears as Figure 4. 

Figure 4 

Contextual Framework 
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 Selective coding and review of excerpts saw organization within the four 

quadrants utilizing the subject archdiocese’s evaluation document categories, with 

specific sub-themes denoted within these areas of expected competence.  Figure 5 shows 

the codes employed and their hierarchical structure; parenthetical numerals indicate the 

number of occurrences of the particular code as an excerpt label.  Many of the 312 

excerpts matched more than one of the codes, and parent codes sometimes applied 

independently of child codes in the hierarchy.  Thus, sub-categories do not necessarily 

add to the total listed by the next higher level; totals may be higher, or lower.  Major 

codes appear in italics, with many containing more granular codes within, for added 

depth.  The areas specifically aligned with the aim of this study, effective and ineffective 

central supports, are presented in ALL CAPS, and include the percentage of participants 

commenting as well as the number of individual coded excerpts linked to the code.  

Ultimately, these codes are organized in the overarching quadrant structure described 

above. 
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Figure 5 

Coding Scheme Hierarchy and (Number of Excerpts) 

Imagined 
Competence/Confidence 
Supports (88) 
 
Preparation (36)* 
Optimism Looking Ahead (28) 
Suggestion (25) 
Self-Confidence (2) 
 
*included all comments about 
prior background experience; 
could be considered 
demographic 

 

Experienced Competence/Confidence Supports (142) 
 
Spiritual Leader Success (71) 

Personal Faith / Affect (determination; sense of 
competence/confidence/accomplishment; gratitude) (68) 
Pastoral Leadership (4) 

Instructional Leader Success (38) 
Positive Relationship – Staff (23) 
Positive Relationship – Students (13) 
Success Leading Change (6) 
Curricular Leadership (3) 

Communicator Success (6) 
Positive Relationship – parents (6) 

Administrative Success (5) 
Physical Plant Improvement (2) 
Budget/Finance/Marketing/Enrollment Success (1) 
Organizational Skills (1) 
Strength of Office Staff (1) 

Scope of Role Success (3) 
Enjoyment of Variety (1) 
Autonomy/Freedom (1) 

EFFECTIVE CENTRAL SUPPORT (43) 100% 
Peer Cohort Success (meetings; support) (20) 100% 
Situational Response (experts; asst. superintendents) (14) 67% 
Mentor Success (11) 83% 
Positive Comparison – other system (5) 33% 

Imagined 
Competence/Confidence 
Detractors (17) 
 
Fear / Worry / Anxiety about 
Unknown (17) 

 
 

 

Experienced Competence/Confidence Detractors (116) 
 
Scope of Role Challenge (45) 

Overwhelmed  / Exhausted (19) 
Unprepared / Lack of Background (9) 

Administrative Challenge (35) 
Entrepreneurial  (Finance, Marketing, etc.) Challenge (16) 
Inherited Issues / Transition Issues (14) 
Pastor / Parish Staff Issues (10) 

Communicator Challenge (10) 
Challenge with Staff (7) 
Challenge with Parent(s) (4) 

Spiritual Leader Challenge (11) 
Discouraged (self) (9) 
Unprepared for Role (2) 

(No Instructional Leadership Challenges Were Noted) 
INEFFECTIVE CENTRAL SUPPORT (27) 100% 

Lacking Clear/Timely Guidance (7) 67% 
Webinars Concern (6) 83% 
Insufficient or Ineffective Situational Support (5) 33% 
New Principal Meetings Issue (5) 67% 
Geographic Distance Problem (4) 33% 
Mentor Problem (4) 50% 
Monthly Bulletin Issues (2) 33% 
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 Quantification here informs, but also potentially misleads, as simply counting the 

number of excerpts fails to capture or account for their intensity, inflection, context, 

import and moment.  Nonetheless, ranking the most populated codes again reinforced the 

word-sort analysis gleanings:  these principals are on the whole optimistic and grateful.  

Also, challenge from the multi-faceted, diverse, and very demanding nature of the role 

surfaces as having received a great deal of commentary and attention as a cause for 

concern. 

 Upon using the Dedoose (2017) tool’s robust analysis features for insight, 

factoring in context, and the “weight” of participant’s comments, the researcher 

uncovered several recurring sources of perceived competence and confidence for the 

participants.  These included an inherent sense of optimism and pride in achievement, a 

strong sense of gratitude, confidence in instructional leadership, and reward from 

relationships with staff, students, and parents.  Sources of dissatisfaction, stress and 

negative challenge aligned most strongly with the large and varied scope of the role, and 

especially the more uniquely Catholic school role expectations of spiritual leadership and 

entrepreneurial stewardship and leadership.  These lived realities also reinforced 

participants’ commentary on experienced and desired archdiocesan Department of 

Catholic schools supports. 

 In the detail below, quotations aimed at achieving “rich, thick description” 

(Creswell, 2014, p.202), appear; some are intentionally lengthy in order to communicate 

a sense of context and depth.  They are parenthetically cited according to the key 

provided in Table 5 to indicate the subject as well as the portion of the interview, per the 

protocol (Appendix C), whence they came. 
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Table 5 

Participant Quotation Citations 

 
Participant 
 
Ashley 
Bernie 
Casey 
Dana 
Evelyn 
Fay 
 

 
Code 

 
A 
B 
C 
D 
E 
F 

Interview Section 
 
1-4. Introductions and Demographics 
a.    First Word Sort / Discussion 
       Second Word Sort / Discussion 
       Third Word Sort / Discussion 
b.     Most Satisfaction / Joy 
c.     Greatest Challenge / Disappointment 
d.     Multiple Dimensions 
e.      Least / Most Prepared 
f.      Assistance Received 
g.     Confident / Competent 
h.     Induction Plan 
i.      Anything Else? 
 

Code 
 
1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
11 
12 

 

Perceived Competence and Confidence 

 Subject principals, in the interviews, exuded generally positive attitudes about 

their work.  Evelyn summed up the interview—and subject archdiocese tenure, as s/he 

had just tendered a resignation—by saying, “I have found great joy in being a principal 

here” (E12).  Ashley said s/he was, “grateful for moments that I experienced here that I 

wasn’t able to experience in public education” and that s/he was “so thankful for those 

things as well, and moments of joy” (A3).  Bernie was “grateful and joyful at just seeing 
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the kids.  Seeing them light up.  Seeing them become energized, become involved, 

become excited about being at school” (B3).  Dana recalled entering the first year’s 

winter break:  “I was very hopeful, because at that point I had accomplished things, 

things that hadn’t been getting accomplished.  I knew I was on the right track.  I was 

thankful for the support that I have here.  For the staff, and the pastor’s support” (D3).  

And Fay expressed a sense of honor and gratitude working with “an amazing staff of 

teachers” (F4). 

Personal Strength:  Gratitude, Optimism, Pride, and Determination 

 Casey captured the spirit of cautious confidence echoed by other interviewees, 

laughingly describing the start of the subject’s first school year.  “I felt confident, but I 

also knew that it was probably wise to not be confident.”  S/he went on to describe 

starting the job: 

I was optimistic…. I was grateful for the opportunity.  It was a good opportunity 

for my family and I.  We were living up in [another city]; we had our boy, and 

decided having family health would be great, and, my parents lived here.  So, we 

wanted to make a move to be closer to family, and I was grateful for an 

opportunity to have a job here, and to kind of move forward with my career.  So, I 

was excited, I was hopeful.  It was fun because it was a clean slate.  I knew it was 

going to be crazy busy, but I was looking forward to coming in July, and still 

knowing, “Okay, I’ve got a couple of months to figure things out, hopefully.” 

(C2) 
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 Notably, in light of the winter slump discussed earlier, subjects mostly described 

challenges going into Christmas break.  For Dana, who teaches in addition to serving as 

principal, that reality hit home:   

Going into Christmas break, one of the things I did struggle with was being 

resentful of the time that all of this took, and how much I had to put in to this job.  

I don’t get compensated financially for it because I am part principal and part 

teacher.  So, my salary is a part principal salary and part teacher salary.  But, I am 

not doing “part-principal” job.  I’m doing the whole principal job! .... I struggled 

with feeling resentful that I really should be getting full principal compensation 

plus additional teacher compensation.  That was a struggle going into Christmas 

break.  I felt extremely exhausted….and the exhaustion causes resentment, 

because if you are going to be exhausted you want to feel like you are getting 

some compensation for it. (D3) 

Yet, s/he immediately went on to affirm a resiliency.   “On the other hand, I was very 

hopeful, because at that point I had accomplished things, things that hadn’t been getting 

accomplished.  I knew I was on the right track” (D3).  And, further, to reinforce gratitude 

and optimism, saying, “I was thankful for the support that I have here.  For the staff, and 

the pastor’s support.  I felt very determined to keep going” (D3). 

 Indeed, participants generally maintained an optimistic outlook and a sense of 

gratitude, even as they described frustrations and often overwhelming challenges. Casey 

provided an incisive quote, describing feelings at the end of the school year: 

When most of your job, a large percentage of your job is people coming to you 

with issues, and questions, and problems, that’s a lot to take on.  So, for that, I 
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was a little dispirited in the sense that I was exhausted at the end of the year.  My 

spiritual bucket was low, because I don’t have as many affirmations.  I didn’t take 

it personally, it’s just being in this position is a very difficult job.  I was proud of 

what we accomplished throughout the year.  We were on track for our 

accreditation….I was proud of what we accomplished.  And in general:  “Okay, 

survived the year; made it!”  I was—I don’t know if I would go so far as to say, 

“dissatisfied,” but when I look at that word it makes me think, “I would have 

hoped I felt happier in the job,” and I wasn’t.  But, I do feel honored to be able to 

be in this position, because I feel like I am making a difference, and that’s why I 

got in to it.  I always look at this job, as a Catholic school principal, as more of a 

calling, or a vocation….I feel like I am called to this position. (C4) 

 Casey’s description, representative of other participants, and of the nature of the 

principal position, juxtaposed the good and the bad.  Also representative, s/he ended on a 

positive note, saying, “and, I was hopeful that as the job continued that things would get 

easier just because I knew what I was doing [chuckles].  So, I was hopeful” (C4). 

 Participants also expressed satisfaction in pride of accomplishment.  Evelyn 

summed up the first year with, “A feeling of accomplishment, and I suppose a sense of 

pride” (E4).  Ashley ended the first year “grateful to have made it.  Optimistic that year 

two would be an improvement on year one.  Assured to have learned something that 

would make year two easier to get to” (A4).  And, also, s/he was “proud of some of the 

changes that did come about” (A4), as a result of the leadership s/he provided.  At the end 

of year one, Fay conveyed pride in association, stating s/he was “very proud to be a part 

of such amazing people, both the teachers and the other principals” (F4). 
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 Bernie told a story about facilities improvement, having succeeded where others 

had failed, with palpable pride. 

Very proud of our new—my first year here we raised money for a new gym floor 

at our auction—and money had been raised on three different occasions that I 

knew of for that project, and every time diverted for something else.  So, parents 

were just really distrusting of me when I stood up and said it—I had to stand at 

the auction and say, “This is a protected fund.  If we don’t make enough tonight, 

then it stays there.  Not a penny of it gets touched and we try again next year until 

we get enough to do it.”  This was in huge opposition to the business manager and 

the bookkeeper….We put a little line in the bottom of the auction book that says, 

“If we don’t raise enough we just take that money for something else.”  And I 

said, “That may be legal but it is not moral or ethical.  And, as a Catholic school 

we must be moral and ethical in everything we do.  Once you get burned once, 

you’re not giving money again.”  So, we raised $50,000 in a paddle raise for that 

gym floor.  And, so proud to open the next school year with that beautiful 

hardwood gym floor. (B4) 

And, having arguably netted more than $50,000 worth of credibility and goodwill with 

the parent community, Bernie, a year and a half later, noted, “I still walk in some days 

and go, ‘Wow!  If I did nothing else at this school:  carpeting, flooring and a hardwood 

floor in the gym.’  Left it better than I came” (B4). 

 Forging any improvement—instructional, organizational, systemic, or physical—

fostered a sense of pride, especially in the face of challenge.  Dana said, 
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I felt very proud about what we had accomplished.  I felt like, given all of the 

crazy things that happened during the year, like, having a teacher walk out on me 

in the middle of the year, and all of the other things that you deal with on a 

regular basis as a principal, I felt very proud that we had made it through the year 

and had also made some changes and accomplished some things and done some 

things in a better way:  made some improvements. (D4) 

In fact, for a first-year principal, having just survived represented a pride-worthy 

accomplishment at year’s end.  Four of the five participants made an explicit statement to 

that effect, “We got through the first year” (E4), “I lived through my first year” (F4), 

“Okay, survived the first year; made it” (C4), “Triumphant, that I survived,” and “Happy 

that I survived a year” (B4), or simply, “Grateful to have made it” (A4). 

 Finally, the new principals used positive language around determination.  For 

example, Fay expressed trepidation about the accreditation process even though that area 

represented a personal strength:  “‘What if that goes bad, and my name’s on that?’  

Because, that’s where I had my ego; my ego was in that instructional leadership piece” 

(F4).  But s/he was “determined, that it would not be that way.  That the accreditation was 

going to be beautiful, and outstanding, and well written, and thorough, and all of those 

things” (F4).  Ashley described an evolution; at the beginning of the year s/he felt 

nervous in the new position, but also courageous and determined (A2).  By Christmas 

break, s/he was “trying to pull as much courage as possible” (A3), and “determined to 

make it work” (A3).  At year’s end, having contemplated quitting but having decided to 

stay, s/he was “determined to learn and grow” (A4). 
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 Thus, participants expressed personal strengths lending to success, satisfaction 

and joy.  Facing a challenging, exhausting role and a steep learning curve, they leaned on 

qualities of gratitude, optimism, pride, and determination to find a degree of satisfaction 

and joy. 

Collective Strength:  Peer and Mentor Supports 

 The literature review in this dissertation in practice reinforced facilitating peer 

support structures and mentoring as research-based practices enhancing new leader 

induction.  Interviewees commented frequently and positively about their experience with 

peers and mentors. 

 Peers.  Participants talked about informal collaborative reflection, problem-

solving or simply drawing emotional support from fellow principals. “As a brand-new 

principal, I relied on other principals, for the most part, to learn from their experience.  

Kind of like teaching,” noted Evelyn (E10).  Every subject had a positive view of face-to-

face new principal meetings, when they occurred, even if having suggestions for 

improvements.  Ashley said, “The new principal meetings were helpful.  We needed 

more of those and they needed to be face-to-face” (A9).  Bernie’s statement agreed, “First 

few months, with our new principals’ meetings the archdiocese was great.  I know they 

have moved to webinars.  It is not the same” (B9). 

 Like others in the study, Casey valued the professional learning that can happen in 

this kind of a format,  

Each meeting—there were I think four or five in a given year—each one focused 

on a different aspect.  The ones that were always the most helpful were the risk 

management meetings and the legal meetings, because I think that that’s really 
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important because you can get yourself into quite a pickle if you are not 

considering the ramifications of some of that risk management, legal concerns. 

(C8) 

But, s/he found the general informal opportunity for collaboration even more helpful. 

Really when you just got to sit down [with] a principal who had been through it to 

say, “Hey, yeah, you know this happened once, and this is how I dealt with it.”  

Or, “Be aware, because, x y and z can happen and in the situation, this is how you 

might want to handle it.”  That was great, because I felt like that helped me to be 

more thoughtful when I came across those situations.  I again wasn’t as reactive, 

because I thought, “Oh, yeah, I kind of remember,” let me kind of step back and 

take a look at it. (C8) 

As Fay summed up, “We all helped each other figure things out” (F9). 

 Mentors.  Additionally, the new principals valued mentoring they received, 

whether formal or informal.  New principals in the 2016-17 cohort had been assigned 

formal mentors.  Stating, “My mentor was great,” and also noting, “the secretary knew 

my voice and sent me to her quickly,” Ashley had a suggestion, “I would love the 

mentors to have some set dates so that they are reaching out about certain things, so that 

it is not the new principal’s job to seek out the mentor” (A9).  Citing informal 

mentorship, Bernie was “thankful that I had some friends that were longstanding 

principals in the archdiocese that I could call and say, ‘Dumb question, but…’(B4).  

Casey approved of the idea of a formal mentor (C11), but also shared a source of ongoing 

informal mentorship.  “Also, my mom is a principal” (C8).  Dana described difficulty 
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connecting with the assigned mentor because of geography, but ultimately found the 

connection invaluable: 

I had finally in the spring got a chance to have a mentor principal from [metro 

area to the north] come down here and spend a few hours with me, and I went up 

there and spent an afternoon with her.  I felt like out of the entire year those five 

hours that we spent together over those two visits were the best five hours in my 

whole entire year.  (D4) 

And, even with prior leadership experience in another context, Evelyn found value in a 

formal mentor. “I called the person who was assigned as a mentor to me here, who was 

also very helpful, with just knowing the specifics to this archdiocese” (E9). 

 Thus, these new principals found value in mentoring.  Their lived experience 

validates the subject archdiocese’s implementation, as well as the research. 

 In fact, these principals’ lived experience validated research findings in the area 

of gratitude as an apparent aspect of beneficial positive psychological capital, and 

optimism and positive psychology in general; the area of peer collaboration, peer 

supports and collaborative reflection; and the value of mentor/mentee relationships in 

leader induction. 

Perceived Detractors from Competence and Confidence 

 While the principals displayed overall positivity, they also acknowledged the role, 

and especially the transition into Catholic school leadership, was stressful, difficult, 

exhausting, and sometimes overwhelming.  At least one considered leaving the 

profession as quickly as s/he had entered it.  Ashley described “some indecisiveness, 
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wondering if this was a really good choice for me.  Some discouragement, and 

nervousness about the next year” (A4).   

Exhaustion 

 Many described exhaustion, or being overwhelmed.  Casey noted,  

By December, I was exhausted, because it was a lot of work….I’m a very 

organized person, and there is a lot of this job that requires good communication 

and organization.  I wanted to stay on top of it as much as I could, and so as a 

result I worked very hard…I definitely took time for [my family] but I also was 

using all of my free time, and late nights, and weekends.  Whenever I could, when 

the kids were sleeping and whatnot, I was working.  And, that was difficult. (C2). 

Evelyn described the job, saying, 

it is exhausting.  You know, I often joke with my staff when days are hard, when 

they’re exhausted.  I say, “Really?  Look at me.  I’m thirty-eight years old.  I’ve 

been here two years and I look like I’m sixty.”  You know, everybody laughs, but 

it does have that feel to it.  It wears you out faster than—and our public school 

counterparts don’t have all of this.  Another thing I’ve noticed—and I haven’t 

been here twenty-five years like some of my colleagues—they say that every year 

something new is added on.  Every year something else is added on, and nothing 

ever taken away. (E12) 

Dana cited “overwhelmed” as a modal personal state for the year, and described 

experiencing challenge stemming from the scope of the role, from 

having things come up that I didn’t expect.  Having things due that I didn’t know 

about.  Dealing with problems that I didn’t know how to deal with, and I was the 
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only one to deal with them.  Not having other people to deal with these issue with 

me.  Feeling very overwhelmed, like I was the only one to do all of this stuff and I 

didn’t even sometimes know where to begin.  So, that was the majority of my 

year, was, I just felt very overwhelmed. (D2) 

When asked if the multiple dimensions of the Catholic school principal’s role impacted 

her success (see question d., Interview Protocol, Appendix C), s/he exclaimed, “Gosh, 

have they impacted.  They certainly add to the feelings of being overwhelmed!” (D7)   

Scope of Role Challenges 

 While participants described differences in preparation, and different sets of 

strengths and weakness, all described challenge from the scope of the role.  No one is 

good at everything required.  Nonetheless, as Bernie said, “You have to be able to do it 

all, and you have to be able to do it all well.  There’s some you can delegate, but 

ultimately in a Catholic school, the buck does stop here” (B7). 

 Ashley expressed surprise at the pull away from instructional leadership.   

I had anticipated having a smaller school meant that I could do more direct work 

with my teachers, and was very surprised by the level of just organization work 

that I needed to be available for.  Learning a lot about marketing, and budgeting 

and those types of things. (A7) 

Likewise, Casey felt the pressure of financial responsibility.   

I didn’t have a business degree.  That was challenging.  Just kind of second-

guessing myself sometimes, and saying, “Are we missing something,” is there 

something we are not looking at.  That made me nervous, because that was such 

an important part.  If I did miss something, or if I didn’t understand something, 
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and therefore, “Oops, we’re off by $100,000.”  That can have such a significant 

impact on the community and the school and the environment; that made for 

being stressful. (C8) 

Evelyn noted that most of the principals do not have a budget and finance background, 

and need support, but made light of lacking formal experience saying, “When I first 

interviewed they said to me, ‘What experience do you have with budgeting?’  I said, ‘I’ve 

lived on a Catholic school teacher salary all these years—that has to count for 

something’” (E8).  S/he went on to compare the scope of the Catholic elementary school 

principal’s role to that of a Catholic high school leader’s, who often functions under a 

more distributed leadership model, as opposed to a “one-person show.” 

It’s an unrealistic model, I think.  I talked to—I had friends who worked in high 

school, and they would just laugh on occasions like that.  I had a colleague who 

called me one time, and we were going to talk about our eight graders who 

applied to the school.  He said, “Do you want to grab lunch?”  I said, “I can’t 

today, I have the yard duty.”  He was like, “You’re kidding me.”  I said, “No, I’m 

not kidding you.  Every principal I know at the elementary level does yard duty.”  

He said, “That’s ridiculous!  Principals should not be doing yard duty.”  Well, we 

do.  It’s just a different mentality.  We talked about the differences.  I said to him, 

“I visit the classrooms on a regular basis.”  He’s like, “I’m never in the classroom 

unless it’s a problem with the teacher.”  He said, “One of the deans or the vice 

principal will tell me, I’ll go in there and I’ll say, yup, you’re right, get rid of him, 

or her.”  We don’t work that way.  We go in there to observe the teachers, but also 

see how the kids are doing.  And, again, if there’s a problem, he rarely meets with 
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parents; he has the dean or the principals handle those issues.  “Your child is 

being suspended for this, that or the other.”  At our level, we do it.  Even if you 

have a vice principal, they still want to talk to you, because you’re the one who 

made the decision.  So, I think the way it’s set up. (E8) 

 Unknowns.  Each principal new to the role expressed feeling fear, anxiety, or 

nervousness multiple times during the first year.  Ashley was fearful, nervous, and 

cautious because s/he “didn’t know what to expect” (A2), but knew that there were 

additional areas that were not present in the teacher/leader role s/he filled prior.  “I knew 

that I would need to learn” (A2), s/he said.  Casey was, “anxious about how much work 

there was” (C2).  Bernie expressed feeling, “a little bit of fearful,” because it was “a new 

experience and a new adventure after the age of 50” (B2).  Even with prior leadership 

experience, Evelyn acknowledged, “it’s tough to be the new [person], no matter how old 

you are, so there is that little bit of anxiety I guess, but I was more excited, I think, than 

anxious” (E2).  Fay was anxious about dealing, in a new capacity, with parents (F2), and 

was frank about what s/he worried about, having inherited some profound challenges at 

the new school:  “Could I make it through the next school year, without getting fired?” 

(F4) 

 Unique Catholic school demands.  Multiple participants commented on 

particular challenge from the two leadership responsibilities of Catholic school principals 

that are not shared by their public school colleagues:  entrepreneurship and spiritual 

leadership.  Fay said, “Oh my God.  The job is way too big….We did not have a 

development director,” and “I was spending ungodly amounts of time doing marketing 

and recruitment and all kinds of things” (F4).  Many felt unprepared.  “I was the least 
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prepared for the marketing side of things, because I have nothing in that” (D8), said 

Dana.  Fay’s comment echoed,  

Was not well versed in running a cafeteria, or trying to figure out huge debt—I 

became a debt collections expert….The whole idea of running a business.  Being 

a Catholic school principal is about running a business.  Actually, not so much a 

business, but a nonprofit.  Marketing, recruitment and fundraising, is what you do, 

as a Catholic schools principal—with a little bit of instructional leadership and 

spiritual leadership on the side.  (F8)  

 In the same way, some found the spiritual leadership expectation daunting.  For 

instance, Fay also shared, 

I felt rather inadequate in that area, having not gone to Catholic schools myself.  I 

did, at the university level, and I’d been a lifelong Catholic, but, not knowing 

all…about some of the particular stuff that we do, you know?  That was kind of 

stressful. (F8) 

Bernie was not initially confident about how to approach the responsibility, commenting, 

“I think it’s a very personal thing and I don’t want to be jumping into [my staff and 

students’] relationship with God.  So that’s a struggle for me is, ‘Where is that line?” 

(B7) 

 Nevertheless, participants expressed joy and satisfaction at integrating their faith 

and work lives, and embraced the acknowledged challenge.  Casey said,  

One of the reasons why I’m in a Catholic institution is because of the spiritual 

peace of that.  It is great to know that I can fall back and trust God, and know that 

I can talk about that, and have that support of my pastor and the community. (C9) 
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Ashley explained motivation for moving from public to Catholic school.  “I was excited 

to marry my faith and work life, and so a lot of the optimism and joy—I had a sense that I 

might be able to rediscover some of that in coming into a Catholic school setting” (A2).  

Dana captures the importance of this dimension in the role.  “I’ve got to constantly be 

aware of my staff’s spiritual growth.  It forces me to really think about that in terms of, 

‘what do I need to do to promote that, to encourage that, and what are different ways?’” 

(D7) 

 Likewise, even while expressing stress, some participants nevertheless found the 

positive.  Casey, for example, referencing the multiple role dimensions, said, “There’s the 

good and the bad.  I’ll speak to the good.  The same reason I chose elementary over high 

school—I like the variety” (C7).  S/he continued, “I love that I get to have a hand in the 

budget, and have a hand in the marketing materials, and have a hand in bringing in guest 

speakers, and in curriculum.  I like to do that.  In that respect, it’s great” (C7). 

Archdiocesan Supports Themes 

 By way of providing support towards the success—the competence and 

confidence—of these nascent principals as they transition into their new leadership roles, 

especially in the diocesan Catholic schools’ structure where the principal’s boss and 

supervisor is not an educator by vocation but the parish pastor, the diocese’s centralized 

Department of Catholic schools stands poised to play a critical and pivotal role. The new 

principals interviewed broadly shared their induction experience, as discussed above, and 

also, in the course of conversations as well as in answer to the direct questions (see 

questions f, g, and h, Interview Protocol, Appendix C), and offered suggestions.   
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Considering degree of diocesan influence adds a third dimension to the construct 

presented in Figure 4.  This idea is illustrated in Figure 6. 

 

Figure 6 
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 The researcher employed a winnowing process (Guest, MacQueen & Namey, 2012) to 

focus most keenly on participant experiences with high diocesan influence—that is, those 

most impacted by diocesan practices.  This process can be visualized by imagining 

focusing on the front face of the cube shown in Figure 6.  Resultantly, several themes 

emerged.  Encouragingly, study participants identified numerous strengths already in 

place. 

Theme One:  Situational Support 

 Participants expressed enthusiasm about the support they received on an as-

needed, or on-demand basis.  In the structure of the organization, general and 

educationally-centered advice, such as accreditation support, curriculum and instruction 

leadership support, and related information came from the assistant superintendents, and 

more specialized guidance—human resources, legal counsel, risk management, budget 

and finance, and similar business oriented services from a cadre of specialists. 

Ashley:  “The assistant superintendents were amazing.  Very readily available; very 

supportive.  As well as the other archdiocesan staff members—human resources 

[director].  The child safety support.  All sorts of roles.  Very available” (A9). 

Casey:   

One of the things I did appreciate was I always felt like if I called the Department 

of Catholic schools, they were responsive and able to kind of walk me through 

challenges.  They might not have been as proactive, in preparing me or supporting 

me throughout that first year, but I do feel like whenever I picked up the phone I 

usually got an answer I was looking for. (C9) 
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Dana:   

Everybody at the Department of Catholic schools was very gracious and very 

patient with me….I did figure out through the year that I could call one of the 

people up at the archdiocese in the Department of Catholic schools, and he would 

answer the phone.  If I left a message he would call me back.  He really did help 

me through some difficult situations. (D9) 

Fay:   

I do feel like I received a tremendous amount of support at the archdiocesan level 

for the efficient and successful functioning of the school.  Found [the assistant 

superintendents to be] such great, nice people, very supportive, would answer 

questions.  [The interim superintendent] was outstanding, and helped me through 

so many things….[The finance expert], too, was extremely professional, and 

insightful, and helpful, supportive—spent hours with me trying to make things 

work. (F9) 

 However, because of the complex interplay of organizational structures, among 

the archdiocese, parishes, and schools, the line between policy and advice seemed blurry 

to some.  Bernie said the situation “was difficult for me to navigate, and to figure out 

what really is policy and what is advice.  And, somehow, if you don’t follow it, it’s 

policy, but if you follow it, it’s advice” (B3), s/he chuckled.  Nonetheless, as-needed, on 

call support surfaced as a real strength at the Department of Catholic schools. 

Theme Two:  Peer Cohorts 

 As discussed above, the new principals found their peers to be a source of 

support, solace, and guidance.  They also acknowledged the Department of Catholic 
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Schools’ role in facilitating a formal peer cohort—though meetings happened 

sporadically during the time period under review, in light of a set of leadership transitions 

at the archdiocese.  Ashley also acknowledged a system of regional peer meetings that 

was put in place during the 2015-16 school year.  “And, our regional meetings that we 

attended—that was very helpful also.  The new principal meetings were few and far 

between but once we had them were wonderful” (A9).  Bernie advised,  

I would bring back those face-to-face meetings.  I just think they are really 

important.  Even if it’s a breakfast meeting at 7:30.  If the concern is that you are 

out of your building, then, let’s make it at a time that works, but, getting those 

people physically together I think would be really important. (B11) 

Dana advocated including “time set aside that was in addition to our PD…earmarked 

time, to sit with a group of principals, to just brainstorm about stuff.  ‘Here are the things 

that are happening, how do you deal with them?’” (D11)  S/he also advocated starting the 

series of meetings before the beginning of the school year.  “Being a relational person, 

that connection to the other principals is what helps me the most.  Having that at the very 

beginning of the year, before school even starts—that would have been really helpful for 

me” (D11). 

 Likewise, Fay found the peer interaction worthwhile.  “I do think having that 

monthly meeting was good.  I liked the fact that there was the cohort that would meet, 

and then that you also had regular meetings with the experienced principals so that you 

could get some support” (F12).  S/he also advocated for mentoring, saying, “I never had a 

mentor.  I know that they were trying to give you mentor principals, but I think that’s an 

additional piece, in addition to those [meetings]” (D12). 
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Theme Three:  Mentorship 

 Practically, a fine line divides peer support, especially when the circle of peers 

expands to include experienced principals, and mentoring.  The new principals certainly 

valued advice and guidance from their peers, but in 2015-16 the Department of Catholic 

Schools implemented a formal approach to mentoring, assigning each novice principal a 

veteran mentor.  Casey started earlier, but agreed with the plan, stating s/he would have 

been “more comfortable going to them and asking questions and not feeling like I was 

bothering them or that kind of thing” (C11).  In all, generally positive feedback ensued, 

but interviewees offered refinements.  Ashley suggested a more formalized, proactive 

approach.  “I would love the mentors to have some set dates so that they are reaching out 

about certain things, so that it is not the new principal’s job to seek out the mentor” 

(A11).  Dana felt it was important to ensure sheltered time, and to meet at the new 

principal’s school, wishing for 

a person that came down here to meet with me.  “How are your reports going?  

What are you working on right now?  Do you have any questions about it?”  

Because, sometimes you are so deep in what you are supposed to be doing, and 

trying to do it, that you barely even can think to stop and ask for help on it.  If I 

had someone regularly checking in with me, “What’s the report you are working 

on right now?  What’s the in-depth study you are working on right now?  Where 

are you on it?  Do you have a section that you don’t know how to handle? (D11) 

Finally, Casey suggested adding Department of Catholic Schools staff, in a way, to the 

mentoring function, saying,  
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I think it is nice that the superintendent and the assistant superintendents come out 

and do a site visit once a year, but frankly I think having someone from the 

central office come out and meet once a month I think would be helpful.  And, 

maybe it’s a different person. (C11) 

 Thus, in the subject archdiocese, mentoring is working.  Subjects would like to 

see the program refined and continued. 

Theme Four:  Clear and Timely Guidance 

 A recurring theme of challenge and frustration for the new principals was being 

caught off guard by requirements and expectations of which they were unaware.  Dana 

described a situation without clear records from the prior principal, lacking an overview.  

“In fact, a couple of times I got an email, ‘We didn’t get your report for blah blah blah,’ 

and I was like, ‘I had no idea that that was even a report, that I was supposed to do.’  S/he 

acknowledge the grace and situational guidance with which the staff at the Department of 

Catholic Schools responded, but wished for a published document at the beginning of the 

year, saying,   

It might have been overwhelming to see this list, but at least then you can check 

things off and you can plan it out.  I’m not a procrastinator.  So, if I know, you’ve 

got all these things and you’ve got all these due dates:  I will tackle them. (D10) 

Casey said the same thing.  “I would have loved to have gotten a binder with, ‘Here’s all 

the important things you need’” (C11) 

In a similar vein, Evelyn described getting guidance, but said it was too late to be useful: 

If I had not had some experience, I would not have known when to start the 

budget, and looking at tuition, and planning for registration last year, as a new 
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person in this diocese.  January came, and they started talking to us about 

budgeting.  OK, we’re running a little late.  And, it’s like, “we’re already 

underway with this.”  But, the end of January was when they decided to have the 

webinar on how to budget and do the tuition assistance.  Well, the tuition 

assistance forms have gone out, all the stuff.  It’s too late.  Give it to me earlier. 

(E10) 

 Participants reiterated appreciation for the situational guidance that was a strength 

for the Department of Catholic Schools, and also acknowledged that the Department’s 

own multiple staff transitions were a factor, as policy and documentation were changing, 

but nonetheless expressed a critical need for the support of clear and timely (written) 

guidance. 

Theme Five:  Webinars 

 The researcher as a prior member of the cohort, recalled advocating for more 

webinar meetings and in-service, citing efficiency and cost, as well as the modeling of 

effective use of 21st century learning technology; this finding provides clear evidence of 

effective bracketing (Creswell, 2012).   

 Overwhelmingly, interviewees responded negatively to the webinar meetings that 

the department implemented.  Ashley said, “[there] were a lot of webinars; we needed 

face-to-face time.  That’s where the best support came” (A10).  Evelyn said, “I appreciate 

the convenience, but, I go to a principal meeting now, my second year in, and I can’t 

name half the people” (E10).  Similarly, Bernie noted the webinar format impacted peer 

support, saying 
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I know they have moved to webinars.  It is not the same.  It wasn’t just about 

getting the information.  It was about sitting with—what were there eight or nine 

of us that year—who are all in the same boat you are in.  You could say, “Who 

has had to do this?”  I remember the first month I was the hero because I had 

expelled somebody, and nobody had yet.  So, the first meeting it was like, “We 

heard…you kicked someone out.  Tell us how that went.” (B10) 

Dana’s comment on the topic agreed.   

We were supposed to have a total of five meetings during the year, but instead of 

meeting in person, which is what would have really been financially difficult for 

me being down here, but extremely beneficial, we met doing webinars, as you 

know.  While it didn’t take a lot of time out of my day and it gave me some 

technical information, what I really needed was to be with other principals as 

much as possible.  (D9) 

Fay’s comment captures consensus on the webinar format succinctly, “I did not like it.  It 

was okay, but getting together as a cohort is like PLC time for teachers; it’s extremely 

valuable.  So much of what we need in this profession is about collaboration” (F9). 

Theme Six:  Isolation of Distant Schools 

 Some comments were unique to one individual, and as such may not represent a 

consensus or trend, however were possibly significant.  For example, the interviewee 

situated most distant from the diocesan central office advocated a financial adjustment, 

towards equity, stating,  

I would give the schools that have to travel a stipend to help them.  Because, not 

only do I have to spend the most money getting places, but I am the smallest 
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school, and have the least amount of students with the smallest budget.  So, I’m 

having to spend way more money and time…to travel. (D12)  

Bernie likewise brought to light a perceived inequity, and frustration based on distance 

from the central office.   

For me, so many things are unique, because we are so far geographically removed 

from other parishes….They say, “[Metro] Public Schools Title fund,” 

everything’s based on that….Ninety percent of those schools are within that 

[metro] Public Schools boundary.  And so, that’s the easy answer…. There is a 

department of schools but I don’t feel a central connection.  I don’t feel like we 

are really all one district. (B12) 

 In light of their real and imagined successes and challenges, participants thus 

collectively forwarded six themes:  distinct archdiocesan practices impacting new 

principal competence and confidence. 

Grounded Theory 

 Analysis of the participants’ described lived experiences illuminated that new 

Catholic school principals, because of the breadth and complexity of the role, benefit 

from strong central diocesan supports towards competent, confident performance.  

Specifically, in the subject archdiocese, six support themes emerged:  providing real time 

situational supports, facilitating peer cohorts, organizing mentoring, assuring clear, 

timely guidance, and addressing isolation of distant schools.   

Summary 

 Employing grounded theory methodology, the researcher analyzed interviews 

from six novice principals in the subject archdiocese, towards describing the central 
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induction practices those principals perceived to best support their competence and 

confidence in leadership.  From the interviews, which used a word-sort and open-ended 

interview protocol, the researcher quantified demographic and word sort choices to 

provide background and context, and subsequently employed an iterative coding process 

towards identifying themes.  Through a process of microanalysis, open coding, axial and 

selective coding, an organizational construct and themes emerged.  Participant’s lived 

experience populated a theoretical space along axes of real vs. imagined, success vs. 

challenge, and high vs. low diocesan influence. 

 Contextually, subjects described experiencing success and satisfaction through 

psychological capital in the form of gratitude and optimism, through peer collaboration 

and support, and through formal and informal mentoring.  Conversely, participants 

described stress and frustration from scope of role challenges, especially those that 

separate Catholic schools from public schools—business and spiritual aspects—and 

exhaustion.  Informed by this context, themes related to the research question, a theory, 

and a model emerged. 

 Thus, the researcher captured subjects’ descriptions of lived experience as well as 

their observations and suggestions around diocesan practices.  Recommendations for the 

archdiocese, and implementation discussion appear in Chapter Five. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Introduction 

 Elementary Catholic school principals face formidable challenges, related at 

essence to the scope and complexity of the leadership role.  Added to typical public 

school leader responsibilities are the areas of spiritual leadership and entrepreneurial 

stewardship; regardless of preparation and prior experience, new principals are unlikely 

to be competent and confident in all dimensions (Boyle, Haller and Hunt, 2016; Schafer, 

2004).  This dissertation in practice study proposed to uncover effective central, or 

archdiocesan Department of Catholic Schools (DCS), support practices towards 

bolstering first-year elementary school principals’ sense of competence and confidence, 

and increasing their effectiveness.  The study, as well as the proposed solution to the 

problem described, was situated in a geographically large archdiocese in the Western 

United States. 

 This chapter reviews the purpose and aim of the study, and briefly recaps the 

methodology employed and the researcher’s findings, comprising a grounded theory 

informed by the lived experience of a cohort of novice principals.  After restating the 

problem that the research aimed to address, it presents the proposed solution, a set of 

recommendations to DCS leadership in the subject archdiocese, of practices in four 

categories:  explore and implement, maintain and bolster, avoid, and, eliminate or 

change.   

Purpose of the Study 

 This study set out to discover and describe, in the subject archdiocese, which 

induction practices a cohort of new Catholic elementary school principals found to best 
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promote their competence and confidence.  The study employed an interview-based, 

inductive, qualitative (grounded theory) methodology.  Thus, the guiding research 

question was:  What diocesan induction practices do new Catholic elementary school 

principals find to best promote their competence and confidence? 

Aim of the Study 

 The dissertation in practice research aimed to produce a set of recommendations 

for practices, informing an effective principal induction program in the subject 

archdiocese’s Department of Catholic Schools. 

Archdiocesan Supports Implementation Proposal 

 In semi-structured interviews the six participants reflected on their lived 

experiences as new Catholic elementary school principals in the archdiocese.  In the 

course of recorded conversations, subjects related their experienced emotions, successes, 

and failures, and the induction supports they received (or did not receive).  Centrally, 

they reflected on what best supported their competence and confidence.  The researcher 

employed an iterative coding process, and developed a theoretical construct that placed 

excerpts along an x-axis of “realness,” that is, lived experiences compared to imagined 

ones, a y-axis of “competence and confidence,” or the participant’s sense of success 

compared to challenge, and a z-axis describing degree of diocesan influence (see Figure 6 

in Chapter Four).  The researcher’s analysis of emergent themes revealed induction 

practices aligned in quadrants (shown below in Figure 7) constituting the product that 

was the aim of the study:  prescriptions for the Department of Catholic Schools.  Practices 

the principals perceived as being successful for them were placed in the quadrant 

representing actual experienced successes, entitled “Continue/Bolster”.  The quadrant 
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representing high sense of support of competence/confidence but only imagined 

experience was labeled “Explore.” This quadrant contained suggestions and ideas the 

principals forwarded, or descriptions of practices that were successful in other contexts.  

A third quadrant, labeled “Change,” representing experienced detractors from 

competence and confidence, listed experiences that were negative, unhelpful, or simply 

did not work for the principals.  Finally, a quadrant representing imagined detractors 

from competence and confidence was labeled “Avoid,” but no themes emerged fitting 

this description.  This way of labeling quadrants is similar, as an example, to Reeves 

(2006) Leadership for Learning Framework, which plots achievement of results with 

understanding of the antecedents of excellence, and defines school leaders, fitting 

quadrants in the model, as lucky, leading, learning, or losing.   

The themes which emerged in the present study thus aligned into three of the four 

available quadrants, and informed prescriptions for DCS action.  The results appear in 

Figure 7, with description and implementation discussion following.  
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Figure 7 
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appreciation of and praise for existing practices that did work well.   The 

recommendation for these practices is that they are continued, and bolstered. 

 Continue strong situational supports.  A strong positive feature of the Catholic 

schools department in support of all principals, but especially in support of new 

principals, is the availability of expert staff for counsel, assistance, and advice.  Fay, for 

example, said, the “assistant superintendents went above and beyond the call of duty 

helping me when it came to the crisis moment” (F10).  Participants expressed similar 

praise for individual department leaders and staff in all captions of expertise, with modal 

adjectives like incredible, amazing, tremendous, supportive, helpful, and available, 

usually modified with very, or extremely.  Having a competent and readily accessible 

help-line is a tremendous support to the new principals, and critical for their success. This 

real-time expert guidance represents the kind of internal network of coaching and support 

that Bohn (2013) described as key to new principals’ development.  Implementing this 

recommendation requires no change of the DCS’ current practice, but simply to ensure 

continuation of the excellent service even as staff, budget, and organizational changes 

may occur:  make continuing the supportive ethos a priority.  The greatest sustainability 

concern surfaces when staff turns over.  Leadership must ensure that new hires into 

department positions possess the knowledge, skills and abilities to continue to provide 

quality real-time assistance to new principals when they call. 

 Bolster mentoring program.  In 2016-17, the DCS implemented a formal 

mentoring program, of which study participants voiced approval.  Some of the principals 

experienced the new program directly, while others experienced only informal mentoring.  

Regardless, both the literature review and the study findings strongly reinforced the value 
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of the mentor/mentee relationship to both individuals.  Participants’ comments reinforced 

Villani’s (2006) research in underscoring the importance of sheltered time for the 

important collegial work to take place.  “My mentor was great” (A3), said one 

participant, but s/he also said it was hard “to find the time for a mentor—for my mentor, 

because there is so much going on that we haven’t met up” (A3).  She called for, 

“somewhat more formalization—that is, follow-through—on my part as well as the 

mentor” (A3).  The continued implementation recommendation for the DCS is to ensure 

quality mentoring guidelines are addressed as the program moves ahead:  ensure 

sheltered time (Villani, 2006), provide training for the mentors, monitor and gather 

information about efficacy, provide stipends to reflect the importance of the task, and 

ensure the program continues for two years (Spiro et al., 2007).  Another 

recommendation that several participants voiced was to start the relationship as early as 

possible—ideally during the summer preceding the first school year.   

 Sheltered time, at least in small part, could be provided as a regularly scheduled 

feature of required DCS “all principals” meetings; further, during the annually scheduled 

principals’ retreat, a two-hour session could be reserved for mentor/mentee individual 

meetings.  Alternately, eliminating a number of other regularly scheduled meetings to 

specifically allow for mentor/mentee meetings could be a way to create found time, in 

principals’ already full calendars.  Another means of partially addressing the burden of 

available time would be assigning a separate “buddy principal” as well as a mentor, to 

each new principal, as advocated by Bohn (2013); the buddy principal could field simpler 

“how to,” questions and provide social support—and further multiply connections, while 

the mentor could pursue a more formal role.  
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 For the critical aspect of mentor training, a possibility could be to use the National 

Association of Elementary School Principals (2017) National Mentor Training and 

Certification Program, if not directly, at minimum as a model for important elements, 

especially the description of mentor competencies.  The program includes modules on 

standards, strength-based leadership, adult learning, effective feedback, and foundations 

of an effective mentor program.  Selected mentor principals could receive the 

professional development, and certification, as partial compensation for their service. 

 Gathering information on the program’s efficacy might begin with a survey or 

exit interview process at the end of the two-year mentorship term.  Ideally, the 

relationship, on less formal terms, would tend to continue positively, but, in any case, 

soliciting feedback on the experience from each participant—mentor and mentee—and 

consolidating that information to allow for data to guide future decisions and 

enhancements, would catalyze continuous improvement. 

 Challenges in terms of logistics, finances, and will, should be addressed with 

mind to the dividend benefits of bolstering the mentor program.  Sheltered time requires 

the elimination of existing practices or activities—making room for mentoring means 

examining each of these practices in light of the overall DCS mission, and restructuring 

with the value of mentoring in mind.  Likewise, funding mentoring, with training, 

stipends and support, will require a reexamination of existing budget expenses and their 

value with the mission in mind. 

 Continue peer supports.  Participants appreciated the problem-solving and 

collegial support they received from their peers.  Whether defining peers as “new 

principals,” “principals in the archdiocese,” or, “all principals,” the opportunity for 
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collegial reflection and collaboration proved valuable.  One subject likened getting 

together as a cohort of principals to PLC (professional learning community, as per 

DuFour, & Eaker, 1998) time for teachers, appreciating when a DCS leader, in 

facilitating collaboration “really brought in that human element—focused it and elevated 

it” (F6).  DCS implantation of this element, again, will involve maintaining the status 

quo, facilitating regular face-to-face meetings of all DCS principals, new principal 

cohorts, and regional groups, while in a spirit of continuous improvement looking at best 

practice recommendations.  Sources of information for leaders to consider include 

DuFour & Eaker’s (1998) body of work on Professional Learning Communities, and 

Sutcher, Podolsky, and Espinoza’s (2017) recommendations for effective peer support 

cohorts.  Additionally, David (2009) assessed several principal learning communities—a 

New York district that placed emphasis on instruction and collegial culture, and created a 

principal PLC with a focus on instruction; a Long Beach district that reformatted 

principals’ meetings into structured learning opportunities involving observation at one 

another’s schools; and an Austin district where principals discussed readings and 

instructional issues.  David’s (2009) observations about the commonalities of these strong 

programs can also apply to DCS peer cohort support:  in addition to sufficient meeting 

time, strong facilitators and carefully constructed agendas enhanced the quality and 

impact of the collaboration.  In addition to tapping DCS staff as facilitators, strong 

veteran principals in the diocese might fill that role; thoughtful agenda development can 

also be a collaborative process with broader input.  From participants’ comments, with 

two citing spiritual leadership and four citing finances and marketing as the areas in 
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which they were least prepared (A8, B8, C8, D8, E8, F8), agendas for the earliest peer 

group collaborations each year likely should address those topics in depth. 

 Implementation challenges are again pragmatic ones.  Leadership will need to 

balance opportunities to meet formally against cost (in time and money), and find ways to 

encourage and support informal collaboration where possible. 

Explore Promising Practice:  Robust and Timely Guidance 

 A common complaint among the interviewees was a lack of clear and timely 

guidance, with respect to DCS, accreditation, state and federal compliance, and other 

requirements—especially the kind that required action, or the creation of a product, by a 

deadline.   “Knowing before I started the year, everything that I was going to need to do 

through the year, and who to talk to about how to do it, that would make me feel 

confident,” (D6) said one subject.  In addition to reactive support, a strength discussed 

above, and in addition to planned professional development, such as presentations, the 

implementation prescription for the DCS is to provide written, or web-based overview 

guidance—before the school year starts—with respect to requirements and expectations, 

ensuring ample lead time for any deadlines.  While wanting a full-year bird’s eye 

overview, at the same time multiple study participants communicated a preference for 

frequent, smaller communications rather than periodic dense compilations.  One subject 

said, “the monthly bulletin that would come out with five hundred thousand things and 

links, that were terrifying you were going to forget, or not know” (F9), adding, “Half of 

the time we would spend in our regional meeting was going through the bulletin to make 

sure we weren’t missing things.  And, everybody at the table would have missed one 

thing.  We all helped each other figure things out” (F9).  That description does not 
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represent the kind of peer collaboration facilitation advocated above.  Implementation 

suggestions for the DCS, then, include assuring an up-to-date, easily accessible policy 

and procedures document, and moving to frequent but short newsletters in lieu of a 

densely hyperlinked monthly bulletin format.  Additionally, following the model of a 

month-by-month, yearlong checklist-based guide such as The Elementary School 

Principal’s Calendar, (Ricken, Terc, & Ayres, 2006), leaders at the Department of 

Catholic Schools might create, or delegate the creation of, an extended guidance 

document for incoming principals—in fact, for all principals—which identified all 

scheduled events as well as key tasks in areas such as spiritual leadership, 

communications, planning, and personnel.  Perhaps the creation of these kinds of 

checklists could be a facilitated peer collaboration activity with the added benefit of 

enhancing relationships and connectivity, as well as shared learning from exposure to one 

another’s school activities, practices, and priorities.  Obstacles to implementation are 

minimal, assuming a leadership decision to make the changes, significant additional 

resources are unlikely to be required. 

Change Current Practices 

 Minimize and improve webinar use.  Notwithstanding the connectivity potential 

of technology, participants unanimously expressed a strong preference for in-person, 

face-to-face meetings, finding the webinar format lacking.  Even those most impacted by 

time and travel expense wanted the peer collaboration opportunity that their experience 

with the webinars seemed to minimize.  As one interviewee shared, 

To have somebody who is great with finance do a webinar and talk you through it 

is not really going to be enough.  To have somebody who knows another program 
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or whatever it is talk you through it on a webinar, it’s not quite enough.  There’s 

too many little bugs that come up.  It just needs to be more intense, and it needs to 

be taught by teachers. (E12) 

 Thus, while webinars may seem to be helpful to efficiently impart information, 

they are not perceived as effective. The simplicity and convenience seems to be 

overshadowed by the cost in peer relationships and collaboration opportunity.  Until tele-

presence technology improves, the implementation recommendation for the DCS is to 

limit the use of webinars while working to address geographical and time barriers to in-

person meetings.  If webinars are utilized, careful attention to effective design and 

teaching strategy could help make them more useful to participants.  For example, Kapp 

and Wingate (2012) advocated assuring two-way connectivity and interaction, and 

attending intentionally to Keller’s (2010) ARCS (attention, relevance, confidence, 

satisfaction) framework which addresses content relevance and learner attention, 

confidence, and satisfaction.  Additionally, the authors advocated including graphics 

along with text, showing worked samples and examples around the topic, and most 

vitally—ensuring participant interaction.  Making webinars more interactive would also 

reinforce peer collaboration, another practice listed in the continue/bolster quadrant. 

 Address isolation of distant schools.  Working somewhat in opposition to the 

recommendation above, and without an easy solution, an additional finding was the 

frustration, due to the very large geography of the archdiocese, of the new principals who 

were distant from the DCS central office and core concentration of schools.  While 

acknowledging the added travel expense, one distant participant said it was worthwhile to 

regularly “fly up to [the pastoral center]…to sit with a group of principals, to just 
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brainstorm about stuff” (D12).  The principal lamented, in comparison to other schools, 

having to “spend way more money and time out of my day…to travel. But, I need it!” 

(D12)  A recommendation to address equity in this case is to offer a stipend on a sliding 

scale to schools based on distance.  Comparatively in the public school realm, many 

states employ a funding differential which entitles isolated schools to additional funds 

(Griffith & Byrnett, 2005).  Providing support in this way could help address these 

principals’ sense of isolation and inequity.  Additionally, the use of regional activities, 

which at least one participant described as “very helpful” (A3), where possible, can help 

minimize the burden of travel cost for the more distant schools.  Finally, notwithstanding 

the recommendation to minimize webinar use, finding ways to use 21st century 

technology capability—two-way, interactive video conferencing for example—

effectively towards positive peer as well as mentor/mentee communication, could lessen 

the travel burden for these more isolated principals.    

Implementation to the extent practicable could be enhanced by adopting a 

rural/remote lens for policy and decision making (Sayce & Lavery (2013), that is, 

acknowledging these school’s different circumstances and avoiding a one-size-fits-all 

approach.  For example, a required 60 minute meeting at the central office presents a 

nearby principal with a 15 minute commute, and a total of 90 minutes off campus.  For 

the distant principal, the same meeting might require an entire missed day and the 

significant expense of a plane ticket, meals, and airport parking.  Each school’s unique 

situation—resources available, location, and local realities—drives a different cost vs. 

benefits evaluation.  For a short meeting, perhaps virtual participation could be facilitated 
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for the most distant members only.  Regardless, awareness and a differentiated approach 

is indicated. 

Additional Observations 

 Demographic and word-sort data illuminated additional phenomena.  While not 

directly emergent from broad participant commentary, and thus not presented specifically 

as themes, the following observations were noted by the researcher. 

The winter slump.  While no participant identified it directly in their narrative, 

their stories, reinforced by the word-sort revelation of a “winter slump” in affect, or in 

psychological capital, among the new leaders suggest a need.  While indicating no 

specific action, the data suggest value to DCS leadership’s awareness of the apparent 

phenomenon, and additional sensitivity during this time of year, perhaps validating the 

self-preservation instinct of one participant, who said,  

to get my rest during Christmas break, I refused to come in, which was I guess 

different than the previous administration.  But, I said, “I need this rest.”  And, 

sure enough, I got sick the second day of Christmas break and remained sick the 

entire break.  But, I was determined to get that rest, and come back renewed, and 

keep going. (D4) 

 Encouraging, or working to build a culture that acknowledges the need for self-

care, for example by a well-timed team reading and discussion of an appropriate book, 

such as Garrido’s (2013) Redeeming Administration, or Brock and Grady’s (2002) 

Avoiding Burnout, could help new principals maintain positive affect.  Likewise, 

encouraging a gratitude journal as Emmons (2007) described, along with a practice of 

sharing and expressing gratitude at gatherings could encourage a higher psychological 
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capital culture.  Moving the archdiocese’s annual principals’ retreat, with its respite and 

spiritual renewal function, from its current February time to early December could also 

be beneficial in this respect, though care would need to be exercised to avoid conflicting 

with busy holiday schedules.  

 Implementation challenges to specific activities include financing them and 

assuring time is available.  Moving the retreat would necessitate ensuring an available 

venue, and planning well in advance of a change.  There is, however, no appreciable 

obstacle to simply having increased awareness of, and general sensitivity to, the 

phenomenon. 

 Licensure and preparation.  Demographic data provided by the subjects 

indicated that only 50 percent held formal licensure in any state, and only 16.6 percent 

had completed a preparation program aimed specifically at Catholic school leadership, 

when beginning their new role.  While no clear pattern emerged from participants’ 

comments—all described scope of role challenges—a concurrent licensure pursuit, as 

required by Archdiocesan policy guidelines ([Subject Archdiocese], 2016b) arguably 

adds to those challenges.  Morten and Lawler (2016) argued for the value of preparation 

aligned with specifically Catholic standards as well as state standards.  Educating and 

encouraging hiring authorities to strongly favor candidates with current licensure, and 

moreover with specific Catholic school leadership preparation, may help support more 

successful new principal induction. 

Implementation and Evaluation of the Proposed Solution  

 Implementation authority for this set of recommendations lies with the subject 

archdiocese’s Department of Catholic Schools superintendent, subject to the approval of 
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the archbishop.  Likewise, responsibility for evaluation of effectiveness of the practices, 

if implemented, and their continuation, modification, or termination, rests with the 

superintendent, or the superintendent’s designee.   

 The researcher, no longer a member of the organization, employs leadership 

influence there only via personal power (Robbins & Judge, 2012, p.172) from expertise 

on the topic of induction supports, and the experiences of the cohort studied, gained by 

completion of this dissertation.  Encouragingly, Robbins & Judge (2012), in their 

authoritative work on organizational behavior, identified personal power, and especially 

rational persuasion, as particularly effective tactics for influencing change (p. 174).  

Arguably, rational persuasion is an apt descriptor of the aim of this study. 

 Contemporary Organizational Development (OD) theory, described by Robbins 

and Judge (2012) as collected “change methods that try to improve organizational 

effectiveness and employee well-being,” (p.239) demonstrates underlying values that can 

support implementation of these changes, that align with the findings of this study, and 

that align with Catholic teaching.  Robbins and Judge identified an emphasis on 

collaboration, and listed five defined values:  (1) respect for people—perceiving them as 

responsible, conscientious, and caring, (2) trust and support—ensuring authenticity and a 

supportive climate, (3) power equalization—de-emphasizing hierarchical authority and 

control, (4) confrontation—avoiding sweeping problems under the rug, and (5) 

participation—engaging those affected by the changes in decisions about them (p.240) 

Robbins and Judge (2012, p.240-241) further identified change interventions including 

survey feedback and encouraging discussion, process consultation engaging outside eyes, 

and appreciative inquiry, that is, focusing and building on successes, associated with OD 
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that align soundly with the approach of this dissertation in practice study and proposed 

solution implementation. 

 Attention to these core values, and overarchingly, to the wisdom of Ignatius 

Loyola, leading with “all the love, modesty and charity possible,” allowing principals as a 

team to thrive in an environment of “greater love than fear.”  (Lowney, 2012, p.32; 

Jesuits & Ignatius, 1996) will define successful implementation. 

 Towards evaluation, principals should be surveyed and/or interviewed—as 

already suggested to specifically evaluate the mentor program—at the end of a two-year 

tenure, and their responses compiled and analyzed.  Additionally, maintaining and 

tracking data on principal longevity within the archdiocese, along with student 

achievement data trends as associated with principal turnover within the archdiocese, can 

provide indications of these, and potentially future induction practices’ effectiveness.  

Implications for Further Research 

 This study undertook a small scope in a specific context.  The participants’ 

collective description, assessment, and prescription with respect to support practices that 

work, have immediate pragmatic application within the subject archdiocese.  

 Also, the findings call for further research, assessing possible validity in other 

contexts, via a duplication of methodology in other dioceses, or district-office based 

structures in public education, or via a survey instrument that would allow significantly 

broader participation.  Additionally, the researcher calls for further exploration of the 

value of leader psychological capital in the specific context of Catholic school leadership, 

and, as researchers in the literature review also indicated, the potential study of gratitude, 

specifically, for inclusion in that model. 
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Conclusion 

 Catholic elementary school principals hold complex, multifaceted leadership 

positions and face numerous challenges.  These challenges are especially intense for 

leaders new to the role, who are apt to be unprepared in at least some of its aspects even 

assuming appropriate administrative training and preparation and years of teaching 

experience.  With a mission to sustain the ministry and vibrancy of Catholic schools in a 

geographically large Western United States archdiocese, its Department of Catholic 

Schools needs effective support practices towards assuring competent and confident site 

leadership.  Participants in this study shared their first-year experiences; the resultant 

data, analyzed via inductive, qualitative methodology, informed an organizational 

construct, a grounded theory and set of best practice recommendations for 

implementation. 

 Contextually, the researcher found primary sources of perceived strength, 

satisfaction and success for the new principals to include positive psychological capital, 

in the form of expressed gratitude, optimism, pride of accomplishment, and 

determination; informal or formal support from a mentor; and informal or formal peer 

collaboration and support.  Conversely, the data revealed perceptions of challenge 

primarily stemmed from the often overwhelming scope of the role:  anxiety about 

unknowns, exhaustion, and lack of business acumen and faith leadership preparation.   

 Informed by this participant commentary—which also included specific reactions 

and suggestions to induction practices experienced or imagined—themes leading to 

recommendations for future practice ensued.  Positive supports to be continued included 

maintaining robust “on-call” situational supports, maintaining and refining a new 
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mentoring program, and ensuring continued opportunities for both formal and informal 

peer collaboration.  A support to be pursued and developed was the assurance of clear 

and timely guidance, including a year-long overview document, and frequent but short 

communications to disseminate information.  Practices to be eliminated or avoided 

included reliance on webinars for principal development, as these precluded the 

interpersonal element, and, attention to addressing isolation of geographically distant 

schools, through the increased use of regional activities, and exploring a sliding scale 

stipend to defray disparate costs of travel. 

 Implementation and evaluation of the prescriptions will occur at the discretion of 

the subject archdiocese’s Department of Catholic Schools superintendent, with the broad 

oversight and authority of the archbishop, as dictated by the organization of the Catholic 

Church.  Informally, individual new principals are encouraged to continue nurturing their 

individual and collective psychological capital, to continue supporting one another and 

reflecting collaboratively, and to maintain positive mentoring relationships throughout 

their careers. 

 Catholic school principals play a vital role, in vital organizations.  New principals, 

on their way to becoming veteran principals, deserve and need all the help they can get.  

This dissertation in practice, informed by the experience of those new principals, 

described and prescribed a little of that help. 

“With greater love than fear” – Ignatius of Loyola. AMDG. 
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APPENDIX B 

PARTICIPANT INVITATION 

Dear Colleague, 
 
I am reaching out to you as a fellow Catholic elementary school principal.  I hope that 
you are finding your vocation rewarding on many levels, as I do. 
 
Like you, I am relatively new to the Catholic school principalship, having served only 
two years in this context, in our Archdiocese.  At the same time, I am a doctoral 
candidate at Creighton University.  My dissertation research centers around the specific 
challenges new Catholic school principals face with the multiple dimensions—spiritual, 
instructional, managerial and entrepreneurial—of the role, and their experience of the 
supports provided by the Archdiocese. 
 
By your lived experience, you have acquired valuable information about the transition to 
being a Catholic elementary school principal, that I hope you will be willing to share with 
me. 
 
This study will proceed with the permission of the Department of Catholic Schools, and 
has been approved by the Creighton University Institutional Review Board.  Our 
superintendent has been cc’ed on this invitation. 
 
If you decide to participate, please respond to this email (patrickgross@creighton.edu) 
and we will set a date for an interview.  The interview will take place either at your 
school or at the pastoral center, and last between 30 and 60 minutes.  Your name and the 
name of your school will be confidential.  Information about individual schools will not 
be shared and results will not be used to evaluate any school or archdiocesan personnel.  
The intent is to gather aggregate data for the purpose of identifying promising induction 
support practices.  If you have any questions, please let me know. 
 
I hope to hear from you! 
 
Best wishes, 
 
Patrick Gross 
Past Principal, [school] 
 
 
  

mailto:patrickgross@creighton.edu
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APPENDIX C 

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 
 
1. Background and significance: Although research and literature on teacher 

induction, as well as leader induction, in public schools has proliferated over the 
last three decades, scholarly information is limited with respect to Catholic school 
principal induction/onboarding. This study seeks to explore the unique differences 
in the experiences and induction needs of principals new to Catholic school 
leadership. 

 
2. Rationale behind the proposed research and potential benefits to participants 

and/or society: Leaders in Catholic schools have added roles and responsibilities 
due to the religious dimension and mission of Catholic education, as well as the 
often entrepreneurial nature of sustaining a Catholic school . This study seeks to 
explore the resulting challenges and promising practices for archdiocesan 
supports. 

 
3. Specific aims (research objectives): To determine the challenges and assistance 

needs of new principals in Catholic schools.   
 

4. Demographics: prior administrative experience and background, nature of 
professional preparation/credentialing, years in education, other prior work 
experience, age, gender, school pop/ size and demographics 
 

5. Interview Questions: 
 

a. Look at these cards and select the ones that revealed your feelings three 
times this year: before you started your first year; at Christmas break; and 
now.  (Interviewer provides stack of cards with emotions printed on them).  
Interviewer engages participant into conversation about choices of 
cards…what elicited the feelings. 
 

b. Can you tell me what gave you the most satisfaction/ joy during the first 
year? 

 
c. What was the greatest challenge or disappointment during the first year? 

 
d. How did the multiple dimensions:  spiritual leadership, instructional 

leadership, finance, facilities management, marketing and development, 
and so forth, impact your experience? 

 
e. In which areas did you feel least prepared?  Most prepared? 

 
f. Tell me about the kinds of assistance you received during the first year.  

(Who provided assistance; what kinds of assistance).   
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g. What helped, or could have helped you to be confident, and competent? 

 
h. If you were in charge of developing an induction plan for new principals 

in Catholic schools, what would you include?  (Who would provide the 
assistance?  What would be included? Timeframe? What, if any, aspects 
of the plan would be related to the Catholic dimension of the school?)  

 
i. Anything I forgot to ask? 

 
WORD SORT 

 
WHAT WORDS DESCRIBE YOUR FEELINGS?  

 

 Before School Started Mid-Year (Dec/Jan) End of School Year 

Courageous    

Determined    

Honored    

Caring    

Trusting    

Expectant    

Independent    

Excited    

Grateful    

Thankful    

Hopeful    

Confident    

Assured    

Secure    

Optimistic    

Joyful    

Happy    

Triumphant    

Enjoyment    

Admiring    

Proud    

Self-sufficient    

Content    

Add words I skipped:    
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 Before School Started Mid-Year (Dec/Jan) End of School Year 

Angry    

Irritable    

Annoyed    

Apathetic    

Complacent    

Despairing    

Helpless    

Sad    

Dejected    

Discouraged    

Discontent    

Indecisive    

Skeptical    

Distrusting    

Self-Loathing    

Jealous    

Fearful    

Anxious    

Despondent    

Impatient    

Guilty    

Dissatisfied    

Dispirited    

Resentful    

Bitter    

Add words I skipped:    
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APPENDIX D 

Letter of Exemption 
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