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Abstract 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore and understand the experiences and 

perceptions of novice principals leading in a traditional Jesuit secondary school within 

the four Jesuit provinces in the United States. Principals in traditional Jesuit high schools 

experience a leadership reality that includes a national decline in Catholic education, a 

complex governance model, and a need to promote the religious mission and charism of 

its sponsoring religious order while responding effectively to the practical needs and 

expectations of private preparatory schools. This study explored the experiences and 

perceptions of eight novice principals in traditional Jesuit secondary school settings to 

understand factors that have supported and/or challenged their transition into this 

leadership position. The primary findings suggest that novice principals encounter 

significant emotional stress; have an inconsistent interpretation of their leadership role, 

especially regarding their proximity as a leader to the academic profile of the school; and 

find they were unprepared for certain aspects of their job. The data from the study along 

with a review of literature in Catholic education, principal preparation, leadership theory, 

and the standards and benchmarks of Jesuit schools results in two primary 

recommendations: the need for institutionalized emotional support and self-care for 

novice principals and the need for a formal onboarding process to include crisis 

management, role clarification, and the relationship building between principal and 

president. 

Keywords: Jesuit secondary schools, principal preparation, novice principal, standards 

and benchmarks of Jesuit Education. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Background of the Problem 

 The role of a principal is essential to an educational institution. For Catholic 

secondary schools, principals were historically ordained religious men or women who 

were missioned to that position by the superiors within the Church hierarchy (Polka, 

Litchka, Mete, & Ayaga, 2016). This method of assigning principals has changed over 

time. Today, both ordained and lay men and women are hired to fill these roles in 

institutions that are now governed by lay boards of trustees rather than the Church 

(Frabutt, Holter, & Nuzzi, 2013). The Church’s role today is one of sponsorship that 

affirms the schools’ religious identity (Weiss, 2007). In addition to the changes in 

governance, enrollment in Catholic education has been in decline for decades. From 1960 

until 2010, the number of Catholic schools decreased by 45% and enrollment in Catholic 

schools decreased by almost 60% (Polka et al., 2016). Navigating the changing 

environment of governance, popularity, and demographics of Catholic secondary 

education intensifies the importance of the principal’s leadership position. 

Within the scope of Catholic secondary schools are schools run by a particular 

order within the Catholic Church. Each order has a unique charism and particular 

emphasis in the areas of spirituality, pedagogy, and mission. In Catholic schools that are 

sponsored by a religious order, principals must promote the religious mission and 

particular charism of that order, manage and lead in such a way that the schools are 

responsive to the current expectations of private preparatory schools, including academic 

and co-curricular aspirations, while navigating the larger Church hierarchy. This may be 

challenging for novice principals who are tasked with developing and sustaining this 



NOVICE PRINCIPALS IN JESUIT SECONDARY SCHOOLS 2 

 

complex litany of need and interests (Weiss, 2007). Currently, these principals become 

acclimated to this complex role in a variety of ways, including lived experience, prior 

administrative experience, informal mentoring, and post-secondary education programs. 

This study focused on Catholic schools that operate in the tradition of the Society 

of Jesus. The Society of Jesus, also known as the Jesuits, is a Catholic religious order 

established in 1540. The unique charism and particular emphasis for Jesuit schools are 

found in the standards and benchmarks for Jesuit education, which are the distinguishing 

criteria for contemporary Jesuit schools (Provincials Assistants for Secondary and Pre-

Secondary Education, 2015). 

Despite the complexity of this leadership position, formal programs to prepare 

new principals for their role in Jesuit secondary schools do not currently exist. The lack 

of a formal preparation program for new principals in Jesuit, Catholic schools may 

contribute to many of the challenges faced by the people in those positions. These 

challenges, as expressed anecdotally, have not been formally studied and resemble those 

faced by principals in public schools, including high stress, burnout, anxiety, low job 

satisfaction, high turnover, and lack of preparedness (Fullan, 2014; Hall, 2004; Bloom & 

Krovetz, 2001; O’Doherty & Ovando, 2013; Beam, Claxton, & Smith, 2016). 

There has been no academic research to date that specifically addresses the 

reasons for secondary school principal challenges in the Jesuit secondary school system. 

Therefore, additional research on traditional Jesuit secondary school principals is 

necessary, as requirements of this role are distinct from those of other models of Jesuit 

secondary education and from public secondary education. 
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Statement of the Problem 

Principals in secondary school settings often face an array of leadership 

responsibilities that require immediate and long-term solutions. From facilities 

management to student health and safety, from innovative curriculum expert to 

responsive parent appeaser, from enrollment manager to financial planner, the modern 

principal’s role is ill-defined and broad (Fullan, 2014). For principals in Jesuit, Catholic 

school settings, the challenges mentioned above intersect with preserving and advancing 

the mission of a Jesuit education while learning to navigate the realities of serving in an 

organizational structure where president, principal, board of directors and Jesuit religious 

communities all reside within the school’s organizational structure. 

According to the Jesuit Schools Network (2016), a ministry of the Society of 

Jesus that initiates programs and provides services to the network of Jesuit schools in the 

United States and Canada, the average tenure of a principal in traditional Jesuit secondary 

schools in the United States is less than five years. Sixty seven percent of the current 

principals have been in their role five years or less. At a 2015 conference, the President of 

the Jesuit Schools Network, Fr. Robert Muller, S.J., gave a lecture on the challenges that 

lay principals face in Jesuit secondary schools. He stated that lay principals who choose 

to enter into Jesuit school settings often find the transition difficult, citing a lack of 

support and guidance, especially when dealing with boards of directors, the Jesuit 

community, and the school president (R. Muller, personal communication, November 10, 

2015). In addition, there currently exists no formal preparation program for lay principals 

in Jesuit secondary schools. 
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For the purposes of this study, the phrase “formal preparation programs” refers to 

programming designed specifically for those who are interested in or preparing to start 

their role as principal of a Jesuit secondary school. A formal program may include 

apprenticeship, course work, or mentoring elements. To recruit and retain quality 

educational leaders in the role as principal, it is critical that research examine the 

experiences of principals, yield insight into the challenges they face, and determine the 

elements required in the design and implementation of an effective Jesuit secondary 

school principal preparation program. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore and understand the 

experiences and perceptions of novice principals leading in a traditional Jesuit secondary 

school within the four Jesuit provinces in the United States. Novice principals are defined 

as principals who have been serving in that role for less than five years (Bloom & 

Krovetz, 2001; Hall, 2008). This study explored the experiences of eight novice 

principals in traditional Jesuit secondary school settings to understand factors that have 

supported and/or challenged their transition into this leadership position. With the 

emerging role of lay leadership in Jesuit schools, this study is important and timely to 

Jesuit education because it addresses the gap in professional development and formation 

for its future lay leadership. 

Research Questions 

 This study was guided by the following research questions: 

Research Question #1: What are the experiences and perceptions of novice 

principals in a traditional Jesuit secondary school? 
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 Sub Question #1: How do novice principals perceive and understand their role as 

educational leaders within a Jesuit educational context? 

 Research Question #2: How do novice principals understand the standards and 

benchmarks for Jesuit Education? 

 Sub Question #2: What are the factors, if any, that promote or impede their 

understanding of the standards and benchmarks for Jesuit Education? 

Aim of the Study 

The aim of this study was to utilize research findings in order to inform the 

creation of a formal principal preparation program for traditional Jesuit secondary school 

principals. 

Methodology Overview 

For studying the phenomenon of leadership and preparation for novice principals 

in traditional Jesuit secondary schools, the study utilized a qualitative approach involving 

in-depth, semi-structured interviews, document review, and collection of demographic 

information to address the research question. This approach allowed for a thorough 

exploration of novice principals’ experiences and perceptions as principal of a traditional 

Jesuit secondary school; insight into the challenges and opportunities they face; and 

determining what preparation, training, and support is needed to meet the demands of the 

position and ensure personal and professional success. According to Creswell (2014), 

using a qualitative method of inquiry is helpful in that it allows for a broad and holistic 

context. This method is valuable in studying the phenomenon of leadership, 

organizational structure, change management and principal preparation. 
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Definition of Relevant Terms 

The following terms were used operationally within this study. 

Charism: Refers to the culture, identity, practices, and emphases of a particular 

religious order. 

Formal preparation programs: Programming that is designed specifically for 

those who are interested in or preparing to start their role as principal of a Jesuit 

secondary school. A formal program may include apprenticeship, course work, or 

mentoring elements. 

Jesuit: Refers to either a Catholic priest of the Society of Jesus or a descriptive 

word for a ministry that is sponsored or directed by the Society of Jesus (Traub, 2004). 

Standards and benchmarks for Jesuit education: Distinguishing criteria for 

verifying the Jesuit nature of contemporary schools (Provincials Assistants for Secondary 

and Pre-Secondary Education, 2015). The standards are organized into the five domains 

of Jesuit and Catholic mission and identity, governance and leadership, spiritual 

formation, educational excellence, and faith that does justice. 

Principal: The chief educational officer of the school with supervisory 

responsibility for all employees who work for the school. 

Province: A geographic territory that is governed by a Provincial. There are four 

provinces in the United States (see Appendix A). 

Provincial: A Jesuit priest who has been appointed to lead a province. These 

terms are used regularly among those in Jesuit secondary education or public education 

and their definitions can be considered conventional (Jesuit Conference, 2007; Traub, 

2004). 



NOVICE PRINCIPALS IN JESUIT SECONDARY SCHOOLS 7 

 

Novice principal: A principal in years 1 through 5. (Bloom & Krovetz, 2001; 

Hall, 2008). 

Secondary school: An educational institution for students in grades 9 through 12, 

commonly referred to as high school. 

Society of Jesus: A Catholic religious order established in 1540 and founded by 

St. Ignatius of Loyola (Traub, 2004). 

Traditional school: The word “traditional” is used to distinguish a Jesuit school 

from other non-traditional schools sponsored by the Jesuits. The traditional schools 

follow a commonly known secondary school model, offer a distinct college preparatory 

curriculum, participate in interscholastic athletics, and serve a wide range of students (see 

Appendix B). Most of these schools are all-male schools. Non-traditional schools may 

have a different tuition model or multiple sponsorships and affiliations. There are 81 

schools in the Jesuit Schools Network. Fifty-three of these schools are categorized as 

traditional while 11 are in the Cristo Rey model and 17 are in the Nativity model. Of the 

53 traditional schools, 36 are all-male and 17 are co-ed. 

Delimitations and Limitations 

This dissertation is limited to the self-reporting structure of the interview 

questions and subsequent responses. Although the findings may be generalized, the 

sample is purposely selected and may not reflect the demographics of principals across 

diverse educational settings such as public, charter, or independent secondary schools. 

This is not a randomized study. Participants were novice principals in traditional Jesuit 

secondary schools; however, they entered into the study based on their willingness to 

participate. 
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 Another limitation is reliance on participants’ self-reflections. While their input is 

relevant, there may exist substantial feedback from those who work with or work for 

principals. Teachers, assistant principals, presidents, students, and parents are all 

stakeholders who work directly with the principal and who could offer their own 

experiences of working with a new principal. 

A further limitation of this study is that it uses a qualitative method of inquiry and 

the population is a representative sample only. The researcher did not have access to 

current or former principals of all 53 traditional Jesuit secondary schools in the United 

States. The participants may have been influenced by a particular set of circumstances, 

trends, or experiences that emerged in the last few years in traditional Jesuit secondary 

education. While this study can predict some of these trends, such as the evolving 

relationship between Jesuit schools and the local Diocesan leadership, it may not be able 

to identify all such trends. 

A delimitation of this study is that it does not include Catholic school principals in 

Diocesan schools or schools run by another religious order. While there may be 

similarities between principal experiences and perceptions in Diocesan schools and 

schools run by a particular religious order, principals in the Diocesan or non-Jesuit 

ordered populations were not be studied. 

Significance of the Study 

The larger history of public school principal preparation has demonstrated that 

principals in years 1 through 5, known as novice principals according to the literature, 

find consistent challenges as they begin their tenure. The key to quality principal 

preparation, according to the research, is continuity between training and specific needs 
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of the job (Bloom & Krovetz, 2001; Hall, 2008; O’Doherty & Ovando, 2013; Spillane et 

al., 2015). For this reason, the focus on traditional Jesuit secondary school principals is 

necessary, as requirements of this role are distinct and require a focused examination. To 

recruit and retain quality professional principals and support them as leaders in their 

schools and in the field of Jesuit secondary education, this study sought to understand the 

perceptions of Jesuit principals in regard to their first five years in the position. 

By gaining insight into the experiences and perceptions of novice Jesuit 

secondary school principals and developing a framework for principal preparation, this 

study will benefit leaders in Jesuit education as they gain new knowledge, skills, and 

abilities that have not been offered to date. Addressing the challenges faced by Jesuit 

secondary school principals and designing a preparation program will help new principals 

adjust to their role, understand their role, find job satisfaction, and stay in their role. 

This study contributes to the larger body of scholarly literature in Catholic 

education, principal preparation, and educational leadership in that it utilizes previous 

academic work focused on public school leadership, the history of Catholic education, 

current trends in Catholic education, organizational theory, authentic leadership theory, 

and change theory. The study’s scope of inquiry is the critical skills needed in traditional 

Jesuit secondary education. The study also provides a framework for formal principal 

preparation in these unique academic settings. 

The results of this inquiry and the transferring of this knowledge into practice 

may mean that Jesuit secondary principals will be better positioned to fulfill their roles as 

ethical leaders, organizational managers, and change agents. The mission of their 

respective schools, the formation of young people as intellectually competent, 
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conscientious moral leaders, and social change agents will also be enhanced as principals 

become more competent while serving their faculty, administration, governing boards, 

students, parents, and communities. 

It is hoped that the findings from the study will lead towards a holistic formation 

and professional development for emerging lay principals and those transitioning into the 

position along with a long-term, sustainable support systems for current principals. 

Finally, this study may provide the Jesuit religious order and others in similar 

organizational settings with key recommendations for growth and further research in the 

field of professional development for new and emerging lay principals. 

Summary 

 The challenges faced by novice principals in Jesuit secondary schools are 

consistent with the challenges demonstrated in the academic literature on public school 

principals and may be a result of the lack of formal preparation programs designed 

specifically for Jesuit secondary school principals. The nature of these challenges in the 

context of Jesuit secondary education were studied utilizing a qualitative method of 

inquiry to understand the experiences of novice principals in Jesuit secondary school 

settings. This inquiry was informed by research on authentic leadership theory, 

organizational theory, change theory, Catholic education, and principal preparation to 

ground the research in the larger context of leadership. The results of this inquiry were 

meant to serve current and future leaders in Jesuit secondary education so that the 

challenges inherent to this role are mitigated upon their entry into this important 

leadership position. 
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

 Leadership responsibilities within secondary school settings often require both 

immediate and long-term solutions.  Thus, the principal’s role is broad and ill-defined, as 

its focus encompasses facilities management, student health and safety, innovative 

curriculum expertise, responsive parent appeasement, enrollment management and to 

financial planning (Fullan, 2014). For principals in Jesuit Catholic school settings, the 

challenges mentioned above intersect with preserving and advancing the mission of a 

Jesuit education while learning to navigate the realities of serving in an organizational 

structure where president, principal, board of directors and Jesuit religious communities 

all reside within the school’s organizational structure. 

According to the Jesuit Schools Network, a ministry of the Society of Jesus that 

initiates programs and provides services to the network of Jesuit schools in the United 

States and Canada, the average tenure of a principal in traditional Jesuit secondary 

schools in the United States is less than five years. The Jesuit Schools Network (2016), 

noted that 67% of current principals have been in their role five years or less. In addition, 

there currently exists no formal preparation program for lay principals at these schools. 

This review of literature examined the critical themes pertaining to the formal 

preparation of secondary school principals in the context of Catholic education. There 

exists a wide range of literature and empirical studies in this area. The objectives of this 

literature review were to explore a basic history of Catholic education, to understand the 

evolution of the role of the principal in Catholic schools, to review the secular literature 
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on principal preparation, and to understand the role of the principal in light of literature 

on leadership. 

The sections are organized thematically: history of Catholic education, history of 

principal preparation, the secondary school principal as leader, the novice principal, 

leadership theories that pertain to the principal, and the standards and benchmarks for 

Jesuit education (Provincials Assistants for Secondary and Pre-Secondary Education, 

2015). This organization demonstrates the key finding that the changing role of the 

principal means that the way in which we prepare principals also needs to change. 

Linking leadership preparation to the nature of the leadership role is the driving force 

behind the literature in this field. Additionally, the literature on the experiences of first-

year principals demonstrates the common reality that principals are not prepared for their 

role. The research that follows informs the idea that principals in Jesuit secondary schools 

need preparation that is responsive to the specific nature of these institutions and the 

specific challenges of this role. 

History of Catholic Education 

 This section is a brief review of the history of Catholic education in the United 

States. It begins with a basic review of the Second Vatican Council (Vatican II), a 

gathering of Bishops from around the world from 1962 to 1965, that made 

transformational changes to the Catholic Church (Denig & Dosen, 2009). This section is 

designed to understand the Catholic school in the context of the Church and is followed 

by a review of the history of Catholic education in the context of the larger education 

system in the United States. The goal is to understand the traditional Jesuit secondary 

school as a work of the Catholic Church and as a secondary school in the United States. 
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Pre-Vatican II 

To understand the historical developments of Catholic school settings in the 

United States, it is important to place them within two Catholic historical bookends: Pre-

Vatican II and Post-Vatican II. Vatican II was a seminal and modernizing shift in the 

Catholic Church. 

The modern principal in a Catholic secondary school has a radically different role 

than their early predecessors who were leaders when the Catholic school system was 

established, yet some of the foundations that supported the early schools are present 

today. Catholic schools started in what is now the United States in the 1600s. These 

schools were designed to convert and teach the indigenous populations (Denig & Dosen, 

2009). However, the orientation of Catholic schools as a distinct educational system 

begins to emerge in the early 1800s (Bryk, Lee, & Holland, 1993). Denig and Dosen 

(2009) noted that the first Catholic parochial school in the United States was founded in 

1810. 

Bryk et al.’s (1993) study of Catholic high schools showed how the Catholic 

school system was a distinctly American phenomenon. They pointed out that a religious 

education system that was distinct from a public education system was unheard of in the 

Western world. This system was primarily developed as a result of hostility towards 

Catholics by Protestants. By the mid-1800s, the public school system was basically 

Protestant and practiced overt hostility toward Catholics (Denig & Dosen, 2009). The 

Catholic Bishops feared students would be converted to Protestantism and thus required 

that Catholics forego the Protestant controlled school system and encouraged the 

development of a separate Catholic system (Bryk et al., 1993; Denig & Dosen, 2009). By 
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the late 1800s, American Catholic Bishops required that every parish erect a school and 

that all Catholics must send their children to parochial schools. Thus, prior to Vatican II, 

the primary functions of Catholic schools were to educate Catholic children in the ways 

of the Church and to protect children from being converted by Protestants (Denig & 

Dosen, 2009). 

Post-Vatican II 

The context of the modern system of Catholic education in the United States is 

best understood through the lens of the Vatican II, which took place from 1962 to 1965. 

The purpose of this Council was to modernize the Catholic Church (McDonough, 2016). 

Denig and Dosen (2009) articulated this transformation as one where the Church moved 

from an inward view of the clergy to an outward collaboration between clergy and laity. 

McDonough (2016) noted five noteworthy outcomes of Vatican II. First, the 

Council affirmed that the people of the Church comprise the identity of the Church in its 

Decree on the Apostolate of Lay People (Vatican Council II, 1996). This means that the 

Church cannot be understood exclusively through ordained men and women. The second 

outcome, also from this decree on lay persons, was affirmation that lay people were not 

inferior to ordained people, but, rather, were competent actors in the Church (Vatican 

Council II, 1996). Third, the Council promoted dialogue among other religious traditions 

in its Declaration on Religious Liberty and the Declaration on the Relation of the Church 

to Non-Christian Religions (Vatican Council II, 1996). This was significant since it 

allowed for the Church to minimize the triumphalism and exclusivity it had emphasized 

prior to Vatican II. These documents also promote the fourth outcome, which was an 

emphasis on the non-coercion of others to conversion. Last, the Council suggested that 
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education could lead to a renewal of the Church itself in its Declaration on Christian 

Education (Vatican Council II, 1996). 

These features of Vatican II moved the Church away from its pre-Vatican II 

features of deference to clergy, doctrinal legalism, and the emphasis on the Church itself 

as the Kingdom of God on earth (McDonough, 2016). This is best articulated in a 

document titled Dogmatic Constitution on the Church (Vatican Council II, 1996). 

Vatican II also moved the Church away from its emphasis on observable behavior and, 

instead, emphasized one’s internal relationship with God (McDonough, 2016). Catholic 

schools in the post-Vatican II era were now meant to attend to not only Catholic youth, 

but, rather, to a mission to serve the wider world. These schools started to enroll non-

Catholic students and the role of the school as protection from conversion was de-

emphasized (Denig & Dosen, 2009). 

Instruction in faith, morals, social justice, and service are pillars of Catholic 

education in the modern era. Equally as important is the evolving partnership between the 

clergy and the laity. A 1973 letter from United Stated Conference of Catholic Bishops 

showed a concern for declining number of ordained and men and women and an initial 

effort to clarify the roles that lay men and women should play in Catholic education. In 

whatever form these roles were to take, the pastoral role of school leaders was primary. 

In a 2004 speech at Creighton University, a Jesuit Catholic University, Fr. Peter-Hanz 

Kolvenbach, S.J., stated that the Church can no longer ask how the laity can serve the 

Jesuits in their ministries, but must rather ask how the Jesuits can serve the laity in their 

ministries. These changes are critical in understanding the movement of Catholic 

educational leadership. 
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Current Trends in Catholic Education 

A review of the history of Catholic education by Heft (2011) shows the post-

Vatican II reality for Catholic schools includes an exodus of ordained men and women 

who ran Catholic schools, resulting in a significant increase in the cost of Catholic 

education. The cost of this education increased since lay men and women required 

meaningful compensation commensurate with their skill level and expertise. Ordained 

men and women often meant a subsidized labor force that significantly reduced cost. To 

attract and retain quality teachers and staff, tuition increases were necessary. Increased 

tuition meant the price of Catholic private schooling disqualified more families who 

could no longer afford to pay. 

The 2018 annual report from National Catholic Education Association (NCEA) 

noted that Catholic school enrollment reached its peak during the early 1960s when there 

were more than 5.2 million students in almost 13,000 schools across the nation. The 

1970s and 1980s saw a steep decline in both the number of schools and students. By 

1990, there were approximately 2.5 million students in 8,719 schools. Since 2008, 1,336 

schools were reported closed or consolidated, which constitutes 18.1% of the Catholic 

schools nationwide. In contrast, 270 school openings were reported. The number of 

students declined by 435,537, which constitutes 19.2% of the total (NCEA, 2018). 

Heft (2011) argued that this era also meant increased scrutiny on the Church and 

the dissolution of a Catholic subculture. The factors of increased costs, deceasing 

enrollment trends, negative scrutiny of the Church, and the erosion of a Catholic 

subculture may contribute to the challenges faced by principals in these schools. 
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Catholic Schools and Public Schools 

The current mission and identity of a Catholic high school can be understood in 

its context as a Catholic ministry, but it can also be understood as an institution distinct 

from public or non-Catholic private schools. Bryk et al.’s (2009) associated four aspects 

of Catholic high schools with student achievement higher than that of its public school 

counterparts: (a) a delimited technical core, (b) a communal organization, (c) 

decentralized governance, and (d) an inspirational theology. 

For the purposes of this review of literature, I will expand on two of these themes. 

The delimited technical core describes a curriculum that is common for all students. 

While there are some distinctions between rigor and context for various students, the 

researchers found that this approach affirmed an equity of learning distribution and 

allowed the school to maximize limited resources. In a 2008 interview, Bryk noted that it 

was the success of Catholic schools working with disadvantaged students who were the 

beneficiaries of this core curriculum that led his researchers to their work (Bryk, 2008). 

He referenced Coleman, Hoffer, and Kilgore’s (1981) famous study on public and private 

high schools that demonstrated the successes of students in Catholic education due to 

greater academic demands and a more structured environment. 

Another important and beneficial organizational characteristic of Catholic schools 

was decentralized governance. Bryk et al. (2009) noted that, unlike public schools 

situated within large systems, Catholic schools are loosely organized within dioceses, and 

the governance of each school is determined by school ownership, be it the parish, the 

diocese, or religious order in the case of private Catholic schools. This decentralized 

governance allows for local, school-level decision-making, which enables school 
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leadership to make decisions based on the good of the individual school and community. 

They also noted the importance of the role of the principal and the principal’s leadership 

style, which they observed was primarily paternalistic, functioning as the head of the 

community. 

History of Principal Preparation 

 Until the mid-1980s the vast majority of principal preparation programs focused 

on issues that responded to a specific understanding of the secondary school principal 

(Behar-Horenstein, 1995; Milstein & Krueger, 1997). The principal, at this time, was 

considered to be an authoritarian manager with a top-down leadership style (Behar-

Horenstein, 1995). Milstein and Krueger (1997) explained that the most significant 

changes to the approach of principal preparation began in 1987 with the establishment of 

the National Commission on Excellence in Education Administration. The commission 

found that preparation programs lacked “a definition of a good educational 

leadership…collaboration between school districts and universities…and a systemic 

professional development for school administrators” (National Commission on 

Excellence in Education Administration, 1987, pp. vi-xvii). Behar-Horenstein (1995) 

pointed out that educational administrative programs that previously emphasized 

“planning, facilities, busses, and budgets” started to “promote a holistic approach to 

preparing building principals” as a result of this report (p. 19). 

 An example of this movement in principal preparation can be seen in the 

changing emphasis in principal preparation. Rogus, Poppenhagen, and Mingus’s (1980) 

study on principals emphasized job satisfaction, competence, workload, district 

management, and autonomy. This study serves as an example of the strictly managerial 
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and bureaucratic understanding of this leadership role. In the move away from these 

managerial foci, Milstein and Krueger (1997) argued that successful leadership 

preparation programs “are those that pay attention to the key program elements that must 

be fostered…[such as] readiness for program change, recruitment and selection of 

students, academic offerings and teaching strategies, learning in cohorts, and resource 

acquisition” (p. 101). 

Similarly, Behar-Horenstein (1995) argued that preparation programs must 

include a focus on cognitive and metacognitive processes, the evolution of knowledge 

and reflective practice, new instructional methods, and an interface between theoretical 

and practical knowledge. In short, both Milstein and Krueger (1997) and Behar-

Horenstein (1995) demonstrated the move from preparing principals to perform certain 

managerial tasks to preparing principals to become educational leaders with skillsets that 

meet the needs of schools. 

 The limitations of the pre-1980s programs and the consensus for the major themes 

that needed to be included in new preparation programs were summarized in the National 

Alliance for Restructuring Graduate Education Administration Programs (Worner, 1994). 

The themes outlined were sharing and open dialogue, clinical faculty, mentoring, and 

performance-based learning models. Stakenas (1994) argued that programs would need to 

go even further to promote leadership training that allows principals to lead in the areas 

of mainstreaming and teaching in increasingly diverse schools. Similarly, Thurston, Clift, 

and Schacht (1993) argued for the need for preparation programs to teach 

transformational leadership that empowers others in the school to “accept and accomplish 

goals that rise above self-interest” (p. 260). What we find in the literature above is a 
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move from the principal as a manager of personnel and facilities to an educational leader 

who is an expert in assessment, program development, and curriculum. Additionally, the 

emphasis on the nature of the principals’ leadership emerged as an important area for 

preparation. 

The Secondary School Principal as Leader 

A common theme in the literature on principal preparation is the idea that the 

principal in preparation must reflect on the nature of his or her leadership role and enter 

into this role with a basic understanding of this nature (Fullan, 2014; Richardson, Lane, 

& Flanigan, 1996; Whitaker, 2012). One of the challenges that emerged from the 

movement to redefine the role of the principal and the corresponding preparation needs 

was the ever-increasing list of expectations for this role. Fullan (2014) suggested that the 

role of principal has been defined in a way that has been unsustainable and unhelpful for 

the last 20 years. Fullan (2014) argued that the role of principal as a transformational 

leader (Thurston et al., 1993) has been too broad and generic, and the role of the principal 

as instructional leader (Stakenas, 1994; Worner, 1994) has been too detailed and 

micromanaging. Whitaker (2012) described this reality by warning of the pitfall of 

treating the principal role as a policy maker. Whitaker argued that leaders can get caught 

up making the perfect policy or the perfect adjustment to the program without 

emphasizing the needs of the people making the programs work. 

 Fullan (2014) prefers the term “lead learner,” which includes a more practical and 

balanced approach to management and leadership in general. The lead learner is a quality 

manager who maintains the focus of the school while mitigating distractors (Fullan, 2014, 

p. 56). Fullan also articulated the risk of adopting dozens of ad hoc policies that respond 
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to these ever-changing realities to the point that the school is a network of fragmented 

policies. In the same way that Fullan attempted to find a compromised or moderated 

profile of the principal, Whitaker (2012) explained that the principal should be 

understood as a leader who emphasizes people. He argued that the program is not as 

important as the people who need to carry it out: support the people who are primarily 

responsible for the execution of the program and the programs will be more effective. A 

school may have a well-designed program, but one cannot be successful unless the people 

who do the work are competent, motivated, and supported. 

In addition to these more moderate and nuanced definitions of this leadership role, 

Brock and Grady (2004) noted that various stakeholders will have differing expectations 

of the role of principal. One of the eight steps she laid out in the process of defining one’s 

role and setting proper expectations was to identify the conflicting expectation of 

stakeholders. Brock and Grady stated that it is important to let the teachers know who 

you are and your educational philosophy. This idea that stakeholders may not 

immediately share the same understanding of the role of principal was identified by 

Richardson et al. (1996). They concluded that teachers do not have a significantly 

different perception of the leadership role of principal as they do for leaders in business. 

A principal who defines his or her role as a lead learner (Fullan, 2014) or as a people-

centered policy maker (Whitaker, 2012) must make his or her approach clear to teachers 

who may be expecting a different sort of leader. 

The Novice Principal 

The novice principal experience has been studied extensively and has shown 

similar themes over the last 20 years. The vast majority of the research has been in public 
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education similar to the research presented in the prior section. The literature shows that 

novice principals experience a wide range of challenges resulting from the nature of the 

position, the complexity of the position, the lack of preparation, and the principals’ 

understanding of the role. 

The phenomenon of secondary school principal shortages presents additional 

challenges in principal preparation and training. Bloom and Krovetz (2001) credited the 

shortage of principals for the relative administrative inexperience of first-year principals. 

New principals are typically elevated to the role from an assistant principal role that has a 

“very narrow range of responsibilities…These individuals may be masters of the 

expulsion process, but have no experience with other important areas such as curriculum 

or budget” (Bloom & Krovetz, 2001, p. 1). They emphasized the complexity of the role 

and the difficulty of finding a candidate who has the breadth of experience to manage the 

complexity of the role early in his/her tenure. 

Whereas role complexity and principal shortage played a role in the novice 

principal experience, O’Doherty and Ovando’s (2013) study on novice principals noted 

additional obstacles to understanding the role. They described the themes as succession, 

existing plans, motivating change, and role complexity. The challenge of succession is 

that a novice principal compares him/herself to the predecessor, causing self-doubt and 

insecurity. Existing plans were inherited by the novice principal from the previous 

principal, and the resulting novice principal’s need to adhere to inherited plans may stifle 

their ability to demonstrate their own leadership skills and abilities. Motivating change 

with veteran teachers was also a challenge. Role complexity examined the wide range of 

duties a novice principal is responsible for despite the lack of experience. 
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While principal shortages and role complexity are known to negatively affect the 

experience of novice principals, Hall (2004, 2008) posited that a lack of formal and 

consistent mentoring also contributes to high turnover. He noted that principals do not 

typically enjoy the apprentice experience that teachers do when taking on the role of 

principal and argued that the need to “develop principals as master artisans” (Hall, 2008, 

p. 1) requires the establishment of formal mentoring programs. Similar findings from 

Beam et al. (2016) showed that novice school leaders lack formal preparation, and this 

lack negatively affected their ability to gain credibility, manage their time appropriately, 

and navigate the politics of the bureaucracy. 

In addition to the lack of mentorship, formal preparation, and administrative 

inexperience, Spillane, Harris, Jones, and Mertz (2015) found the manner in which the 

novice principal understood the complexity of the role contributed to the nature of the 

difficulty in acclimating to the first-year experience. The vast majority of novice 

principals found the volume of work and the wide range of responsibilities to be greater 

than anticipated. What was different among those studied was whether the novice 

principal took the “heroic” approach and assumed all responsibility or the “delegator” 

approach and distributed the leadership (p. 1070). Both approaches had advantages and 

disadvantages. It was concluded that the nature of this complex role required these 

approaches to exist in tension since the principal needs to be responsible and accountable 

to all aspects of the job but could never accomplish those responsibilities without 

delegation. 
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The Role of Leadership in this Study 

The role of leadership is central to this study, as its aim is to inform the creation 

of a formal program to prepare principals for their leadership role. While the role of 

leadership in this study is limited to Jesuit secondary education, the concept of a leader is 

grounded in current leadership theory and related concepts. Three elements of leadership 

that both led to the investigation of this topic and informed the research itself are ethical 

foundations in leadership, organizational theory, and change theory. 

Authentic Leadership Theory 

It is the researcher’s opinion that any leader whose primary responsibility is 

leading others in the formation and development of young people should ground his or 

her leadership style in an ethically-based model. Additionally, the practical realities that 

come with the running of a complex institution require skillful management abilities. 

Authentic leadership theory is an ethically-based leadership model known for balancing 

the need for a solid moral base with the need for practicality and effectiveness. Johnson 

(2012) identified the theme of “self-awareness” as the ethical basis of this theory (p. 210). 

Self-awareness means knowing your strengths and weaknesses in addition to your 

motivations and desires. 

Additionally, Evans (2013) uses the word “integrity” to define the ethical root of 

ATL as “a fundamental consistency between one’s values, goals, and actions” (p. 137). 

Self-awareness and integrity are essential for establishing followership since they 

promote trust. Followers will only buy into the values of leader if they trust that the 

leader is sincere. A gap cannot exist between what a leader claims to be and what the 
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leader actually is: “Authentic leaders embody character in action” (Evans, 2013, p. 141). 

The establishment of trust in this context will also be included in the interview questions. 

This moral base of honesty and consistency needs to be accompanied by what 

Evans (2013) calls “savvy,” or “a practical problem-solving ability that enables leaders to 

make things happen” (p. 141). A leader must be able to employ common sense solutions 

to a variety of problems with a level temperament. Johnson (2012) describes this as 

balanced processing, which means an objective and authentic response to information or 

feedback especially when that information or feedback is difficult to process. The 

researcher’s own personal experience as a principal concurs with the need for savvy as 

described above. In addition to trust building, participants were asked to reflect on real-

life situations and dilemmas that informed their experience. 

 Leaders who are authentic have the understanding of what Lowney (2003) 

describes as the four pillars: understanding their strengths, weaknesses, values, and 

worldview; confidently innovating and adapting to embrace a changing world; engaging 

others with a positive, loving attitude, and energizing themselves and others through 

heroic ambitions. The call for self-awareness, consistency of temperament, 

responsiveness, balanced processing, and decision-making are the foundations of ATL 

and congruent with the particular leadership requirement of a principal in Jesuit 

secondary education. 

Organizational Theory 

A second relevant theme in leadership studies that informs this study is 

organizational theory. Concepts such as vertical and horizontal differentiation, flat and 

tall organization structure, or span of control (Hatch & Cunliffe, 2013) have practical and 



NOVICE PRINCIPALS IN JESUIT SECONDARY SCHOOLS 26 

 

serious implications in Jesuit secondary education. The structure of the organization and 

the various leadership roles that exist within the structure must be understood by the 

principal. 

For example, the nature of a Jesuit secondary school necessitates significant 

horizontal differentiation given the wide variety of material that is covered across the 

curriculum. Jesuit secondary schools have academic departments that teach a 

comprehensive college prep curriculum in addition to theology or religious studies. Co-

curricular programs include robotics, athletics, community service, advocacy, student 

government, student retreats, and journalism. The horizontal differentiation in Jesuit 

secondary schools is much too wide for any one person to be a subject-specific expert. 

This reality has implications for the principal who must manage programs and people 

across a wide spectrum of activity. The “span of control” that is assigned to the principal 

is incredibly wide (Hatch & Cunliffe, 2013, p. 27). 

For example, consider the importance of the collective role of the teachers to the 

overall success of the school. This group requires significant attention in terms of 

supervision, training, and quality control. Keedy and Robbins (1993) note that “principals 

have neither the time, energy, nor subject expertise for efficient and effective structural 

improvement” (p. 185). With the large numbers of teachers and the high level of 

horizontal differentiation, it is doubtful that one administrator is able to provide enough 

valuable feedback for such a large group. Therefore, an effective delegation of critical 

and subject-specific supervision is required. 

The need for effective supervisory delegation leads to an issue with the role of 

middle managers in the organization. In the example above, academic department chairs 
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serve as the subject-specific leaders throughout the academic departments. Bowman 

(2002) discussed the complicated role of the academic department chair in secondary 

education and questions whether the role of chair is that of manager or leader. He noted 

that “they are expected to serve in roles as diverse as resource manager, instant problem 

solver, spokesperson, deep listener, motivator, enabler, meaning maker, system designer, 

and cultural rainmaker” (p. 158). Confusion in roles and responsibilities was also 

observed by DeRoche, Kujawa, and Hunsaker (1988), who conducted a survey of 

secondary schools. They stated that “roles and responsibilities of department chairs 

remain unclear and vary widely in practice” (p. 135). 

Does the principal delegate a managerial role to middle managers and ask that 

they simply “focus on structures, policies, processes, and paperwork” (Bowman, 2002, p. 

159)? Or does the principal empower the chair as a leader, consistent with Laurie (2000) 

who contends that “what is required of leadership [in the context of department chair] is 

that it transcend the expectations inherent in the leader’s authority” (p. 22)? The relevant 

literature on the nature of leadership positions in a school is insightful and challenging. 

Regardless of the research participants’ familiarity with this literature, it is predictable 

that the issues such as the examples above will be part of the study participants’ 

experience and may even be areas in which they lacked proper preparation. 

Change Theory 

A principal is expected to manage organizational and culture change in the school 

he or she leads. Change in schools is inevitable, and the reaction to that change must be 

managed skillfully by the principal. Change management is especially difficult in Jesuit 

secondary schools where many of the teachers stay at the school for long tenures. A 
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report from the Jesuit Schools Network (2015) showed that 62% of all teachers in the 

U. S. West Province have been teaching for more than five years. A 2016 report from the 

Jesuit Schools Network showed the average tenure of a principal in a traditional Jesuit 

secondary school in the United States is less than five years and showed 67% of the 

current principals have been in their role five years or less (Jesuit Schools Network, 

2016). This means that changes in the institution will be noticed by a majority of the 

teachers whose tenures typically out last that of the principal. It should also be noted that 

the transition to a new principal is one example of organizational change. 

Levinson (as cited in Burke, 2014) pointed out that change is a “loss experience” 

that will likely “take the form of resistance” (p. 109). Teachers who experience change 

will lose the security of continuity and predictability. O’Toole (as cited in Burke, 2014) 

noted that resistance to change is a “healthy human instinct” since regular change is not a 

natural condition of life” (p. 75). Unfortunately, some of this resistance can lead to anger, 

mistrust, and disillusionment. 

Burke (2014) relied on three elements to assess the culture of a group. These are 

the artifacts or visible manifestations, espoused beliefs and values or public statements of 

values, and the basic underlying assumptions or the actual behaviors that permeate the 

group (pp. 245–247). The culture of a school with an embedded group of dedicated 

teachers in an institution that thrives on tradition and continuity will certainly have 

artifacts, espoused beliefs and values, and underlying assumptions which are sources of 

comfort and predictability for the majority of teachers. 

Changes that may affect this large group, such as the daily schedule, curriculum, 

leadership, technology, and compensation, may be met with resistance. Using Rogers’ 
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(2003) adopter categories, the rate of adoption in traditional Jesuit secondary schools can 

be categorized as late majority in that “innovations are approached with a skeptical and 

cautious air” (p. 284) despite the presence of individuals who are innovators or early 

adopters (p. 281). Rogers described five attributes that directly affect the rate of adoption. 

These attributes are relative advantage, compatibility, complexity, trialability, and 

observability. Even a basic understanding of these elements of change theory in 

leadership is critical to the success of a principal who wants to make changes in the 

school. The principals who participate in this study will likely have experiences of 

change resistance which will inform the study in meaningful ways. 

Standards and Benchmarks for Jesuit Education 

The standards and benchmarks for Jesuit education are the distinguishing criteria 

for verifying the Jesuit nature of contemporary schools (Provincials Assistants for 

Secondary and Pre-Secondary Education, 2015). The standards are organized into the 

five domains of Jesuit and Catholic mission and identity, governance and leadership, 

spiritual formation, educational excellence, and faith that does justice. Each of these 

domains contains two or three standards. Each standard contains four to ten benchmarks. 

The standards were articulated by a group of Provincial Assistants for Secondary 

Education (PASE) in 2015. Each province has a PASE who works for the Provincial, an 

ordained Jesuit priest assigned to govern all of the Jesuit works in a particular geographic 

area. The PASE works directly with the schools in the province and is responsible for the 

process of sponsoring each school as a Jesuit school. The standards and benchmarks for 

Jesuit education are used as the criteria for that sponsorship. 
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Within the first domain of Jesuit and Catholic mission and identity, Jesuit schools 

are expected to be aware that they are instruments of the Society of Jesuit and the 

Church, to provide a rigorous religious education program, and to ensure that all 

members of the school community are serving the school’s mission. The second domain 

of governance and leadership expects Jesuit schools to have a governing board, to share 

leadership with the school’s director of the work, and to ensure a properly functioning 

institution. The domain of spiritual formation expects Jesuit schools to create 

opportunities for students and adults to have meaningful faith formation through prayer 

and liturgical practice. The domain of educational excellence expects schools to have a 

rigorous and aligned curriculum, to teach in a way the promotes careful evaluation and 

reflection, and to provide programing and services that meet the holistic needs of all 

students. Lastly, the domain of a faith that does justice expects Jesuit schools to offer 

programing and education that promotes a larger world view and a commitment to 

building a more just world. 

Summary 

 This review of the literature outlines the history of Catholic education in the 

United States and the evolving role of the principal in light of the changing post-Vatican 

II landscape. The review also demonstrates the current trends in Catholic education 

nationwide that the principal in a tradition Jesuit secondary may be facing. In addition to 

the Catholic orientation of this role, the literature review grounded the role of principal in 

the educational context using literature from research into public school experience of 

principals. Lastly, relevant literature on leadership theory, organizational theory, and 

change theory framed the role of principal in a managerial context. 
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The review demonstrated the challenge of designing and implementing formal 

principal preparation programs. It also revealed that formal preparation programs have 

not kept pace with the changing requirements of a secondary school principal. Moreover, 

preparation programs face a challenge in that the nature of the role of principal is not 

universally agreed upon. This means the expectations of a principal from the perspective 

of parents, teachers, students, governing bodies, and even the principal him/herself are 

inconsistent. The review of standards and benchmarks for Jesuit education further 

demonstrates the particular complexity of the responsibilities in a Jesuit secondary school 

along with the breadth and depth of the role making for a challenging transition for 

novice principals. 

 The academic research in this area covers principal preparation, the role of the 

secondary school principal, the experience of novice principals, and mentoring programs 

for principals. However, this research is primarily directed towards public school 

principals. There has been no academic research to date that specifically addresses the 

reasons for principals’ challenges in the Jesuit secondary school system. The specific 

nature of Jesuit secondary education and its lack of formal preparation programs 

represent a gap in the academic research and the need for this study. 
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

The leadership responsibilities of principals in secondary school settings require 

immediate and long-term solutions. Furthermore, the role of principal is more complex in 

traditional Jesuit secondary schools due to religious dynamics and complex leadership 

structures (Fullan, 2014). Thus, the purpose of this study was to examine the experiences 

and perceptions of novice principals at traditional Jesuit secondary schools within the 

four Jesuit provinces in the United States. 

According to the Jesuit Schools Network, the average tenure of a principal in 

traditional Jesuit secondary schools in the United States is less than five years. As 

previously stated, 67% of current principals have been in their role five years or less 

(Jesuit Schools Network, 2016). Lay principals who choose to enter into Jesuit school 

settings often find the transition difficult and cite a lack of support and guidance, 

especially when dealing with boards of directors, the Jesuit community, and the president 

(R. Muller, personal communication, November 10, 2015). In addition, there currently 

exists no formal preparation program for lay principals in Jesuit secondary schools. 

As mentioned, novice principals find consistent challenges as they begin their 

tenure and the key to quality principal preparation is continuity between training and 

specific job needs (Bloom & Krovetz, 2001; Hall, 2008; O’Doherty & Ovando, 2013; 

Spillane et al., 2015). To date, there has been no academic research specifically 

addressing the challenges faced by principals in the traditional Jesuit secondary school 

system. The need for additional research related to these principals stems from the fact 

that the requirements of this role are distinct from those within both public education and 
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other models of Jesuit secondary education. To recruit and retain quality professional 

principals and support them as leaders in their schools and in the field of Jesuit secondary 

education, this study sought to provide insight into and guidance regarding the important 

elements for training and preparation. 

For studying the phenomenon of leadership and preparation for new principals in 

traditional Jesuit secondary schools, a qualitative method of inquiry was utilized. This 

study consisted of in-depth semi-structured interviews, document review, demographic 

information from the Jesuit Schools Network, and thematic coding of the results. This 

approach to inquiry allowed for a thorough exploration of the participants’ experiences 

and perceptions as principals of Jesuit secondary schools, insight into the challenges and 

opportunities they face, and identification of the preparation, training, and support they 

need to meet the demands of the position and ensure personal and professional success. 

According to Creswell (2014), a qualitative method of inquiry allows a broad and holistic 

context. This method is valuable in studying the phenomenon of novice principals in 

traditional Jesuit settings. 

Research Questions 

This study was guided by the following research questions: 

Research Question #1: What are the experiences and perceptions of novice 

principals in a traditional Jesuit secondary school? 

 Sub Question #1: How do novice principals perceive and understand their role as 

educational leaders within a Jesuit educational context? 

 Research Question #2: How do novice principals understand the Jesuit standards 

and benchmarks for Jesuit Education? 
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 Sub Question #2: What are the factors, if any, that promote or impede their 

understanding of the Jesuit standards and benchmarks for Jesuit Education? 

Method 

This study utilized a qualitative method of inquiry consisting of semi-structured 

interviews to examine the lived experiences of eight novice principals in traditional Jesuit 

secondary schools in the United States. This study also included document reviews, data 

demographic information from the Jesuit Schools Network, and thematic coding of the 

results. This methodology allows for a broad and holistic context in which to study the 

phenomenon of leadership, organizational structure, change management and principal 

preparation. Robson (2009) noted the circumstances where qualitative researcher 

interviews are most appropriate, and one of these is consistent with the goals of this study 

in that the perceptions and experiences of participants are to be studied. In addition, 

utilizing interviews for data collection tends to increase the response rate, allows the 

researcher to clarify confusing questions, and allows the researcher to probe for answers 

(Babbie, 2014). Creighton University’s institutional review board approved the 

methodology for this study (Appendix C). 

The characteristics of qualitative research, as explained by Creswell (2014), are 

consistent with the needs of the study. This study used data that was descriptive and 

“reported in words,” focused on “participants’ perceptions and experiences,” focused on 

“a process that is occurring as well as the product or outcome,” and did not require that a 

“hypothesis is established a priori” (p. 206). Lastly, qualitative research allowed the 

researcher to know the matter under investigation “as a whole and in its various parts, the 

way these parts are related and organized as a whole, and how the whole is similar to and 
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different from other things” (Wertz et al., 2011, p. 2). The experiences and perceptions of 

novice principals in the context of the complex leadership arrangement in traditional 

Jesuit secondary education was well served by a qualitative method of study. 

Rationale for Participants Selection 

The participants for this study were current principals serving in their novice 

years in traditional Jesuit secondary schools among the four Jesuit provinces in the 

United States. The sample was limited to novice principals who are currently 

experiencing and perceiving the complex litany of needs and interests that come with the 

role of principal. The term “traditional” is used to describe a particular type of school 

since there are three distinct types of secondary school in the Jesuit system in the United 

States and Canada. The traditional schools are those that follow the most commonly 

known secondary school model of a 4-year program serving a wide range of students in 

ninth through twelfth grades through offers a distinct college preparatory curriculum, and 

which also offers interscholastic athletics. Of the 53 traditional schools, 36 are all-male 

and 17 are co-ed. (Jesuit Schools Network, 2016). The other two types of schools, Cristo 

Rey and Nativity, have different tuition models, serve a particular type of student, do not 

necessarily have a college preparatory mission, have a different relationship with the 

province; and/or are co-sponsored by other religious orders (see Appendix B). 

The criteria for participation were that participants be (a) novice principals, and 

(b) work in a traditional Jesuit secondary school in one of the four Jesuit provinces in the 

United States. Creswell (2014) noted two ways to determine the number of participants. 

The first consideration is the nature of the study whereby certain types of studies call for 

different sample sizes. In the case of interview research, no specific number is 
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recommended, but anywhere between 5 to 20 interviews is seen as common. This study 

sought to interview up to 10 principals, but saturation was accomplished after eight 

interviews. The second consideration is the question of saturation whereby the researcher 

stops collecting data once it appears that subsequent interviews are not adding more or 

different themes (Elliott, 2005; Robson, 2009). Robson (2009) described the question of 

saturation as the researcher’s experience of diminishing returns with subsequent 

participants. The researcher was attentive to the question of saturation to determine if 

more interviews were needed. Table 1 is a list of the characteristics for the eight 

participants. 

Table 1 

Participant Characteristics (N = 8) 

Participant 
Pseudonym 

Age Years as 
Principal 

Years in 
Education 

Degree 
Attainment 

Henry 44 1.5 20 BA, MA 
Steve 35 3.5 15 BA, MA 
Kim 59 4.5 37 BA, MA 
Jennifer 40 2.5 18 MA, Doctorate 
Todd 44 2.5 15 BS, MS 
Tim 39 .5 15 BS, MS 
Sara 45 3.5 23 BA, MA (2) 
Rod 43 1 22  MA, Doctorate 

 
Participation in this study was voluntary. Consent was obtained prior to the 

interview (see Appendix D). Participants were personally recruited by the researcher by 

utilizing the resources of the Office of the Provincial’s Assistant for Secondary Education 

(PACE) in the Jesuits West Province of the Society of Jesus and the Jesuit Schools 

Network for updated contact information and demographic information. Creswell (2014) 

noted the need to get approval from gatekeepers prior to requesting participation. While 
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the principals who qualify as novices and who work in traditional Jesuit secondary 

schools do not need permission to participate, the researcher informed the PACE in each 

province, making them aware of the reason for and aim of the study. 

Instrumentation 

A research-designed interview protocol was used to conduct the interviews. Eight 

semi-structured open-ended interviews were conducted with each participant. Interviews 

ranged from 45 minutes to 60 minutes and were conducted using an online video 

conference platform. All interviews were recorded. A research-designed protocol using 

15 questions aligned with the literature on leadership theory and supported by the 

research on Jesuit education was used. Participants were assured that their interviews 

would be confidential and their anonymity would be protected. 

The Researcher’s Role 

The researcher must also acknowledge a personal bias on this topic. The 

researcher has been a teacher and an administrator in two traditional Jesuit secondary 

schools over a 16-year period. The last four years have been as a principal of a traditional 

Jesuit secondary school in the Jesuits West Province. The researcher’s experience is not 

simply limited to his own preparation for the role of principal (which serves as the 

impetus for this study), but also as the follower of other principals who had recently 

accepted the role. This experience provides a unique insight into leadership in Jesuit 

education that cannot be represented without real experience. However, the researcher 

was aware of the liability of positing his own personal experience onto the reflections of 

others and was aware that asking a leading question in an interview may be a non-

critiqued self-experience as opposed to general curiosity about the response. The 
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researcher’s bias was limited by using member checking, allowing the participants to 

review and comment on the findings (Creswell, 2014, p. 201). 

Data Collection Procedures 

I asked, via email, for volunteers to participate in 60-minute semi-structured 

interviews in person or by video conferencing. Participants were recruited through email 

(see Appendix E). Potential participants were identified with the help of the Office of the 

Provincial’s Assistant for Secondary Education in the Jesuits West Province of the 

Society of Jesus and the Jesuit Schools Network. The criteria for participation was that 

they (a) were novice principals and (b) work in a traditional Jesuit secondary school in 

one of the four Jesuit provinces in the United States. 

All participants were asked to sign a consent form agreeing to participate in a 

confidential interview (see Appendix D). Once the consent was obtained, the interviews 

were scheduled and conducted via video conferencing. All interviews were recorded. The 

video and audio files were stored on a password-protected computer. Each interview was 

transcribed using a transcription service. 

An interview protocol was created to align with the two primary research 

questions; the experiences and perceptions of novice principals and how novice 

principals understand the Jesuit standards and benchmarks for Jesuit Education (see 

Appendices F and G). The questions were designed to allow the participant to discuss 

experiences and perception of being a novice principal in light of the five domains of the 

Jesuit standards and benchmarks for Jesuit Education. 
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The researcher employed the use of a research journal to document biases and 

bracket these conceptions prior to conducting interviews. The transcripts were provided 

to each participant to check for accuracy (Creswell, 2014). 

Data Analysis Plan 

Data from the transcribed interviews were analyzed using holistic narrative 

analysis. Methods for this analysis involve description, extracting themes, contents, 

assertions, and threads (Creswell, 2014). The data were reviewed, and as these 

converged, themes began to emerge. This result formed a picture of their experience, 

their challenges, insights, and recommendations. Both unifying and disparate themes 

were explored for a clear understanding of the larger context in relationship to the details 

provided through the interview (Wertz et al., 2011). 

Data from the interviews were sorted to find emerging themes. The researcher 

read and listened to the entire interview at least twice and reviewed notes carefully. The 

information was organized by coding into coherent categories and subcategories. These 

categories were identified and labeled. Emergent categories were examined for new ideas 

and concepts. Patterns and connections within and between the categories were noted and 

sorted as to relevance and relationship. Terminology, language, concepts, themes, 

patterns, ideas, and recommendations were analyzed. 

This coding process was consistent with the constant comparison method (Lincoln 

& Guba, 1985). This method contains four stages: comparing incidents applicable to each 

category, integrating categories and their properties, delimiting the theory, and writing 

the theory. As data are recorded and classified, the comparison to other categories is a 

continuous process. The continuous process is described by Dye, Schatz, Rosenberg, and 
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Coleman (2000) as a kaleidoscope of data. They described, using the kaleidoscope 

metaphor, a process by which the categories and sub-categories are changing to fit the 

various data bits that arise during data collection. The context of the data is interpreted 

along with emerging categories and sub-categories until meaningful categories are 

created to fit all the relevant data. 

Specifically, the first review of the transcripts resulted in 23 categories that were 

coded into a codebook with examples from the transcript that demonstrate the category. 

This allowed the researcher to review the categories side by side. The assigned code was 

also noted on the transcript, allowing the researcher to view the various coded categories 

within each transcript. These categories included prior experience, attraction to Jesuit 

education, leading in mission, president-principal relationship, expertise, curriculum 

leader, spiritual leader, change experience, hiring, political climate, job satisfaction, 

preparation, and mentoring. 

A second review of the transcripts and a review of the codebook allowed the 

researcher to observe that, within the various categories, several themes emerged that 

were common among all or most of the participants. For example, all of the participants 

responded to questions regarding their experience of being unprepared for or surprised by 

an element of their work as principal. The responses ranged from understanding their role 

with the budget to feeling a responsibility to respond to external political events. What 

was observed, however, were the statements about the emotional difficulty in responding 

to the unpredictability. Moreover, the participants noted elements of emotional realities in 

response to questions throughout the interview. These observations resulted in 



NOVICE PRINCIPALS IN JESUIT SECONDARY SCHOOLS 41 

 

emotionality being a primary theme in the data. Similar observations were used for the 

theme of mentorship. 

The final step in the review was an evaluation of the participants’ in light of the 

five domains of the Jesuit standards and benchmarks for Jesuit Education. The researcher 

compared the responses of each participant to better understand their knowledge of, 

experience leading in, commitment to, or prioritization of the five domains. The 

researcher observed, for example, that the participants seemed much more likely to 

delegate responsible for or deprioritize their work with the academic profile of the school. 

They were, however, more aligned with their commitment to spiritual formation and 

social justice programming. 

Verification 

To verify the data from the semi-structured interviews, I utilized the tools of 

member checking, reflexivity, and peer debriefing (Creswell, 2014; Robson, 2009). In 

terms of member checking, I sent the transcribed interviews to all participants and asked 

that they review the transcript and reply by email with any clarifications or corrections. In 

all cases, the participants replied that the transcript accurately reflected their beliefs and 

experiences and needed no editing. 

Creswell (2014) described reflexivity as a process whereby the researcher reflects 

on his or her background to determine if that background might shape the direction of the 

study. This is greater than a bias on a particular topic, but rather a holistic reality that may 

permeate the entire process. I was sensitive to the fact that I was currently experiencing 

the realities of a novice principal at a Jesuit secondary school. It was important that the 

challenges and successes from my tenure not be infused into my interpretation of a 
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participant’s response. One example was in the area of governance, specifically the 

principal/president relationship. This was an area of confusion and anxiety for me that 

might have shaped my reaction to and interpretation of data. Robson (2009) described 

this as developing a self-awareness around feelings that may impact neutrality. Three 

other themes that emerged from this process were the ability to be an academic leader, 

the large span of control that comes from being a principal, and reacting to toxic 

members of the faculty or staff. 

Lastly, I was able to discuss my research with two members of my dissertation 

committee at critical time in the process. This process of peer debriefing was helpful in 

that it allowed me to ensure that my research was relevant to people other than myself 

(Creswell, 2014) while also serving a therapeutic function that allowed me to cope with 

the stresses and pressures of the project (Robson, 2009). 

Ethical Considerations 

The study was approved by the university’s institutional review board and met the 

expectations set out by the study’s proposal. All participants were made aware of their 

rights as participants, signed a consent form, and were permitted time throughout the 

research process to review the transcripts and discuss the study, thus making them co-

researchers in the process (Creswell, 2014). I had no formal or informal authority over 

the participants, although I have worked with the potential participants in the areas of 

province organization and professional development. 

Anonymity and confidentiality were ensured. Consent forms and interview 

transcripts were stored in a password-protected computer. When analyzing the data, 

pseudonyms were assigned to the participants and no references were made to any place 
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of employment or other relationships that may expose their identities. The researcher was 

also sensitive to the fact that certain examples provided by the participant might be 

known to other in the Jesuit Schools Network and could jeopardize confidentiality. Using 

more generic version of these example allowed the research to include these elements 

thematically without exposing the identity of the participant. 

Summary 

For studying the phenomenon of leadership and preparation for new principals in 

traditional Jesuit secondary schools, a qualitative method of inquiry and semi-structured 

interviews was utilized. A review of the literature in this field along with data collection 

from the Jesuit Schools Network contributed to the study. The preparation and the 

research contributed to the development of the criteria for participant selection as novice 

principals working in a traditional Jesuit secondary school in one of the four Jesuit 

provinces in the United States. Participants signed consent forms and were assured that 

their interviews would be confidential and their anonymity would be protected. 

The research-designed interview protocol consisted of 15 questions aligned with 

the literature on leadership theory and supported by the research on Jesuit education. The 

interviews were transcribed using transcription software, and the transcripts were shared 

with the participants to ensure accuracy. The researcher read the transcripts at least two 

times and thematically coded the data. Further steps were taken to bolster the rigor and 

accuracy of the study through verification techniques including reflexivity and peer 

debriefing. 

This method answered the primary research question as to what the experiences of 

novice principals in Jesuit secondary school settings. The researcher hopes that this study 
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and its finding can be utilized to improve the experience of Jesuit secondary principals in 

their first year of work and support their leadership throughout their tenure. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS 

Introduction 

 This chapter will describe the findings from this qualitative study. First is a 

review of the purpose of the study, the research questions, and the study’s methodology 

including a summary of the data analysis. It will then summarize the interviews of the 

eight participants before outlining the themes that emerged from the interviews. The 

themes are arranged according to the two primary research questions. The first set of 

themes will follow the question as to the experiences and perceptions of novice principals 

in a traditional Jesuit secondary school. The themes are emotionality, attraction to Jesuit 

education and mentorship, preparedness, and leadership style. The second set of themes 

will follow the question as to how novice principals understand the standards and 

benchmarks for Jesuit education (Provincials Assistants for Secondary and Pre-

Secondary Education, 2015). The standards are organized into the five domains of Jesuit 

and Catholic mission and identity, governance and leadership, spiritual formation, 

educational excellence, and faith that does justice. 

Purpose and Research Questions 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore and understand the 

experiences and perceptions of novice principals leading in a traditional Jesuit secondary 

school within the four Jesuit provinces in the United States. The aim was to understand 

factors that have supported and/or challenged their transition into this leadership position. 

Given the emerging role of lay leadership in Jesuit schools, this study is important 

because it addresses the gap in professional development and formation for these leaders. 

Therefore, this study was guided by the following research questions: 



NOVICE PRINCIPALS IN JESUIT SECONDARY SCHOOLS 46 

 

Research Question #1: What are the experiences and perceptions of novice 

principals in a traditional Jesuit secondary school? 

 Sub Question #1: How do novice principals perceive and understand their role as 

educational leaders within a Jesuit educational context? 

 Research Question #2: How do novice principals understand the Jesuit standards 

and benchmarks for Jesuit Education? 

 Sub Question #2: What are the factors, if any, that promote or impede their 

understanding of the Jesuit standards and benchmarks for Jesuit Education?  

Review of the Methodology 

 This study utilized a qualitative method of inquiry consisting of semi-structured 

interviews to identify the lived experiences of eight novice principals in traditional Jesuit 

secondary schools in the United States. This study also included document reviews, 

demographic information from the Jesuit Schools Network, and thematic coding of the 

results. This approach to inquiry allowed for a thorough exploration of the participants’ 

lived experiences as they began their tenure as a principal. This method is helpful in that 

it allows for a broad and holistic context in which to study the phenomenon of leadership, 

organizational structure, change management, and principal preparation. 

Description of Participants 

The participants for this study were current principals in their novice years in 

traditional Jesuit secondary schools who work in one of the four Jesuit provinces in the 

United States. The sample was limited to novice principals currently experiencing and 

perceiving the needs and interests which have an impact on their roles as principal. 

Participants ages ranged from 35 to 59. While they had experience in education ranging 



NOVICE PRINCIPALS IN JESUIT SECONDARY SCHOOLS 47 

 

between 15 and 37 years, each had been serving in their current roles for only between 

half a year and four and a half years.  All participants had earned at least a master’s 

degree. 

Data Analysis Procedures 

Data from the transcribed interviews were analyzed using a holistic narrative 

analysis. Methods for this analysis involve description, extracting themes, contents, 

assertions, and threads (Creswell, 2014). The data were reviewed for emerging themes 

which formed a picture of their experience, their challenges, insights, and 

recommendations. Both unifying and disparate themes were explored in terms of the 

larger context in relationship to the details participants provided (Wertz et al., 2011). 

Data from the interviews were sorted into categories and subcategories, which were 

labeled. They were then examined for new ideas and concepts, which yielded several 

themes common to all or most of the participants. 

Narrative Summaries 

The following eight sections are summaries of each participant’s interview. The 

arrangement of the summaries is aligned with the five domains of the standards and 

benchmarks for Jesuit education (Provincials Assistants for Secondary and Pre-

Secondary Education, 2015). The summaries begin with a review on how the participant 

came to be a principal and conclude with a summary of their leadership style and 

preparation for their role. 

This arrangement directly correlates to the two primary research questions on the 

experience and perceptions of novice principals and their perceived ability to lead in a 

traditional Jesuit secondary school. The narratives are arranged to support and/or align 
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with the domains in the standards and benchmarks for Jesuit education (Provincials 

Assistants for Secondary and Pre-Secondary Education, 2015) as a means to tell a more 

robust narrative while also organizing the narratives in a manner that makes them easier 

to compare. The names used are pseudonyms assigned by the researcher. Details were 

omitted from the summaries if their inclusion might have jeopardized the anonymity of 

the participant. 

Jennifer 

 Jennifer is a graduate of a Catholic, non-Jesuit high school. She wanted to be a 

teacher and began her teaching career in a traditional Jesuit high school. It was during her 

time as a teacher that she “fell in love with the Jesuit mission” (Jennifer, personal 

communication, September 26, 2018). Jennifer attributed her desire to move into 

administration to peers and mentors encouraging her to take leadership roles. This 

included encouragement to earn an advanced degree and to apply for administrative 

positions. It was not her original desire to go into administration, as “it was never on my 

radar” (Jennifer, personal communication, September 26, 2018). The recognition of her 

talents and the encouragement to pursue leadership roles were the primary motivators for 

Jennifer. 

 Jennifer articulated the Catholic mission of a traditional Jesuit high school as one 

that strives to help students “live with God forever” (Jennifer, personal communication, 

September 26, 2018). She explained that this aspect of the mission is no different than 

any other Catholic school or even different than being a person of faith in any capacity. 

The school, for Jennifer, is an instrument to fulfill that mission. The school accomplished 

this through the promotion of the “grad at grad,” referring to the intended student 
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outcomes or characteristics that the school hopes to see in its graduates at the time of 

graduation. Jennifer noted that the academic excellence or college matriculation that 

draws families to attend these schools is simply a byproduct of the primary mission of 

living with God forever. 

 This mission is advanced through the delegation of responsibilities to other 

leaders in the school, especially the assistant principals who are responsible for various 

aspects of the mission. Jennifer also works to advance the mission through the promotion 

of professional development opportunities provided by the Jesuit Schools Network or the 

Jesuits West Province. While professional development opportunities are plentiful and 

have a wide range of themes, she prioritizes professional development that is designed 

specifically for Jesuit high school faculty and staff. 

 When considering her place in the governance structure of the school, Jennifer 

was comfortable with the roles and responsibilities of the president, the governing board, 

the archdiocese, and the province. Jennifer attributed her comfort level with governance 

to her past experiences in leadership and quality mentors in a previous Jesuit school. She 

also attributed some of her prior understanding to her graduate schoolwork. 

 As a spiritual leader in the school, Jennifer emphasized the importance of 

modeling and being present for student and adult spiritual activities. She is comfortable 

talking about her faith and leading prayer. She stated, 

Modeling prayer before and after things, and coming together for mass or 

prayer in hard times when there’s a loss in the community, and going with 

students on retreats and pilgrimage regardless of what it is. Helping them 
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see me as a model of faith (Jennifer, personal communication, September 

26, 2018). 

Jennifer attributed her preparedness for this aspect of her leadership to prior experience 

working in a Jesuit school and to attending a Catholic university as an undergraduate. In 

her experience, the ongoing development of her spiritual life is critical for her ability to 

model and lead in her school. 

 As a curriculum leader in the school, Jennifer does not consider herself an expert. 

She sees her leadership as support for the academic leaders while providing vision and 

direction for their work. She works to learn alongside them to stay updated on the latest 

needs for curriculum change and professional development. According to Jennifer, her 

comfort as a spiritual leader was clearly more developed than her comfort as curriculum 

leader. A similarity between curriculum leadership and spiritual leadership, however, was 

the idea of modeling for others so that they can see the importance of continual work in 

the area of curriculum and student learning. 

Jennifer attributed her preparedness for this aspect of her leadership to mentors 

earlier in her career. To a lesser degree, her undergraduate and graduate work provided 

the academic background to be able to stay abreast of the curricular needs of the school. 

She had no prior leadership role that was responsible for academic leadership, but her 

mentors assigned her to various committees or projects in the areas of accreditation and 

schedule design. Lastly, her ability to delegate some of the primary responsibilities in this 

area to a competent assistant principal are essential according to Jennifer. She noted that 

principals cannot know everything and must rely on other experts. 
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When considering the social justice aspect of her role, Jennifer was also surprised 

to find that she was required to respond to and be a leader in the context of larger national 

and world events. She cited examples such as the “me too” movement, school shootings, 

and issues of race and equity that were challenging and contributed to her feelings of 

loneliness and unpreparedness. Jennifer stated somewhat hesitantly that this was 

especially difficult in the “post-November ’16 environment” (Jennifer, personal 

communication, September 26, 2018), a reference to the election of President Trump. She 

used an example of the emerging concept of “fake news” and asked rhetorically how to 

consider fake news versus truth in an educational setting, but also in a politically charged 

climate. 

When considering those elements of the job that surprised her or that she was 

unprepared for, Jennifer described a feeling of loneliness that was a result of being a sole 

decision maker. As an assistant principal or dean of students, she was able to give her 

opinion and offer advice to her principal. As principal, she noted “It is different when the 

buck stops with you.” She also stated, “Some days are hard, very hard” (Jennifer, 

personal communication, September 26, 2018). When discussing her leadership style, she 

identified collaboration, team development, and trust building as themes. Overall, 

Jennifer enjoys being a principal. 

Todd 

 Todd identified the key experiences that led him to become the principal of a 

Jesuit secondary school as his prior work in Jesuit schools. He noted his work as a 

teacher, assistant principal, and dean of students at a different Jesuit secondary school. 

During his time at his first Jesuit school, he felt supported and mentored by various 
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school leaders, one of whom ultimately encouraged him to apply for a principal position 

at a different Jesuit school. 

 When discussing the mission of his school, he started with the profile of the 

graduate at graduation, or grad at grad. Todd emphasizes the “commitment to justice” 

aspect of the grad at grad when considering the most significant aspect of the school’s 

mission. As a school leader, he feels that the mission must be integrated in all aspects of 

the school. He used the example of teacher evaluations as way in which to promote the 

mission and empower all of the teachers to participate in the promotion of the mission. 

Todd stated, “Making sure that all of the teachers in the building live that out and 

understand themselves, even if they’re not Catholic, that they understand that they really 

do have a role as ministers within the Catholic Church” (Todd, personal communication, 

October 24, 2018). 

 Todd discussed his understanding of the principal/president model of governance 

by describing two leaders standing back-to-back. The president is the one looking 

outward from the school and the principal is looking inward. Their proximity to one 

another is important so that both leaders know what the other is doing. Todd said that 

communication is critical to this relationship as it can get confusing at times. Knowing 

where one’s responsibilities end and the other’s begin is not always clear. Todd said it is 

the relationship between the principal and president that needs constant care. His 

understanding of this governance model is a result of his lived experience in his previous 

Jesuit school and the deliberate role clarification and relationship building from the 

current president of the school. 
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 As a leader in the school’s spiritual aspect of the mission, Todd acknowledges 

that the several ordained men working for the school tend to assume this role more than 

he does. Todd does not try to lead from the front in this area and tends to want to 

participate in and be a model for spiritual commitment. This means challenging people 

who seem to be lacking in their spiritual commitment. He admits this is an area he has 

more anxiety about than other areas of the school. His anxiety is not due to a lack of 

knowledge or experience. In fact, he feels quite confident in these abilities, but, rather, 

the anxiety created around what his role should be in this area. He is acutely aware, 

however, that the school will need more non-ordained men and women to be spiritual 

leaders as the number of Jesuits declines. 

 Todd finds that he plays a pivotal role in curriculum at his school. He spends time 

with the entire faculty at the beginning of the year and articulates a theme that helps 

teachers to “animate learning” (Todd, personal communication, October 24, 2018). For 

example, one year, the theme was on active learning for students and subsequent teacher 

evaluations which emphasized active learning. His preparation for being a curriculum 

leader comes from his experience as a teacher. Until he became a principal, Todd always 

taught at least one class. Being in the classroom was so important to Todd that he now 

requires his assistant principals to teach at least one class. He finds his inability to teach 

to be a detriment to his role as a curriculum leader. 

 Todd does consider himself an expert in the areas of curriculum, educational 

technology, and Ignatian spirituality. In reflecting on his leadership style, however, Todd 

admitted that it was only in the last two years that he began reflecting on what it means to 

be a leader. This reflection is a result of his realization that leadership as a principal is 
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different than his leadership in other administrative roles. The principal is no longer a 

task manager. Task managing and getting things done is for the assistant principals. 

According to Todd, the principal must be a manager of people through mentoring, 

coaching, and holding people accountable. When seeking guidance in his leadership, 

Todd relies on his current president and other principals in the Jesuit Schools Network. 

 When reflecting on the experiences that he did not feel prepared for, Todd 

mentioned the suicide of a current student early in his time as principal. While this is not 

something that is easy to navigate in any circumstances, some level of crisis management 

would have been helpful. Todd also noted the experience of being the sole decision 

maker. His previous roles gave him the ability to advise and consult, but he never needed 

to make the final decision. Todd stated, “I always felt comfortable being able to give my 

advice and say what I would do and put forward my views but then know that it was 

somebody else’s thing to actually have to own” (Todd, personal communication, October 

24, 2018). A prominent example of this is in the area of hiring. Trying to find the right 

person who meets the needs of the larger school community and not just filling a teaching 

position was a new experience for Todd. Lastly, the difficulty of building relationships 

with students was a surprise to Todd. Not being in the classroom and having consistent 

contact with students was a disappointing surprise. 

Sara 

 Sara is a product of Catholic education and became familiar with Jesuit education 

in high school as a participant in a co-curricular activity with a nearby Jesuit high school. 

When she was given the opportunity to teach at a Jesuit school many years later, she was 

excited to be a part of a community that she enjoyed while attending high school. Sara 
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never had any intentions of becoming a principal. She became an assistant principal and 

was asked to apply for the principal position at the same school when it became available. 

Her reason for deciding to apply and accept the job was primarily a desire to help the 

community. 

 Sara explained that the mission of her Jesuit high school is best understood by 

using Christ as a model for “service, love, compassion, and community” (Sara, personal 

communication, September 20, 2018). She also noted that the liturgical life of the school 

is essential for the Catholic mission. Her leadership in this area is a real challenge for 

Sara. She does not feel that she is the best person to lead from the front, but, rather, leads 

by encouraging others to take advantage of the faith opportunities that the school offers. 

She also leads in this area by participating and modeling for the community while, in a 

more administrative way, she ensures that there is time in the schedule or calendar for 

mission centered activities to take place. 

 Sara described the role of the president as the person who is ultimately 

responsible for the mission of the school, while the principal is responsible for the day-to-

day operations. Sara described the necessity for these two people be in constant 

communication. They do not always need to agree, but they do need to be cognizant of 

professional boundaries. This means actually asking the questions related to 

communication and decision-making. This is not always clear so communication and role 

clarification are important. Sara gave an example in which she asked the president for 

feedback on a major decision, but needed to remind the president that she was not asking 

for him to make a decision. Sara wanted to use him as a resource and making his role 

clear in that instance was crucial. 
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 As a spiritual leader, Sara noted that modeling was a major aspect of her 

leadership. She also articulated that the leadership in this area is often a matter of policy. 

For example, making a particular event that promoted spiritual growth mandatory for all 

students is not direct spiritual guidance, but a bureaucratic decision to promote a critical 

aspect of the school’s mission. Sara stated, “This is what we’re really all about, and, so, 

it’s important that you’re there and as a student we value your presence in this 

programming and it’s an important spiritual component to our educational experience” 

(Sara, personal communication, September 20, 2018). Sara attributed her preparation for 

being a spiritual leader to her mentors in the school. She witnessed the power of their 

modeling and came to realize how important being active and present in the religious life 

of the school was to her leadership. 

 As a curriculum leader, Sara places a great deal of responsibility on the academic 

department chairs and assistant principals. They are subject-specific experts and her role 

is to give them the resources they need and to “not get in the way” (Sara, personal 

communication, September 20, 2018). Sara noted that the two principals who preceded 

her were not involved in curriculum. While she is attracted to this aspect of the school, it 

is not a daily part of her leadership. 

  In terms of leadership style, Sara describes herself as sometimes collaborative 

and sometimes a top-down decision maker. According to Sara, the situation dictates the 

approach. Sara wants to be clear in her convictions, compassionate, accessible, and not 

divisive. She definitely feels the challenges associated with the tension between her 

private moral or spiritual life and the requirement that she be a public, moral leader. Sara 

described some challenges with leading in the school’s mission of promoting justice. Her 
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predecessors were excellent in this regard, but she does not feel this is an area of strength 

for her. Her difficulty is rooted in her own faith experience. Sara specifically noted that 

some of the issues of justice that the school is looking to promote are not necessarily 

consistent with her personal feelings on the matter. Sara did not provide an example of 

this. 

 Mentoring and lived experience are the major components of her leadership 

preparation. Sara emphasized the role of her mentors consistently when reflecting on 

being a principal. She felt that she was unprepared to deal with a major public relations 

issue and would have acted much differently in retrospect. She also felt unprepared to 

deal with the tragic death of an employee. More generally, Sara noted the “weight of the 

job” was more than she was prepared for. This weight is a combination of the 

implications of a particular decision along with the reality that the principal is alone in 

the decision-making. She recalls the ease of being an assistant principal where she could 

offer input and then wash her hands of the decision. 

Henry 

 Henry had experienced a variety of leadership roles in school settings prior to 

becoming a principal in a Jesuit secondary school. His motivation to become a principal 

stemmed from his “desire or pull to affect and influence as much as possible” (Henry, 

personal communication, October 24, 2018). He noted that some of his previous 

leadership roles, especially those in schools that were not traditional Jesuit secondary 

schools, held a different combination of responsibilities which did not resemble his 

current role. His introduction to Jesuit education came from his college undergraduate 

experience. 
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 When discussing the mission of his school, Henry noted two themes. The first is 

the idea that this work is about “formation rather than education…a Jesuit education 

should be formative and truly transformative” (Henry, personal communication, October 

24, 2018). The second is that this work should be “counter cultural, so in a world that’s 

increasing the superficial, individualistic way, say something very different” (Henry, 

personal communication, October 24, 2018). In order for Henry to lead his school in the 

context of these two themes, it was clear to him that he must attend to his own spiritual 

self. 

 Henry’s understanding of the principal/president model is a source of confusion 

and frustration. As noted above, his prior leadership roles in different schools did not use 

this model. The idea that he is detached from the budgetary process in that he is only 

responsible for a part of the budget and not the entire sum is a difficult one for him. 

Decisions about budgeting and the prioritizing that comes along with the budget process 

are made in the president’s office, and his role is minimal. While he understands the logic 

of this arrangement, he would have preferred to better understand this during the 

interview and/or onboarding process. According to Henry, a more thorough onboarding 

process would have reduced this type of confusion and minimized the frustration that 

resulted from the discovery of these defined responsibilities. 

 Henry described his role as a spiritual leader noting that he finds it important to 

“connect with people in that sacred space that exists between us, when I’ve got a group in 

front of me, kids or adults. There’s a sacred space. How do you draw those others into 

that space?” (Henry, personal communication, October 24, 2018). His ability to lead in 

this area started from his experiences with Jesuit priests during his undergraduate studies 
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and Ignatian formation programs in one of his prior schools. He also believes that any 

spiritual or religious development “has to be actioned.” This means an emphasis on those 

people who live on the margins. He hopes to “reprioritize” the service program at his 

school. 

 While Henry’s prior experience centered around the pastoral needs of students 

and student care, he has grown into a curriculum leader who is a “leader of learning” 

(Henry, personal communication, October 24, 2018). Henry does not believe that he is an 

expert in anything, but if he had to pick something, he would say that “relational 

learning” might qualify as an area of expertise. He does not like the terminology of 

“curriculum leader” as he finds it to be too limiting. Henry understands that curriculum 

describes what content is taught, but he wants to lead in a way that challenges teachers to 

consider how students learn. Henry wants the concept of what and how we learn to 

extend beyond the walls of the classroom. 

 The social justice aspect of his school mission is critical to Henry. He stated, “It’s 

the most important place. It’s the reason why I work in Jesuit schools. It’s the reason I’ve 

worked in them for the last 20 years. It’s the thing that drives me” (Henry, personal 

communication, October 24, 2018). Henry is proud to lead in a manner that emphasizes 

the relational aspect of service. The students are meant to accompany those with whom 

they serve and not just witness their difficult circumstances. 

Henry defined his leadership style as his “ability to be real and authentic and 

present and courageous as an extension of the depth of me or my spiritual existence” 

(Henry, personal communication, October 24, 2018). Henry finds this authenticity and 
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honesty to be at the center of his leadership experience. According to Henry, the people 

he leads can see exactly who he is, including his flaws. 

When considering the aspects of his work as principal he was not prepared for, 

Henry summarized all of this by noting there were some aspects in which he had total 

autonomy and some in which he did not. It was unclear to him why certain 

responsibilities were given to one school leader and other responsibilities given to others. 

He was also surprised at the importance the institution places on hierarchy. These 

structures are more rigid than he anticipated. Most of his learning was experiential and 

not formal. Henry loves his work as principal and “can’t imagine doing anything else” 

(Henry, personal communication, October 24, 2018). 

Steve 

 Steve is a product of a Jesuit high school and started working at his alma mater 

immediately following his undergraduate work. He never intended to choose education as 

a career, but early support from his first principal and his love of teaching convinced him 

to continue in education administration. This mentorship from his principal led to 

administrative positions and the completion of a master’s degree in education. 

 Steve’s explained that his understanding of the mission of his school begins with 

the first principle and foundation of St. Ignatius of Loyola, the Catholic saint who 

founded the Society of Jesus. The first principle and foundation articulates that God is 

able to be known and can be found in all things. His school is designed to bring students 

into a deeper relationship with God. Steve articulated a vision of the school whereby all 

that is done with the students should be a promotion of integral human excellence. He 

admits that in his leadership role, he cannot do everything. According to Steve, he can do 
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very little on his own and must delegate a great deal of responsibility to others. Steve 

tries to model for the students and faculty what it means to engage deeply in all aspects of 

the schools. 

 When asked to consider the school’s governance model, Steve summarized the 

principal/president relationship as one of inside versus outside. The principal should be 

concerned primarily with the internal operations of the school while the president is 

concerned for the public relationship, fundraising, and marketing aspects. He believes 

that there is no correct arrangement in this model, but, rather, the dynamics of the 

relationship are critical in allowing this model to work. Steve noted that his president is 

actually quite involved in the internal operations of the school, and some would argue too 

involved. Steve believes his personality is such that he is not concerned by this overreach. 

He does, however, become concerned when considering the possibility that there may 

come a time when the principal and president begin to articulate two separate visions for 

the school which can be confusing for the faculty and staff. Steve’s only preparation for 

working in the principal/president model was observing this in previous administrative 

roles. 

 As a curriculum leader, Steve begins by asking what is actually meant by 

“curriculum.” In his view, curriculum cannot be limited to what is taught, but should 

rather question what students are able to do. He does not see himself as a curriculum 

expert and delegates this to another administrator. Steve noted that his role as a 

curriculum leader is most relevant as it relates to larger school themes which are 

important for the students beyond the class material. According to Steve, the academic 

graduation requirements are an area where he feels his leadership is important. 
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 Steve’s commitment to the social justice aspect of his school was demonstrated in 

the creation of new schoolwide events that promote Catholic social teaching. This 

programming was designed to respond to an aspect of the mission statement regarding 

the role of social justice in the school. He was also a key player in rewriting the school’s 

mission statement to be more justice-oriented. He stated, “There are three components 

that we aim to accomplish with young men; excellence in all things, service to others, and 

a lifelong commitment to justice” (Steve, personal communication, September 28, 2018). 

Steve does not see himself as an expert in Catholic social teaching or in the spiritual 

development of youth. 

 Steve described his leadership style as modeling behavior for students and 

employees. For students, he strives to model moral behavior and for colleagues he strives 

to model professionalism and courtesy. He also believes that clearly communicating with 

others and being a good listener are important to his leadership style, noting for example 

that he accepts almost all requests for meetings and is approachable at all times. Steve 

also strives to be a relevant leader who sees change as a constant aspect of our lives and 

something to be embraced. He tries to balance the need for change with the reality that 

too much change can be a problem for an institution. 

 When asked what surprised him when he became principal, Steve’s first response 

was related to the emotional toll that many of his decision take on him. The criticisms of 

his decisions, for Steve, meant a diminishment of his confidence and personhood. This 

emotional toll is aggravated by the fact that he is always available to people in the school 

through email and a smart phone. Steve explained that his constant accessibility makes it 

difficult to truly take a break from work. Additionally, the heightened national political 
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climate makes it feel as if the school must take a side on every issue. This reality has 

been stressful. Steve also struggled with the need to hold people accountable, especially 

as someone new to the community. Lastly, Steve reflected on his diminished relationship 

with students. In previous roles, he had significant contact with students, but has very 

little since he became principal. 

Rod 

 Rod is the product of a Jesuit high school and was a long-time classroom teacher 

before moving into administration. He held two administrative positions in his first Jesuit 

school before moving to principal in a different Jesuit school. Rod sees the Catholic and 

Jesuit aspect of his school as an element that must permeate everything. These defining 

characteristics are demonstrated the school through service trips, student retreats, guest 

speakers, and culture creation. Rod feels that his best leadership in this area is through his 

physical presence at these school events and in his promotion of a school culture that is 

committed to the Catholic and Jesuit identity of the school. 

  In terms of the principal/president model of governance, Rod understands this 

aspect of his work to be quite simple. According to Rod, the president is responsible for 

fundraising and the overall mission of the school. The principal is responsible for the 

administration of the academic side of the school. Rod describes what he refers to as 

“professional empathy” that permeates the culture of his school whereby everyone feels a 

responsibility to advance the school from their particular role in the school: “We’re all 

advancement directors. We’re all deans of discipline. We’re all campus ministers” (Rod, 

personal communication, December 12, 2018). 
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 As a spiritual leader in the school, Rod feels that his role is to model and be 

present for the school’s spiritual activities. He does not feel that he is an expert in this 

area and sees the campus ministry department playing a crucial role in the spiritual 

development of the students. Rod also mentioned that student leaders play a major role at 

his school in promoting the spiritual programming. 

 Rod believes the role of curriculum leader is changing constantly. He noted a 

commonly used statement that, “We’re preparing kids for jobs that don’t even exist yet” 

(Rod, personal communication, December 12, 2018). This is a challenge for Rod and he 

wants to offer a greater variety of course offerings to meet this demand. He would also 

like to see greater flexibility in student scheduling which would provide a wider range of 

experience for students. Rod does not feel that he is an expert in this area and delegates 

responsibility to department chairs and an assistant principal who are experts in their 

particular fields. 

 In terms of his school’s commitment to social justice, Rod is energized by what 

he considers to be a critically important aspect of the school. He shared anecdotal stories 

of time when students were witnessed caring for others outside of their structured 

community service program. Rod, once again, noted the importance of modeling this 

behavior in his community. This aspect of the school can also be frustrating, according to 

Rod, as national political realities complicate this aspect of the mission. Rod expressed 

that some members of the community put pressure on the school to respond to their 

particular moral concern and have been criticized when the school refused to engage or 

take a side. 
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 Rod describes his leadership style as “energetic and interpersonal” (Rod, personal 

communication, December 12, 2018). He feels that he is fearless in his approach to 

problem solving. According to Rod, anticipating challenges and responding to those 

challenges with confidence and without fear of confrontation are his key strengths. He 

prefers to be honest and open with everyone, especially when navigating a change 

experience. Including others in both the communicating of a situation and empowering 

people to be part of the solution has worked well for Rod: “We’re all in this together” 

(Rod, personal communication, December 12, 2018). 

 Crisis management is an area that Rod was surprised to find himself managing so 

early in his tenure as principal. As a former dean of discipline, Rod was experienced in 

managing difficult situations, but the public and unpredictable nature of a crisis that 

involved the highest levels of leadership in the school was surprising. He explained that a 

response to a student disciplinary matter was generally more self-contained and straight 

forward where a larger school crisis contained elements of public relations along with a 

more voices and opinions to consider. Rod was also surprised at the manner in which he 

was treated as principal. He noted that people were much more guarded in their 

interactions with him than he was used to, which, for Rod, is inconsistent with his 

energetic and open approach to leadership. Lastly, the unachievable expectations for the 

role of principal have also been difficult. People expect a great deal from the principal 

and this has taken an emotional toll. Rod understands the importance of having a 

supportive family who helps him navigate the experience. 
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Tim 

 Tim attended a Jesuit high school and never planned on becoming a school 

administrator as he was content with teaching and coaching; however, he was encouraged 

by a mentor to do so. Tim served as a department chair, director of campus ministry, and 

assistant principal. He took is first principal role after learning about another Jesuit school 

that was looking for a principal in a city where his family had roots. He felt God was 

calling him to take this step and make this move with his family.  

Tim discussed the Catholic identity of the school as evident in the mission and 

vision statements. In terms of the daily life of the school, Tim stated that his school’s 

“Catholic identity was evident throughout the day. It’s woven into our culture. It’s woven 

into our processes” (Tim, personal communication, December 21, 2018). He gave an 

example of responding to the sex abuse crisis in the Catholic Church and his efforts to 

work with families, faculty, and students in discussing how this impacts their faith. 

 When asked about school governance, Tim discussed his understanding of the 

president/principal model. He shared that, in his school, the president is responsible for 

the overall institution with an emphasis on finance, facilities, and external 

communication. The principal, on the other hand, is tasked with the day-to-day 

operations of the school. This includes the management of the faculty and staff as well as 

guiding the student experience. Tim discussed the importance of building the 

president/principal relationship as both caring about what the other is doing and caring 

about the overall state of the school. Establishing structured and frequent meetings has 

been helpful and gives the principal and the president opportunities for productive 

discussions and attention to the roles and partnership. Tim provided several examples of 
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when it was difficult to know if an incident needed to be resolved by the principal or 

president. He stated, “We had to really talk about what is the president’s role and where’s 

my role in this, and I think we came to some good conclusions on the best way to 

proceed” (Tim, personal communication, December 21, 2018). 

 As a leader in the spiritual life of the school, Tim tries to be a model for the 

community by leading in prayer during schoolwide and faculty/staff assemblies. He also 

works with members of the pastoral team and diversity directors on their programming as 

a way of ensuring that more students have a space to encounter God. Tim noted that it 

was clear from his interview process that the school wanted to hire a principal who could 

provide spiritual leadership. The emphasis on the principal’s role in the spiritual life of 

the school was one of the reasons he was attracted to the job. Tim feels his ability to lead 

in this area stems from his educational background in theology. 

 Tim’s described his work as a curriculum leader as working with department 

chairs to discuss alignment and assessment. He is attempting to develop greater 

consistency within and between departments. Tim relies heavily on department chairs to 

do this work while simultaneously challenging them: 

Envision your department firing on all cylinders, working at its best… we do want 

to know that our students are feeling cared for, that they’re meeting the standards 

that we’ve outlined, that you’ve agreed upon, and are we assessing that growth. 

(Tim, personal communication, December 21, 2018) 

Tim also hopes to promote more learning that emphasizes problem solving and other 

skills that students can take with them after they graduate. 
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 In terms of the school’s commitment to social justice, Tim discussed his support 

of these programs through modeling and behind the scenes bureaucratic work. He also 

makes a point to communicate to the faculty regarding students’ service experiences. It is 

important for Tim that his teachers understand and appreciate what the students are 

experiencing and the demands on their time and energy. His prior experiences as a high 

school student in a Jesuit high school and in campus ministry and theology teaching 

prepared him to lead in the area. 

 As a leader, Tim feels he is pastoral, consultative, and collaborative. He values 

differences of opinion as they help him see his “blind spots.” This is helpful to Tim, so 

long as everyone supports the decisions after they are made. According to Tim, his 

fundamental question of what to do next is best understood when we ask what is “God 

calling us to do and what’s best for our students” (Tim, personal communication, 

December 21, 2018). When confronted with or considering changes in the school, Tim 

explained that the changes need to be evaluated in the context of the school’s mission. 

Change for reasons outside the mission and change that does not prioritize the students’ 

needs to be avoided. 

 According to Tim, his prior administrative experiences, educational background, 

and mentors prepared him to be a principal. He was surprised to find how emotionally 

impactful his personnel decisions can be on the school community. He was not prepared 

for this aspect of the job. Even though he feels his leadership style is pastoral, he was 

surprised at how much the faculty and staff share deeply emotional and personal issues 

with him. Tim recommends that principals attend to their own emotional needs, 

especially through prayer. 
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Kim 

 Kim was a long-time administrator in her school before becoming the principal. 

During her time as an administrator, she went through an administrative credential 

program and received mostly positive reviews of her work performance. She attributed 

these the credentialing program and positive reviews, along with her many years of 

leadership experience, to her feeling that she was qualified to be a principal. 

 Kim believes the Catholic mission of the school must be understood as a Jesuit 

school distinct from a Catholic school run by the diocese. Community building, 

pedagogy, and Ignatian spirituality are among the elements that distinguish her school 

from other Catholic schools. Her ability to lead in this area is rooted in her Catholic 

upbringing, spiritual direction, and programing offered by the Jesuit Schools Network. 

Attending student retreats also allowed her to witness and model the school’s Catholic 

identity. 

 The principal/president model of governance was familiar to Kim as a result of 

her long tenure in the school. She stated, “The president’s role is primarily responsible 

for the advancement of the mission” (Kim, personal communication, September 27, 

2018). The responsibilities include school finances, fundraising, the business office, and 

information technology. Kim believes the principal’s role is to move the mission forward 

through the school’s operations. This includes the support of teachers in the classroom 

and school programming. She does not, however, feel this relationship is easy. It requires 

constant maintenance which Kim compares the principal/president relationship to a 

marriage. 
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 As a spiritual leader in the school, Kim’s initial response was that it is important 

“to witness and to actually journey with them, so attending as many retreats as I can” 

(Kim, personal communication, September 27, 2018). She also discussed the importance 

of making time and resources available for spiritual programing. For example, her school 

dedicates an entire school day to run the freshmen retreat. They also increased funding 

for another student retreat that had not been available for several years. Lastly, her hiring 

decisions are in many ways a means to promote the spiritual aspect of the school. Kim 

wants all members of the faculty and staff to commit to the entire mission, including the 

spiritual growth of the students. 

 According to Kim, the social justice aspect of the school’s mission is more than 

students simply completing service hours. Kim challenges the school to ask, “how do we 

help them [students] discern and discover what those injustices are really all about, what 

they’re grounded in, and why they occur, and help them to now see a process for moving 

away from those troubling issues” (Kim, personal communication, September 27, 2018). 

She wants the students to think critically about social issues after having an experience of 

direct service to the marginalized. Kim attributes her approach to social justice to her 

undergraduate work in sociology and psychology. 

 Kim does not see curriculum leadership as her greatest strength. She delegates a 

great deal of this responsibility to assistant principals who are responsible for curriculum 

and professional development. Kim has always been aware that she has limited 

experience in this area and knew she would need a team to support this aspect of the 

school. 
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 As a leader, Kim describes her style as relational. She described the difference 

between managing tasks and managing people. Both are necessary, according to Kim, but 

a balance needs to be maintained so that the human aspect the institution is not ignored. 

Kim does not need to be in front of people when she leads. She is happy to lead from 

behind and support others in their work. Kim described an example of her leadership on 

display when she was forced to terminate several teachers and staff. She was told, after 

the process, that she was compassionate and honest when delivering the difficult news. 

People felt cared for even though they were losing their jobs. Clarity of process and goals 

are also an aspect of her leadership, especially when dealing with change. 

Kim noted several areas that she was not prepared for when she began as 

principal. The death of a colleague and the death of a student were foremost on her mind. 

It was the combination of the emotional impact and the need to make quick decisions that 

impacted hundreds of people that was especially difficult. Kim gave another example of 

navigating an institutional review of compensation structures. She had no experience in 

this area and needed to do a great deal of learning. Kim was also surprised at how little 

contact she had with students. In the context of her discussion regarding student contact, 

she stated, “I think what surprised me is you never really get very deep into something 

before you have to hand it off to someone else to finish. You have to know a plethora of 

lanes but you only know them so far because somebody else does the deeper work” (Kim, 

personal communication, September 27, 2018). 

Summary 

 The eight narratives provide a brief overview of each participant’s responses to 

the interview questions. The process of summarizing and organizing these narratives 
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contributed to the evaluation of the results while providing examples that animate the 

participants’ responses. The alignment of the narratives with the five domains of the 

standards and benchmarks for Jesuit education (Provincials Assistants for Secondary and 

Pre-Secondary Education, 2015) served to connect the responses to the specific features 

that are desired in tradition Jesuit secondary schools. 

Presentation of Findings 

 The results are organized thematically. The themes are arranged according to the 

two primary research questions. The first set of themes addresses the question regarding 

the experiences and perceptions of novice principals in a traditional Jesuit secondary 

school. The themes are emotionality, attraction to Jesuit education and mentorship, 

preparedness, and leadership style. The second set of themes address the question of how 

novice principals understand the five domains of the standards and benchmarks for Jesuit 

education (Provincials Assistants for Secondary and Pre-Secondary Education, 2015). 

Three additional themes that emerged from this section are modeling, delegating, and the 

assistant principal. Disparate themes are also noted in each section. 

Experiences and Perceptions of Novice Principals 

Emotionality. Seven participants mentioned the emotional toll that being a 

principal has taken on their lives. They most often mentioned this in responding to 

questions regarding what they were unprepared for or surprised about when they became 

principals. While this theme manifested differently in each interview, the theme was 

unifying. The emotional challenges that principals faced were a result of being the sole 

decision maker, the gravity and volume of major decisions, personal family dynamic, 

crisis response, minimal connection with students, the principal/president model, the 
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shared personal needs of this faculty and staff, and the political climate that exacerbated 

the response to complex moral issues in the community. 

Jennifer, Todd, and Sara shared their difficulty in being a sole decision maker. 

This included feelings of loneliness and isolation. Similarly, Sara, Steve, and Tim shared 

how difficult the weight and volume of their decisions were on the community. Steve 

noted that he was always accessible by cell phone and email and could never detach from 

his work as contributing to the emotional difficulty. Jennifer, Steve, Rod, and Kim 

mentioned the forces of a heightened political climate and how this made it difficult to 

make decisions. Jennifer, Todd, Kim, and Sara mentioned the emotional difficulty of 

responding to the death of a colleague or student. Kim and Todd mentioned the lack of 

contact with students as an emotionally difficult aspect of being principal. Tim noted his 

surprise that the teachers shared such personal information with him and that they felt this 

personal information was appropriate to share with the principal and relevant to their 

work in the school. Jennifer stated that she like being a principal on most days, but “some 

of the hard days are really hard” (Jennifer, personal communication, September 26, 

2018). 

This theme of emotionality was highlighted in the interviews with Steve and Tim. 

Steve shared that he sees a personal therapist to help with difficult emotional toll of the 

job, and Tim’s advice to new principals was to “make sure you have time to pray” (Tim, 

personal communication, December 21, 2018). 

Henry was the single participant who did not discuss the emotionality of his role, 

but shared frustration with his understanding of the principal/president model of 

governance. 



NOVICE PRINCIPALS IN JESUIT SECONDARY SCHOOLS 74 

 

Attraction to Jesuit education and mentorship. When considering their 

attraction to leadership in a Jesuit school setting, six of the participants discussed their 

prior connection with Jesuit institutions as reasons they pursued employment and 

leadership in Jesuit schools. All five male participants attended Jesuit high schools. All 

three female participants attended Catholic, but not Jesuit, high schools. Sara noted that, 

while there was no opportunity for her to attend a Jesuit school, she participated in the 

co-curricular programs of a nearby Jesuit high school. While Kim and Jennifer did not 

mention any prior connection to a Jesuit high school, they both attribute their attraction to 

leadership as a result of working in a Jesuit school 

Five of the participants attribute their desire to become a principal to a mentor or 

mentors who encouraged or recruited them into applying for a principal role. Jennifer, 

Todd, Steve, Sara and Tim all discussed mentorship from someone working with them in 

a Jesuit school as a reason they pursued leadership positions in Jesuit schools. Todd and 

Tim, in particular, discussed their decisions to apply for and accept leadership position as 

a result of a mentor. Todd stated that he “got recruited” to be principal by the school’s 

president, whom he knew from previous work (Todd, personal communication, October 

24, 2018). Similarly, Tim stated that he “had no intention of getting in administration as a 

young teacher” and that a mentor told him to “consider maybe one day becoming an 

administrator” (Tim, personal communication, December 21, 2018). 

It should be observed that no participant noted in his or her discussion of the role 

of principal that being a mentor to others was part of their experience. This is a possible 

area for further investigation as it seems the path to becoming a principal or school leader 

is consistently found to include the encouragement and mentoring of others. Perhaps the 
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novice principal is unable to play this role as the needs of the job do not allow space for 

this. 

Preparedness. All participants were asked about the experiences or training they 

felt prepared them to become a principal. All eight described prior teaching and/or 

leadership experiences as the primary preparatory element. These experiences were either 

from a previous administrative role, a teaching position, or collaboration within the Jesuit 

Schools Network. Kim, Tim, Jennifer, and Sara noted their work in a graduate school 

program as a secondary contributing factor. As noted above, all five male participants 

attended Jesuit high schools and attribute their preparedness for being a principal to their 

experience as high school students. 

Steve, Todd, Tim, and Sara all noted participation in the Seminars in Ignatian 

Leadership, a 2-year program directed by the Jesuit Schools Network, as a preparatory 

experience that contributed positively to their ability to be a successful principal. Kim, 

who did not attend the seminars, stated that she heard good things about the program. 

While this program is not specifically designed for principal preparation, the fact that 

over half the participant mentioned these without prompting from a question suggests that 

further investigation into this program would be prudent. It should also be noted that no 

participant was hired into his or her role from outside the Jesuit Schools Network, 

suggesting a rising from within culture and a theme that might be considered in future 

investigation. 

Leadership style. All participants were asked to describe their leadership style. 

Trust building, relationship building, and authenticity were consistent themes in seven 

responses. Jennifer, Sara, and Tim used the terms “trust” or “trust building” to define 
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their leadership style. Jennifer, Sara, Todd, Rod, Kim, Tim and Henry mentioned the 

concept of being relational. This included team building with either their leadership team 

or with all members of the faculty and staff. Henry and Kim described their approach as 

“authentic” and “honest.” Henry summarized this theme when he stated, 

I learned a lot about the theory of leadership, and, for me, the importance of 

presence is part of leadership, but I have to say that, the more time I spent doing 

that, the more I realized my capacity to lead was really dependent on my own 

spiritual self and my ability to be real and authentic and present and courageous as 

an extension of the depth of me or my spiritual existence. (Henry, personal 

communication, October 24, 2018) 

Steve was the only participant not to mention trust, relationships, or authenticity. 

He emphasized modeling behavior and being a cultural leader. It is noteworthy that the 

leadership styles described by seven participants align with authentic leadership theory, 

an ethically-based leadership model that promoted trust building and authenticity (Evans, 

2013). This is another area for further investigation for leadership preparation for 

principals in tradition Jesuit secondary schools to see if this particular leadership theory 

might serve as a leadership model that fits the needs of the role. 

Standards and Benchmarks 

 All participants were asked to describe their understanding of each of the five 

domains pertaining to Jesuit schools in the 21st century found in the standards and 

benchmarks for Jesuit education (Provincials Assistants for Secondary and Pre-

Secondary Education, 2015). Participants were then asked to describe how they lead in or 

were prepared to lead in these five areas. The participants were familiar with and 
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prepared to respond to questions regarding all five domains. Only one participant, Steve, 

mentioned the standards and benchmarks document by name. Their approach and 

expertise were varied. Two themes that emerged from their responses were modeling and 

delegating which have their own section. 

Jesuit and Catholic mission and identity. Articulation of their school’s Jesuit 

and Catholic mission and identity varied among participants but generally fit within the 

indicators of this domain. This domain as described in standards and benchmarks for 

Jesuit education (Provincials Assistants for Secondary and Pre-Secondary Education, 

2015) calls for a robust presentation of the mission, active participation in the religious 

programming of the school, practicing and promoting elements of Ignatian spirituality, 

and partnership with the Society of Jesus. 

The participants spoke to their role in promoting and understanding the school’s 

Catholicism as a distinguishing characteristic, the desire for students and staff to be 

morally formed, the counter cultural elements of the mission, and the role of Jesus in the 

faith experience. All participants discussed their role in prioritizing or supporting school 

programs that promote the Jesuit and Catholic identity of the school. Jennifer, Todd, 

Sara, Henry, Steve, Tim, and Rod discussed the holistic or permeating necessity of this 

domain. Jennifer and Todd specifically mentioned the grad at grad, referring to the 

integral student outcomes of Jesuit schools. 

 One of the challenges of leading in the area of Jesuit and Catholic identity 

pertains to the difficulties associated with national political trends. Jennifer and Sara 

spoke directly to this difficulty. Jennifer stated 
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We’re a microcosm of this larger society we’re in right now, and that the stuff that 

comes with that is so hard. It’s the same stuff that the United States is grappling 

with, that the world is grappling with, whether it’s issues of race and equity, 

issues of school safety and gun violence, issues of me too, issues of abuse 

allegations. It’s real hard. I mean, it’s not just hard on the school. There’s no rule 

book for that. It’s really hard, you know? No class prepares you for fake news. 

What’s fake news, what’s truth, and how do you deal with that as an educational 

institution? (Jennifer, personal communication, September 26, 2018) 

In a similar way, Sara discussed the tension between her own faith experience and the 

institutional needs of Catholic identity. She stated, 

For me personally, yeah it has been hard just in terms of being really grounded in 

my own faith, in my own belief, in particular issues and taking a stand on them. I 

don’t know that there is any training for that necessarily except to be really solid 

in this area is important as I have come to learn. (Sara, personal communication, 

September 20, 2018) 

Governance and leadership. The overwhelming theme within the domain of 

governance and leadership was the principal/president model. This is the governance 

model used by all the schools of the participating novice principals. One of the indicators 

of success in this domain is “shared leadership among several people with distinct roles” 

(Provincials Assistants for Secondary and Pre-Secondary Education, 2015, p. 13). 

All eight participants described the division of responsibilities in a similar 

manner. They described the president as ultimately responsible for the mission, 

responsible for the school’s fundraising and finances, responsible for external 
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communication and marketing, and responsible for the physical plant. They described the 

principal as responsible for the day-to-day operations of the school, responsible for the 

academic programming of the school, responsible for hiring, and responsible for the well-

being of the student body. They also noted considerable overlap in the responsibilities. 

 Seven of the participants described this relationship as difficult and in need of 

constant care. Todd, Sara, Steve, Tim, and Kim discussed the need for consistent 

communication, and Kim compared the relationship to a marriage. Steve, Tim, Kim, 

Todd, Sara and Henry described situations who was responsible for decision-making on a 

particular topic or issue was unclear. Rod did not mention this being a difficult 

relationship, but did mention that he witnessed a difficult principal/president relationship 

at his prior Jesuit school. Jennifer, Todd, Steve, and Tim noted that their only preparation 

for leading in this governance model was prior experience where they witnessed this 

relationship. 

Only Todd described this relationship being well-defined during his hiring 

process. He quoted his president who used an image to describe their working 

relationship: 

The analogy he used was the president and principal should stand back-to-

back with one another with the president kind of looking toward the 

outside and relationships that are being formed and fostered and things 

that are going on outside the immediate community of faculty, staff, 

parents and students. And the principal then looks inside with that 

population as their central concern. And where this analogy holds up is, if 

you’re back-to-back and you’re really just kind of leaning on each other 
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so, you can tell just by the person’s breathing or motion or whatever if 

there’s something that seems amiss or they’re struggling. Then, the one 

might turn around to help the other with whatever it is they might be 

engaging in (Todd, personal communication, October 24, 2018). 

In contrast, Henry was frustrated that he was not more aware of this governance 

model when he was applying to be the principal, and he is still challenged by his lack of 

participation in budgeting and major school decisions. He is also critical of the model as 

the best form of governance moving forward. He challenges the idea that a school leader 

can segment responsibilities in the manner dictated by this model. He stated, “I worry 

about Jesuit schools moving forward, to stay contemporary, about that dual model of 

leadership. I’m just not sure how that’s going to work going forward. I feel conflicted 

with it now” (Henry, personal communication, October 24, 2018). 

The most obvious finding here is the need for consistent and robust 

communication and relationship building between the principal and president. 

Additionally, future inquiry should ask what it means to be “ultimately” responsible for 

the mission? What does it mean to look outward versus inward? How do issues of finance 

and budgetary decisions made by the president impact the ability for the principal to 

advance the mission? How should leadership be shared among those who are charged 

with advancing the mission of the school? 

Spiritual formation. Similar to the responses regarding Jesuit and Catholic 

identity, the participants discussed their role in student spiritual formation and being 

supportive of the programming that is dedicated to this aspect of the mission. This 

includes prioritizing spiritual programing, creating policy to promote attendance in these 
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programs, and managing the personnel who oversee spiritual programming. Steve, Tim, 

Rod, Kim, Jennifer, Sara, and Henry all discussed the importance of modeling spiritual 

formation in their schools. This happens through leading prayer, attending retreats, and 

being an active parishioner outside of school. Only Todd considered himself an expert in 

spiritual formation. The standards and benchmarks for Jesuit education (Provincials 

Assistants for Secondary and Pre-Secondary Education, 2015) emphasize religious 

programming and robust opportunities for all members of the community to engage in 

religious activity. 

Tim shared examples of his role as a spiritual leader both publicly with the 

community and behind the scenes with his staff. He stated, “I’ve led a few prayers at 

assemblies. I’ll address people and usually talk about faith, God, our relationships. So 

I’ve been very blessed to be able to share who I am and my faith with our students” (Tim, 

personal communication, December 21, 2018). He then shared how he works behind the 

scenes with other school leaders whose responsibilities are in the area of spiritual 

formation. He supports them with programming and reflecting on how this programming 

is meeting the needs of students. He cited his background in theology as helpful in 

preparing him to lead in this manner. 

An important observation was made by Sara regarding her ability to lead in this 

area. She was able to speak with clarity on how she leads behind the scenes in policy 

setting and prioritizing time on the calendar for spiritual programing. The challenge for 

Sara comes when she feels she need to lead publicly. She stated, 

For me personally, yeah, it has been hard just in terms of being really grounded in 

my own faith, in my own belief, in particular issues and taking a stand on them. I 
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don’t know that there is any training for that necessarily except to be really solid 

in this area is important, as I have come to learn. (Sara, personal communication, 

September 20, 2018). 

 Sara and Tim exposed a tension in this domain by highlighting the need for the 

public modeling of one’s personal faith and the need to lead behind the scenes in a 

bureaucratic manner. Both principals found this to be necessary and Sara felt limited in 

her ability to publicly express herself as well as she would like. 

Educational excellence. The participants discussed their roles as a curriculum 

leader in varying ways. Henry, Todd, and Steve qualified what was meant as curriculum 

and broadened the definition to a larger concepts of student learning such as active 

learning, relational learning, or graduation requirements. Kim, Sara, and Henry noted that 

this is not one of their strengths. Steve, Tim, Rod, Kim, and Sara noted their reliance on 

an assistant principal, curriculum director, or academic department chairs. Only Todd 

considered himself an expert in educational technology. None of the other seven 

participants consider themselves experts in curriculum. 

This is a particular domain was discussed by participants with a wide range of 

engagement and ownership. In comparison to their commitment to and ability to 

articulate the domains of social justice, spiritual growth, and Catholic identity, 

educational excellence was positioned more remotely. This positioning was observed 

primarily in the wide range of manners in which this domain was articulated, the 

prevalence of delegation of the responsibilities within this domain, and fact that the other 

domains were discussed with greater enthusiasm and urgency with regard to the mission 

of the school. 
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Kim articulated not only her proximity to leadership in curriculum, but also her 

comfort level with that proximity. She stated, 

My master’s is in education, it’s not in curriculum development. I knew that, if I 

wanted to be that curriculum leader, I would need to consider going back and 

getting my master’s. Instead, I just chose to build a strong team. (Kim, personal 

communication, September 27, 2018) 

In a similar manner, Steve stated, “I’ve got a director of curriculum who knows the 

answers” (Steve, personal communication, September 28, 2018). 

The perception of the participants on their responsibility in this area is most 

noteworthy. The mechanism or instrument of their mission is that of an academic 

institution, but the academic aspect of the institution is the most remote aspect of their 

perceived leadership responsibility. The standards and benchmarks document presents a 

list of indicators of academic excellence, including vertically and horizontal alignment of 

curriculum, responsible use of technology, instructional design responding to a variety of 

learning preferences, global competency, and relevant assessment practices (Jesuit 

Schools Network, 2014). If the principal is neither trained in, nor feels direct 

responsibility for, the academic domain of the school, additional work in supporting a 

traditional secondary Jesuit school ought to be evaluated. 

Faith that does justice. The participants discussed their roles as leaders in social 

justice or social justice programing in varying ways. Jennifer, Sara, Henry, Tim, Steve, 

and Kim discussed their role in supporting programing related to this domain. This meant 

prioritizing time and resources or working the personnel who are responsible for this 

programming. Sara, Jennifer, Rod and Steve discussed the challenges with social justice 
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programming in light of the charged political realities. The standards and benchmarks 

call for schools to promote Catholic social teaching and develop programs that support 

student in learning how to build a more just world (Provincials Assistants for Secondary 

and Pre-Secondary Education, 2015). 

Jennifer and Steve specially mentioned a challenge in advancing this domain in 

light of the political climate in the post-November 2016 era. This is a reference to the 

election of President Trump. Steve stated 

It’s on my mind so much at the moment and has been, quite frankly, since 

November 2016, is how does the school community interface with the larger 

trends in the country and the world. What happens in the country affects how we 

teach, it affects how we form, in our case, young men. I think the principal has to 

have a pulse of that…The downside to that or the risk is that you become 

beholden to what’s in the news. (Steve, personal communication, September 28, 

2018). 

Preparation to lead in the area of social justice was varied. Prior experience in 

Jesuit school settings was the most common response with one participant, Tim, 

describing his high school experience as preparatory. Sara felt the least prepared and was 

not accustomed to the expectation that she must share her personal political or religious 

beliefs publicly as part of her role as principal. She stated, 

I really have to have strong clear stances on some social justice issues that I have 

not had to publicly articulate in the past. It was very private to me, and I’m not 

someone who…I don’t want to be divisive. But, I want to be the principal that has 
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principles and is a moral leader. (Sara, personal communication, September 20, 

2018) 

 No participant identified as an expert in the area of social justice, although the 

promotion of programming and the belief in this aspect of the school was consistent 

among participants. The challenge and lack of preparation was seen in leading in a 

politically charged atmosphere and considering one’s own personal feelings on matters of 

justice and politics that may inform your leadership. 

Modeling and delegating. All eight participants described the practices of 

modeling and delegating in almost all aspects of their job. Where only Todd self-

identified as an expert in two areas, no other participant identified as an expert in any 

aspect of their job. All participants noted the need to be present or active in the religious 

programming of the school, which included the spiritual formation and social justice 

work of the school. Jennifer described herself as a model for curriculum development by 

teaching a class and promoting professional development. Similarly, delegation was a 

common theme among all participants, as the many aspects of the job were too large for a 

single person to either execute or understand. This was most notable in the delegation of 

curriculum development to other school personnel. 

The assistant principal. A theme related to delegation is the importance of the 

role of assistant principal. All eight participants noted the role of at least one of their 

assistant principals who supported their work. Steve, Tim, Rod, Kim, and Sara not only 

acknowledged the assistant principal, but they also noted their reliance on an assistant 

principal. Kim, Jennifer, and Rod described the confidence and trust they placed in the 
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assistant principal responsible for the academic aspect of the mission, acknowledging that 

this aspect is an area where they do not necessarily have much expertise. 

Summary of the Findings 

The first set of findings address the question regarding the experiences and 

perceptions of novice principals in a traditional Jesuit secondary school: emotionality, 

attraction to Jesuit education, mentorship, preparedness, and leadership style. The second 

set of findings address the question as to how novice principals understand the Standards 

and benchmarks for Jesuit education (Provincials Assistants for Secondary and Pre-

Secondary Education, 2015). Three additional themes that emerged from the data 

analysis are modeling, delegating, and the assistant principal. 

 It was observed that novice principals in traditional Jesuit secondary schools face 

particular challenges and share common experiences. In terms of challenges, novice 

principals experience a highly emotional work experience as a result of being isolated 

and exposed in decision-making, needing to respond to the complex and personal needs 

of faculty and staff, feeling constantly on the job, and feeling the pressure of leading in a 

complex political environment. Novice principals in traditional Jesuit secondary school 

were found to have similar experiences that led to becoming a principal such as 

mentorship and previous work in Jesuit secondary education. Additionally, they share a 

common experience of facing certain requirements of the job for which they did not feel 

prepared, such as crisis response and clarity of their leadership role. 

In light of the Standards and benchmarks for Jesuit education (Provincials 

Assistants for Secondary and Pre-Secondary Education, 2015), it was observed that 

novice principals lack consistency in their articulation of and proximity to their 
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leadership responsibilities in the domain of academic excellence. Greater consistency was 

found in their articulation of and proximity to their leadership responsibilities in the 

promotion of spiritual formation and social justice as distinct and necessary elements of a 

Jesuit school. In terms of school governance, it was found that the relationship between 

the principal and president requires significant communication and care. Last, novice 

principals share a common belief that trust building and modeling are critical and 

necessary elements of their leadership style. 

Summary 

 Chapter Four included a review of the study’s purpose, the research questions, 

and the study’s methodology, including a summary of the data analysis. This study 

explored the factors that have supported and/or challenged novice principals’ transition 

into this leadership position. This study utilized a qualitative method of inquiry consisting 

of semi-structured interviews and thematic coding of the results. 

The narratives of the interviews of the eight participants were then summarized 

before outlining the themes that emerged from the interviews. The themes were arranged 

according to the foci of the two primary research questions: the experiences and 

perceptions of novice principals in a traditional Jesuit secondary school and how novice 

principals understand the Standards and benchmarks for Jesuit education (Provincials 

Assistants for Secondary and Pre-Secondary Education, 2015). 

The themes correlating to the first research question were emotionality, attraction 

to Jesuit education and mentorship, preparedness, and leadership style. The unifying and 

disparate themes were identified. Themes that correlated to the second research question 

were organized by the five domains of the Standards and benchmarks for Jesuit 
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education (Provincials Assistants for Secondary and Pre-Secondary Education, 2015). 

The unifying and disparate themes were identified along with three additional themes: 

modeling, delegating and the role of the assistant principal. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Introduction 

This study contributes to the larger body of scholarly literature in Catholic 

education, principal preparation, and educational leadership, as it examined the 

experiences of eight novice principals in traditional Jesuit secondary school setting. The 

aim was to understand factors that supported and/or challenged their transition into this 

leadership position. This study will benefit leaders in Jesuit education as they gain new 

knowledge, skills, and abilities. The study’s aim is addressed by a proposed set of 

recommendations supported by rationale. Implications for implementation, future 

research, and leadership are presented along with final conclusions in this chapter. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to understand the experiences and 

perceptions of novice principals leading in a traditional Jesuit secondary school within 

the four Jesuit provinces in the United States. Novice principals were defined as 

principals who have been serving in that role for less than 5 years (Bloom & Krovetz, 

2001; Hall, 2008). This study explored the experiences of eight novice principals to 

understand the challenges they face and the factors that support their transition into this 

leadership position. As more Jesuit schools are headed by lay leaders, this study is 

important and timely to Jesuit education because it addresses the gap in professional 

development and formation for these future leaders. 
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Aim of the Study 

The aim of this study was to utilize research findings to inform the development 

of a formal preparation program for those who wish to serve as principals at traditional 

Jesuit secondary schools. 

Proposed Recommendations and Support for the Solution 

The results of this study were discussed in the previous chapter. It was found that 

novice principals’ isolation and exposure in decision-making lead to a highly emotional 

work experience wherein they need to respond to the complex and personal needs of 

faculty and staff. Participants reported feeling constantly on the job and feeling the 

pressure of leading in a complex political environment. Additionally, they shared a 

common experience of facing certain requirements of the job for which they did not feel 

prepared, such as crisis response and clarity of their leadership role. 

Consistency was found in participants’ articulation of and proximity to their 

leadership responsibilities in the promotion of spiritual formation and social justice as 

distinct and necessary elements of a Jesuit school. However, they lacked consistency in 

their articulation of and proximity to their leadership responsibilities in the domain of 

academic excellence. In terms of school governance, it was found that the relationship 

between the principal and president requires significant communication and care. Last, 

participants shared a common belief that trust building and modeling with and for the 

schools’ various shareholders are critical and necessary elements of their leadership style. 

Proposed Recommendations 

In light of these findings, it is recommended that novice principals in Jesuit 

secondary schools be provided with support mechanisms in the form of emotional 
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support and required self-care as well as formal onboarding to include crisis management 

training and role clarification with participation of school president. The researcher is 

unaware of any consistent or formal onboarding program for principals or presidents in 

the Jesuit Schools Network. The study’s findings and the review of literature support for 

these recommendations are highlighted in the sections below. 

Emotional support and self-care. It was found that novice principals’ work 

experience is highly emotional. This experience is the result of factors like the feeling of 

being the sole decision maker, dealing with the emotional and personal needs of the 

faculty and staff, the expectation of being constantly available and on the job, and the 

pressure of leading in a complex political environment. These difficult and draining 

emotional experiences are further impacted by feelings of unpreparedness. While some of 

these factors may be mitigated with other interventions (some are outlined later), most of 

these are necessary and unchanging factors that come with the role. 

This emotional difficulty may be reflected in the data from Jesuit Schools 

Network (2016) that demonstrates the average tenure of a principal in traditional Jesuit 

secondary schools in the United States is less than five years. Specifically, relevant 

literature on organizational theory contributed to the reality that principals feel lonely or 

isolated in their work. Within the organizational structure of the school, the principal has 

no peer (see Appendix H). Principals may find their assistant principals or executive 

committee as peers in some capacity. They may also find peer support from other 

principals such as the principal cohort of the Jesuit Schools Network for example. This 

does not, however, fully mitigate that the principal is either a supervisor or supervisee 

who serves a sole decision maker in a significant number of school related matters. This 
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was clearly articulated by Jennifer when she described a feeling of loneliness that was a 

result of being a sole decision maker. As principal, she noted “It is different when the 

buck stops with you.” She also stated, “Some days are hard, very hard” (Jennifer, 

personal communication, September 26, 2018). 

Additionally, principals must manage programs and people across a wide 

spectrum of activity. The “span of control” that is assigned to the principal is incredibly 

wide (Hatch & Cunliffe, 2013, p. 27). Keedy and Robbins (1993) note that “principals 

have neither the time, energy, nor subject expertise for efficient and effective structural 

improvement” (p. 185). The organizational structure of a school and the large span of 

control contribute to the emotional difficulty associated with the role. Specifically, with 

traditional Jesuit secondary education, the domains of the standards and benchmarks of 

Jesuit schools are quite broad in purpose and nature. It is doubtful that one person can 

feel he or she can lead effectively in all aspects of the job. It is no wonder that principals 

feel constantly tied to their job with such a wide range of responsibilities with no peer 

leader while responding constantly to the subsequent issues that come along with those 

robust responsibilities. 

If it is to be expected that novice principals will necessarily experience this role as 

emotionally difficult, then a deliberate, formal, and institutionalized support mechanism 

for principals to manage an emotionally challenging role should be implemented. This 

support mechanism might take several forms. One recommendation is for the school to 

provide a leadership coach, therapist, or spiritual director who is not an employee of the 

school. The recommendation is rooted in the findings from Steve who noted that he sees 

a therapist as a way of managing the emotional challenges of his job and from Tim who 
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advised to “make sure you have time to pray” (Tim, personal communication, December 

21, 2018). This independent, third-party expert can provide emotional support to the 

novice principal without requiring the novice principal confide in a supervisor or 

supervisee.  

A second recommendation is the requirement that the principal take meaningful 

time away from the job. This might include the deliberate assigning of an “acting 

principal” who is responsible for all aspects of the role while the principal is away. Not 

only would this allow for the principal to be physically and emotionally detached from 

the school for the purposes of rejuvenation and rest, it would also allow for a mentoring 

opportunity for the principal and a leadership development opportunity for those 

administrators in the “acting principal” position.  

A third recommendation is adding into the school president’s job description a 

responsibility to be attentive to and actively participate in the principal’s need for self-

care. The responsibility should include a deliberate attempt at creating nurturing activities 

and relationships beyond the school community and to take advantage of scheduled 

vacation time by making the decision not to engage in the work of the school. 

Recommendations for support and self-care are aligned with the Jesuit value of Cura 

Personalis. This term literally means “care for the person” and describes an 

individualized approach whereby each person is understood as a person with inherent 

dignity whose needs are unique. The mechanisms of care ought to be tailored accordingly 

(Traub, 2004). 

Formal onboarding. A formal onboarding program will respond to several 

findings from the study, including role clarification with the president, crisis management 
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preparation, and responsibilities with regard to the domain of academic excellence. It is 

recommended that a formal onboarding program be developed for a school to utilize 

when a novice principal is hired. Although a formal onboarding process is important at 

all levels of educational leadership, for novice principals this is especially critical because 

it will facilitate dialogue and preparation for aspects of the job the novice principal could 

not anticipate while also promoting early experiences of success. This program will be 

used by the school president to ensure that the principal has clarity on his or her 

leadership role, is prepared to respond to a crisis as a member of the leadership team, and 

understands the need to accept the mechanisms of self-care being provided by the school.  

 This onboarding program should have three distinct elements that result from this 

study and the relevant literature on principal preparation. As noted in the previous 

chapter, one of the most obvious findings was the need for consistent and robust 

communication and relationship building between the principal and president. One of the 

indicators of success in this domain is “shared leadership among several people with 

distinct roles” (Provincials Assistants for Secondary and Pre-Secondary Education, 2015, 

p. 13). The onboarding process should allow for both parties to come to a clear 

understanding of roles and responsibilities, to develop mutual communication strategies, 

and to understand each other’s leadership style and personality. This may be facilitated 

by an outside party, a member of the school’s governing board, or by someone who 

works for the province. 

 A second aspect of the onboarding program should include crisis management 

training and support. The study found novice principals to be unprepared for a school 

crisis such as the death of a student or teacher, a school scandal, or a public relations 
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issue. Such crises typically require quick decision-making and a communications plan 

with public and internal messaging. This requires all members of school leadership, 

especially the principal and president, to participate in the response. Knowing who is 

responsible for what aspects of the crisis response and feeling prepared to respond might 

mitigate the negative experiences of novice principals responding to a crisis. The training 

should promote collaboration and cooperation among the various responding parties. 

Crisis training might also contribute to the promotion of a stronger principal-president 

relationship. 

 Lastly, the study showed significant inconsistencies in novice principals’ 

articulation of and proximity to their leadership responsibilities in the domain of 

academic excellence. This not surprising in light of the literature on leadership reviewed 

in Chapter 2. The challenges that emerged from the literature on the role of the principal 

were the ever-increasing list of expectations along with a lack of consistency in shared or 

collective understating. This shared or collective understanding means that faculty, staff, 

administrators, and board members have a consistent understanding of where the 

principal’s role starts and stops.  

Fullan (2014) argued that the role of principal as a transformational leader 

(Thurston et al., 1993) has been too broad and generic, and the role of the principal as 

instructional leader (Stakenas, 1994; Worner, 1994) has been too detailed and 

micromanaging. Brock and Grady (2004) noted that various stakeholders will have 

differing expectations of the role of principal. The inconsistency in the level of 

expectation in the domain of academic excellence was best exemplified by Kim and 
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Steve. Kim articulated not only her proximity to leadership in curriculum, but also her 

comfort level with that proximity. She stated, 

My master’s is in education, it’s not in curriculum development. I knew that, if I 

wanted to be that curriculum leader, I would need to consider going back and 

getting my master’s. Instead, I just chose to build a strong team. (Kim, personal 

communication, September 27, 2018) 

In a similar manner, Steve stated, “I’ve got a director of curriculum who knows the 

answers” (Steve, personal communication, September 28, 2018). 

 Those involved in the formal onboarding process should utilize the standards and 

benchmarks for Jesuit education (Provincials Assistants for Secondary and Pre-

Secondary Education, 2015) to clarify roles and responsibilities pertaining to each 

domain. The researcher does not assume a correct organization, delegation, or articulation 

of these responsibilities, but, rather, recommends both principal and president have 

mutual understanding. Additionally, and in light of Brock and Grady’s (2004) 

observation regarding inconsistent expectations from stakeholders, the role and 

responsibility clarification will be critical in communicating to larger community so that 

expectation are aligned throughout the school. 

Stakeholders Related to the Solution 

The critical stakeholders related to the above recommendations are the principal, 

the president, the school’s governing board, and the members of the school community. 

The role of a principal is essential to the institution, and the principal’s success in this 

role should, therefore, be of critical importance to those who hire or supervise the 

principal and those who are supervised by the principal. 
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The principal. Even before applying to be the principal of a traditional Jesuit 

secondary school, a meaningful and thorough review of the job should take place. 

Candidates ought to inquire and subsequently be advised on the nature of this position, 

including the challenges and related support structures. Potential candidates ought to 

review the standards and benchmarks for Jesuit education (Provincials Assistants for 

Secondary and Pre-Secondary Education, 2015) and consider whether they feel prepared 

to lead in each domain. It is recommended that the job announcement and the application 

packet include language for the five domains in order to prospective applicants to 

accurately consider applying.  

 Once hired, the new principal must be willing to accept the support mechanisms 

and onboarding process designed to facilitate the transition into the role. As noted in the 

findings, novice principals were surprised to find the isolation and the weight of the job 

to be overwhelming at times, even when they had worked as an assistant principal in the 

same school prior to starting as principal. Accepting the reality that this role is distinct 

and in need of strategic and institutionalized support is critical for a novice principal. 

The president. The school president is the direct supervisor of the principal and 

would be responsible for ensuring the execution of the above solutions of onboarding and 

institutionalized self-care. The president would need to accept the challenges faced by the 

novice principal and be willing to use time and resources to prioritize the transition. This 

should include budgeting financial resources to pay for an independent leadership coach, 

therapist, or spiritual director. This should also include allocating time for the formal 

onboarding process. The time demands of the president are certainly intense, so devoting 

considerable time to this task is not insignificant. Lastly, the president should consistently 
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review the standards and benchmarks for Jesuit education (Provincials Assistants for 

Secondary and Pre-Secondary Education, 2015) and consider how to organize the shared 

responsibility of the standards between principal and president, how to articulate role 

clarification, and how to communicate this publicly so that the school community has 

clear expectations of school leadership. The president would then be in a position to 

evaluate the principal in light of his or leadership in the five domains. 

 The governing board. The president is managed by the school’s governing board 

and is also responsible for the school’s overall budget. The board should be attentive to 

the president’s management of the onboarding of a new principal and the ongoing 

support for the person in that position. While board members should not have direct 

supervision over this process, they should be aware that time and money will need to be 

used in support of a novice principal and the use of these resources may impact other 

school priorities. Given the critical nature of the principal’s role and the current 

challenges in retention and transitioning, the board should accept that investing in the 

principal is a long-term gain. 

Policies Influencing the Proposed Solution 

Within the professional structure of a traditional Jesuit secondary school, certain 

policies will need review and updating. The policy considerations should include the 

principal and president’s job descriptions and institutionalized support structures. 

Job descriptions. A job description is a formal way to prioritize and clarify the 

daily, monthly, and yearly responsibilities for any position. If the proposed solution is to 

be adopted, the president’s job description should include language about the onboarding 

process and institutionalized support for the novice principal. Similarly, the principal’s 
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job description should contain language that requires the acceptance of support structures. 

For example, an element of the job description for the president might be to ensure the 

novice principal is provided an independent support person paid for by the school. The 

corollary job description for the principal is that he or she accepts this support mechanism 

in good faith and active participation. We cannot assume that all presidents or principals 

will believe such support is needed, so building it into their job descriptions will 

contribute to sustained effort in this area. While the formal onboarding will have a finite 

timeline, the institutionalize support should remain active for as long as the principal 

remains in office. 

Principal’s off-duty and vacation time. As noted in the findings, novice 

principals describe the feeling that they are always on the job. Technology makes it easy 

to be located and contacted by phone or email at any time and almost any place. 

Additionally, access means increased expectation of immediate responsiveness. An 

organizational policy that the principal is not expected to be “on call” at all times should 

be considered. This policy may include a communications protocol for school leadership. 

For example, all school business should be done via email or in regular meetings during 

work hours. Text messaging or after-hours phone calls should only be used in an 

emergency or when an immediate response is required. This will allow the principal and 

other school leaders to experience time physically and emotionally away from their job. 

Similarly, a formal vacation calendar ought to be created and enforced with the 

inclusion of an acting principal. One of the realities of the principal’s role is that certain 

decisions cannot be made by any other member of the school. Assigning and 

communicating the presence of an acting principal when the principal is on vacation will 
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allow for separation from the job. A policy that allows for such authority to be 

temporarily granted is required along with training for the acting principal. As noted 

above, an additional advantage to this practice is the opportunity for mentoring and 

leadership development. 

Potential barriers and obstacles to proposed solution. The above solutions will 

not erase all of the stress and pressure associated with the job of a novice principal. The 

unrelenting demands of the job will always be present, and members of the organization 

have high expectations of this leader. One possible barrier to these solutions is an 

argument that the principal is already compensated at a higher level than the other faculty 

and staff and the principal chose to accept the position. To add increased resources and 

work protections to the principal when such resources are not being directly used for 

teachers, for example, may be a difficult policy to enact. Ideally, all members of the 

community should be provided resources that promote personal, spiritual, and 

professional well-being. It is the acute and specific demands of the principal’s role and 

the critical importance of leadership that calls for these measures. 

Financial/budget issues related to proposed solution. The financial 

implications for the proposed solution are not necessarily major, but they are noteworthy. 

Paying for third-party experts to support the principal and paying for crisis management 

training will certainly need to be built into the budget. These expenses, however, may be 

mitigated by the fact that the expenses associated with searching for, interviewing, and 

hiring a new principal are significant. Decreasing turnover has positive financial benefits. 
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Evaluation and Timeline for Implementation and Assessment 

The implementation of the proposed solution could take place over the course of 

two years using the resources of the Jesuit Schools Network. The Jesuit Schools Network 

facilitates two meetings each year with all the principals and presidents in their province 

and one meeting each year for the principals from all the provinces combined. The 

themes and topics for these meetings are open for discussion each year, and they are led 

by a steering committee consisting of current principals. Topics vary from spiritual 

formation, social justice, global programing, and the state of the Church to name a few. A 

focus on the practicalities and experiences of principals has not been attended to as of yet.  

The topic of the “ministry of the principal” can be proposed and adopted whereby 

the group looks inward at their own work and considers the questions asked in this study. 

Examples of topics to be considered in light of the principal’s ministry and preparation 

programing might include crisis response training, curriculum development processes and 

the role of school leadership, performance appraisal design aligned to the standards and 

benchmarks, best practices for board interaction and participation, or developing skills as 

a faith leader. Using the findings from this study and related research, the Jesuit Schools 

Network cohort of principals can work on the creation of an onboarding plan that utilizes 

the standards and benchmarks for Jesuit education (Provincials Assistants for Secondary 

and Pre-Secondary Education, 2015) as a guide. This group can also consider self-care 

options and collect a list of relevant resources to be published for schools to use. 

The researcher recommends a standing committee on principal preparation and 

onboarding to be included at Jesuit Schools Network meetings as a platform to host the 

conversations, share notes, solicit feedback, and propose a program. The meetings in the 
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subsequent year will include strategies on implementation of the onboarding process with 

the new principals. All new principals hired by a traditional Jesuit secondary schools in 

the spring of year two will have a model and a plan to use for their onboarding.   

The standing committee on principal preparation will create a survey or other 

methods of data collection for novice principals and their presidents to evaluate their 

experiences. A longer-term review of the retention and turnover of principals in Jesuit 

secondary schools should also be reviewed by the committee. It is also recommended that 

the Provincials Assistants for Secondary Education, the position that organizes the 

sponsorship process for each school in the province, include in the review of each school 

an element that considers the experience of the principal to ensure it is sustainable and 

healthy.      

Implications 

Practical Implications 

The practical implications of this study will contribute directly to the work of 

Jesuit secondary education. Critical school leaders, along with their leadership teams, 

experiencing their work with clarity and joy in what has been described as emotionally 

taxing and unsustainable work will certainly benefit this field. So much of the work of 

Jesuit secondary schools has been on the content of what is required for the school to 

promote spiritual development, social justice, and academic excellence so that their 

students can become loving, religious, committed to justice, open to growth and 

intellectually competent. This study, for the first time, focuses on one of the most critical 

leaders in that work to better understand the opportunities and challenges associated with 

the work. 
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Implications for Future Research 

A variety of topics emerged from this study that could not be addressed or were 

not the focus of the research in this study, but might be valuable for future research. 

Seminars in Ignatian leadership and authentic leadership theory. The 

Seminars in Ignatian Leadership, a 2-year program directed by the Jesuit Schools 

Network, were either attended by or known by most of the participants of this study. 

They were noted as an experience that contributed positively to their ability to work in 

Jesuit secondary schools. While this program is not specifically designed for principal 

preparation, the fact that over half the participant mentioned these without prompting 

from a question suggests that further investigation into this program would be prudent. It 

should also be noted that no participant was hired into his or her role from outside the 

Jesuit Schools Network, suggesting a rising from within culture and a theme that might 

be considered in future investigation. 

Responding to emotional challenges and need for formalized self-care. While 

this study found emotional difficulty for novice principals to be a major theme and even 

suggested institutionalized support for novice principals to attend to their emotional 

needs, this study did not investigate what quality professional support in this area might 

entail. It is likely that a variety of programs currently exists that could be utilized by 

Jesuit secondary schools. Research into the what types of programs would best suit this 

particular professional and education setting would contribute to this work. 

Mentoring as a theme in Jesuit school leadership. Five of the participants in 

this study attribute their desire to become a principal to a mentor or mentors who 

encouraged or recruited them into applying for a principal position. It should be observed 



NOVICE PRINCIPALS IN JESUIT SECONDARY SCHOOLS 104 

 

that no participant noted in his or her discussion of the role of principal that being a 

mentor to others was part of their experience. This is a possible area for further 

investigation as it seems the path to becoming a principal or school leader is consistently 

found to include encouragement and mentoring by others. Perhaps the novice principal is 

unable to play this role as the needs of the job do not allow space for this. It would be 

important to investigate the concept of mentorship and its role in an educational setting. 

How might we help principals become mentors for future school leaders? 

Prioritizing or supporting educational excellence. One finding from this study 

was the lack of consistency regarding the principal’s leadership role with regard to the 

academic life of the school. While the Jesuit Schools Network has done considerable 

work in defining, training for, and promoting the distinct religious nature of Jesuit 

schools, it has not put the same emphasis on the academic profile of the schools in the 

network. The Jesuit Schools Network might consider some time working with school 

leaders on what it means to be an academic leader. The domain of academic excellence in 

the standards and benchmarks document states that a Jesuit school is “marked by a 

pedagogy that engages the world through a careful analysis of context in dialogue with 

experience, always open to evaluation through reflection for the sake of action” 

(Provincials Assistants for Secondary and Pre-Secondary Education, 2015). The JSN 

might also consider what it means to be a critical learner and how to promote the Ignatian 

Pedagogical Paradigm. This work would provide a consistency in understanding for 

school leadership and subsequently a consistent understanding for all of those who 

contribute to the academic life of their schools. 
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Summary 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore and understand the 

experiences and perceptions of novice principals leading in a traditional Jesuit secondary 

school within the four Jesuit provinces in the United States. Because it addresses the gap 

in professional development and formation for future lay leadership, this study was 

important and timely to Jesuit education. The aim of this study was to inform the 

development of a formal preparation program for those who seek the role of principal 

within a traditional Jesuit secondary school. 

This study found that novice principals need to respond to the complex and 

personal needs of faculty and staff. Thus, they feel constantly on the job and pressured to 

leading in a complex political environment. Additionally, they share a common 

experience of facing certain requirements of the job for which they did not feel prepared, 

such as crisis response and clarity of their leadership role. 

In light of these findings, it is recommended that novice principals in Jesuit 

secondary schools be provided emotional support, be required to engage in self-care, and 

receive formal onboarding to include crisis management training and role clarification 

with participation of school president. 

It is hoped that the findings from the study will lead towards a holistic formation 

and professional development for emerging lay principals and those transitioning into the 

position along with long-term, sustainable support systems for current principals. 

This inquiry was informed by research on authentic leadership theory, organizational 

theory, change theory, Catholic education, and principal preparation to ground the 

research in the larger context of leadership. The results of this inquiry were meant to 
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serve current and future leaders in Jesuit secondary education so that the challenges 

inherent to this role are mitigated upon their entry into this important leadership position. 
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Appendix A 

Jesuit Provinces in the United States 

 
 

 
 
 
 
Note. Adapted from Jesuit Schools Network website (2017)  
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Appendix B 

Jesuit Secondary Schools in the United States by Category 

 
Traditional High Schools 
Belen Jesuit Preparatory School (FL) 
Bellarmine College Preparatory (CA) 
Bellarmine Preparatory School (WA) 
Boston College High School (MA) 
Brebeuf Jesuit Preparatory School (IN) 
Brophy College Preparatory (AZ) 
Canisius High School (NY) 
Cheverus High School (ME) 
Creighton Preparatory School (NE) 
De Smet Jesuit High School (MO) 
Fairfield College Preparatory School (CT) 
Fordham Preparatory School (NY) 
Georgetown Preparatory School (MD) 
Gonzaga College High School (DC) 
Gonzaga Preparatory School (WA) 
Jesuit College Preparatory School (TX) 
Jesuit High School - New Orleans (LA) 
Jesuit High School - Portland (OR) 
Jesuit High School - Sacramento (CA) 
Jesuit High School - Tampa (FL) 
Loyola Academy (IL) 
Loyola Blakefield (MD) 
Loyola High School - Detroit (MI) 
Loyola High School - Los Angeles (CA) 
Loyola Sacred Heart High School (MT)* 
Loyola School (NY) 
Marquette University High School (WI) 
McQuaid Jesuit (NY) 
Monroe Catholic High School (AK) * 
Red Cloud Indian School (SD)* 
Regis High School (NY) 
Regis Jesuit High School - Boys Division (CO) 
Regis Jesuit High School - Girls Division (CO) 
Rockhurst High School (MO) 
Saint Ignatius College Prep (IL) 
Saint Ignatius College Preparatory (CA) 
Saint Ignatius High School (OH) 
Saint John’s Jesuit High School and Academy (OH) 
Saint Joseph’s Preparatory School (PA) 
Saint Peter’s Preparatory School (NJ) 
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Saint Xavier High School (OH) 
Scranton Preparatory School (PA) 
Seattle Preparatory School (WA) 
Strake Jesuit College Preparatory (TX) 
University of Detroit Jesuit High School and Academy (MI) 
Walsh Jesuit High School (OH) 
Xavier College Preparatory High School (CA)* 
Xavier High School (NY) 
 
Cristo Rey Schools 
Arrupe Jesuit High School (CO) 
Christ the King Jesuit College Preparatory School (IL) 
Cristo Rey Atlanta Jesuit High School (GA) 
Cristo Rey High School - Sacramento (CA) 
Cristo Rey Jesuit College Prep - Houston (TX) 
Cristo Rey Jesuit High School - Baltimore (MD) 
Cristo Rey Jesuit High School - Chicago (IL) 
Cristo Rey Jesuit High School - Milwaukee (WI) 
Cristo Rey Jesuit High School - Twin Cities (MN) 
Cristo Rey San Jose Jesuit High School (CA) 
Verbum Dei High School (CA) 
 
Nativity Schools 
Brooklyn Jesuit Prep (NY) 
Chicago Jesuit Academy (IL) 
Gesu School (PA) 
Gonzaga Middle School (MB) 
Jesuit Academy (NE) 
Loyola Academy of St. Louis (MO) 
Nativity Jesuit Academy (WI) 
Nativity Preparatory School of Boston (MA) 
Nativity School of Worcester (MA) 
Nativity Miguel Middle School (NY) 
Sacred Heart Nativity School (CA) 
Saint Andrew Nativity School (OR) 
Saint Ignatius Loyola Academy (MD) 
Saint Ignatius School (NY) 
Seattle Nativity School (WA) 
Washington Jesuit Academy (DC) 
 
*Designates a school sponsored by the Jesuit Schools Network, but not founded as a 
Jesuit school. 
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Appendix C 

Institutional Review Board Approval 
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Appendix D 

Informed Consent Form 

Formal Principal Preparation in Traditional Jesuit Secondary Schools: A Qualitative 

Study 

My name is John Michael Wood, and I am a doctoral student at Creighton University in 
the Interdisciplinary Leadership program. 
 
I am conducting a study of the experience of novice principals in traditional Jesuit 
secondary schools.  The purpose of this qualitative study is to explore and understand the 
novice experiences of traditional Jesuit secondary school principals.  This study will 
provide insight and guidance into the important elements for training and preparation for 
the role of principal. 
 
Participation Requires of You: To be interviewed about your recollections and 
perceptions of your experience as a novice principal in a traditional Jesuit secondary 
school. 
 
Your Privacy: Your participation in this study and your responses will be kept 
confidential.  Any reference to you will be by pseudonym, including any direct quotes 
from your responses.  This document and any notes or recordings that might personally 
identify you as a participant in this study will be kept in a locked place that only the 
researcher will have access to.  Three years after the completion of this research study all 
personally identifying information will be destroyed. 
 
Risks to You: Your participation in this study is voluntary, and there are minimal risks if 
you choose to participate in this study.  Possible risks include the following experience of 
anxiety, discomfort, or negative emotions as a result of responding to the questions asked 
of you.  You might experience social, economic, or professional implications if you share 
your responses or your participation in this study with others.  The researcher will 
maintain your confidentiality throughout the study, and will destroy the records of your 
participation three years after the study is complete. 
 
Benefits to You: There are no direct benefits to you by participating in this study. There 
is no compensation associated with participation in this study. 
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Please complete the following information 

 
This document acknowledges you understand your rights as a participant in this study, 
which the researcher has explained to you prior to signing this document. 
 
I acknowledge that the researcher has explained my rights, the requirements of this study, 
and the potential risks involved in participating in this study. I understand there is no 
compensation for, or direct benefit of participating in this study. 
 
By signing below and providing my contact information I am indicating that I consent to 
participate in this study, that I am at least 18 years of age, and I am eligible to participate 
in this study. You may withdraw from this study at any time by notifying me by email. If 
you have any concerns regarding your participation in this research study you may 
contact my faculty advisor, Dr. Gretchen Oltman, J.D., Ph.D. You may ask for a copy of 
this document for your own records. 
 
 
Signed Name: _____________________________________________ Date: 
_______________ 
 
Printed Name: _____________________________________ 
 
Email Address: ____________________________________ 
 
 
Thank you for your participation, 
 
 
John Michael Wood 
Doctoral Student in Interdisciplinary Leadership 
Creighton University 
 
Dr. Gretchen Oltman J.D., Ph.D. 
Assistant Professor, Department of Interdisciplinary Studies 
Program Director, Master of Science in Leadership Program 
Creighton University  
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Appendix E 

Email Request for Participation 

 
Script 
 
Dear ____________, 
 
My name is Michael Wood and I am a doctoral student at Creighton University in the 
Interdisciplinary Leadership program. I am conducting research for my dissertation in the 
Interdisciplinary Leadership program. 
 
I am conducting a qualitative study of the experience of novice principals in traditional 
Jesuit secondary schools. The purpose of this qualitative study is to explore and 
understand your experiences as a novice principal in a traditional Jesuit secondary school. 
 
As a current principal in a traditional Jesuit secondary school and as novice principal, 
defined as a principal in his/her first five years, you are eligible to participate in this 
study. Through this research, you will have the opportunity to answer questions about 
your experiences as a novice principal. 
 
The interview will take approximately 60 minutes, and will include 9 questions. It will be 
audio-recorded with your permission only. If you choose not to have the interview 
session audio-recorded, I will only take notes. If you choose to have the session audio-
recorded, you will be able to review, edit, or erase the recording at any time upon request. 
 
Your confidentiality is of utmost importance to this study; therefore, the responses you 
provide will not be connected with your name or your school in any way. Should you 
agree to participate, you are completely free to discontinue participation at any time. You 
may also leave any individual questions unanswered without consequence and still 
remain a part of the study. Participation in this study is voluntary. There are no direct 
benefits to you from participating in this study. The only identifiable risk to you as a 
participant in this study is that you may have to recall challenges or difficult times you 
have faced in your role as a novice principal. 
 
Thank you for your consideration. If you are interested in participating in this study, 
please reply via email and I will provide for you an Informed Consent Form.  Upon 
receipt of the form, we will schedule and interview time to take place via teleconference. 
 
Feel free to call me if you have further questions.  I can be reached at xxx-xxx-xxxx. 
 
Michael Wood 
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Appendix F 

Interview Protocol Script 

 
Time and Date of Interview:  TBD 
Place:     TBD 
Interviewer:    John Michael Wood, Doctoral Student 
Position of Interviewee:  Principal 
 
Script 
 
Thank you for participating. My name is John Michael Wood, and I am a doctoral student 
at Creighton University. I am conducting research for my dissertation in the 
Interdisciplinary Leadership program. 
 
I am conducting a qualitative study of the experience of novice principals in traditional 
Jesuit secondary schools. The purpose of this qualitative study is to explore and 
understand your experiences as a novice principal in a Jesuit secondary school. 
 
As a current principal in a traditional Jesuit secondary school and as novice principal, 
defined as a principal in his/her first five years, you are eligible to participate in this 
study. Through this research, you will have the opportunity to answer questions about 
your experiences as a first-year principal. 
 
This study consists of an individual interview that will take approximately 60 minutes, 
and will include 15 questions. The interview will be audio-recorded with your permission 
only. If you choose not to have the interview session audio-recorded, the researcher will 
only take notes during the interview. If you choose to have the session audio-recorded, 
you will be able to review, edit, or erase the recording at any time upon request. 
 
Your confidentiality is of utmost importance to this study; therefore, the responses you 
provide will not be connected with your name in any way. Should you agree to 
participate, you are completely free to discontinue participation at any time. You may 
also leave any individual questions unanswered without consequence and still remain a 
part of the study. Participation in this study is voluntary. There are no direct benefits to 
you from participating in this study. The only identifiable risk to you as a participant in 
this study is that you may have to recall challenges or difficult times you have faced in 
your role as a novice principal. 
 
Do you have any questions or concerns before we begin? 
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Appendix G 

Interview Protocol 

Formal Principal Preparation in Traditional Jesuit Secondary Schools: A Qualitative 

Study 

 
Research Questions: 
 

1. What are the experiences of novice principals in Jesuit secondary school settings? 
a. How do novice principals perceive and understand their role as 

educational leaders within a Jesuit educational context? 
2. What are the factors, if any, that promote or impede their understanding of the 

Jesuit Standards and Benchmarks for Jesuit Education? 
a. How do they understand the Jesuit Standards and Benchmarks for Jesuit 

Education? 
 

Introductory Questions: 
 

1. Share with me how you came to become a principal at a Jesuit secondary school? 

Aligning the novice experience to the Standards and Benchmarks: 
 

1. Domain 1: Jesuit and Catholic Mission and Identity 
a. Describe your understanding of the Catholic mission and identity. 

 
2. Domain 2: Governance and Leadership 

a. As a novice principal, how did you understand your relationship with the 
i. school president 

ii. with the governing board 
iii. with the province 

b. Describe an experience where you felt compelled to reflect on your place 
within the leadership structures. 
 

3. Domain 3: Spiritual Formation 
a. Describe your experience as a novice principal with promoting the 

spiritual programming in your school. 
b. How did you feel equipped to lead in this area? 

 
4. Domain 4: Educational Excellence 

a. What does it mean to be a Curriculum leader? 
b. Do you see yourself as a Curriculum leader? 
c. How did you feel equipped to lead in this area? 

 
5. Domain 5: Faith that Does Justice 
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a. What does it mean to work in a school that believes in a faith that does 
justice? 

b. Describe your experience as a leader in the area of service and advocacy. 
c. How did you feel equipped to lead in this area? 

 
Exploring experiences and perceptions in leadership: 
 

6. How would you describe how you lead? 
a. Can you describe an instance where you displayed your leadership style? 
b. What kind of leader do you want to be? 
c. Where do you turn to for guidance? 

 
7. As a school leader describe how you handle change? How do you promote 

change? 
 

8. Tell me about any formal preparation prior to getting this job. 
 

9. What were some experiences, decisions, challenges that you did not feel prepared 
for? 

a. What aspects of the principalship surprised you the most? 
b. What knowledge would you share with a new principal? 
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Appendix H 

Sample Generic Organization Chart for a Traditional Jesuit Secondary School 

 
 

 




