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Abstract 

This study explored teacher and principal perceptions concerning a principal’s role in 

teacher well-being. To explore the principal role in supporting teacher well-being through 

school working conditions, a qualitative case study method using interviews with 

elementary teachers and principals supported exploring the following research question: 

how do elementary principals and teachers view the principal role in contributing to 

teacher working conditions in support of teacher well-being? A literature review 

presented the topics of well-being, teacher experience of burnout, the working conditions 

relevant to teacher well-being and the outcomes, principal leadership, and the various 

influences of and opportunities for supporting teacher well-being. Key literature review 

findings included the prevalence of teacher burnout, the importance of principal 

leadership on teacher well-being, the significance of various working conditions to 

teacher well-being, and the outcomes of teacher well-being. The findings of the study 

included five main themes: Teacher voice as significant for teacher well-being, teachers 

and principal as mutually invested stakeholders, principal influence as significant for 

teacher well-being and effectiveness, teacher working conditions as an ecosystem for 

teacher well-being, and job intensity as a common teacher workplace experience. 

Additionally, a model was provided to describe the principal role as both an instructional 

and organizational leader. The implications were the need for systemic changes to 

improve teacher working conditions, the principal values of respect and the greater good 

support healthy work environments, opportunities exist for strong principal-teacher 

partnerships, the centrality of the leader, and the need to reshape leadership structures. 

Additional implications for future research were included. 
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PERCEPTIONS OF THE ELEMENTARY PRINCIPAL ROLE 
 

1 

CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Chapter one presents the significance and prevalence of the problem of teacher 

stress and burnout, and the negative outcomes for individual teachers, their schools and 

students, and the teaching profession. As a significant part of the problem and the 

solutions, the principal influence on working conditions that contribute to teacher stress 

and turnover are presented. Therefore, the purpose was to explore elementary principal 

beliefs, behaviors, challenges, and successes in support of teacher working conditions 

that contribute to teacher well-being. To explore the principal role in supporting teacher 

well-being through school working conditions, a qualitative case study method using 

interviews and other data were used to explore the following research question: how do 

elementary principals and teachers view the principal role in contributing to teacher 

working conditions in support of teacher well-being? 

Statement of the Problem 

Principal leadership significantly influences the experience of teachers both 

positively and negatively. Unlike larger organizations where upper-level leaders may be 

detached from the daily experiences of employees, public schools are close-knit 

communities in which all stakeholders, including principals and teachers, work closely 

together every day in an intensive environment. Furthermore, not only do principals work 

closely with teachers, but the hierarchical leadership structure of public schools further 

increases the influence of principal decisions on teachers (Coyle, 1997), leading to 

reduced autonomy for teachers to control variables in their work environment (Chan et 

al., 2000; Fernet et al., 2012). Because the school culture is a tight-knit community and 

many important decisions being influenced by the principal, principal behaviors have a 
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significant influence, both directly and indirectly, on teacher work (Sebastian et al., 

2016). 

This study addresses an important but less prominent aspect of the principal’s role 

in supporting teacher well-being, the role of supporting good working conditions for 

teachers as critical stakeholders in student outcomes. While there is research on many 

aspects of principal leadership such as school leadership frameworks (Leithwood et al., 

2005), the principal role in supporting student outcomes and climate (Hatcher, 2005; Sun 

& Leithwood, 2015), and principal influence on instructional practices and teacher self-

efficacy (Nir & Kranot, 2006; Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008), research is limited for the 

principal role, specifically in connection to teacher well-being. Examples include 

literature on the effects of principals using emotionally manipulative behavior on teachers 

(Berkovich & Eyal, 2017), the effect of leader-follower fit on teacher emotion (Rupprecht 

et al., 2016), and principal influence on teacher stress (Philipp & Kunter, 2013). 

Teachers are essential stakeholders in student outcomes, even though the role of 

the principal is viewed as critical to school success. Schools emphasize the important role 

of the principal due to a hierarchical power structure and a primary conceptualization of 

the principal as an instructional leader (Coyle, 1997; Hallinger, 2003), in which 

measurable results for students are the focus (Lambersky, 2016). This conceptualization 

is particularly true in the present educational system in which accountability is a central 

focus (Van Droogenbroeck et al., 2014). To this end, school administrators have high 

expectations for teachers and hold all stakeholders accountable for continual growth. 

However, principal influence on student outcomes has been identified as primarily 

indirect (Sun & Leithwood, 2015) because the effective achievement of these outcomes is 
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the direct result of quality instruction by teachers (Gillat & Sulzer-Azaroff, 1994). 

Although teachers engage in a variety of activities to support technical effectiveness, 

well-being represents another area of focus for the improvement of teacher effectiveness. 

The teaching profession has experienced intensification over the years, increasing the 

already prevalent teacher stress overload and the associated reduction in effectiveness 

(Borg & Riding, 1991a; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2017a). Notably, Sun and Leithwood 

(2015) suggested that leaders may influence student outcomes via a positive influence on 

teacher emotions. Teachers can personally manage their stress, but they are unable to 

address the system-level issues related to teacher well-being such as time pressure, 

leadership structures, and principal leadership style (Slavin et al., 2012). 

Although principal influence at the school level is significant, the broader 

educational system provides contextual limitations principals must navigate while 

supporting teacher well-being (Slavin et al., 2012). Teachers work in a large education 

system, representing four percent of the civilian workforce in the United States (Ingersoll, 

2001; National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 2005). Systemic issues that 

negatively impact teacher well-being closely relate to teacher working conditions, which 

are influenced differently at the national, state, district, and school levels. For example, 

increased government accountability has created significant pressure on teachers with 

high-stakes testing requirements (Minarechová, 2012; Saeki et al., 2018). Furthermore, 

major funding decisions and priorities are set at the state and district levels, which 

influence most aspects of teachers’ day-to-day work experiences like planning time, 

classroom size, pay, and resources. Despite the importance of teacher well-being, overall 

systemic issues in the teaching profession like pay, workload, and resources have not 
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improved over time, and the profession has experienced an overall intensification and 

increased teacher attrition (Johnson, 2006). Therefore, it is beneficial to understand the 

specific experience of elementary principals when navigating principal influenced 

variables that influence teacher well-being and those that are inherently part of working 

within the public elementary context-specific systemic variables outside of their control. 

For example, one interviewee explained limitations on planning time for teachers as a 

higher-level leadership policy variable and how decisions were made at the school level 

to creatively optimize planning time within those limitations. 

As a result of these systemic issues, all stakeholders in school benefit from this 

study by supporting better outcomes for teachers. The education system is burdened with 

teacher-related national trends that are problematic for education in the United States. 

These issues are demonstrated by a high prevalence of teacher stress (Mearns & Cain, 

2003; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2017b), burnout, and turnover beyond other careers like 

nurses and lawyers (Certo & Fox, 2002). A problem for public education is the decrease 

of teachers available for openings (Borman & Dowling, 2008), which is partly attributed 

to stressors such as low comparative pay for the amount of training and education (Certo 

& Fox, 2002), increased time pressures due to accountability measures (Ouellette et al., 

2018), teacher powerlessness (Coyle, 1997; Grayson & Alvarez, 2008a), and work-hour 

requirements that are more stringent than in other nations (Coyle, 1997). Despite the 

systemic challenges, principals may intentionally support teacher well-being at the school 

level by optimizing teacher working conditions that increase well-being and mitigate the 

adverse effects of the broader systemic conditions (Leithwood & Mcadie, 2007). 

Therefore, this study provided an increased understanding of principal beliefs, behaviors, 
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challenges, and successes related to optimizing teacher well-being at the school level and 

mitigating adverse effects of the larger systemic issues within the principal sphere of 

influence. As a result, teacher well-being may improve and support decreased turnover 

and optimal instructional effectiveness for students. 

Principals play a significant role in ensuring teachers have the necessary working 

conditions needed to teach students effectively (Damanik, 2017), and many opportunities 

exist for principals to exercise their leadership to positively influence working conditions 

that favor teacher well-being (Hauserman & Stick, 2013), which is significant for teacher 

and students. Lowney (2003) highlighted the charism of love as a central Jesuit 

leadership value, which includes maximizing potential and seeing the dignity and abilities 

of followers as a worthy outcome in and of itself. Therefore, principal leadership that 

emphasizes the well-being of teachers results not only improves student outcomes but 

also honors the dignity of teachers as individuals, as well. In contrast to leaders who care 

for the needs of their followers, toxic leadership undermines the well-being of followers, 

which has substantial negative impacts not only on the organization, or in this case, 

educational outcomes for school, but also the individuals within it (Kets de Vries, 2014). 

Toxic leadership can extend to public school leadership, as indicated by Berkovich and 

Eyal (2017), who discovered that principals who are emotionally manipulative toward 

teachers are not uncommon, and Blase and Blase (2013) explored the dark side of 

principal leadership and its negative influence on teacher well-being. 

Therefore, there is great benefit in exploring principal practices with a positive or 

negative impact on teachers. Loosely defined, workplace conditions can be any 

workplace feature that influences the teacher workplace experience (Ladd, 2011). For 



 6 

example, principals indirectly influence teachers’ well-being through their direct 

influence on the school culture (Haiyan et al., 2017). Leithwood and Mcadie (2007) 

stated, “teachers’ working conditions are students’ learning conditions” and that student 

learning “depends on their motivations, capacities, and the conditions under which they 

work” (p. 42). As a result, student outcomes and teacher working conditions are closely 

intertwined rather than two separate ideals. There are many working conditions that 

principals do not influence, such as salary and contractual hours, but they do strongly 

influence individual teacher well-being in other ways (Berkovich & Eyal, 2017; 

McCarthy et al., 2014).  

As part of understanding the significance of working conditions, there are three 

major interrelated problems attributed to the lack of good working conditions influenced 

by principals within the school context: teacher stress, reduced effectiveness, and 

turnover. There is a high prevalence of teacher burnout due to higher levels of job-related 

stress than in most professions (Hepburn & Brown, 2001; Mearns & Cain, 2003; Stoeber 

& Rennert, 2008), with elementary teachers having the highest degree of the stress out of 

all grade levels (McCarthy et al., 2014). Teacher stress overload results in reduced 

professional empathy, work errors, job turnover, absenteeism, reduced productivity, and 

reduced job commitment (Agai-Demjaha et al., 2015; Anne, 2014; Guenette & Smith, 

2018). Stress alone contributes to 25%-50% of teachers leaving the profession (Stauffer 

& Mason, 2013). Principal leadership is one of the relevant factors in teacher stress 

because poor leadership is a significant source of unnecessary stress (Philipp & Kunter, 

2013). Also, working conditions influenced by principals such as job demands, role 
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ambiguity, and level of autonomy contribute to teacher stress levels and turnover 

(Guenette & Smith, 2018; Ingersoll, 2001; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2010). 

The other significant problem attributed to the lack of good working conditions 

for teachers is turnover. Teacher turnover occurs in two primary ways known as 

“persistence outcomes” (Borman & Dowling, 2008, p. 367), which create staffing issues 

for schools when they occur at high rates (Ryan et al., 2017). The first persistence 

outcome is when teachers migrate by choosing to leave to work at another school. A 

second persistence outcome is attrition in which teachers leave the profession altogether 

(Ryan et al., 2017). Low job satisfaction, which is one of the problematic outcomes of 

stress and burnout, also contributes to turnover. One study showed that 55% of teachers 

leaving the profession indicated job dissatisfaction was one reason for leaving (Sutcher et 

al., 2016). Teacher supply for the U.S. education system is problematic, with about a 

third to one-half of teachers leaving the profession in their first five years (Ryan et al., 

2017; Sutcher et al., 2016). The average turnover rate nationally was 13.2% in 2001 

(Ingersoll, 2001). Ingersoll (2001) mentioned that turnover rates of more than 25% are 

particularly problematic for school effectiveness and that turnover in schools is mostly 

due to migration to another school. 

Purpose of the Study 

The effectiveness and health of teachers are negatively impacted in the United 

States due to the stressful nature of the profession and systemic challenges; as a result, 

teachers are either leaving the profession or migrating to other schools when school-

specific working conditions are problematic. The result of teacher turnover and stress is 

that schools may be less effective in producing optimal student outcomes. The purpose of 
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this qualitative study was to explore elementary principal beliefs, behaviors, challenges, 

and successes in the support teacher working conditions that contribute to teacher well-

being. As shown in Figure 1, the theoretical framework highlights the key concepts and 

how they relate to each other in this study. 

Figure 1  

Theoretical Framework 

 

Research Question 

The prevalence of teacher stress and burnout, and the related teacher turnover and 

retention of effective teachers that come with poor persistence outcomes and empowering 

teachers to provide their best instruction, support the importance of the influence of 

principals on the working conditions that contribute to teacher well-being. The researcher 

explored elementary teacher and principal perceptions of the principal role in supporting 

teacher well-being and the challenges elementary school principals experience as they 

attempt to address the working conditions that influence teacher well-being. The 

following research question guided this qualitative study:  

How do elementary principals and teachers view the principal role in contributing 

to teacher working conditions in support of teacher well-being? 
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Aim of the Study 

The aim of this dissertation was to explore elementary principal and teacher 

perceptions regarding the principal role in the working conditions that support teacher 

well-being to provide elementary principals with leadership practice recommendations 

grounded in an understanding of elementary teacher needs and realistic application in 

public elementary schools. With an emphasis on principal support of effective teacher 

instructional practice, instructional leadership has become the dominant principal 

leadership framework in public education (Hallinger, 2003). However, because education 

has also experienced an intensification in general due to accountability measures and job 

demands on teachers, and teacher burnout and negative persistence outcomes have 

increased, intentionality towards teacher well-being by educational leaders alongside 

instructional support is required for the benefit of all educational stakeholders. A critical 

outcome of a principal focus on teacher well-being is improved school working 

conditions conducive to teacher well-being, effectiveness, and persistence outcomes for 

the benefit of students, teachers, their schools, and the education system as a whole. As a 

result of teachers that are healthier as individuals and more effective as instructors, 

students receive better instruction, and school staff and their students benefit from the 

recruitment and retention of effective teachers and overall better team morale that 

accompanies more supportive conditions. 

The resulting principal leadership recommendations not only added to the 

literature supporting effective elementary principal leadership in general but also to the 

specific area of leading by supporting teacher work conditions that directly and indirectly 

influence teacher well-being. As a result, elementary principals will be more aware of the 
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challenges and opportunities in support of teacher well-being within their sphere of 

influence and improve the conditions that help teachers thrive in their critical role. 

Furthermore, the recommendations provided real-world applications specifically for 

elementary principals, which were achieved using a thorough review of the literature and 

exploring perspectives of those who do the work of teaching and leading teachers in 

elementary schools. As a result of depending on both literature and real-world 

experiences of educators, the applications were relevant to the current context and role-

specific considerations of elementary principals. 

Methodology Overview 

This study used a qualitative case study methodology. As a qualitative study, 

elementary principal beliefs, behaviors, challenges, and successes related to teacher well-

being were explored using individual interviews with principals and with teachers who 

work on those principals’ staff in a school district in the Southeastern United States and 

other relevant documents such as reflexive journal, district memorandum of 

understanding with teachers, and district policies. A case study approach was selected as 

a way to explore the problem in-depth in the real-world context in which teachers and 

principals work together in schools and part of the broader district (Yang et al., 2009). 

Instead of attempting to test a hypothesis using a quantitative approach, the “case study 

approach lends itself well to capturing information on more explanatory ‘how,’ ‘what,’ 

and ‘why’ questions” (Crowe et al., 2011, para. 8).  

The literature on the various facets of teacher well-being, and the related 

persistence outcomes, is highly concerning and abundant. At the same time, minimal 

research exists related to elementary principals and applications specific to supporting 



 11 

teacher well-being. As principals are positioned in their roles to influence teacher well-

being and the related persistence outcomes, one reason for the case study approach was to 

provide meaningful explanations for how the principals may practically support teacher 

well-being. For example, in the real, non-theoretical context of elementary schools, a 

qualitative approach may help answer a number of questions within the broader research 

question for this study, such as: How do principals exert their influence on these 

outcomes? Why and how do principals act in some ways that negatively and positively 

impact teachers? What principal behaviors or working conditions are influential for 

teacher well-being, according to teachers? What are the challenges principals face in 

supporting teachers? As a result, this study added to the principal leadership literature by 

providing practical applications for elementary principals in leading teachers with their 

well-being in mind. The findings also identified some beliefs for principal related factors 

in teacher well-being. Therefore, given the prevalence of literature highlighting the 

inherent challenge of teaching and the minimal literature on principal elementary 

applications in support of teacher well-being, the study meaningfully contributed to a 

topic highly relevant for elementary teachers and their principals. 

Practical considerations were another factor in the selection of a case study 

methodology. One practical consideration was the time limitations of the study. A mixed-

methods approach was considered as a way to test a hypothesis and also explore findings 

in-depth, but upon consultation, conducting both qualitative and quantitative approaches 

were advised to be too time-consuming within the feasible timeline of the study. Another 

consideration was time limitations within the study context. Principals and teachers are 

highly pressured for time, and districts are very protective in limiting access to both in the 
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research approval process. The concern regarding time limitations within the context was 

confirmed during the district approval process and also recruitment phase of the study in 

which it was found principals receive frequent requests for participation in studies, 

district research personnel continually filter requests for access to teachers and principals 

for research purposes with strict requirements, and in the general difficulty of recruiting 

qualified and willing participants. Therefore, it was important to limit the scope of 

involvement from district personnel for the study both in terms of time and number of 

contacts during recruitment.  

Participants were selected using both criterion and convenience sampling. Criteria 

for the sampling of principals included working in an elementary school in the school 

district during the present and prior school year minimum. Criteria for the sampling of 

teachers included working on the staff of their principal for a minimum of one full school 

year and having varied years of educational experience. Participants were selected using 

a convenience sample due to limited accessibility within the school district of the 

researcher. Interviews with four principals and eight teachers from their staff provided 

details about the leader-follower experiences having worked together at least a full school 

year. The teacher experiences provided differing viewpoints from those of the principal 

regarding leader-follower interactions and the organizational conditions, thus increasing 

the trustworthiness of the findings. In addition to interview transcripts, document analysis 

included the district policy handbook, a researcher reflexive journal, and the district 

memorandum of understanding. Coding analysis was strengthened with the use of a peer 

debriefer with doctoral-level qualitative research and K-12 education principal 

experience. Method triangulation of the findings, which is common in qualitative studies 
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(Carter et al., 2014), was achieved using peer debrief and a variety of data sources from 

interviews with principals and teachers, and document analysis.  

Definition of Relevant Terms 

Throughout this study, many terms were used operationally. A few of the terms 

were subjective based on the design of the study, such as the operationalized definition of 

a principal. Detailed explanations of working conditions and well-being were provided 

due to their prominence in the study. The following terms were used operationally within 

the study: 

1. Well-Being: A multifaceted construct of subjective and psychological well-being 

(Disabato et al., 2016). Two conceptualizations of well-being in the literature 

include hedonia as subjective well-being, the maximization of pleasure and 

minimization of pain, and eudaimonia as psychological well-being, the state of 

human flourishing, and living up to full potential (Disabato et al., 2016). 

Additional literature supports well-being as one overarching construct, including 

both of these two constructs as subjective and psychological well-being (Disabato 

et al., 2016; Forgeard et al., 2011). Therefore, the use of the term well-being was 

used to describe the overarching construct of both combined as a holistic 

description of well-being.  

2. Principal: Individuals in schools who serve as head administrator and as the 

formal head of the institution. Notably, while many schools have assistant 

principals or deans who serve in leadership roles and may naturally be included in 

discussions on principal leadership, their role is distinctive from the head 

principal in many ways and was not included in this operationalized definition. 
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3. Working Conditions: Every workplace feature that influences the teacher 

workplace experience. These conditions include physical features, organizational 

structure, and sociological, political, psychological, and educational features of 

the work environment (Ladd, 2011).  

4. Turnover: Leaving the profession or transferring to a new school. Turnover 

includes the two “persistence outcomes” of migration (e.g., leaving for a new 

school) and attrition (e.g., leaving the profession: Borman & Dowling, 2008, p. 

367). For individual schools, turnover represents a need to replace a leaving 

teacher in the form of migration. For the profession, turnover represents a change 

in teacher supply in the form of attrition (Borman & Dowling, 2008). 

Delimitations, Limitations, and Personal Biases 

There are many delimitations based on the design of this study. First, this study 

applied to elementary schools, which are most often pre-kindergarten through fourth 

(NCES, 2020); here, there are different contextual factors than middle schools and high 

schools. Furthermore, elementary schools are unique from middle and high schools 

leading to unique principal and teacher roles that, though similar in many ways, require 

different responsibilities and skills for meeting the needs of students and teachers at those 

grade levels. Therefore, the study is primarily applicable to elementary principals. 

Second, this study applied to elementary schools with similar characteristics, including 

pre-kindergarten up to fifth grade, urban location, and low socioeconomic level. The 

contextual variables are different for principals who serve in schools with diverse, low-

income student populations than those in schools with students from mid to high-income 

families and areas. Even early stages of gentrification that led to small increases in mid- 
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to high-income families can create new contextual variables, as was indicated by two of 

the principals. Third, this study applied to current public education contexts as private 

schools can operate under different leadership structures and values. Context, such as 

policy, roles, economy, and leadership challenges, change over time. Therefore, findings 

and recommendations do not necessarily apply to distant past or future educational 

settings. Fourth, convenience sampling limits the robustness of the study. Participants 

came from within localized elementary schools within 15 miles of each other in the same 

school district to successfully recruit and access participants and complete interviews 

within the timeframe of the study, which required data collection in a limited time 

window. Notably, although selection criteria beyond the minimum years of experience 

were not possible due to difficulties recruiting participants during the school year, a wide 

range of years of experience in the profession and schools was achieved with both 

teachers and principals, including some that were within their first years, some mid-

career and some close to retirement, and at least one recognized as an award-winning 

principal by the district. 

Finally, based on researcher experience working with teachers, it was anticipated 

that recruiting and scheduling interviews would be difficult due to the rigid schedule of 

public schools as many teachers could be unwilling to extend their day significantly when 

they are tired from a long, intensive workday. As congruent with the literature, teachers 

are frequently observed arriving at least 30 minutes early or more and often work long 

past the end of the workday due to work demands when students are in school. As a 

result, in addition to putting in work on evenings and weekends, as literature presented, a 

common workday example may include arriving around 7:15 am and leaving around 3:45 
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pm or later. Therefore, teachers would have to stay longer for the interview and possibly 

forgo the typical end of day tasks. As recruiting began and the response was minimal, 

modification requests and approvals to the recruitment design proved necessary. 

Specifically, although the benefits of face to face communication and reading body 

language were originally factored into the research design of the use of in-person 

interviews only, a modification was approved to allow for video conferencing, as needed, 

as literature also supported this method of qualitative interviews. As a result, three of the 

interviews were conducted using video conferencing, which proved to be surprisingly 

comparable to face-to-face interviews based on the ability to observe non-verbal 

language and tone inflection. 

There are many limitations in this research that were based on the methodology 

chosen. First, as a qualitative study, results would not demonstrate causality or 

correlation. Instead, the study provided explanations for one aspect of principal 

leadership in public elementary schools within a school district. The case study applies 

mostly to principal experiences within schools in a particular region and within schools 

having similar characteristics, including in an urban setting and lower to mid-income 

student populations. Second, the trustworthiness of the findings was dependent on the 

trustworthiness criteria of qualitative research. Third, this study had inherent difficulties 

with ensuring anonymity for participants who work in the same schools. Therefore, 

significant intentionality was required to ensure that interview quotes went beyond 

removing names, including removal of any other situational or location-specific 

identifiers, and used confidential interview locations based on participant input. Fourth, 

although interview questions were adaptable based on responses as a semi-structured 
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interview, participants had control over the subjective content shared. They could have 

provided incomplete or false information, or participants could have neglected to share 

information that would have been helpful.  

Personal characteristics and experiences of the researcher may influence the data 

collection and analysis, which have been shaped over the past six years by working 

closely with principals in elementary schools. First, a personality characteristic of the 

author is the tendency to want to fit content into conceptual boxes. While necessary for 

coding, such a tendency may unintentionally let bias lead to ignoring statements that do 

not fit the emerging themes from the transcripts or place them into categories that do not 

properly fit. Second, another bias, based on multiple school situations in which teachers 

appeared to be frustrated with the principals for reasons appearing to lack substance, is 

the perception that teachers frequently attribute too much of their stress to the 

administrators when there are other factors involved such as personality and behaviors of 

the teacher, district leadership factors, and overall challenges of the teaching profession. 

This bias partly comes from significant time collaborating with principals outside of the 

classroom and observing many situations where teacher negativity was strong despite 

observing principal intentionality to show care and support for teachers. Objective and 

thorough analysis of data, as later described, prevented dismissing teacher comments that 

may appear to overly fault the principal for aspects of their well-being. 

Finally, the author may have biases from the researcher’s perspectives regarding 

principal leadership styles such as transformational leadership as the most appropriate 

and focus specifically on statements that support these styles instead of giving fair weight 

to all comments during interview transcript analysis that may reveal incongruences to 



 18 

researcher preferred leadership styles or approaches that may have valid or at least 

necessary functions in the elementary or public school context. Therefore, to increase the 

trustworthiness of the findings and reduce the likelihood that researcher bias would 

influence the study results, steps were taken to ensure the findings were grounded in the 

data. The researcher used bracketing with a reflexive journal, purposive selection of 

participants who met specific criteria, scripting of questions to elicit open-ended, non-

leading answers, increasing rigor through triangulation, rigorous coding and thematic 

analysis procedures, and the use of a qualified peer debriefer to review coding analysis 

feedback from an unbiased third-party with experience in elementary principal leadership 

and qualitative research. Bracketing was achieved through the acknowledgment of bias 

and the use of journaling throughout the data collection process to identify personal 

observations or reflections. 

The Role of Leadership in this Study 

 The primary focus of principal leadership is to support student achievement 

outcomes. The necessity of teacher effectiveness is particularly true in the present 

educational system in which accountability is a central focus (Van Droogenbroeck & 

Spruyt, 2014).  To achieve better optimal performance, school administrators have high 

expectations for teachers and hold all stakeholders accountable for continual growth.  In 

the current educational climate, school leaders typically function out of a top-down 

leadership style (Coyle, 1997; Hatcher, 2005). However, supporting teacher well-being is 

also a critical leadership focus because the effectiveness of teachers strengthens their 

ability to provide the instruction needed for student outcomes. In addition to supporting 
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teacher effectiveness, supporting teachers’ well-being assures teachers are valued 

stakeholders and promotes a better culture, climate, and staff longevity. 

Understandably, the principal focus on teacher well-being is not without external 

and internal challenges that represent the limitations of principal influence. Regardless, 

there are many opportunities for principals to support teacher well-being (Hauserman & 

Stick, 2013). As a result, principals serve as the key leader in their organization in 

supporting the well-being of their teachers, and can be effective if they are intentional in 

doing so. This study will help understand principal and teacher conceptualizations of the 

principal role as it relates to supporting teacher well-being and how this is addressed in 

public elementary schools. 

Significance of the Dissertation in Practice Study 

 This study addresses an important, but less prominent, aspect of the principal’s 

role of supporting teacher well-being, that of supporting good working conditions for 

teachers as critical stakeholders in student outcomes. While there is research on many 

aspects of principal leadership such as school leadership frameworks (Kenneth 

Leithwood & Jantzi, 2005), the principal role in supporting student outcomes and climate 

(Hatcher, 2005; Sun & Leithwood, 2015), and principal influence on instructional 

practices (Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008) and teacher self-efficacy (Nir & Kranot, 2006), 

research is limited for the principal role in connection to teacher well-being specifically. 

Examples include literature on the effects of principals using emotionally manipulative 

behavior on teachers (Berkovich & Eyal, 2017), the effect of leader-follower fit on 

teacher emotion (Rupprecht et al., 2016), and principal influence on teacher stress 

(Philipp & Kunter, 2013). 
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This study adds to the current research by providing recommendations for 

elementary principals in addressing organizational conditions that directly and indirectly 

influence teacher well-being based explicitly on context-specific and role specific-

considerations.  As a result, elementary principals will be more aware of the challenges 

and opportunities in support of teacher well-being within their sphere of influence and 

improve the conditions that help teachers thrive in their critical role.  Furthermore, 

unintended policy outcomes may include improving district efforts to promote and coach 

effective school principals, as well as helping educational leaders focus on systemic 

improvements that support teacher well-being at the school level, such as salary, facilities 

improvements, and increased autonomy.  

Summary 

This qualitative research design utilized strategies to minimize some of the 

limitations and the influence of researcher bias while also acknowledging inherent 

limitations with the design and method. Importantly, the study addressed a less 

researched aspect of principal leadership by providing valuable recommendations for 

principals to better support teacher well-being and the related outcomes via helpful 

workplace conditions. Reflections during the dissertation processes supported the need 

for attending to perceptions, listening, and caring for teachers as a whole person rather 

than merely for their instructional performance. Chapter two presents a summary of the 

literature reviewed to support the findings of this study. 
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

The preliminary literature review will include concepts that are key to this study. 

First, a review of the well-being literature presents an understanding of a variety of 

conceptualizations of well-being. In addition to well-being in general, aspects of teacher 

well-being are presented. Second, literature on working conditions and teacher work 

conditions provides an understanding of the broad and specific challenges teachers 

experience in the workplace as a contributor to their well-being. Third, describing 

literature related to conceptualizations of educational leadership, principal leadership, the 

influence of principal leadership on teacher well-being, and leadership practices that have 

been identified as supportive for teacher well-being helped with explaining the principal 

role in schools and they may support teacher well-being. Due to the many topics covered, 

a preview of the literature review topics is provided below: 

Literature Topic Preview 

x Well-Being 
o Conceptualizations of Well-Being 
o Well-Being as a Multi-Faceted Construct 
o Stress 
o Burnout: Emotional Exhaustion, Depersonalization, Reduced Personal 
Accomplishment 

x Teacher Well-Being 
o Factors in Teacher Well-Being 
o Teacher Well-Being and Job Satisfaction 
o Teacher Stress and Burnout Outcomes Related to Teacher Well-Being 
o Teacher Health Outcomes Related to Teacher Well-Being: Physical Health 

and Mental Health 
o Teacher Persistence Outcomes Related to Teacher Well-Being: Problems 

with Turnover, Reasons for Turnover, Solutions to Reduce Turnover 
o Student Outcomes Related to Teacher Well-Being 
o System & School Outcomes Related to Teacher Well-Being 

x Working Conditions 
o Well-Being Constructs and Theories Related to the Workplace: Self-

Determination Theory, Workplace Social Exchange Theory, Job 
Demands-Control Model 
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x Teacher Working Conditions 
o Relevant Working Conditions Specific to Teacher Well-Being: Workload, 
Intensification, Time Pressure, Ineffective Principal Leadership, Student 
Behavior, Social Support 

x Principal Role 
o Educational Leadership Overview 
o Principal Leadership Frameworks 
o Relevance of Principal Leadership for Teacher Well-Being 
o Principal Opportunities to Support Teacher Well-Being: Positive Climate, 

Culture, Building Trust through Listening, Social-Emotional Targeted 
Interventions, Principal Support, Autonomy, Student Behavior 
Management, Buffering, Insufficient Interventions 

Well-Being 

There are a variety of conceptualizations used in literature to describe the well-

being construct, including psychological and subjective well-being, stress, and burnout. 

Stress is described as the outcome of an imbalance between resources and demands. It is 

also described as the precursor to burnout, which comes from prolonged intensive stress. 

Burnout is broken down into three parts, including emotional exhaustion, 

depersonalization, and reduced personal accomplishment.  

Conceptualizations of Well-Being 

Attempts at defining well-being have been elusive in research. Therefore, there 

are many conceptualizations that attempt to define the well-being construct, or core 

elements or specific aspects of well-being related constructs. At a basic level, humans 

have physiological and psychological needs. When the basic needs of competence, 

autonomy, and relatedness are met, it leads to a healthy state and, if not, to “ill-being” 

(Ryan & Deci, 2000, p. 74). Similarly, Maslow’s hierarchy of needs is a well-known 

model of well-being, which places the basic needs of physiological, safety, belonging, 

self-esteem, and self-actualization in order of priority (Rumschlag, 2017). For example, 

physiological needs must be met before safety can be achieved, and self-esteem before 
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self-actualization (Rumschlag, 2017). Although well-being is a multi-dimensional 

construct for individuals made up of various elements such as psychological or 

physiological needs or personal risk factors, it is also an ecological construct 

(Prilleltensky et al., 2016). Specifically, Prilleltensky et al. (2016) noted well-being is the 

result of the interaction between personal and environmental risk and protective factors 

such as interactions with others and organizational dynamics. There are various 

conceptualizations of well-being that help with understanding the nature of human 

experience with well-being. 

Well-Being as a Multi-Faceted Construct 

One prominent conceptualization of well-being is as a multifaceted construct, 

including subjective and psychological well-being (Disabato et al., 2016). Under the 

umbrella of positive psychology, in which well-being includes concepts like happiness 

and flourishing (Lambert et al., 2015), one finds two basic conceptualizations of well-

being: hedonia and eudaimonia. Hedonia is the maximization of pleasure and 

minimization of pain as subjective well-being in terms of individual perception of 

happiness, quality of life, and depression (Disabato et al., 2016). Eudaimonia is human 

flourishing and living up to full potential as psychological well-being in terms of positive 

functioning such as autonomy and purpose in life (Disabato et al., 2016). Disabato et al. 

(2016) argued that the two are separate concepts but also part of one overarching well-

being construct because they are strongly correlated. Forgeard et al. (2011) agreed with 

Disabato et al. (2016), affirming that well-being is a single multifaceted construct rather 

than one or the other.  
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Other research on subjective well-being (SWB) identified life satisfaction, 

positive affect, and negative affect as the three components of SWB (Busseri, 2015). Life 

satisfaction measures of SWB are the most common (Forgeard et al., 2011). Forgeard et 

al. (2011) highlighted the Well-Being Theory, which presents five domains of well-being, 

including positive emotion, relationships, meaning, and accomplishment, as well as the 

different types of measurements of SWB in literature, including measures for happiness, 

positive emotion, engagement, meaning and purpose, life satisfaction, relationships and 

social support, and accomplishment and competence. Finally, quality of life is recognized 

as a broad subjective well-being construct affected by one’s “physical health, 

psychological status, social relationships, and his/her environment” (Rusli et al., 2008, p. 

2). 

Stress 

Stress as a well-being related construct is defined as an unpleasant emotional 

experience linked with specific environmental triggers and associated with feelings of 

anger, tension, frustration, and anxiety (Kyriacou, 2001). Stress is a relevant aspect of 

subjective and psychological well-being (Bliese et al., 2017). Well-being is typically 

associated with stress (Bliese et al., 2017); however, stress has been established in 

psychosocial research as a separate construct (Kristensen et al., 2005). Bliese et al. (2017) 

referenced various literature on the significance of perceived stress, which is a type of 

subjective well-being and influences psychological well-being. Some examples of 

outcomes of stress include depression, addiction, suicidal ideation, home challenges, high 

blood pressure, ulcers, headaches, and stomach problems (Guenette & Smith, 2018; 

Penny, 1982).  
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Stress is also defined as an imbalance between risk and protective factors 

(Ouellette et al., 2018). The conceptualization of stress as an imbalance between risk and 

protective factors facilitates the identification of different factors that help or hinder a 

sense of well-being (Prilleltensky et al., 2016). When risks outweigh protective 

mechanisms, one’s actual or perceived capacity to cope is diminished (Prilleltensky et al., 

2016). In defining stress as a multi-dimensional and ecological well-being construct, 

personal and environmental factors and predictors of stress are differentiated: stressors, 

perceived stress, and strain (Bliese et al., 2017). Adding to well-being as an ecological 

construct, Olesen et al. (2015) found that although individual personality differences 

influence SWB, stress is also related to environmental factors in the workplace. A 

prominent example was the job strain model in which mental strain is caused by high 

demands combined with low decision latitude (Bliese et al., 2017; Rusli et al., 2008). 

Therefore, stress is not simply a matter of what an individual brings to the environment 

but also how the environment contributes to the well-being of the individual. 

Burnout 

Besides stress, burnout is also a significant aspect of well-being (Bliese et al., 

2017). While stress may be a common experience in which the outcomes vary depending 

on a variety of factors, burnout always has serious negative effects. Burnout has been 

conceptualized as a distinct psychological state of emotional stress characterized by a 

syndrome of three responses to prolonged exposure to stressors in the workplace, 

including emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and reduced personal accomplishment 

(Iancu et al., 2018; Rumschlag, 2017; Van Maele & Van Houtte, 2015). Iancu et al. 

(2018) described these three parts as a “lack of resources for handling emotional events… 
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detachment and cynical attitudes towards one’s job… and an intense feeling of 

professional inefficacy” (p. 374). The burnout construct was originated by Freudenberger 

in 1974 from research in various occupations such as caregiving and service occupations, 

which was later refined by Maslach in 1976 as a result of research on stressors in the 

teaching profession (Rumschlag, 2017). In later research, Maslach described burnout as 

an erosion of occupational engagement (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2017b) and developed the 

Maslach burnout inventory (MBI) to measure burnout using the three components of 

burnout (Hultell et al., 2013).  

Other instruments developed by researchers used different or added components 

of burnout. For example, the Oldenburg burnout inventory (OLBI) measures exhaustion 

and disengagement, but not depersonalization, while the Shirom-Melamed burnout 

measure (SMBM) measures emotional exhaustion and added physical fatigue (Hultell et 

al., 2013). Since burnout occurs contextually in workplaces, Grayson and Alvarez 

(2008b) noted that the social-ecological model suggests burnout is not only impacted by 

direct stressors like job responsibilities, but also indirect factors such as federal laws and 

supervisor decisions that trickle down to a negative impact on the stressors. To 

understand the negative impact of burnout, Schaufeli and Salanova (2007) noted that 

burnout is the opposite of engagement, leading to reduced effort and commitment.  To 

further understand the significant influence of burnout on individuals, the three 

dimensions of burnout are explained. 

Dimensions of Burnout 

Burnout is characterized by emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and reduced 

personal accomplishment. Of the three dimensions, emotional exhaustion is considered 
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the main component of burnout (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2017b; Uzun, 2018). Emotional 

exhaustion is described as lacking psychological resources (Richards et al., 2015) and is 

characterized by a lack of energy, reduced ability to meet student needs, and work 

avoidance (Grayson & Alvarez, 2008; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2017b; Uzun, 2018). 

Depersonalization, the second burnout component, is the interpersonal dimension of 

burnout characterized by emotional detachment from others, even to the point of 

assuming the worst, indifference, and disliking those being served (Benita et al., 2019; 

Grayson & Alvarez, 2008). Individuals with burnout attempt to deal with their reduced 

emotional capacity by disengaging (Benita et al., 2019). As a result, they become less 

able to respond to the needs of those around them (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2017b), which, 

combined with the negative attitudes towards others, understandably become particularly 

problematic in service professions such as education, healthcare, counseling. Finally, the 

third component of burnout, reduced personal accomplishment, is the loss of feeling 

competent and significant (Richrds et al., 2016; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2017b). 

Teacher Well-Being 

Abundant research affirms the uniquely stressful nature of the teaching profession 

and the problematic outcomes of teacher ill-being for teachers, students, and schools. To 

highlight the challenges of being a teacher in comparison to other professions commonly 

thought to be stressful, a study on professionals in Singapore found that teachers report 

the most stress above that of lawyers, doctors, nurses, engineers, medical doctors, and 

insurance agents (Chan et al., 2000). This study on educator stress is congruent with the 

literature on teacher well-being, indicating teachers are highly stressed (Agai-Demjaha et 

al., 2015; Borg & Riding, 1991) and is one of the world’s most stressful professions 
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(Ignat & Clipa, 2012). While primary and secondary teachers are different in many 

respects, such as a greater workload and more intense classroom emotion at the 

elementary level (Alhija, 2015; Iancu et al., 2018), research supports the significant stress 

of teaching at all grade levels. Examples of significant teacher work stressors include 

bureaucratic constraints, hierarchical organizational structure, and higher workload and 

performance pressure scores than many other professions (Chan et al., 2000). 

Additionally, the current teaching profession has intensified in recent years, which refers 

to the increase in high stakes accountability, administrative tasks, and standardization, 

leading to burnout and less time for private life and social contact (Van Droogenbroeck et 

al., 2014).  

Teachers also commonly experience burnout (Stoeber & Rennert, 2008) and are 

the most vulnerable to burnout symptoms (Fernet et al., 2012). Aside from the pressure of 

teaching, those in helping professions are susceptible to burnout due to “prolonged, 

constant, intensive interaction with people in an emotionally charged atmosphere” 

(Schwab, 1983, p. 21). As an outcome of prolonged stress, one study revealed that twelve 

to twenty percent of the participating teachers experienced weekly burnout symptoms 

(Fernet et al., 2012), which cause issues such as emotional exhaustion and 

depersonalization (Fernet et al., 2012; Grayson & Alvarez, 2008a). Stress and burnout in 

the teaching profession not only results in turnover caused by attrition (Darling-

Hammond, 2003) but also affects the mental health and performance of teachers working 

in schools (Borg & Riding, 1991). 
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Factors in Teacher Well-Being 

 Teacher stress and burnout is a combination of personal factors such as 

experience and self-efficacy, and response to organizational factors such as workload and 

leadership style (Ouellette et al., 2018; Van Maele & Van Houtte, 2015). Personal factors 

include life situations and personal characteristics (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2017a). A wide 

range of personal factors has been identified as factors in well-being. Some of these 

include personality, sex, demography, ability to establish and maintain relationships, 

personal and professional value compatibility, ambition to succeed, competitiveness, 

perfectionism, life situations such as financial or family problems, experiences, values, 

skills, resilience, ethnic background, self-esteem, and self-efficacy (Alhija, 2015; Clipa & 

Boghean, 2015; Van Maele & Van Houtte, 2015).  

A few examples of personal factors that reduce burnout include resilience and 

self-regulation skills (Abenavoli et al., 2013; Richards et al., 2016). Also, hardiness 

includes a “set of attitudes and skills that increase the ability to adapt when facing 

stressful situations,” and optimism serves as a “powerful cushion for occupational 

malaise’’ (Manuel et al., 2010, p. 111). Individual perception also plays a significant part 

in burnout based on how a teacher perceives various aspects of their work environment, 

such as workload, autonomy, self-efficacy, and student behavior (Van Maele & Van 

Houtte, 2015). Once a teacher has assessed their workplace experience as negative, they 

engage in coping strategies, which can be helpful or harmful (Alhija, 2015). Therefore, 

teacher well-being is highly influenced by personal factors and is also highly 

individualized based on the teacher’s traits, experiences, and perceptions of their 

experiences (Alhija, 2015). 
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Although personal factors are significant, organizational factors play an equally 

significant role in teacher well-being. As described, teacher well-being is influenced by 

the interaction between conditions in the teacher’s specific work environment and 

individualized responses to them. Viewing teacher health from a systems perspective is 

consistent with the social-ecological model, suggesting that “the broader social, 

institutional, and cultural contexts of people–environment relations” shape human 

development (Grayson & Alvarez, 2008b, p. 1351). For this reason, individual 

approaches to dealing with teacher stress such as coaching for coping skills and stress 

management are insufficient solutions in the school environment where teacher roles and 

context are shaped by federal, state, district, and school-level leaders (Grayson & 

Alvarez, 2008b). From a systems perspective, teacher burnout is influenced by both 

perceived and actual organizational conditions such as staff conflicts, climate, disruptive 

students, principal management style, federal laws tied to teaching responsibilities, 

district requirements, demands exceeding sense of personal control, role ambiguity, 

excessive noise, lack of participation in decision making, and excessive paperwork (Clipa 

& Boghean, 2015; Ouellette et al., 2018; Prilleltensky et al., 2016; Richards et al., 2016; 

Uzun, 2018; Van Maele & Van Houtte, 2015). 

Teacher Well-Being and Job Satisfaction 

Job satisfaction is a well-being construct specifically related to the workplace. 

While it is important that teachers are technically sound, the enjoyment of the work is 

connected to meeting the needs of students directly and indirectly (Ouellette et al., 2018). 

Skaalvik and Skaalvik (2017a) defined teacher job satisfaction as “affective reactions 

towards their work” (p. 20). Stress and burnout are strongly associated with job 
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satisfaction and therefore play a significant role in teacher well-being (Ouellette et al., 

2018) and turnover (Chambers Mack et al., 2019). For example, just as job satisfaction 

contributes to stress levels and burnout, stress also simultaneously contributes to job 

satisfaction (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2017a; Tickle et al., 2011).  

Other significant positive or negative job satisfaction outcomes include lower 

anxiety, decreased desire to leave the job, reduced absenteeism, and reduced turnover 

(Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2017a). Just as important for teachers' well-being outcomes, job 

dissatisfaction significantly influences educational outcomes for students when teachers 

and overall school effectiveness is reduced as a result (Ouellette et al., 2018; Skaalvik & 

Skaalvik, 2017a). Furthermore, job dissatisfaction, along with its problematic outcomes, 

has a disproportionately negative impact on minority students as stress and job 

satisfaction is much lower in low-income schools compared to higher-income schools 

(Ouellette et al., 2018). Therefore, all educational leaders should maintain a vital interest 

in teacher job satisfaction as a significant concern for the needs of students, besides for 

individual teachers. To support job satisfaction, significant environmental and personal 

factors of focus include student academic success and behavior, positive principal 

leadership styles, positive climate, teacher self-efficacy, and administrative support 

(Harris et al., 2019; Ouellette et al., 2018; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2017a; Tickle et al., 

2011). 

Teacher Stress and Burnout Outcomes Related to Teacher Well-Being 

Teachers’ stress is a significant factor in teacher well-being because of the 

established inherent difficulties of the profession. While burnout is distinct from burnout, 

prolonged stress in the workplace causes burnout (Fernet et al., 2012; Iancu et al., 2018). 
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As described prior, burnout is the result of emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, 

professional inefficacy (Rumschlag, 2017). Both elementary and secondary teachers 

share similar levels of burnout, as studies have identified each as having the highest level 

of burnout (Richards et al., 2016). The significance of stress and burnout for teachers is 

evident in the outcomes. The effects of stress and burnout lead to significant negative 

outcomes for individual teacher health, but also the health of their students, school, and 

the teacher dependent educational system. Teacher health conditions are problematic 

personally and professionally, which can be significant, and are a major factor in teacher 

turnover. As a result, students do not receive optimal instruction, and schools and the 

educational system suffer, as well (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2017a). 

Teacher Health Outcomes Related to Teacher Well-Being 

Teacher mental and physical health challenges are well-represented in literature. 

As part of understanding the significance of teacher burnout and stress, one major 

problem attributed to the lack of good working conditions: teacher stress. Teachers 

experience a higher level of workplace-related burnout than most professions (Hepburn 

& Brown, 2001; Mearns & Cain, 2003; Stoeber & Rennert, 2008). Of all grade levels, 

elementary teachers experience the most stress (McCarthy et al., 2014). Teacher stress 

overload results in reduced professional empathy, work errors, job turnover, absenteeism, 

reduced productivity, and reduced job commitment (Agai-Demjaha et al., 2015; Anne, 

2014; Guenette & Smith, 2018). Stress alone contributes to 25%-50% of teachers leaving 

the profession (Stauffer & Mason, 2013). Poor principal leadership is one of the relevant 

factors in teacher stress because poor leadership is a significant source of unnecessary 

stress (Philipp & Kunter, 2013). Also, working conditions influenced by principals such 
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as job demands, role ambiguity, and level of autonomy contribute to teacher stress levels 

and turnover (Guenette & Smith, 2018; Ingersoll, 2001; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2010). 

Physical Health 

The teaching profession comes with inherent physical health risks due to different 

stressors. Grayson and Alvarez (2008) mentioned headaches, colds, and flu as common 

teacher burnout symptoms and included consequences such as cardiovascular symptoms. 

Although not applicable to all teachers, Blase and Blase (2006) identified principal 

mistreatment as a common teacher experience with a damaging impact. Some physical 

symptoms that are associated with this mistreatment, alongside mental health symptoms, 

included “chronic sleep disorders, chronic fatigue, stomach aches, headaches and 

migraines, nausea, weight gain, neck and back pain, diarrhea, heart palpitations, auditory 

impairment, and blurred vision” (Blase & Blase, 2006, p. 131) and in some cases, suicide. 

While all professions come with significant stressors, research suggests teaching is a 

particularly challenging profession compared to most. Quality of life broadly 

encompasses physical and mental health, and teaching is a “high-risk” occupation in 

which teachers report a lower “quality of life compared to other high-risk occupations 

such as social services, medicine, mental health, and law enforcement” (Chambers Mack 

et al., 2019, p. 10).  

Mental Health 

As discussed in the literature on teacher burnout and stress, mental health 

problems are also common for teachers. Consistent with other research that demonstrates 

the difficulty of teaching, depression is higher for teachers compared to many other 

professions (Chambers Mack et al., 2019). In addition to depression, other constructs fall 
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into the teacher's mental wellness category. Teacher job satisfaction is one of those 

constructs, which was defined as “affective reactions towards their work” (Skaalvik & 

Skaalvik, 2017b, p. 20), from which there are both physical and mental health outcomes 

(Ouellette et al., 2018). As part of burnout, other significant constructs include teacher 

self-inefficacy, in which teachers lose belief in their capability as a result of stress and 

burnout (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2017a, 2017b), emotional exhaustion, and 

depersonalization in which teachers develop cynical attitudes towards students and 

colleagues (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2017b).  

Principals play an influential role in teacher mental health. The principal-teacher 

relationship factors into a teacher's sense of “connectedness” and when feeling supported 

by their principal, teachers feel better about their job (Grayson & Alvarez, 2008b). When 

principal policies or behaviors increase teacher engagement, principals can support a 

“positive, fulfilling, work-related state of mind that is characterized by vigor, dedication, 

and absorption” (Van Maele & Van Houtte, 2015, p. 95) and “high levels of energy and 

mental resilience while working, the willingness to invest effort in one’s work, and 

persistence in the face of difficulties” (Schaufeli & Salanova, 2007, p. 180). As 

previously discussed, in contrast to positive influence on teachers, Blase and Blase (2006) 

identified principal mistreatment as a common and significant factor in teacher well-

being and listed the following mental health outcomes from mistreatment: 

x Shock and disorientation 
x Humiliation or Embarrassment 
x Loneliness 
x Self-doubt 
x Lowered self-esteem 
x Fear 
x Anger or Rage 
x Post-traumatic stress disorder 
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x Depression 
x Helplessness or powerlessness 
x Cynicism and distrust 
x Hypervigilance 
x Panic attacks 
x Guilt 
x Disillusionment 

 
Teacher Persistence Outcomes Related to Teacher Well-Being 

The other significant outcome attributed to the lack of good working conditions 

for teachers is high turnover. Teacher turnover occurs in two primary ways known as 

“persistence outcomes” (Borman & Dowling, 2008, p. 367). The first persistence 

outcome is when teachers migrate by choosing to leave to work at another school, 

creating staffing issues for schools when they occur at high rates (Ryan et al., 2017). A 

second persistence outcome is attrition in which teachers leave the profession altogether 

(Ryan et al., 2017). Teacher supply for the U.S. education system is problematic, with 

about a third to one-half of teachers leaving the profession in their first five years (Ryan 

et al., 2017; Sutcher et al., 2016). In 2001, the average turnover rate nationally was 13.2% 

(Ingersoll, 2001) and has now increased to approximately 16% as of 2019, half of which 

migrate and the other half leave the profession (Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 

2019). In contrast, the shortfall of qualified teachers would be resolved if U.S. turnover 

rates were around 3% to 4% as they are in some high achieving nations (Carver-Thomas 

& Darling-Hammond, 2019). 

Problems with Turnover 

While turnover is necessary for removing underperforming teachers (Harris et al., 

2019), strategic retention is an important principal responsibility for the good of the 

school (Grissom & Bartanen, 2019). As there are several problems associated with 
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turnover, retention of qualified teachers is essential. Turnover negatively impacts student 

outcomes in general, but it is of special significance for equity purposes for Title 1 

schools, which are identified as low-income. Title 1 schools have a 50% higher teacher 

turnover rate than non-Title 1 schools (Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2019), 

leading to negative outcomes for all stakeholders in those schools. The turnover problem 

for low-income schools is exacerbated by the increased demand for kindergarten through 

seventh-grade teachers in the past ten years (Rumschlag, 2017). The result for these 

students is not only less experienced teachers but also overall reduced achievement across 

the board in their school (Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2019). Aside from 

equity concerns for low-income schools, Ingersoll (2001) indicated turnover rates of 

more than 25% for any school reduces their effectiveness and that the majority of these 

instances of high turnover is due to migration rather than retirement or leaving the 

profession (Ingersoll, 2001). Student outcomes aside, budget issues are also significant as 

the cost of losing teachers for a district ranges from $4,366 to $17,872 per teacher and as 

high as 7.3 billion a year nationally (Rumschlag, 2017). In urban districts, the per teacher 

cost is higher, estimated at $20,000 or more (Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 

2019). 

Reasons for Turnover 

Alongside burnout as the most prevalent reason for teacher attrition (Rumschlag, 

2017; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2017a), there are a number of other reasons a teacher leaves 

their school or the profession altogether. While some attrition can be expected due to 

retirement, only around a third is for this reason (Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 

2019). Low job satisfaction, which is one of the problematic outcomes of stress and 
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burnout, also contributes to turnover (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2017a). One study showed 

that 55% of teachers leaving the profession indicated job dissatisfaction was one reason 

for leaving (Sutcher et al., 2016). Consistent with those findings, Rumschlag (2017) 

found teacher disempowerment, in which they lack a voice in the workplace, is a major 

teacher frustration and correlates strongly with attrition. 

Other reasons for turnover include various principal leadership factors. One of 

those leadership factors is a lack of administrator support as the most influential 

workplace condition contributing to turnover (Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 

2019). Harris et al. (2019) found that over half of teachers leave due to support related 

concerns. Boyd et al. (2011) noted the “dominance of dissatisfaction” (p. 327) with 

admin support compared to all other aspects of job satisfaction. Another factor is 

principals are responsible for overseeing the recruitment and retention of teachers (Boyd 

et al., 2011). They are the primary individuals who hire teachers who may or may not be 

contributing to problems or are low-performing (Harris et al., 2019). Another principal 

factor is the experience of principal mistreatment. Blase and Blase (2002) found that 

principal mistreatment is not uncommon. In their study, the authors noted that most 

participating teachers were recognized by their district or schools as highly effective 

teachers, yet many of them were desperate to leave their school due to difficult emotions 

related to negative experiences with their principal, including some who were so 

desperate they quit without warning or were prepared to leave the profession if they could 

not find another job. Effective principal leadership increases retention (Grissom & 

Bartanen, 2019), and the principal-teacher relationship is a critical aspect of teacher 

experiences contributing to satisfaction and commitment (Harris et al., 2019).  
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Finally, several other significant secondary turnover factors were identified. First, 

when teachers are trained through alternative certificate programs whereby the 

requirements are reduced, they are 25% more likely to leave (Carver-Thomas & Darling-

Hammond, 2019). Second, teacher turnover is higher for younger and less experienced 

teachers (Boyd et al., 2011), of which half of the teachers in their first five years leave 

their initial district or the profession (Rumschlag, 2017). Third, contextual factors such as 

teacher influence, staff relations, and safety were found to be relevant (Boyd et al., 2011). 

Fourth, when teachers experience self-efficacy, they are more engaged and satisfied, 

leading to reduced turnover intentions (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2017a). Fifth, Chambers et 

al. (2019) found that organizational commitment has a stronger influence than job 

control, which has been identified in other literature as more influential. Finally, schools 

identified as low-income are a predictor of a 50% higher turnover than those who are not 

(Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2019). 

Solutions to Reduce Turnover 

Given the outcomes, reducing high turnover is a notable goal for principals as part 

of their recruitment and retention strategies. Principals may need to consider workplace 

conditions in their school as a factor when turnover remains consistently higher than 

typical, especially if high performers are migrating to other schools and new hires are less 

qualified due to the increasingly problematic teacher shortage. Given the primary role of 

workplace conditions in teacher turnover, solutions that primarily focused on recruitment 

rather than preventing attrition are highly insufficient (Carver-Thomas & Darling-

Hammond, 2019). Instead, Harris et al. (2019) and Chambers et al. (2019) both suggested 

the most important strategy in addressing teacher shortages requires improving work 
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conditions that positively support teacher well-being, such as protecting teacher 

preparation time, a good school climate, and adequately addressing student behavior. 

Overall, literature may differ on which workplace conditions are most relevant, but there 

is significant agreement that workplace conditions are the most influential factor in 

teacher turnover (Harris et al., 2019). 

One significant work condition under the direct influence of the principal is 

administrator support (Boyd et al., 2011; Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2019), 

which is defined as “the school’s effectiveness in assisting teachers with issues such as 

student discipline, instructional methods, curriculum, and adjusting to the school 

environment.” Alternatively, Tickle et al. (2011) suggested four key administrator 

support practices: building school vision, developing goals and priorities, offering 

individualized support, and developing a collaborative school culture. Under the umbrella 

of administrator support, the teacher-administrator relationship whereby teachers feel 

supported and agree with decisions leads to high job satisfaction and commitment levels 

as factors in retention (Grayson & Alvarez, 2008b). Broadly speaking, better leadership 

contributes to better conditions and outcomes that lead to higher retention (Boyd et al., 

2011). For example, support leads to increased job satisfaction, and other significant 

turnover variables such as student behavior, staff relations, and safety are influenced by 

principals (Grayson & Alvarez, 2008b). 

In addition to administrative support, principals also exert their influence on 

teacher turnover in other ways. First, any school work conditions that may reduce or 

mitigate the effects of stress and burnout and increase well-being, such as effective 

student behavior management and healthy staff relationships, will be the most helpful for 
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teacher retention (Chambers Mack et al., 2019). Second, teachers who feel prepared are 

less likely to leave (Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2019). Therefore, efforts to 

provide training and other types of support that increase self-efficacy will be helpful. 

Third, any efforts that increase autonomy, job satisfaction, and organizational 

commitment will be very helpful as two of the most important variables in attrition 

(Chambers Mack et al., 2019), all of which are directly or indirectly influenced by the 

principal (Grayson & Alvarez, 2008b). For example, the principal indirectly increases 

teacher job satisfaction and commitment when providing teachers with autonomy (Tickle 

et al., 2011). 

Student Outcomes Related to Teacher Well-Being 

The core mission of education is to serve all students and provide them with the 

best possible opportunity to be successful. Therefore, it is understandable when 

educational leaders emphasize what is best for students when making decisions such as 

budgets, student discipline, siding with parents, classroom sizes, and student placements. 

On the surface, it may appear that what is best for students often requires a choice 

between what is good for the teacher or the student. Upon close inspection, research 

points to how teachers and students are frequently bound together rather than mutually 

exclusive in that what is good for teachers is often what is good for students. Therefore, 

doing what is good for teachers generally supports, rather than contradicts, the axiom that 

educators always do what is best for students. However, it may not always follow an 

obvious direct linear path to the benefit of the student as some outcomes are indirect as 

system-level factors such as fostering effective communication and developing 
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supportive organizational structures (Boyd et al., 2011). At the very least, doing what is 

good for teachers can lead to better instruction (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2017a). 

One example of why teacher well-being is a priority alongside student needs is 

the many ways teacher burnout symptoms specifically trickle down to negative outcomes 

to their students. First, as a result of depersonalization, teachers may reduce their 

responsiveness and effectiveness in working with students through disengagement and 

cynical attitudes towards students (Hultell et al., 2013; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2017b), 

resulting in further burnout from a downward spiral of student misbehavior and 

increasing a negative climate in the classroom (Abenavoli et al., 2013). Ultimately, 

healthy student-teacher relationships are critical because they are important for teachers, 

students, and school-wide outcomes (Benita et al., 2019). For example, some student 

behavior challenges may also be explained by how students notice their teacher’s 

depersonalization symptoms (Boyd et al., 2011). Furthermore, the same cynical attitudes 

and social detachment from depersonalization extend to colleagues (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 

2017b), contributing to a negative school climate as part of the overall student 

experience. Second, professional inefficacy impacts work with students as it has been 

shown to negatively influence student outcomes (Van Maele & Van Houtte, 2015). 

Finally, emotional exhaustion causes teachers to detach from their work, further 

contributing to their ineffectiveness in the classroom (Grayson & Alvarez, 2008b; 

Richards et al., 2016; Van Maele & Van Houtte, 2015). Specifically, teachers who are 

emotionally exhausted show less sympathy, tolerance, and instructional preparation 

(Uzun, 2018).  
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Overall, stressed and burned out, teachers are less effective and have more student 

behavior problems (Iancu et al., 2018; Uzun, 2018). Reduced effectiveness and student 

behavior is not surprising given the conceptualization of burnout as an “erosion in 

engagement” (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2017b, p. 777), in which they become less 

committed to students and the school in general (Van Maele & Van Houtte, 2015). 

Furthermore, teachers who are distressed from principal mistreatment, as one of the 

problematic workplace conditions, leads to issues for all facets of the classroom, 

including relationships with students and quality of instruction (Blase & Blase, 2006; 

Richards et al., 2016). Instead of creative, engaging instruction, mistreated teachers who 

work under rigid authoritarian principals tend to resort to ineffective strategies such as 

worksheets, lectures, and recitation (Blase & Blase, 2002). Teacher ineffectiveness may 

be partially explained by Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, which posit that prerequisite 

needs must be met before they can function at their best as self-actualized (Rumschlag, 

2017). Finally, burnout is one of the main reasons for attrition. If students do not have a 

stable learning environment or if schools are limited in their retention of high performing 

teachers, they suffer, which is especially true for students who need it most in “low-

performing, non-white, and low-income” schools, yet also experience the highest teacher 

turnover (Boyd et al., 2011, p. 327). 

System and School Outcomes Related to Teacher Well-Being 

Although teacher well-being influences individual teachers, which trickles down 

to individual students, it also trickles up to broader school organizational and educational 

system issues. By extension of their role in the success in the organization, teacher well-

being extends beyond the individual to the school level as well as in the case of principal 
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mistreatment (Blase & Blase, 2002). For example, as a result of being mistreated, 

teachers isolate themselves from colleagues out of fear of retribution, contributing to a 

climate of fear and disconnectedness (Blase & Blase, 2006). A long list of organizational 

outcomes of burnout found in literature includes teacher absenteeism, turnover, mental 

and medical claims, reduced effectiveness, and reduced teacher organizational 

commitment and passion for the job (Grayson & Alvarez, 2008b; Richards et al., 2016; 

Rumschlag, 2017). As an indirect influence, turnover is a major outcome of burnout and 

comes with significant financial and instructional costs as replacing teachers is expensive, 

and turnover can result in less qualified replacements and less organizational stability 

(Prilleltensky et al., 2016; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2017b). Nationally, teacher demand and 

supply are problematic, with the turnover rate increasing by almost 3% up from 13.2% up 

to 16% from 2001 to 2019 (Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2019; Ingersoll, 2001). 

In contrast, some high achieving nations have 3% to 4% turnover rates (Carver-Thomas 

& Darling-Hammond, 2019).  

Working Conditions 

Literature supports the significant influence of working conditions on well-being. 

Rusli et al. (2008) found that working conditions are related to the quality of life. In a 

significant study of the working conditions and psychosocial well-being among 34,443 

employees from 34 European countries, a large number of psychosocial working 

conditions from the survey were identified as problematic for employee well-being 

(Schütte et al., 2014). As an example of problematic working conditions, one study of 

work stress among six professions, including teachers, found that mental health was 

strongly related to performance pressure in bureaucratic, rigid systems like schools and 
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hospitals (Chan et al., 2000). In support of the influence of working conditions, Schütte et 

al. (2014) concluded that efforts to improve psychosocial working conditions might be 

effective in improving employee well-being. Furthermore, Acker (2004) found a 

supportive work environment, such as supervisory and social support, can significantly 

reduce work related stress.  

There are many types of working conditions associated with well-being. 

Examples of working conditions include job demands, quality of leadership, work-life 

imbalance, role conflict, role ambiguity, job control, opportunities for professional 

development, social support (Acker, 2004; Rusli et al., 2008; Schütte et al., 2014). Over 

the last 20 years, job demand, job control, and social support are the most studied 

working conditions related to well-being (Rusli et al., 2008). Cole et al. (2002) noted 

organizational culture is a significant aspect of the employee experience, which includes 

“respecting others’ rights, avoiding demanding behavior, and maintaining an awareness 

of how organizational actions will impact its employees” (p. 159). Deci and Gagne 

(2005) made the case that work environments and leader methods that support autonomy, 

competence, and relatedness promote job satisfaction and psychological well-being. In 

support of relatedness, Rusli et al. (2008) found that social support is the job factor with 

the most influence on the quality of life. 

Well-Being Constructs and Theories Related to the Workplace 

Due to the broadly defined nature of the well-being construct in literature, there 

are a variety of additional models, theories, and constructs that help conceptualize well-

being, or at least aspects of it related to the workplace. 
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Self-Determination Theory  

Self-determination theory (SDT) is prominent in literature related to workplace 

well-being. SDT focuses on “people’s inherent growth tendencies and innate 

psychological needs that are the basis for their self-motivation and personality 

integration, as well as for the conditions that foster those positive processes” (Ryan & 

Deci, 2000, p. 68). Deci and Gagne (2005) described competence, autonomy, and 

relatedness as the three empirically confirmed, “universal necessities… essential for 

optimal human development” (p. 337) identified by SDT. SDT research has shown that 

when these needs are met at work, employee performance and well-being increase (Ryan 

& Deci, 2000). For example, providing greater control and flexibility at work supports 

job satisfaction and quality of work-life (Deci et al., 1989). Rather than just explaining 

the three needs separately, SDT also attempts to explain a wide variety of processes 

underlying them. For example, theoretically speaking, competence and perceived control 

or autonomy must be present for intrinsic motivation also to be present (Ryan & Deci, 

2000), and providing autonomy leads to autonomous behavior (Deci & Gagne, 2005). 

 Self-determination is the prominent construct in SDT, defined as experiencing “a 

sense of choice in initiating and regulating one's own actions” (Deci et al., 1989, p. 580). 

Similar constructs such as autonomy, self-motivation, agency, freedom, intrinsic 

motivation, choice, effort, perceived locus of causality, volition, and autonomous 

motivation are all used in descriptions of self-determination alongside the opposites of 

extrinsic motivation, amotivation, well-internalized extrinsic motivation, externalized 

freedom, and controlling (Benita et al., 2019; Deci et al., 1989; Deci & Gagne, 2005; 

Kunter & Holzberger, 2014; Ryan & Deci, 2000). Types of motivation are especially 
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emphasized, with autonomous and intrinsic motivation as particularly helpful to well-

being outcomes such as optimal relationship quality, confidence, performance 

excitement, and creativity (Benita et al., 2019; Ryan & Deci, 2000). While intrinsic 

motivation may appear to be highly individualized as something a person brings into their 

work, it is also supported or hindered as partly a product of the work environment (Ryan 

& Deci, 2000), in which individual characteristics interact with organizational 

characteristics (Deci & Gagne, 2005).  

 Literature describes some of those motivational aspects of workplace contexts. 

Supporting self-determination requires “significant others” in context to “take that 

person’s frame of reference” by acknowledging “needs, feelings, and attitudes concerning 

the issue or situation at hand,” which leads to better receptivity to suggestions via an 

increased trust (Deci et al., 1989). Other helpful leadership related behaviors include 

choice, opportunities for self-direction, freedom from demeaning evaluations, and 

positive and non-controlling feedback (Deci et al., 1989; Ryan & Deci, 2000). In contrast, 

controlling feedback was characterized as task-contingent rewards, deadlines, threats of 

punishment, and surveillance (Deci et al., 1989). Controlling feedback and other forms of 

extrinsic motivation, such as rewards, are ultimately unhelpful because they reduce 

intrinsic motivation due to the reduction of locus of causality (Ryan & Deci, 2000). 

While supporting autonomy may appear individualistic and contradictory to encouraging 

employees to be supportive of organizational goals, leading to more controlling tactics, 

Ryan and Deci (2000) clarified that autonomy is not synonymous with individualism, but 

rather employees feel they are acting in accordance with their will. 



 47 

Workplace Social Exchange Network 

In a study on the workplace social exchange network, various reciprocal 

exchanges taking place in the work that influence employee well-being were identified. 

Two of those exchanges are the leader-member exchange (LMX) and perceived 

organizational support (POS; Cole et al., 2002). In the same study, Cole, Schaninger, and 

Harris (2002) noted LMX and POS are associated with job satisfaction, quality LMX 

leads to positive affective outcomes and role clarity, and the significance of LMX 

increases in hierarchical organizations like schools. For the benefit of organizations, 

LMX in terms of “high-quality relationships between supervisors and their subordinates,” 

leads to reduced turnover intentions and increased performance, including greater effort 

on tasks not associated with their job description (Cole et al., 2002). 

Job Demand-Control Model 

The job demand-control model (JDC) is a prominent model in research on 

occupational stress, which helps explain the negative influence of job characteristics on 

well-being (Häusser et al., 2010; Van Der Doef & Maes, 1999). The model focuses on 

two job characteristics, including job demands and job control (Van Der Doef & Maes, 

1999). Häusser et al. (2010) included a number of job characteristics such as workload, 

time pressure, and emotional demands to describe job demands. Specifically, job control 

includes skill discretion, defined as the opportunity to use job skills in work and decision 

authority, which involves the ability to have autonomy in task-related decisions (Häusser 

et al., 2010). According to JDC, due to the strain-buffering effect of job control, when job 

demands are high and job control is low, the risk for reduced well-being is increased, 

while the inverse of low-demands and high control reduces the risk of work-place related 
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ill-being (Häusser et al., 2010; Van Der Doef & Maes, 1999). Later, the job-demand-

control-support model was developed using the JDC model with social support added as 

another aspect of influence, with the worst well-being outcomes for those with high 

demands and low support and control (Ouellette et al., 2018), which Van Der Doef and 

Maes (1999) described as the “most noxious work situation” (p. 89). 

Teacher Working Conditions 

A myriad of working conditions contributes to teacher stress and burnout. 

Although personal factors contribute to burnout, one study found that almost 70% of 

teacher burnout can be attributed to organizational factors (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2017a). 

Although personal and organizational factors contribute to well-being, the teacher role is 

shaped by district leaders and principals, so it is understandable that organizational 

factors are primary in teacher well-being (Grayson & Alvarez, 2008b). While many jobs 

are stressful, the teaching profession has been identified as one of the professions with 

the most stress and burnout (Hepburn & Brown, 2001; Stoeber & Rennert, 2008) and 

comes with significant occupational stress (Yang et al., 2009). Ouellette et al. (2018) 

found that organizational factors were the main source of teacher stress. Similarly, Chan 

et al. (2000) reported that 78% of teachers indicated their job as their main stressor 

compared to 38% from the other challenging professions. Therefore, it is strongly 

suggested that leaders focus on the improvement of the uniquely challenging teacher 

workplace conditions by focusing on the relational, structural, and institutional changes 

that might be needed (Chambers Mack et al., 2019; Hepburn & Brown, 2001). 



 49 

Relevant Working Conditions Specific to Teacher Well-Being 

Examples of conditions that contribute to teacher burnout include job demands 

and resources, work overload, role problems, school policies and climate, interpersonal 

conflicts, administrative leadership, and decision latitude, and a bureaucratic, rigid work 

system. Generally, principal leadership, student behavior, time pressure, workload, job 

intensity, and lack of social support have been identified as primary teacher stressors, 

with some differently impacting aspects of burnout. For example, Skaalvik and Skaalvik 

(2017b) found time pressure and workload to have the greatest influence on emotional 

exhaustion and student behavior on depersonalization and personal accomplishment. 

Finally, the outcomes of teacher stress and burnout hurts all stakeholders. One of those 

outcomes, turnover, is significantly impacted by working conditions. Darling-Hammond 

(2003) noted teacher turnover is mostly influenced by teacher participation in decision 

making, supportive principal leadership, and collegial learning opportunities. Of the 

above conditions, some stand out as significant in literature related to teacher well being. 

Workload 

While time pressure is closely associated with workload, workload involves several 

other pressures. The number of added tasks, time pressure to complete them, and mental 

and emotional intensity of the job combine to create a burdensome workload. As a result, 

both veteran and novice teachers feel overwhelmed (Rumschlag, 2017), which serves as 

the primary reason teachers think about leaving (Harris et al., 2019). In a study by Harris 

et al. (2019), only 20% of teachers felt their job expectations were reasonable. While 

workload causes emotional exhaustion for all teachers (Alhija, 2015; Skaalvik & 

Skaalvik, 2017b), elementary teachers experience the highest level of stress related to 
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workload. Based on the job demand-control model, these high demands, combined with 

low control typical for most teachers as a “disempowering profession” (Rumschlag, 

2017, p. 22), contribute significantly to teacher burnout. A long list of some of the 

significant pressures include: 

x Planning, including incorporating new content standards (Rumschlag, 2017) 
x Conducting individual student assessments (Rumschlag, 2017) 
x Learning, managing, utilizing technology (Rumschlag, 2017) 
x Socio-emotional demands of working with lots of students (Rumschlag, 2017) 
x Making hundreds of decisions on the fly (Iancu et al., 2018) 
x Managing the classroom environment, including conflicts and behavior (Iancu et 

al., 2018) 
x An imbalance between teaching demands and teaching resources (Iancu et al., 

2018) 
x Lack of cooperative time (Iancu et al., 2018) 
x Managing interpersonal conflicts (colleagues, students, parents: Iancu et al., 2018) 
x Lack of support from superiors (Iancu et al., 2018) 

 
Intensification 

Closely related to the concept of workload is that of intensification. In more 

recent years, despite already being highly pressured, the teaching professions have gone 

through a recent phenomenon of intensification due to increased expectations (Harris et 

al., 2019), which according to Van Droogenbroeck et al. (2014), refers to the increase in 

high stakes accountability, administrative tasks, and standardization. As an example of 

the significance, one national survey found 72% of teachers feel moderate to extreme 

pressure to increase assessment scores (Rumschlag, 2017). Increased pressure with high 

stakes testing is part of a broader aspect of intensification in which government policy 

trickles down to the classroom, adding extra pressure (Grayson & Alvarez, 2008b; 

Richards et al., 2016). Rumschlag (2017) connected testing pressure and other pressures 

to the burnout dimension of personal accomplishment, in which “it is hard to feel a sense 
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of dedication and passion toward a profession that educators feel they cannot be 

successful” (p. 22).  

Time Pressure 

As part of the workload, time pressure stands apart as a significant working 

condition. Skaalvik and Skaalvik (2017a) found time pressure to be the most significant 

predictor of teacher burnout. Overall, time is a primary concern for teachers, especially 

since their available time is increasingly used for non-teaching responsibilities (Van 

Droogenbroeck & Spruyt, 2015). Emotional exhaustion, the main burnout dimension, has 

been specifically tied to time pressures of the job (Skaalvik and Skaalvik (2017b), such as 

needing to work in the evenings and weekends, heavy workload, and hectic workdays 

(Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2010). Davidson (2009) found that workload, such as student 

behavior management and paperwork, was the top stressor. 

One study indicated that teachers typically must work significant unpaid hours 

and give up personal time (Chambers Mack et al., 2019). Examples include 58 hour work 

weeks, working an additional two hours each evening, and working up to three and a half 

hours on the weekend (Bruno et al., 2012). Therefore, given the 40-hour contractual work 

week, Bolmer (1991) was accurate in stating that the education system functions because 

teachers are willing to donate significant time. Within the typical workday, time pressures 

are also relevant as teachers daily spend approximately an hour on behavior problems, 

half of their contractual 30-minute, duty-free lunch periods to complete work 

assignments, 42 minutes on data sorting, and 26 minutes on lesson planning (Bruno et al., 

2012) all the while attempting to provide quality instruction for a class full of students 

with different needs. Even after accounting for the typical hectic contractual eight-hour 
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work day in which their planning and lunches are interrupted, if the 58 hours a week 

estimate is accurate, teachers are adding in another 18 hours before and after school and 

weekends. 

Ineffective Principal Leadership 

Leadership permeates all aspects of the organizational environment. As opposed 

to immediate teacher stressors within teacher locus of control like student behavior or 

lesson planning, Grayson and Alvarez (2008a) suggested that teacher burnout is impacted 

by more “distal hierarchy of organizational factors” such as managerial structures with 

poor communication, inadequate support, and administrator decisions that lead to issues 

like unreasonable paperwork deadlines and “inspection regimes” in their classes (p. 

1351). Furthermore, Iancu et al. (2018) highlighted specific burnout causes reasonably 

related to principal leadership at some level, including the imbalance between teaching 

demands and teaching resources, lack of support from superiors, workload, lack of 

cooperative time, and behavior management. In contrast, administrator support is one of 

four conditions associated with job satisfaction (Tickle et al., 2011). Principal 

mistreatment expressed in any way is an obvious form of ineffective leadership, which 

Blasé and Blasé (2006) indicated were common and a significant stressor.  

Overall, the principal-teacher relationship is a major factor in teacher job 

satisfaction and commitment (Harris et al., 2019). To highlight the importance of 

principal influence, Grayson and Alvarez (2008a) suggested school contexts with healthy 

teachers are the product of intentional efforts by districts and principals. Additionally, 

burnout symptoms are directly related to principal leadership. For example, personal 

accomplishment is reduced when principals reduce teacher autonomy (Rumschlag, 2017), 
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while perceived principal support decreases depersonalization (Benita et al., 2019). Yet, 

some principals may perpetuate ineffective practice by lacking awareness and 

maintaining a disconnect with their teachers. The teacher-principal disconnect is 

evidenced by major perception discrepancies with teachers regarding workplace 

conditions, of which Harris et al. (2019) found significant discrepancies related to student 

behavior and their effectiveness as principals in supporting teachers and addressing 

student behavior as a few examples. 

Student Behavior 

Teacher burnout and stress are significantly associated with student behavior 

problems (Grayson & Alvarez, 2008b; Ouellette et al., 2018). Recently, Harris et al. 

(2019) suggested there is “growing toxicity in the public school environment” (p. 6), 

which was identified as partly due to student-teacher interactions. Iancu et al. (2018) 

found teacher burnout was partly caused by student behavior management and classroom 

management in general. As specific burnout symptoms, student behavior influences 

depersonalization and personal accomplishment (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2017b). Grayson 

and Alvarez (2008a) described a cycle in which stressed teachers struggle with student 

misbehavior, leading to greater stress and student misbehavior and weak teacher-student 

relationships in the classroom. Overall, based on the influence of student behavior on 

burnout symptoms, the result is teachers socially detach from work, feel less effective, 

and student behavior problems increasingly disrupt the classroom. 

Social Support 

Social support is another significant factor in teacher stress. Regarding the 

positive outcomes of social support, Uzun (2018) noted that perceived social support is 
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related to organizational identity, which reduces burnout. Also, Ladd (2011) highlighted 

collegiality as one of the relational workplace components, which “includes the 

relationship between school leaders and teachers and interactions among teachers” (p. 

237). Furthermore, Schutte et al. (2014) concluded that efforts to improve psychosocial 

working conditions might be effective in improving employee well-being. Regarding the 

lack of social support, Iancu et al. (2018) highlighted interpersonal conflicts with 

stakeholders and a lack of support from superiors as major stressors. Furthermore, 

Manuel et al. (2010) strongly stated that “occupational malaise” (p. 111) is significantly 

influenced by social support and is the main predictor of burnout and job dissatisfaction. 

Social support was also added to the JDC model to create the Job-demand-control-

support model, in which high demands combined with low control and low social support 

created the worst environment for well-being (Ouellette et al., 2018). 

Principal Role 

Educational Leadership Overview 

Leadership is conceptualized in many ways and is a topic of focus for a countless 

number of studies and, as a result, has many definitions (Vroom & Jaago, 2007). A 

significant theme in school leadership is the hierarchical power structure in schools. 

Coyle (1997) highlighted the need to flatten the hierarchical power structure of schools 

for the benefit of teachers. More recently, Hatcher (2005) and Ho (2012) advocated for 

the benefits of non-hierarchical leadership in public education. Yet, little has changed 

over time as principals continue to work within the same top-down context of leadership 

prevalent in all levels of education.  
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Principals seek optimal student outcomes primarily through quality instruction by 

teachers; this has never been more true in the education field that at this present time 

when accountability is a central focus across the board (Van Droogenbroeck et al., 2014). 

As a result of the current accountability climate, school leaders typically function out of a 

top-down style in their role (Coyle, 1997; Hatcher, 2005). Hauserman and Stick (2013) 

also noted the central role of principals in school effectiveness overall. To this end, 

school administrators must have high expectations for teachers and hold all stakeholders 

accountable for continual growth while also cultivating a supportive teaching 

environment.  

Principal Leadership Frameworks 

The ideal school leadership frameworks, which is in constant evolution (Nedelcu, 

2013), falls under two different types: instructional and transformational (Hallinger, 

2003). Transformational leadership focuses on building organizational capacity and 

culture rather than direct instructional oversight and control (Hallinger, 2003). The four 

basic tenets of this style include idealized influence, individualized concern, inspirational 

motivation, and intellectual stimulation (Hauserman & Stick, 2013). Instructional 

leadership is considered a hands-on approach to supervising instruction in the classrooms 

and includes three commonly accepted dimensions of defining the school’s mission, 

managing the instructional program, and promoting a positive learning climate 

(Hallinger, 2003).  

For example, this idealized principal role evolution, while in recent history there 

has been a shift favoring transformational principal practices (Hausman et al., 2000), 

establishing it as an ideal framework for educational leaders (Sun & Leithwood, 2012), 
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there is also nevertheless a resurgence of instructional leadership due to the increased 

focus on accountability (Hallinger, 2003). Although current educational context points to 

an instructional leadership approach as ideal, Hallinger (2003) noted the value of 

transformational leadership, asserting that a more integrative, school context-specific 

approach of both transformational and instructional leadership is best. Hausman et al. 

(2000) agreed as they advocated for a context-driven leadership approach.  

Due to the high prevalence of literature in support of transformational leadership 

in schools and support for the positive influence it has on aspects of teacher well-being, 

further discussion is needed. The conceptualization of school leadership has evolved, 

causing the issue of “faddism” as theories are newly created or modified and accepted 

(Nedelcu, 2013, p. 238). However, transformational school leadership (TSL) is the one 

leadership model identified in literature as much more than a passing fad due to a high 

level of compatibility with the intensive school context (Leithwood et al., 2005). 

Furthermore, as is significant for this study, there is strong support demonstrating that 

TSL helps increase teacher goal focus, commitment, self-efficacy, and job satisfaction 

(Hallinger, 2003; Leithwood et al., 2005; Mehdinezhad & Mansouri, 2016). Additionally, 

one qualitative study demonstrated a strong preference by teachers for transformational 

leadership due to the impact on school culture (Hauserman & Stick, 2013). One example 

of a TSL practice that influences teacher well-being is monitoring school activity and 

buffering teachers from unnecessary demands (Leithwood et al., 2005). Additionally, 

Clement (2017) and Howard and Johnson (2004) both highlighted other TSL practices 

beneficial to teachers, including developing a collaborative and supportive work 
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environment; this, in turn, relates to teacher experience of peer support as one of the 

important ways to reduce stress (Ryan et al., 2017). 

Relevance of Principal Leadership for Teacher Well-Being 

Literature supports the significant influence of principal leadership on teacher 

emotional well-being (Fernet et al., 2012; Lambersky, 2016), including many school 

context variables related to well-being (Boyd et al., 2011). Principals seek measurable 

outcomes for students as their primary focus, but teacher well-being is a worthy outcome 

as well. Lowney (2003) highlighted love as one of the core Jesuit leadership values, 

which leads to better teamwork, maximizing potential, and seeing the dignity and abilities 

of followers. Based on the Jesuit charism of love, teachers should be esteemed as valued 

individuals worthy of dignity and this apart from their performance. In other words, 

teachers are more than replaceable components within a larger system. Therefore, the 

implication is that regardless of student outcomes, which may result in focusing on 

teacher well-being, there is merit in considering the needs of teachers as a separate 

priority.  

Without intentionality towards teacher well-being, principals may inadvertently 

support an outcome only orientation, in which the “end justifies the means” and teachers 

feel their relationship to the school is primarily transactional and utilitarian (Cole et al., 

2002, p. 160). Furthermore, by attending to teacher well-being, they may avoid toxic 

leadership tendencies. Toxic leadership is a well-known leadership issue to avoid in all 

types of organizations and is known to have substantial negative impacts not only on the 

organization but also on the individuals within it (Kets de Vries, 2014). For example, 

Berkovich and Eyal (2017) highlighted the devastating impact of emotionally 
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manipulative principals on teachers. Berkovich and Eyal further noted that such negative 

influence is more common than currently recognized due to current research tends to 

focus on the ideal traits of principals.  

While principals do not influence many aspects of the teacher job or even many 

aspects of their own due to the hierarchical and bureaucratic structure of public 

education, there are many opportunities for principals to exercise their leadership to 

influence working conditions that support teacher well-being (Hauserman & Stick, 2013). 

Leithwood and Mcadie (2007) emphasized that teachers are the central stakeholders in 

student learning and that what they do “depends on their motivations, capacities, and the 

conditions under which they work” (p. 42). Despite teacher importance, Leithwood and 

Mcadie (2007) also noted that most research had neglected the importance of teacher 

working conditions. Principals can influence many aspects of the teacher experience 

through influence on the teacher environment (Vannest et al., 2009). Furthermore, 

leadership style has an impact on school climate, which indirectly supports teacher well-

being by reducing teacher stress (Damanik, 2017; Howard & Johnson, 2004; Stauffer & 

Mason, 2013; Von Der Embse et al., 2016) and also directly influences the teacher-

administrator relationship an important workplace condition for teacher well-being 

(Grayson & Alvarez, 2008b).  

Even if not reducing teacher stress, it is still possible that poor leadership can be a 

significant source of added and unnecessary stress, and ultimately burnout, for teachers 

(Blase & Blase, 2002; Grayson & Alvarez, 2008a; Philipp & Kunter, 2013). According to 

Blase and Blase (2002), when leaders mistreat teachers, leaders perpetuate a cycle in 

which teacher performance and behavior response to abuse affirms the leaders’ behavior 
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and blinds them to their personal faults. Regardless of mistreatment, teachers are less 

likely to stay in schools where principals are “absent, controlling, overly critical, and not 

attuned to teacher support” (Grissom & Bartanen, 2019, p. 518). In contrast, anything 

principals can do to increase teacher perceptions of autonomy, efficacy, and especially 

leader support will help in preventing teacher burnout (Fernet et al., 2012). Ultimately, 

there may be principals that place the responsibility of well-being on individual teachers, 

but Ouellette et al. (2018) found that organizational factors are significant sources of 

teacher stress. Therefore, it is important that principals not ignore the relational, 

structural, and institutional changes that might be factors as well (Hepburn & Brown, 

2001), many of which they directly and indirectly influence. 

Principal Opportunities to Support Teacher Well-Being 

Without question, principals are the critical stakeholder to teacher well-being and 

the related outcomes. If principals want to recruit and retain good teachers and support 

their effectiveness, and by extension, improve student achievement (Boyd et al., 2011), it 

does not happen without their intentionality and support. Schools are not naturally 

facilitative of teacher-leader communication or adequately supportive of teachers due to 

the hierarchical, top-down leadership structures of schools (Grayson & Alvarez, 2008b). 

Therefore, working conditions must be proactively addressed (Tickle et al., 2011) to 

achieve “school-level health” (Ouellette et al., 2018, p. 496). When broad context 

variables are improved, “a rising tide lifts all boats” (Harris et al., 2019, p. 2). Otherwise, 

it is possible for workplace conditions that create a collective conflict between basic 

needs, leading to isolation, mental health problems, and reduced effectiveness (Ryan & 

Deci, 2000). When creating a healthy work environment, the school context is able to 
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“catalyze both within and between-person differences in motivation and personal growth” 

(p. 68), resulting in more self-motivation, energy, and organizational integration (Ryan & 

Deci, 2000). Although efforts to create such environments may be difficult, managers can 

adapt their approach if they are intentional (Deci et al., 1989).  

Ultimately, principals have significant opportunities to use their influence to 

promote teacher health directly and indirectly. Although caring for teacher well-being is a 

stand-alone concern, it is important to note that principal impact on student outcomes as 

an instructional leader is tied to their influence on staff and structures (Boyd et al., 2011). 

They can support teacher well-being indirectly through influence on many workplace 

environment variables as potentially the most effective approach (Ouellette et al., 2018) 

and the implementation of school-wide approaches (Grayson & Alvarez, 2008b). They 

can also directly via influence on the teacher-administrator relationship (Grayson & 

Alvarez, 2008b) and perceived level of principal support (Uzun, 2018) through their 

actions and leadership style (Prilleltensky et al., 2016). One example of principal actions 

to support teacher well-being is to use targeted school-wide interventions, which should 

focus on research-based workplace features that are effective for this purpose. Based on 

research, some of those targets could be to create a positive organizational climate where 

teachers feel supported, are able to communicate openly about their stress, experience 

high levels of collegiality, received adequate resources and support, maintain manageable 

workloads, school-wide initiatives to address student behavior, and parent-teacher 

collaboration is encouraged (Grayson & Alvarez, 2008b; Ouellette et al., 2018). Overall, 

several closely related but also distinct workplace features helpful to teacher well-being 
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have been found amenable to principal influence, including climate, social support, 

social-emotional learning, and administrator support.  

Positive Climate 

Principals are able to “nurture” a positive school environment (Carver-Thomas & 

Darling-Hammond, 2019,  p. 19), which is one way to reduce teacher stress and negative 

emotions, and increase job satisfaction (Grayson & Alvarez, 2008b; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 

2017a). A positive climate is experienced in a few ways. First, a positive social climate 

refers to the sense of community (Benita et al., 2019), which reduces depersonalization 

and is one of the primary sources of job satisfaction (Benita et al., 2019). In positive 

climates, there is a high level of collegiality and collective trust (Benita et al., 2019; 

Ouellette et al., 2018; Van Maele & Van Houtte, 2015). Trust becomes a collective 

experience as “faculty trust,” of which principals can encourage a positive social climate 

by “ensuring school members share role expectations and obligations for one another and 

expose behaviors and attitudes that demonstrate benevolence, reliability, competence, 

honesty, and openness” (Van Maele & Van Houtte, 2015, p. 110).  

Second, supportive climate refers to a variety of workplace features that generally 

supports emotional well-being and growth (Prilleltensky et al., 2016). Principals help 

facilitate these conditions in different ways. First, principals who support “autonomy-

supportive” environments may help reduce teacher depersonalization (Benita et al., 2019, 

p. 1105). Second, they can facilitate compassionate environments through empathic 

listening and supporting mentoring (Prilleltensky et al., 2016). Considering teacher 

burnout is a major predictor of turnover, it is telling that teachers stay in schools where 

principals “encourage teachers and recognize their efforts,” and those that leave are 
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schools where principals are “absent, controlling, overly critical, and not attuned to 

teacher support” (Grissom & Bartanen, 2019, p. 518). Harris et al. (2019) identified the 

supports most important to teachers, which included, in order of importance, emotional 

support evidenced by trust and reasonable expectations, environmental support with 

safety and student behavior, instructional support evidenced by resources, autonomy, and 

professional development, and finally, technical support. 

Culture 

There are some school culture characteristics particularly helpful to teacher well-

being. First, principals play an important role in supporting a motivational culture. 

Principals are critical in supporting teacher autonomy, which increases their autonomous 

behavior, and likely reduces depersonalization (Boyd et al., 2011). Furthermore, when the 

environment supports teacher autonomy, intrinsic motivations increase, whereas extrinsic 

pressures and rewards reduce it (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Second, principals help shape their 

culture through shared purpose and values in which they identify, articulate, and 

collaboratively develop shared vision and goals (Boyd et al., 2011; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 

2017b). Doing so builds a collective culture and helps teachers reduce “value dissonance” 

(Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2017b, p. 779). Although it may seem to be a common leadership 

practice, Boyd et al. (2011) found that only 10% of teachers in their qualitative study 

believed their principal was exceptional in helping their staff develop a shared mission 

statement.  

Finally, social resources, in terms of support from colleagues, supervisors, and 

parents, alongside organizational resources, is one of the two types of job resources 

(Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2017a). School culture supports and shapes these interactions 
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between stakeholders, of which principals can support by intentionally supporting staff 

collegiality (Ouellette et al., 2018) and setting the tone for all school relations in how 

they model their staff relationships (Van Maele & Van Houtte, 2015). Cooperative 

relationships are one of three factors related to higher teacher commitment levels 

(Chambers Mack et al., 2019). Even the perception of social support reduces burnout  

(Van Maele & Van Houtte, 2015). Despite the importance of collaboration, one study 

found that 30% of teachers believed their principal did not encourage teacher 

collaboration (Boyd et al., 2011), while Blase and Blase (2002) found that abusive 

principals significantly undermine collaborative structures. A few ways principals may 

encourage a supportive culture is through various collaborative structures, including 

initiating formal mentoring programs and professional learning communities (PLC’s). 

Mentoring and PLC’s contribute a “sense of belonging,” with PLC’s being particularly 

helpful to novice teachers in a variety of ways and to enhancing teacher well-being 

besides other positive outcomes (Prilleltensky et al., 2016).  

Broadly, positive and supportive relationships support important outcomes. 

Supportive workplace relationships reduce depersonalization (Benita et al., 2019) and 

attrition (Chambers Mack et al., 2019), buffer against burnout, and increase job 

satisfaction, stress management (Richards et al., 2016; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2017a; Van 

Maele & Van Houtte, 2015), and resilience (Richards et al., 2016). Broadly, feeling 

socially connected at work predicts well-being and performance (Ryan & Deci, 2000) 

and is empirically supported as a protective barrier against “occupational malaise” 

(Manuel et al., 2010,  p. 111). In contrast, the absence of cohesion and unsatisfactory 

relationships contributes to job dissatisfaction, stress, reduced efficacy, commitment to 
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students (Chambers Mack et al., 2019; Van Maele & Van Houtte, 2015), and a general 

“impoverishment of well-being” (Ryan & Deci, 2000, p. 75). 

Significant social interactions for teachers include teacher-student, teacher-

teacher, and teacher-principal. While all relationships are significant teacher experiences, 

and supportive, collegial teacher-teacher relationships play an important role in reducing 

depersonalization (Benita et al., 2019; Van Maele & Van Houtte, 2015), the principal-

teacher relationship is prominent in literature related to social context and teacher well-

being. This relationship contributes to teacher feeling of connectedness to the school 

(Grayson & Alvarez, 2008b), which is a primary influence on teacher satisfaction and 

commitment (Harris et al., 2019) and is a significant predictor of teacher emotional 

exhaustion. Overall, principals need to be attuned to their teachers as Harris et al. (2019) 

found principals are overly positive regarding compared to teachers regarding the level of 

trust and support in their schools. Notably, 53% of teachers and only 16% of principals 

believe teacher turnover is commonly associated with trust and support issues in their 

school (Harris et al., 2019). 

Building Trust through Listening 

As part of a supportive and positive climate, trust between teachers and principals 

plays an important role as one of the workplace conditions that influence teacher well-

being, besides other benefits. Van Maele and Van Houtte (2015) believed trust is an 

“essential characteristic” in relationships and “in situations of interdependence… 

enhances cooperation” (p. 94) and is therefore important enough that it should be the 

main focus for principals. In their study on principal mistreatment, Blase and Blase 

(2002) highlighted the importance of building trust, which they suggested builds 
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collaboration, and supports healthy dialogue, problem-solving, and innovation. Specific 

benefits of teacher trust in the principal include job satisfaction, preventing emotional 

exhaustion, and reduced burnout (Van Maele & Van Houtte, 2015). Yet, in one study, 

only 53% of teachers, compared to 93% of principals, felt their school has a trusting and 

supportive environment (Harris et al., 2019). 

Principals can build teachers' trust through a variety of behaviors. Broadly, they 

can build trust through benevolence, reliability, competence, honesty, and openness (Van 

Maele & Van Houtte, 2015). One significant factor in teacher trust is communication, 

including listening (Grayson & Alvarez, 2008b). Principals reduce teacher stress and 

burnout when they cultivate a climate where they trust the principal enough to disclose 

workplace stress to them (Grayson & Alvarez, 2008b). In contrast, authoritarian or 

abusive principals make decisions unilaterally, engage in one-way communication, and 

cause teachers to isolate due to fear (Blase & Blase, 2002). As part of improving work 

conditions, listening by supporting teacher voice in their classrooms and school, in 

general, is important, yet this is one of the significant areas where teachers and principals 

view their school context very differently (Harris et al., 2019). According to their study, 

principals are overly optimistic about many significant teacher workplace conditions in 

their school and perpetuate significant discrepancies between their perceptions and that of 

their teachers (Harris et al., 2019), which can only improve with better attentiveness to 

teacher input in matters important to them by taking “that person’s frame of reference… 

understand(ing) and acknowledg(ing) his or her needs, feelings, and attitudes” (Deci et 

al., 1989, p. 581). 
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Social-Emotional Targeted Interventions 

Another avenue for principals to support teachers is through social and emotional 

learning (SEL) interventions, which gives teachers tools for mindful meditation, 

acceptance, self-compassion, and growth mindset (Prilleltensky et al., 2016). There are 

three types of interventions that can be used: primary, secondary, and tertiary (Clipa & 

Boghean, 2015). Primary involves reducing “the number and/or intensity” of stress 

factors in the environment such as student behavior management initiatives or schedule 

flexibility, secondary involves modifying the individual response to stress factors such as 

conflict resolution or stress management training. Tertiary intervention involves 

addressing the negative effects of stress, such as employee well-being programs for 

exercise and diet (Clipa & Boghean, 2015,  p. 909). An example of a primary 

intervention is training teachers to provide SEL learning for their students, which 

enhances student behavior as the primary outcome, which in turn, has been found to 

decrease teacher physical-emotional exhaustion (Iancu et al., 2018). Therefore, principals 

can support teacher well-being by intentionally prioritizing time, training, and resources 

to teachers for providing SEL instruction. A secondary outcome is that teachers also 

acquire SEL tools for their own stress responses. 

 Besides addressing a variety of environmental stressors (primary) and providing 

tools to address general well-being to reduce the effects of stress (tertiary), Principals can 

provide some secondary interventions at modifying teacher response to environmental 

stressors. Improving teacher response to stress is important as many school environment 

stressors are inherently part of the job, such as planning for engaging and differentiated 

instruction daily while also managing behavior. One prominent intervention for teachers 
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is mindfulness training, which develops awareness of stress response antecedents and 

body sensations with stress, and develops strategies for stress cooping (Iancu et al., 

2018). Mindfulness comes with a number of benefits for teachers, including increased 

stress-related resilience, personal accomplishment, self-compassion, effective teaching 

behavior, general well-being and reduces burnout, attentional bias, and exhaustion 

(Abenavoli et al., 2013; Flook et al., 2013; Iancu et al., 2018). Further, Abenavoli et al. 

(2013) suggested mindfulness is particularly helpful to teachers due to the high-risk, 

high-stress work setting. Other SEL interventions with significant well-being outcomes 

include cognitive behavior focused trainings such as coping skills, psychoeducational 

training on the prevalence of teacher stress and burnout, and peer support programs 

(Iancu et al., 2018). 

Principal Support 

Based on the review of literature, the principal support holds special importance 

to the teaching experience. To describe the principal support construct from an ecological 

perspective (Prilleltensky et al., 2016), while principals do not control or influence all 

variables in their school that influence teacher well-being, they do exert significant 

influence in a variety of experiences directly and indirectly. Boyd et al. (2011) broadly 

defined principal support as “the extent to which principals… make teachers’ work easier 

and help them improve their teaching” (p. 307), which is inclusive of not only instruction 

but also issues such as classroom behavior management (Tickle et al., 2011). Perceived 

principal support is also considered important for teacher outcomes (Uzun, 2018). 

Notably, principals need to be aware that their perceptions can be significantly different 

than teacher perceptions about their support. For example, in one study, 86% of 
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principals believed they effectively address student behavior and safety issues compared 

to only 44% of teachers (Harris et al., 2019). Overall, principals help create a generally 

supportive climate and also employing differentiated strategies to meet the specific 

stress-related needs of their teachers (Alhija, 2015). 

The importance of principal support, including actual and perceived support, is 

highlighted by the outcomes. First, principal support is strongly associated with teacher 

stress and burnout, which is one of the primary work conditions linked to teacher stress 

and burnout (Grayson & Alvarez, 2008b; Richards et al., 2016; Tickle et al., 2011; Uzun, 

2018). Even perceived principal support alone reduces teacher depersonalization (Benita 

et al., 2019) and burnout in general (Grayson & Alvarez, 2008b) and increases 

organizational citizenship behavior (Uzun, 2018). Second, persistence outcomes are 

strongly associated with perceived principal support as the strongest predictor of teacher 

turnover (Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2019), of which Boyd et al. (2011) 

identified a “striking” dominance of dissatisfaction with administrative support compared 

to many other factors like student behavior and staff relations (Boyd et al., 2011, p. 327). 

Consistent with these findings, Grissom and Bartanen (2019) found unsatisfied teachers 

often leave when they do not feel supported by their principal, whereas satisfied teachers 

view their principals as supportive, leading to greater job satisfaction and reduced 

attrition  (Chambers Mack et al., 2019).  

Principal support can be provided in many ways. First, Tickle et al. (2011) 

identified effective principal support as building school vision, developing specific goals 

and priorities, offering individualized support, and developing a collaborative culture. 

Second, based on their survey with teachers, Prilleltensky et al. (2016) identified primary 
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principal support needs of novice teachers, including information about policies and 

operations, opportunities to share ideas with colleagues, opportunities to find solutions 

for everyday teaching problems, and emotional support and guidance without fear of 

negative evaluations. Third, Hughes et al. (2019) identified four areas of emotional 

support most valued by teachers, two of which included environmental support in which 

student behavior and safety issues are managed and instructional support in which they 

“are provided with adequate resources, have a say in decisions that affect them and are 

provided with quality professional development opportunities” (p. 5). Finally, 

Prilleltensky et al. (2016) identified risk and protective factors at the personal, 

interpersonal, and organizational levels. Principal support help address organizational 

risk factors by helping provide specific risk protective factors. For the risk factor role 

clarification, teachers need defined principal expectations and workload expectations. For 

disempowering policies and practices, principals can create participatory structures, 

increase teacher control of policies, and increase teacher voice and choice (Prilleltensky 

et al., 2016). 

Autonomy 

Autonomy is conceptualized in different ways. First, autonomy is “self-rule” in 

which “autonomous behaviors are those a person willingly endorses” as part of their 

“locus of control” (Ryan et al., 2015, p. 796) and core values (Benita et al., 2019). 

Second, autonomy can be “autonomy support” in which leaders acknowledge “their 

subordinates’ perspectives, providing relevant information in a non-controlling way, 

offering choice, and encouraging self-initiation rather than pressuring subordinates to 

behavior in specified ways” (Deci & Gagne, 2005, p. 345). Third, teacher influence is 
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being able to make classroom-related decisions and shape the broader school context 

(Boyd et al., 2011, p. 307). Fourth, as part of instructional support, teachers desire to have 

a say in decisions that affect them (Harris et al., 2019). Fifth, the concept of autonomy is 

controversial, given the appearance of emphasis on individualism over interdependence 

and collective goals (Ryan & Deci, 2000). However, Ryan and Deci (2000) suggested 

autonomy is best described as the “feeling of volition that can accompany any act, 

whether dependent or independent, collectivist or individualist” (p. 74). 

Providing autonomy, or lack thereof, comes with significant outcomes. First, 

autonomy leads to positive work-related attitudes, including job satisfaction (Boyd et al., 

2011; Deci et al., 1989; Ryan et al., 2015; Tickle et al., 2011). Understandably, teachers’ 

sense of personal accomplishment decreases, and frustration increases when they are “not 

treated as professionals and lack control of their instruction” (Rumschlag, 2017, p. 32). 

Related, teachers are more likely to integrate and internalize their motivation and 

commitment to their work and school as part of their autonomous motivation (Benita et 

al., 2019; Ryan et al., 2015). Second, over-controlling environments lead to less self-

actualization, initiative, and performance (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Third, turnover is 

reduced when they feel they have an influence in their work environment (Boyd et al., 

2011; Chambers Mack et al., 2019; Tickle et al., 2011). Fourth, autonomy leads to higher 

trust in leadership (Ryan et al., 2015), contributing to a positive school climate. Finally, 

autonomy contributes to overall teacher well-being. (Ryan et al., 2015). When teachers 

experience excessive control, it increases their distress, among other outcomes (Ryan & 

Deci, 2000). 
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Research shows that autonomy-supportive management is valuable for 

organizations (Deci et al., 1989). However, Rumschlag (2017) stated teaching is a 

“disempowering profession” due to “not having a voice in decisions” (p. 22) in their 

work environment. Teacher disempowerment is compounded by added layers of control 

at federal, state, district, and school levels (Grayson & Alvarez, 2008b). In their study, 

Harris et al. (2019) found one of the significant gaps of agreement between teachers and 

principals is the belief that teachers have a say in decisions that affect them, in which 

only 39% of teachers agreeing compared to 89% of principals. The perception difference 

may be partly due to some principals only “maintain a veneer of shared decision making” 

(Blase & Blase, 2002, p. 713) in which typical opportunities for input such as committees 

and leadership teams are run in such a way they believe the opportunity for input has 

been provided. 

Principals can reinforce an autonomy-supportive environment in many ways with 

intentional action. Importantly, workplace context variables like supervisor autonomy 

support play an important role in enhancing or thwarting efforts toward intrinsic 

motivation and other positive outcomes (Ryan et al., 2015). First, principals must be 

intentional in taking the teachers’ “frame of reference” by listening and “acknowledging 

his or her needs, feelings, and attitudes concerning the issue or situation at hand” (Deci et 

al., 1989, p. 581) instead of pushing back against their feelings (Benita et al., 2019). 

Blase and Blase (2002) described a contrasting abusive principal leadership style based 

on teacher survey responses as autocratic, tyrannical, dictatorial, overtly and covertly 

authoritarian, extremely coercive, and intimidating in decisions and compliance. Second, 

principals can provide non-controlling feedback that is perceived as informational rather 
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than control, which is partly based on relational trust (Deci et al., 1989). Benita et al. 

(2019) suggested: “flexible language, emphasizing the value of the activity, provide 

choices” instead of “pressures to behave in certain ways” (p. 1116). Third, principals can 

foster autonomy-supportive environments by encouraging teachers to take initiative 

(Benita et al., 2019). One significant opportunity mentioned to increase initiative is to 

give teachers more control over decisions about their instruction (Ouellette et al., 2018). 

Finally, due to how abusive principals may provide only a “veneer of shared decision 

making” in various ways such as limiting time and agendas (Blase & Blase, 2006), they 

can be intentional with active listening and self-reflection to ensure teacher input is 

valued and authentically supported within committees, teams, and other settings.  

Student Behavior Management 

Student behavior issues are a significant stressor for teachers (Boyd et al., 2011) 

(Richards et al., 2016), especially for newer teachers (Prilleltensky et al., 2016). Harris et 

al. (2019) noted the quality of student-teacher relationships has declined in public schools 

as behavior challenges have increased, which may be explained by a cycle in which 

teacher stress with behavior management and student behavior problems interact and 

increase progressively (Ouellette et al., 2018). There are other outcomes associated with 

student behavior difficulties. First, job satisfaction and attrition are prevalent outcomes 

related to student discipline (Boyd et al., 2011). Second, stress (Prilleltensky et al., 2016) 

and burnout symptoms, including depersonalization and personal accomplishment, are 

strongly predicted by student disciplinary issues (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2017b). Skaalvik 

and Skaalvik (2017b) describe student behavior management difficulties as a “feeling of 
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defeat and lack of authority” and “feeling of uncertainty and having to be on constant 

alert” from which there can be a “serious stress response” (p. 779).  

Therefore, it is understandable that managing student disruptions is mentioned as 

one of the key ways to reduce teacher stress (Ouellette et al., 2018) and is the second 

most teacher valued areas of principal support (Harris et al., 2019). Yet, if teacher 

perceptions about principal effectiveness in addressing student behavior (Harris et al., 

2019) are accurate, principals commonly fail to support teachers with student behavior 

management adequately. Furthermore, while some failures to support teachers may be 

more passive in nature, some principals actively undermine teacher disciplinary actions 

or even blame the teacher instead (Blase & Blase, 2002). Instead, principals may help 

teachers by effectively supporting their disciplinary decisions as much as possible, 

addressing student behaviors effectively, supporting school-wide behavior plans that 

effectively increase positive student behaviors and decrease disruptions, implement 

strategies to improve teacher-student relationships (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2017b), and 

increase teacher efficacy with classroom management through professional development 

(Prilleltensky et al., 2016).  

Buffering 

Principals are unable to remove most responsibilities that come with the job, but 

they can buffer teachers from added stress by proactively preventing unnecessary 

pressures. Generally, this can be accomplished by developing policies to help teachers 

manage the challenges of their role and environment (Richards et al., 2016). Teachers are 

dependent on this buffering as many pressures are outside of teacher control as a result of 

the “hierarchy of organizational factors,” including when “teachers feel that poor 



 74 

administrator decision-making results in consequences such as time constraints, 

unreasonable paperwork deadlines, and inspection regimes in their classes” (Grayson & 

Alvarez, 2008b, p. 1351). Excessive paperwork was identified as one of the 

organizational risk factors contributing to reduced time and energy for planning and 

providing instruction (Prilleltensky et al., 2016). Excessive demands are not surprising in 

a current educational climate where job descriptions often lead to tasks and 

responsibilities being added despite already unrealistic expectations (Prilleltensky et al., 

2016, p. 106). As result, expectations “have steadily increased over the years” to the point 

that only 20% of teachers believe teacher expectations are “reasonable” (Harris et al., 

2019, p. 6). As a result, teachers find they have to spend more time on non-instructional 

tasks with more interruptions (Grayson & Alvarez, 2008b). 

In contrast, one of the main ways principals promote a healthy work environment 

is to help teachers maintain manageable workloads (Ouellette et al., 2018) and make the 

job easier wherever possible (Boyd et al., 2011). As a result, students benefit from 

teachers with higher efficacy and personal accomplishment (Grayson & Alvarez, 2008b). 

One way to do this is to ensure teachers have adequate time to do their work (Richards et 

al., 2016), which is difficult given the significant time pressures of the job. However, 

based on their findings, Skaalvik and Skaalvik (2017b) suggested reducing teacher 

workload and time pressure is “vital in order to reduce emotional exhaustion” (p. 779), 

which is one of the main characteristics of burnout. Grayson and Alvarez (2008a) 

provided specific suggestions to help provide teachers a buffer against unnecessary 

pressures, including evaluation of policies that add unnecessary paperwork or duties, 
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which can also be aided by providing support of other personnel to free up time for 

related instructional tasks. 

Insufficient Interventions 

Literature identifies various strategies that are insufficient as stand-alone 

strategies. First, individual strategies such as mindfulness training to help teachers 

manage their stress are helpful but are also highly insufficient as a stand-alone strategy 

for teacher well-being. One reason is that research does not show that the benefits gained 

from mindfulness and stress management continue over time (Ouellette et al., 2018). 

Another is that contextual, rather than individual, factors such as collegiality and positive 

climate are most important in teacher well-being (Ouellette et al., 2018). A second 

insufficient strategy is to rely on helping teachers increase their social-emotional skills 

aimed at building positive student-teacher relationships and behavior management, to 

reduce teachers' stress by extension, does not work as a quick fix for teachers’ burnout 

(Iancu et al., 2018). Again, although this appears to be helpful over time as positive 

student-teacher relationships do have a positive influence on teacher well-being (Iancu et 

al., 2018), it is not sufficient to overcome other contextual stressors. Finally, a third 

insufficient strategy is to increase teacher self-efficacy to decrease personal stress. 

Instead, stress is reduced when both self-efficacy and autonomy to make instructional 

decisions are increased (Iancu et al., 2018). 

Summary 

The literature review found well-being to be a multi-faceted construct, 

conceptualized in various ways, including as a psychological or emotional state of being, 

and prominently, experienced as stress or burnout as an outcome of stress. Related, 
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teacher well-being was found to be highly relevant in the current “intensified” public 

teaching profession, in which stress, burnout, and turnover is highly prevalent with 

significant outcomes for teacher mental and physical health, teacher performance, student 

outcomes, school effectiveness and the education system in general. Working conditions 

were found to be the key driver in well-being. Several workplace-related well-being 

constructs, such as self-determination theory and the job demand-control model, helped 

explain the connection between working conditions and well-being. For teachers, 

working conditions were found to be uniquely difficult in the context of other difficult 

professions. For teachers, significant working conditions included workload, time 

pressure, ineffective principal leadership, student behavior, and social support.  

The literature review also identified important aspects of principal leadership in 

relation to teacher well-being, including the finding that principal leadership serves as the 

most prominent working condition for teachers. Principal influence was partly described 

by the instructional and transformational principal leadership frameworks, and by a 

number of opportunities, principals have to influence teacher well-being through 

influence on various working conditions, including a positive climate, culture, building 

trust, social-emotional targeted interventions, principal support, autonomy, student 

behavior management, and buffering. Overall, these findings highlighted how principal 

leadership, directly and indirectly, influences most working conditions that impact 

teacher well-being.  

The literature provided a clear understanding of several important aspects of 

teacher well-being. First, the research is clear: the role of the principal is significant to the 

role of the teacher in well-being. Second, the demands of the teacher role are incredibly 
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high, potentially too high to be sustainable for a healthy education system long-term, and 

therefore justify a close look at the conditions teachers are facing and if there can be 

improvements through principal leadership or other systemic changes. Third, the 

prominent negative outcomes of those high demands for teacher well-being, and by 

extension, all educational system stakeholders, require action from leaders. To this end, 

many workplace conditions were identified of which principals can proactively address, 

and any study that provides further insights for this topic is highly relevant for public 

education.  

At the same time, much of the literature provides broad theoretical concepts 

without specific, pragmatic solutions for principal support of teacher well-being in some 

specific ways. First, current research overall fails to differentiate which conditions or 

practices are most important for teacher well-being, as different studies mostly focus on 

only specific aspects of the teacher experience such as abusive principal practices, social-

emotional learning, or broad concepts, such as leadership frameworks. Furthermore, most 

literature broadly focuses on principal leadership rather than specific levels of education, 

such as elementary or secondary, all of which are unique from each other. While some do 

address teacher well-being in the elementary context, it was mostly limited. Finally, the 

use of qualitative research for in-depth exploration of teacher and principal attitudes, 

feelings, and beliefs regarding the principal role is limited, including their role as it 

relates to supporting teacher well-being and conditions that influence it. More exploration 

of teacher and principal perspectives is needed to understand better how the theoretical is 

experienced in the real-world in public elementary settings such as the relationship 

between teachers and principals, the nuanced teacher experiences of various conditions in 
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elementary, which conditions are most important according to teachers, and why. As an 

example, Blase and Blase (2006) used in-depth interviews with teachers to provide a 

fuller understanding of how teachers experience principal mistreatment, how it affected 

them, and why some behaviors were harmful or more harmful. Chapter Three will 

explain the qualitative methodology used in this study to explore the role of the principal 

in supporting teacher well-being according to elementary teachers and principals. 
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 

 This chapter presents the methodology used to explore the topic of principal 

leadership related to teacher well-being. Specifically, the use of a qualitative case study 

methodology to explore the research question. The methodology is presented with a 

research design overview, description of participants, data collection, including data 

collection procedures, tools, and analysis, methodological integrity. Additionally, ethical 

considerations encountered before and during the study will also be explained. 

Research Question 

The prevalence of teacher stress and burnout, and the related teacher turnover and 

retention of effective teachers that come with poor persistence outcomes and empowering 

teachers to provide their best instruction, support the importance of the influence of 

principals on the working conditions that contribute to teacher well-being. The researcher 

sought to explore elementary teacher and principal perceptions related to the principal 

role in supporting teacher well-being, and the challenges elementary school principals 

experience as they attempt to address the working conditions that influence teacher well-

being. The following research question guided this qualitative study:  

How do elementary principals and teachers view the principal role in contributing 

to teacher working conditions in support of teacher well-being? 

Method 

Research Design Overview 

This study used a qualitative case study methodology to explore the teacher and 

principal perspectives to help describe the phenomenon as experienced in elementary 

schools in one large district. As a qualitative study, elementary principal and teacher 
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beliefs, behaviors, challenges, and success related to supporting teacher well-being were 

explored using individual interviews with principals and teachers who work on their staff. 

Using criterion and convenience sampling side by side, participants from each of the 

elementary schools, principals and teachers who have experience working with them, 

provided details about the leader-follower experiences over at least one full school year 

working together. Furthermore, district policies, memorandum of understanding with the 

teacher and district, and a reflexive journal were reviewed, and the use of a peer debriefer 

and member checking was used for triangulation of the interview findings. 

Literature extensively supports the significant turnover and burnout of the 

teaching profession, as well as the various aspects of the influence of principal 

leadership. However, research that describes the leader-follower dynamics of the 

principal role specifically as it relates to supporting teacher well-being is less prominent. 

A qualitative approach helped describe aspects of this leader-follower dynamic as 

experienced in-depth, specifically related to the phenomena of the role of the principal in 

elementary teacher well-being. With the use of a case study approach, participants were 

interviewed from the same school staff to ensure findings were specifically related to the 

same school contexts in-depth rather than random teachers and principals that may not 

work together and be referencing very different situations or leader-follower interactions. 

For example, one principal described an empowering leadership mindset while the 

teachers consistently affirmed a similar yet nuanced difference perspective as sometimes 

too passive. 
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Participants 

The study population included elementary teachers and principals from a school 

district in the Southeast United States. The specific elementary school contexts were low-

income as all schools had a minimum of 84% of families categorized as low-income 

based on free or reduced lunch. Three schools had around 300 hundred students, and one 

was more than 600. While all grade level teachers experience significant stress, this study 

focused on the experiences of elementary teachers and their principals as each segment 

(elementary, middle, and high) is unique from the other in many ways. Using the case 

study method, findings presented the phenomenon in-depth in terms of experiences in 

specific school contexts. Therefore, only elementary teachers and principals from the 

same schools were considered for the study with one exception. Using snowball 

sampling, which was optional if a participant referred another who could be considered 

uniquely beneficial to the study, an additional principal was referred by a participating 

principal and recruited based on an outstanding reputation as an award-winning principal 

recognized by the district. 

Principals and teachers were selected using both criterion and convenience 

sampling. Criteria for the sampling of principals included working in an elementary 

school in the Southeast United States at the time of the study during the current and prior 

school year, at least to ensure a minimum and varied years of principal leadership 

experience. Criteria for the sampling of teachers included working on the staff of the 

principal at the time of the study and for at least one full school year and having varied 

years of experience. Participants were selected using a convenience sample due to limited 

accessibility due to school district geographical limitations of the researcher and time 
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constraints of educators as inherent. As a result of the criteria, all participants had a wide 

range of years of experience with a minimum of one full year as an educator, and 

teachers and principals had more than a full year working together. To reduce the 

possibility of researcher bias in selection and analysis, and avoid confidentiality issues, 

no colleagues or supervisors from the same workplace of the researcher were considered 

for this study.  

Prior to obtaining site permission, the dissertation committee first approved the 

study. Creighton University Institutional Review Board (IRB) required a detailed 

explanation of every aspect of the study, including recruitment and protocols, before 

beginning the research. As part of the IRB approval process, school district approval was 

also required before beginning recruitment. As a result, detailed information was shared 

with the district research department for approval and obtained before completing the 

IRB application. The approved procedure included contacting the elementary principal 

via email with the informational letter and a follow-up email if no response (see 

Appendix F). Per district stipulation, if no response was received after two emails, one 

physical letter in school mail could be sent to principals. As a last resort with low teacher 

response, teachers could be recruited during a brief presentation at a staff meeting 

pending principal approval. Part of the information provided included disclosure to 

principals that agreement to participate would result in their teachers being recruited as 

participants, as some could be concerned about comments of their teachers, regardless of 

protected anonymity and confidentiality. 

Once principals responded to the informational letter via email to indicate a 

willingness to participate and qualification criteria were confirmed with the principal, the 



 83 

interview location and time were scheduled based on principal preference, and informed 

consent was sent prior to the meeting. Then, with a list of team member names provided 

by the principal, the staff was contacted with an informational letter (see Appendix D). 

No personal or work contact information was collected at any time from anyone. Work 

emails were readily available to the researcher as an employee in the district with access 

to the district email system, which was part of the approved protocol by the district. Upon 

reply from interested participants and qualification criteria were confirmed, the interview 

was scheduled with time, location, and method (video conferencing or in-person). If 

video conferencing was the selected method, instructions were sent via the work email, 

and a commonly used conferencing software (Zoom) was utilized to ensure easy access 

to the interview. To ensure optimal privacy and convenience, participants chose the time, 

location, and video conference or face-to-face interview. 

The study included twelve participants. Eight teachers participated, including one 

male and seven females. All had more than three years of educational experience, with 

many later in their career, including a few that were close to retirement. Four principals 

participated, including two males and two females. The principal range of experience as a 

lead principal was very broad, with one being very early, one with around five years, 

another with many more, and one close to retirement. Overall, there a wide range of 

experience and representation from both genders as is reasonably comparable in ratios of 

men and women staff in schools.  

The sample size of 12 participants for the interviews reasonably met the goal of 

saturation based on the number of participants and coding analysis. Notably, the sample 

size needed for a case study is ambiguous and, within qualitative literature, is typically 
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subjectively decided with a limited explanation of justification, if at all (Marshall et al., 

2013). However, despite the challenges of quantifying adequate saturation in qualitative 

research for experienced researchers (Marshall et al., 2013), various authors provide 

general guidance on sample sizes, specifically for case studies. Although Njie and 

Asimiran (2014) mentioned as few as one participant could be interviewed, and sample 

selection rather than sample size is the most important factor for case studies, the number 

of interviews adds to the “depth and thoroughness of the information” (p. 38). In their 

study on sample sizes in qualitative research, Marshall et al. (2013) found that “data 

saturation had occurred by 12 interviews” (p. 14). Creswell (2007) mentioned using three 

to five participants. Marshall et al. (2013) recommended a higher range of 15 to 30 

participants. Overall, these sources provide a range of three to 30 participants in the 

interest of saturation. With the use of a case study method for this study with 12 

participants, attention was given to least an adequate number of participants, but also 

proper sample selection and analysis of interview transcripts. In the analysis, attention 

was given to whether new codes and categories were continuing to emerge, in which an 

initial set of codes consistently fitted into 22 initial themes during the first part of the 

winnowing process. As a result of literature support for an adequate number of 

participants, sample selection, and interview analysis, the researcher concluded the 

sample size was adequate to continue to thematic analysis. 

Data Collection 

Data Collection Procedures 

 This study utilized interviews and district documents for data. Prior to any data 

collection, all approval processes were completed over the course of three months. As 
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described, approval was provided by the Creighton IRB and school district prior to 

contacting district personnel or obtaining documents. IRB requests organization approval 

first be obtained, so the first step was to contact the district research department to obtain 

approval to use documents and contact teachers and principals for the study via the 

procedures described. Initially, during the first phase of recruitment in which elementary 

principals within one geographical segment of the district were contacted by email to 

request study participation as required prior to contacting their teachers, principal 

response was minimal. The low principal response was theorized by the researcher to be 

due to typical time pressures of the profession, and the relatively time-consuming 

commitment required to participate for principals and their teachers when compared to a 

short survey, for example. As a result, recruitment was paused until approval was 

provided by IRB and the school district for modifications to make it more convenient for 

finding qualified participants by expanding the recruitment to all district elementary 

schools and reducing complexities with participating, including conducting individual 

interviews instead of focus groups with teachers, adding a video conference interview 

option, and a 45-minute cap on the interview length with a goal of 30 minutes instead of a 

minimum of 45 minutes. 

Initially, elementary principals were contacted to request an interview with 

information about the study via email. All participants elected to communicate by email, 

although approval was provided to follow-up by phone if preferred. Principals received a 

detailed summary of the study. As part of the agreement to participate, principals also 

provided permission and a teacher roster in order to contact their staff directly using via 
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email to recruit up to three teachers confidentially. Ultimately, all participants agreed to 

be interviewed after being contacted by email.  

 Interviews were conducted over five months in private locations at times 

convenient for participants based on participant preference. Interview locations were 

limited to only locations that would offer confidentiality. One participant selected a 

neutral location off-site for an in-person interview. Three participants elected to use video 

conferencing while situated in personal settings away from work. The rest of the 

participants selected in-person interviews at private locations within their school 

building. For video conferencing, video conferencing software (Zoom) was utilized to 

allow for easy set-up. As part of scheduling interviews using Zoom, participants were 

sent study-related documents, included informed consent, so that it could be reviewed 

before beginning and were also required to submit a signed hard copy of documents 

requiring signatures via confidential school mail. At the start of the meeting, video and 

audio were recorded so that visual cues could also be considered as part of the analysis. 

The video was also saved in an audio file format for transcription purposes. For face-to-

face interviews, informed consent was reviewed and signed on the researcher and 

participant copies, and a portable recording device was set up to record the interview. A 

timer ensured participant time was respected as outlined in the procedures in which they 

were notified when 30 minutes was up and if necessary, could elect to go past the initial 

30-minute interview time up to 45 minutes. Once the interviews were completed, audio 

files were submitted to a professional transcription service for analysis purposes, and then 

transcripts were stored securely.  
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After IRB and school district approvals, publicly online-available district 

documents, including staff policies and memorandum of understanding with teachers, 

were downloaded, and saved for later analysis. For the protection of data during and after 

the study, all research-related data, including transcripts, audio and video files, signed 

consents, and district documents, were securely stored on a private password-protected 

computer used only by the researcher in a password-protected file on a cloud-based 

service. All non-digital data, including hard copies of signatures, were secured and safely 

stored. Prior to analysis, steps were taken to ensure interview data was ready for analysis. 

First, professional transcription services were used to provide an accurate word-for-word 

transcription of audio files. The researcher reviewed the transcripts alongside the audio 

recordings to ensure accuracy once the transcriptions were complete and made edits as 

were minimally necessary.  

Second, confidential or identifying information was removed from transcripts to 

avoid the identification of teachers, principals, and their schools (removing the possibility 

for readers to identify participants). In some instances, stories were very specific or 

included details that were too specific and required complete removal or partial removal 

of potentially identifying information. Third, to allow for member checking and to ensure 

anonymity, all participants received a copy of their edited transcript via school mail along 

with instructions on how to request changes and return the document securely using a 

provided sealed return envelope. Instructions included how to mark up the transcript by 

hand with options to remove additional details or other comments believed to jeopardize 

anonymity, add to comments that would more clearly articulate an intended point, or 

reword statements that needed better clarity. All participants were asked to return their 
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member check copy for confidentiality reasons and to ensure each participant had the 

opportunity to review their transcript. Requested edits were then changed, completing the 

finalization of the transcripts for analysis.  

In order to ensure rigor and trustworthiness of the data analysis and minimize 

researcher bias as prominent factors in qualitative research design, several strategies were 

implemented in this study. Method triangulation, which supports the rigor of the study 

and trustworthiness of the data analysis and resulting themes, is common in qualitative 

studies (Carter et al., 2014). Methods used were a variety of data sources, member 

checking, semi-structured in-depth interviews, peer debriefing, bracketing, and 

recruitment strategies to obtain an adequate number of participants and a wide variety of 

perspectives. Also, a variety of data types were collected and analyzed, including teacher 

interviews, principal interviews, district documents, and a reflexive journal.  

The use of various types of methods and data types increased the rigor of the 

study. First, bracketing played an important role as the researcher used self-reflection 

before and during analysis to identify and acknowledge bias. One tool used was a 

reflexive journal through all phases of the data collection to reflect on various aspects of 

the research process as it relates to bias about the process. Another related tool used was 

an open-ended interview protocol to elicit authentic answers as opposed to leading 

questions that would be more likely to elicit answers reflective of researcher bias.  

Second, as previously discussed, member checking was used to ensure that 

interview transcripts were accurately representative of the participants’ authentic 

perspective. As a result of receiving the transcript, an opportunity was provided to 

participants to further reflect on comments and add, modify, or delete statements for 
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better clarity. Additionally, details that were removed to ensure confidentiality were 

accounted for when considering the effect this could have on understanding the 

interviewee’s intended point. 

Third, a peer debrief was implemented with the help of an unbiased third-party 

with expertise in public elementary education and experience in doctoral-level qualitative 

research. In this study, this individual has an Ed.D. with qualitative experience and serves 

as a principal at a public elementary school with no prior relationship with the researcher. 

The debriefer reviewed the data analysis procedures, the codes, and the emerging themes 

at various stages to affirm, question, or refine the researcher’s findings. The overall 

impact of the debriefer was significant as the findings and the code and theme 

identification process were supplemented and supported by a qualified individual with an 

objective perspective. 

Fourth, the data was rigorously analyzed during the coding process. The initial 

coding resulted in 1,134 codes before the next phase of winnowing them down to the 22 

categories. Literature does not definitively suggest a quantity of codes, though having 

codes in the thousands was suggested as too many (Elliott, 2018). Therefore, the number 

of codes were not based on a predetermined ideal number range, but rather the number of 

codes that were carefully identified from the coding process. One of the challenges of 

producing many codes is taking words or phrases out of context, resulting in codes that 

reflect researcher bias rather than participant intent, which then results in categories and 

themes that represent more researcher bias than accurate findings. To avoid taking 

comments out of context and assigning meaning to sentences or sections when assigning 

codes, it was important to capture the essence of the meaning underlying the coded 
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sentence or section as the interviewee intended. Therefore, with the help of coding 

software, every code was assigned only after carefully reviewing interviewee comments 

in context so that the codes reflected the interviewees intended meaning, including the 

question being answered, and other comments leading up to and after the coded sentence 

or section, and in some cases, referring back mentally and to re-reading larger sections of 

the interview transcript to recall the tone and affect of the participant. Once categories 

were finalized, they were winnowed down to five themes through a careful review of the 

categories, codes, and transcripts. Instead of focusing on a specific number of themes, the 

intended outcome was to capture as many themes as were prominent throughout all the 

data. However, too many themes would have indicated more synthesis was needed, and 

too few indicating sub-themes were being overlooked, neither of which occurred in the 

final analysis. 

Finally, although using a convenience sample due to geographical and time 

limitations, criterion sampling ensured a wide variety of perspectives. For this study, at 

least three different schools (separate from the researcher’s school of employment) were 

used, including the principal and teachers with the required minimum years of 

experience. The outcome was both male and female participants with a wide range of 

experience. For example, one principal recently became a lead principal, two had many 

years of experience, and one was close to retirement. Furthermore, one was formally 

recognized for excellence by the district. Four principals were part of this study, 

including two male and two female participants. Eight teachers participated, including 

one male teacher. Additionally, obtaining perspectives of both principals and teachers 

provided further viewpoints on the topic. As the critical leader in schools, whose role is 
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the central focus of this study, the principal interviews provided highly relevant data to 

help understand administrative perceptions related to influence on teacher well-being. In 

contrast, the teacher's perspective provided differing viewpoints from those of the 

principal regarding leader-follower interactions and the organizational conditions, thus 

increasing the trustworthiness of the findings.  

Data Collection Tools 

The researcher utilized interview protocols to conduct semi-structured interviews 

with principals and teachers to obtain open-ended responses (see Appendices A and B). 

Probes provided opportunities for follow-up and more in-depth responses. All interviews 

were recorded using a portable audio recording device specifically for recording 

conversations. Upon completion of interviews, audio files were saved on a computer and 

back-up drive with password protection and deleted off the portable device. Interview 

audio recordings were submitted for transcription to a professional transcription service 

before analysis and saved in a password-protected file for confidentiality.  

Face-to-face interviews (in-person and using video conferencing) were selected as 

one of the ideal qualitative research tools. As a qualitative study, interviews were ideal 

because they provided the opportunity to learn about the phenomenon in-depth directly 

from those who are actively experiencing it in school contexts as they share about their 

experiences and perspectives. Additional insight was gained by observing any non-verbal 

language during the interview. The design of interview protocol to elicit open-ended 

answers from participants was paramount so that answers were authentic and not 

influenced by researcher bias. Additionally, the questions were specifically tailored to 

elicit responses that best describe the phenomena relevant to this study. Therefore, the 
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trustworthiness of the interview protocol depended on the questions to help describe the 

phenomena and how the questions were worded to elicit open-ended answers. 

The survey questions were designed to support exploring participant perceptions 

and experiences for an understanding of the role of the principal in supporting teacher 

well-being. As an example from the teacher interview protocol, teachers were asked: 

What is your perception of your principal’s leadership overall? What contributed to that 

perception? The purpose of these questions was to elicit the participant's opinion of their 

principal’s leadership and if, for example, any helpful or problematic experiences 

informed their perception. Other examples included: 

x Are there working conditions in this school you identify as having been 

particularly helpful or unhelpful to your sense of well-being? What role has 

the principal had in impacting these working conditions positively or 

negatively?  

x What experiences in this school do you consider as increasing or decreasing 

your stress levels? What role has the principal played in those experiences, if 

at all? 

Principal questions closely mirrored the teacher questions but were worded 

differently, as the questions supported open-ended questions concerning the phenomenon 

from the perspective of the leader, how the leadership role was viewed, and challenges 

and opinions about the leadership role in supporting teacher well-being. One example of 

a principal question was: What led to your decision to become a principal? While not 

related to the subject of teacher well-being, this question was both intended to start the 

interview with a question that builds rapport as they shared their story of how or why 
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they became a principal. This opening question also provided an opportunity for 

principals to share possible motivations underlying their decision to lead teachers and 

how they work with them. Whether or not they indicated specific motivations for 

supporting teachers, a variety of responses still yielded valuable data, including giving 

context to other answers specifically about the topic, direct or indirect motivations for the 

decisions or values described, insight into their leadership values, and if teacher well-

being was considered a value, in some way.  

Other examples included: 

x What do you believe are the most important leadership traits of school 

principals? How well do you express those traits? 

x Are there working conditions in this school you identify as being particularly 

helpful or unhelpful for teacher well-being? What role have you had in 

impacting those working conditions positively or negatively?  

In addition to interviews, a document analysis provided additional information 

about the phenomenon in the district, which provided contextual factors that influence the 

principal role in the district and, therefore, also helped explain principal behaviors 

identified in the study. For example, one principal believed it was important to prioritize 

teacher planning time as part of supporting teacher well-being, but also discussed the 

difficulty of other requirements that limit the principal influence on planning time. In this 

example, district policies and the district Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) with 

teachers provided specific policies that directly influence the school working conditions, 

such as formal planning time requirements and principal behaviors. Examples from these 

documents included detailed policies for addressing workplace grievances, planning time, 
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and limits on meetings. Another document that was analyzed was the researcher's 

reflexive journal, which was updated through all phases of the data collection to reflect 

on various aspects of the research as it related to researcher bias. The combination of 

analysis of these documents alongside interview data and the use of peer debriefing 

supported the trustworthiness of the research via triangulation of various forms of data 

and methods. 

Data Analysis 

Prior to data analysis, identifying information was removed from interview 

transcripts. Interview participants were then given a confidential hard copy of the audio 

transcript to provide member checking to assure congruency with the intent and 

experience shared during the interviews (Creswell, 2014). The transcripts were sent via 

school mail in a sealed confidential envelope with instructions for providing feedback 

and returning it to the researcher (See Appendix G). A self-labeled sealable envelope was 

included for ease of return via district mail. All files were digitized for ease of storage 

and for analysis using the coding software. Files were saved in a dedicated digital file on 

a researcher-owned, password-protected computer and simultaneously backed up on an 

identical password-protected file using secure cloud storage to ensure the safety of the 

data. The analysis began once all documents were collected, audio files were transcribed. 

Transcripts were updated after participants completed member checking, and district 

policies were downloaded from the public district website.  

Analysis of the various data forms began with coding using ATLAS.ti software. 

In the first phase, the software-assisted in the process of initial coding in which as many 

codes were identified as possible (Saldana, 2013), which yielded 1,134 codes. As a result 
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of the risk of taking participant words out of context and thus lose some or all the 

intended meaning, the researcher was attentive to the context of the coded words, 

phrases, and sections. The context was considered by referring to complete answers and 

the questions that preceded them when assigning a code to a word, phrase, or section. In 

the second phase, “winnowing” of the codes began (Creswell, 2014, p. 184). During this 

phase, axial coding was used to organize and reduce the codes into dominant conceptual 

categories while also eliminating redundant codes (Saldana, 2013). The result of the 

second phase yielded 22 dominant conceptual categories.  

At that time, the peer debriefer received instructions, including a detailed 

summary of the codes, conceptual categories, and a detailed explanation of the first two 

phases to provide input. The peer debrief process was used to support the trustworthiness 

of the analysis. Specifically, peer debriefing involved the use of an external individual to 

help explore the analysis and findings (Houghton et al., 2013). Using video conferencing 

software, the debrief involved discussing “the emerging findings at intervals” (Long & 

Johnson, 2000, p. 34). Additionally, as Houghton et al. (2013) suggested, the researcher 

was purposeful about the use of a peer debrief, which included not arriving at the same 

“coding and thematic structure” but instead seeing if we “agree with the data labels and 

the logical paths taken to arrive at those labels” (p. 14). Analysis summaries were shared 

at the described intervals via email, discussed by video conference, reviewed, and a log 

of questions, comments, and other insights using a shared document were used to 

“stimulate additional perspectives and explanations of the data and analysis” (Long & 

Johnson, 2000, p. 34). To utilize peer debriefing effectively, the feedback at these various 

intervals was provided by an external individual with doctoral-level qualitative research 
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knowledge and experience as an elementary principal. To further support objective 

feedback, the elementary principal who served as the peer debriefer had no prior 

connection with the researcher or study. The resulting peer feedback was used to update 

the final detailed description of the dissertation as needed.  

Methodological integrity was supported with the peer debriefer as the feedback 

identified consistencies and inconsistencies in the coding process so those could be 

addressed. Using a shared document created by the peer debriefer, inconsistencies, 

questions about analysis procedures, and concerns or questions could guide additional 

analysis of the categories and final themes. Once updates were completed, the peer 

debriefer was able to provide additional feedback as necessary in the final theme analysis. 

As a result of the peer debrief, several updates were made. Initially, the debriefer 

thoroughly reviewed the transcripts, codes, and accompanying quotes, the resulting 22 

categories, and the process used to identify them. Peer debriefer feedback resulted in 

overall strong support of the categories and process, with the specific feedback on the 

need for improved clarity for the “teacher voice” category. The five themes were refined 

and finalized upon completion of the final review with the peer debriefer.   

Prior to finalizing the detailed description and during analysis as described, the 

peer debriefing process was used to support the trustworthiness of the analysis. During 

the final phase, with the input from the peer debriefer, pattern coding assisted in 

identifying 22 broader categories that represented “a sort of meta-code” (Saldana, 2013, 

p. 210). Finally, the use of Atlas.ti for identifying relationships between themes and peer 

debriefing feedback assisted with winnowing the themes down to five central themes 

when putting together the detailed description (Creswell, 2014). The detailed description 
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was used when completing the final dissertation to describe the results of the study. As 

shown in Figure 2, the data collection and analysis progression show the progression of 

data collection, coding, and thematic analysis. 

Figure 2 
Data Collection and Analysis Progression 

 
 
Ethical Considerations 

To maintain ethical conduct in this study, the researcher obtained approval from 

the school district and IRB before proceeding, which required a number of steps. First, as 

part of protecting the anonymity and confidentiality, teachers and principals were assured 
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that comments about their perceptions of their principals, and principals about their 

perceptions of their roles, would not negatively impact relationships with their colleagues 

based on the removal of identifiers and avoiding disclosure of their participation. Except 

for those who may have personally elected to share their participation with others, 

participating principals and teachers and their schools were not identified as participants 

in the study at any time to anyone. To further protect anonymity, interviews were 

conducted in private locations as selected by the participant. Additionally, participants 

were only directly recruited by the researcher to avoid intermediaries who would then 

know who agreed to participate. Appendices C and D present copies of the principal and 

teacher recruitment letters, which include an introduction to the study and to the 

researcher, what was involved in participating, and how to contact the researcher to 

participate.  

Identifying information and names, including names of schools due to principals 

being associated with specific schools, were carefully removed and interview audio by 

the researcher and after member checking. Before and after updating transcripts, all 

transcripts, along with all other research documents, were securely stored in a password-

protected, cloud-based file to protect from the loss of data and from access other than the 

researcher. Only updated transcripts were used for the data analysis so that results shared 

in the final document avoided identification. Additional protection was provided by 

intentionally excluding names or other identifying information of schools as this would 

identify principals and possibly teachers as well. Furthermore, the researcher maintained 

strict confidentiality of participants by not discussing participants or their school with 

others. These specific steps were communicated in an informed consent, which was read 
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and signed by the participant before interviewing to ensure participants could make an 

informed decision to participate. The informed consent also included the participant bill 

of rights, which further explained the rights of participants in detail. Please see Appendix 

E for a copy of the informed consent document, including the research participant’s bill 

of rights. As a result of these procedures, informed consent was obtained from each 

participant, the risk of participant harm was minimized, deceptive practices were avoided, 

and participants were able to withdraw at any time.  

Second, ethical considerations for the workplace context involved protecting 

employee time by avoiding interviews and other data collection during contractual work 

hours and respecting the time of participants by monitoring and following the agreed time 

length of the interviews. Interviews were limited to 30 minutes using a timer unless 

permission was granted to extend the time during the interview at the 30-minute mark, 

but only up to a maximum of 45 minutes. This intentional step limited the adverse impact 

on work performance and helped with recruitment because educators are generally time 

pressured and stressed, according to literature. Furthermore, the researcher avoided any 

research-related activities during personal work hours to prevent ethical conflicts with the 

use of time, including a negative impact on job responsibilities. 

Third, as part of recruitment changes implemented after the initial recruitment 

difficulties, attention to ethical research was necessary. Although approvals caused a 

significant time delay for the study, all modifications were first discussed with the 

dissertation committee and then submitted to the school district and IRB to ensure fidelity 

to obligations to protect participants. Modifications requested did not increase the risk to 

participants or jeopardize the validity of the study. As part of the modifications request, 
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an ethical consideration with an increase of the incentive amount for participants from 20 

dollars up to 25 dollars. Literature supported 25 dollars as the highest amount that would 

be acceptable without exerting too much influence to participate. All modifications were 

approved. Please see Appendix F for IRB and school district research approval 

documents. 

Summary 

This study used a case study method to explore the principal role related to their 

influence on teacher well-being and provides recommendations for elementary principals. 

Four principals and eight teachers who work with the principal participated in interviews. 

Numerous documents were collected for analysis to obtain qualitative data. Interview 

protocols (see Appendix A and Appendix B) were used for the interviews, which were 

recorded and stored confidentially with the documents. A variety of steps were taken to 

protect the anonymity of participants and ensure ethical conduct. The overall study took 

16 months. Chapter four presents the results and findings from the data collected.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS 

 Chapter Four presents the findings from this study. Five identified themes are 

presented in-depth, alongside the 22 supporting categories. Themes are defined, 

described with relevant literature for context, and illustrated using figures and supporting 

quotes from the interviews. The themes directly relate to the purpose of this study, which 

was to explore elementary principal beliefs, behaviors, challenges, and successes in the 

support teacher working conditions that contribute to teacher well-being. Alongside other 

documents, interviews with teachers and principals provided a greater understanding of 

this facet of the elementary principal role as experienced and observed by principals and 

their teachers. To explore this topic, this study used the following research question: how 

do elementary principals and teachers view the principal role in contributing to teacher 

working conditions in support of teacher well-being? In this chapter, a general overview 

of the themes and their supporting codes are provided, followed by an in-depth 

explanation of each of the five main identified themes. 

Findings 

 A close review of the 22 categories, based on the 1,134 codes, yielded five themes 

related to various aspects of the principal's role in support of teacher well-being. Each 

theme presents prominent perspectives of the teachers and principals based on their 

experiences, intentions, and perceptions related to the role of the principal in the 

elementary school context. The themes identified from the analysis are as follows: 

x Teacher Voice as Significant to Teacher Experience with Principals 

x Principals and Teachers as Mutually Invested Stakeholders 

x Teacher Working Conditions as an Ecosystem for Teacher Well-Being 



 102 

x Principal Influence as Significant to Teacher and Student Outcomes 

x Job Intensity as a Common Teacher Workplace Experience 

The codes were winnowed down to 22 categories, which were winnowed down to 

the final five themes. The categories and how each supports the five themes are presented 

in Figure 3. Color codes allow for easier identification of which codes and themes are 

connected. 

Figure 3 
Categories in Support of the 5 Themes 

Categories       Themes 
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Theme 1: Teacher Voice as Significant to Teacher Experience with Principals 

 As described by teachers, “teacher voice” was found to be significant to how 

teachers perceive their experience with their principal. In line with the research question, 

both principals and teachers both perceive the principal role as influential in ensuring 

teachers have a voice in their school and that it contributes to many aspects of teacher 

well-being. The theme of teacher voice is operationally defined as experiencing respect, 

received as a professional and individual, and the amount of provided opportunities to 

make and influence school and classroom related decisions, as provided by their 

principal.  

Teacher voice is related to exercising influence and permeates almost every 

aspect of work, including empowerment to make decisions about instruction, student 

behavior, and to have a say in school-wide direction and decisions. Teacher voice also 

represents the perception of teachers as a valued stakeholder demonstrated through 

respect and support in meetings with parents, by caring about personal needs and rights 

and feeling heard by leadership when concerns are raised. Furthermore, this theme 

emerged as a meta-theme in which the teacher's voice permeated all the themes in some 

form. Overall, teacher comments were emphatic, if not emotionally intense, as was 

common, when discussing experiences of feeling diminished or valued, respected or 

disrespected, or feeling controlled. 

For most participants, teacher voice had a major role in highly positive or highly 

negative workplace experiences. The role of leadership in teacher voice was perceived by 

principals and teachers as highly relevant, though not exclusively with principals as 

district influence was also mentioned often as a major factor in teacher voice. As a result, 
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the outlier category of “limits of principal influence” helped differentiate those aspects of 

teacher experience, which may be attributed to other factors besides the principal, as 

separate from those aspects they do control found in the “principal influenced variables” 

category. This was important as principals are not the only leaders of influence on 

teachers, and in many cases, are implementing policies and practices required by their 

supervisors, district leaders, and state and federal requirements. Furthermore, as relevant 

to the research question, teachers and principals did perceive the principal role as separate 

from these external pressures of such policies and practices, and also acknowledged 

many ways the principal role can support teachers within the context of those pressures. 

For example, one principal acknowledged the time constraints presented by external 

pressures and collaborated with non-classroom teachers to provide teachers with some 

extra time to plan a special unit. 

 Although teacher voice is not always directly connected to teacher well-being, 

there was support for both indirect and direct influence on teacher well-being both 

through the interviews and literature review. First, teacher voice was significant to 

different facets of their experience for both pragmatic and well-being reasons. One 

relevant example of pragmatic and well-being reasons tied to teacher voice was one 

teacher who, despite making repeated requests to the principal, felt their well-being and 

learning environment were significantly inhibited by a lack of air conditioning for a very 

long period. Another teacher felt their voice was diminished by not being allowed to put 

up visuals around the room due to no fire sprinkler system, but yet was negatively 

evaluated partly for lack of supporting visuals on the walls. A final example that came up 

in multiple interviews was teachers feeling undermined by their principals when 
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principals did not support them when parents objected to the teacher’s disciplinary 

actions for their child. In all cases, teachers felt disrespected as their feelings and needs 

were not attended to. Though not always using the word “voice,” the concept as 

operationally defined was a prominent theme in most interviews.  

 Second, literature emphasized teacher voice, conceptually, as significant and 

relevant to teacher well-being. Reflective of Rumschlag’s (2017) findings, teaching is a 

“disempowering profession” (p. 22), teachers frequently expressed, with strong emotions, 

they have little say in what happens in the classroom and school, and, in many ways, feel 

teacher’s needs are often put second. Based on literature, this is a problem worthy of 

close review for a few reasons. First, the experience of autonomy at work is closely 

associated with job satisfaction, persistence outcomes, and overall well-being (Benita et 

al., 2019; Ryan et al., 2015). Combined with the high intensity and demands placed on 

teachers and the low autonomy experienced, teacher burnout is understandably prevalent. 

According to the job demand-control (JDC) model, jobs with the worst well-being 

outcomes are those with high demands and low job control, while higher autonomy was 

associated with better outcomes (Ouellette et al., 2018). Van Der Doef and Maes (1999) 

modified the JDC model to add support as another variable and suggested that jobs with 

high demands with low-support and low job control are the “most noxious work 

situation” for well-being (p. 89). Second, besides “control” and “autonomy” with teacher 

voice, other aspects of teacher voice were also highly relevant for well-being. For 

example, principals can facilitate a supportive environment through providing principal 

support (Boyd et al., 2011), in which principals prioritize teacher expressed needs and 

opinions because they sincerely value their employees (Uzun, 2018), build critical trust 
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with empathic listening (Prilleltensky et al., 2016), and a promote an “autonomy 

supportive” environment (Benita et al., 2019, p. 1105). An important distinction between 

independence and autonomy was provided by Ryan and Deci (2000) when pointing out 

that autonomy is not individualistic but is more accurately understood as the employee 

feeling as though they are acting in accordance with their will, which can be congruent 

with school expectations. Overall, this study and other research show that teacher voice is 

highly relevant for a variety of factors that directly and indirectly contribute to teacher 

well-being such as trust, job satisfaction, and burnout, and are influenced by principals in 

many ways. 

In the interviews, teacher voice was perceived as a major systemic factor in how 

teachers experience their workplace, such as the ability to make instructional decisions, 

manage student behavior, enjoy their job and trust their principal. Teacher voice was 

influenced by principal actions in many ways, including hiring practices, a culture of 

respect, their management of external and school-specific pressures, communication with 

the staff, empowerment through decision making, support, shared power, and overall 

leadership style. The connection between these variables is shown in Figure 4. 

Pseudonyms have been used to protect the anonymity of participants. 

 Teacher voice in instructional decisions contributed to job satisfaction and reduced 

stress. For example, Hillary stated her principal 

Has done a really good job… trying to take the stress off of us… she's not one that 

will fuss at you and say, ‘Well, you and your math teammate have to be exactly on 

the same... And you have to do everything the same’… She doesn't do that; she 

allows us a little bit of leeway in that… Although, as teachers, you do take that 
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stress on, and you take those personally. But she does try to take that away from us, 

and telling us, ‘Do what's best for your classroom.’ 

In contrast, teachers often expressed frustration when they did not perceive autonomy in 

their instruction. 

 

Figure 4 
Sub-Themes and Categories for Theme 1 
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 Principals all stated it was important to give teachers instructional autonomy as 

much as possible, acknowledging autonomy has limits but is also beneficial for teachers 

and their school. Principal Leon stated:  

Okay, give me the autonomy to do it my way. I'll get there. This is where the goal 

is, this is what I have to do. If you offer that to teachers, you get a whole lot more 

buy-in and you get a whole lot more just general satisfaction than, ‘This is what 

we're gonna do and this is how we're gonna do it.’  

In a school where one teacher indicated the school went from being a low-achieving 

priority school to a high achieving reward school in the top 10% under the current 

principal, the principal (Danielle) stated: 

I just really believe that giving teachers input on being reflective about what they 

do and trusting them to do what I hired them to do… And not being overbearing. 

And I'm certainly not a know-it-all... I don't look at this as a power trip… I love 

young people, but I've seen a lot of young principals come in with that, ‘I this, I 

that,’ almost like it's a power trip and I don’t see it that way. 

As part of teacher voice, although exceptions of extreme behavior issues were described in 

which teachers wanted more involvement from their principal on the disciplinary front, 

teachers often expressed a general desire for more principal support of their classroom 

behavior management decisions. Allen wanted the principal to say “this is school policy, 

this is our policy, this is the teacher’s policy” and although he felt the principal was not 

helpful on discipline in general, Allen credited the principal for “supporting us in our 

decision making” when dealing with parents who did not agree with teacher consequences. 

Kevin and Hillary suggested the lack of principal support in their schools led to increased 
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behavior problems and added stress for teachers. Kevin and Hillary wanted the principal to 

empower them more, so students will respect them. Kevin saw a “whole shift in behavior” 

with the principal “not really being on our side” while Hillary noticed a “student behavior 

decline” partly due to lack of support when students were sent to the office where they 

would be “coddled.” Principal Cynthia acknowledged the severity of the challenge of 

student behavior for teachers, saying  

Teaching is hard and we ask a lot of them, not only do we ask them to educate 

them, but we ask them to educate the whole child and be their counselor, be their 

nurse… to put up with children who 20 years ago wouldn't be in school. They 

would be reprimanded and sent home with their behavior. 

At the same time, Principal Cynthia also felt it was not necessarily her responsibility to 

back teachers, but rather to serve as a “kind of liaison, a mediator between all of those 

[teachers, parents, students].” 

Teachers and principals described many benefits for teacher well-being when 

teacher voice was supported. Job satisfaction was one clear benefit for teachers. Isabelle 

said: 

  We’ve gone through this whole though process together as a team… that helps me 

feel more satisfied. I feel like I’m not just an employee. I feel like I’m part of the 

bigger picture… And I feel like my opinion’s valued… Obviously, the ultimate 

decision is hers, but the fact that were able to give our opinion… was powerful… 

this is the first time in six years that I’ve felt seen and heard, for the most part. 

Many teachers echoed similar sentiments, whether it be from being invited on a 

committee, principal receptivity to feedback and approachability, or just feeling valued as 
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a professional. In contrast, some teachers strongly expressed dissatisfaction due to feeling 

their voice was minimized. For example, Kevin said “With this particular principal, things 

have been rough… she was not a team sort of player … she’s more of a individual one or 

two people kinda thing.”  

 In addition to job satisfaction, supporting teacher voice was also connected to 

teacher stress. In most cases, teachers described stressors in terms of their principal not 

listening to or responding to concerns and how this created added stress. Examples 

included last minute or unwanted classroom or grade level changes, not responding to 

multiple requests for dealing with a conflict between team members, or not attending to 

facilities issues after multiple requests. In an instance where a team conflict was not 

addressed, Isabelle reported  

There were many times I would go home, and on my drive home, just and cry 

because it was so uncomfortable… I feel like it really hurt my well-being last year, 

big time, big time… it probably could’ve been taken care of very quickly, but it 

never was. 

In a facilities scenario, Kevin pointed out the significant toll that issues with school 

facilities had on him and his fellow colleagues, which involved over a year without air 

conditioning and multiple classroom moves over three years, and he believes this led to 

staffing turnover. Kevin stated these issues caused “quite a bit of stress, physical and 

emotional” and that “we can’t do anything about that… no input at all. We’ve tried, we’ve 

asked, she’s done nothing.”  

 The common thread in stress-inducing or stress-relieving situations was whether the 

principal was responsive and approachable when there were concerns. Isabelle, who highly 
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appreciated the approachability of her current principal, highlighted the frustration from 

past principals who were “not approachable, you just don’t wanna go to them about 

anything, you want to handle it yourself and bear the burden, but it takes a toll after a 

while.” On the helpful side, Kevin found it meaningful to know the principal would be 

understanding if personal issues required a day off, stating, “she cares about us personally, 

individually, and is good about making adjustments for us personally if we need it.” In line 

with teacher wishes, all principals stated a strong value for being approachable and 

responsive to concerns. Principal Jennifer expressed deeply held values about being 

approachable and responsive by stating:  

  They know there's nothing that they can say that'll hurt my feelings… They know 

they can come and say, ‘that's not working for us. We need to do it a different 

way.’ And we can have a conversation about it… They know they're not held in a 

negative light for disagreeing with me… My job isn’t more important than their 

job. I tell them all the time, the classroom teacher's the most important position in a 

school… But if you truly come and look at it, this is a teacher-led school… Just 

because I tell them they don't work for me; I work for them. And that's a mindset 

shift for a lot of folks when it comes to school leaders… They give me my 

marching orders or what they want to see done, what kind of supports that need to 

be in place. 

Principal Danielle shared a similar underlying belief that teachers should be comfortable 

sharing their concerns, which is partly possible from teachers knowing “they can come in 

here and talk to me and I’m not gonna beat them up” and understanding “everybody 

messes up…. they’re still a person… they are a human being, they have feelings.” 
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Likewise, Principal Jennifer said she is intentional so teachers know “they are going to be 

treated as a professional at all times… their professional opinion matters… that they 

matter.” Consistent with comments from teachers about stressful situations, principals 

understood that reducing teacher stress was not simply a matter of being respectful and 

approachable but also being responsive to the practical concerns shared. Principals 

Danielle also shared “if anything didn’t work, I’m on it” whether it be heating, mold, or 

anything else to assure teachers the she, as their principal, has “their concerns and their 

best interest at heart” and when she does, it will be a “more pleasant place to come to work 

every day.” In another instance of providing responsive support, Principal Jennifer 

strategically placed dean offices near classrooms so teachers could get a fast response to 

requests for support as part of creating a “structure that’s conducive to the teacher’s overall 

well-being.” 

 The opportunity to work for a principal who engenders trust is beneficial to teacher 

well-being, and principal support of teacher voice was reported as critical to building trust 

with teachers. In various ways, teachers indicated it was important their principal showed 

they were “for them” and would “back” them, which Allen indicated contributed to 

“comradery” and “trust.” Conversely, when teachers perceived information was hidden, or 

they were left out of decisions important to them, trust was damaged. In one case, Kevin 

mentioned how lack of budgeting transparency and related staffing decisions became a 

“sore subject with a lot of us” and “we’re not given any input in that, at all.” Principals 

navigate a difficult balance between teacher needs and wants and the wants and needs of 

their students, but Principal Danielle found building trust goes a long way, with teachers 

being understanding when those difficult decisions have to be made. In discussing 
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undesirable grade level changes, she stated she tries to provide a “rationale for why I think 

they would fit for that grade.” More importantly, she stated, “it goes back to that whole 

trust thing and when you develop that kind of atmosphere, I think teachers are more 

willing to [move grades].” 

 Closely related to trust, principal support of teacher voice contributes to teacher 

persistence outcomes. When teachers did not feel their voice mattered and trust was 

broken, teachers indicated the outcome was increased staff attrition. In a situation 

referenced earlier, Kevin mentioned “we lost four people last year to other districts… out 

of our itty-bitty building” due to frustrations with facilities issues. Katie had strong words 

about her perception of the principal’s role in the turnover situation in her school. She said: 

We filled out our thing about what grade levels we want to and she moved 

everybody, no matter what their preference was, no matter what their experiences 

or what they were good at… they’ve got to run the school and they’ve got to be 

responsible for things, but when you don’t take people’s feelings into consideration 

or think about how it affects them. And we had a really high turnover rate last year 

at the end of last year, people left, even other leaders… Those that were dissatisfied 

last year but stayed are even more dissatisfied this year. 

Principals acknowledged their role, positively and negatively, in turnover as well. 

Principal Cynthia indicated a lot of people left because she was “clear about the direction 

we’re going” and “had a lot of people not wanna get on the boat, if you will, and move in 

that direction.” As a contrast, Principal Danielle indicated her teachers rarely leave for 

lateral positions and said 
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I don’t have a high turnover… I don’t have people jumping ship because they’re 

unhappy… it all goes back to the philosophy that I have of leadership, and that is if 

you are affirming and supportive of teachers… I think that’s what makes that 

happen. 

 Finally, principals and teachers described a number of principal practices they 

believed were important for teacher voice. First, principals and teachers acknowledged 

respecting and treating teachers as professionals are important. For example, Principal 

Leon suggested there is not “enough respect in the profession as a whole” and “you have 

to be able to let things go and value teachers and value people for their work. I don’t think 

effective leaders can micromanage.” Besides simply avoiding micromanaging, Principal 

Jennifer described “empowering the people around me” as a core practice, which makes a 

difference for teachers like Bill, who felt “respected and valued and seen by my admin” 

and described having a voice in an important hire was “powerful.” Even for teachers like 

Hillary, who may describe themselves as not a “rebellious-type person,” still felt  

At some point, it’s like ‘where’s my buy-in to that?’ If you had presented this in 

this manner, I think we could have gotten more buy-in for a long range instead of 

just, ‘Okay, we’ll do this because that’s what I’m told to do.’ 

Second, principals and teachers shared the importance of communication. Teachers, even 

when highly frustrated about other things, noted and appreciated when principals were 

quick to follow-up to their emails and when the principal made themselves accessible. In 

contrast, when follow-up communication was an issue, even teachers who were mostly 

positive felt frustrated. Overall, all principals were intentional about maintaining open 

communication. In comments about her open-door policy and hearing of another principal 
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requiring teachers to make an appointment to talk, Principal Danielle humorously stated, 

“Really? What are you, the President?” Third, principals suggested it was important to 

intentionally buffer teachers from added pressure when possible. As a few examples, 

Principal Jennifer takes full responsibility for any negative teacher feedback from district 

leaders who visit in order to serve as a buffer so she can then provide better coaching and 

support, and also preaches a “work-life balance.” Generally speaking, Principal Leon 

mentioned the need to, when possible, “lessen the effect as much as possible of the things 

[teachers] perceive as negative.”  

 Importantly, teachers and principals understood principals were only partially 

responsible for teacher voice in public education as they acknowledged broader systemic 

factors. For example, Hillary attributed a lack of autonomy to district-level decisions, 

creating instructional difficulties. Bill agreed and suggested the district was “trying to 

make ourselves look better without actually taking the time to make ourselves better” and, 

as a result, created a disconnect between theory and practice. Furthermore, principals 

agreed district and state leadership influences were significant. Principal Cynthia hoped to 

provide more autonomy for teachers but also felt the pressure of “what the state asks us to 

meet and… what the district asks us to do” and described how pressure “trickles down to 

the school level” in which “a lot of times we don’t have the autonomy we want to give 

teachers.” Principal Leon agreed, saying, “we have mandates for the curriculums we must 

use. We have mandates for the types of planning on certain days… it’s a continual battle… 

Within any structure, there are mandates, there are things you have to do.” 

Teacher voice represents the perception of teachers as professional and 

authoritative educators. Teacher voice is positively reflected through respect among 
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parents, administrators, and district and state-level support. Teacher voice has negative 

influences on well-being when teachers feel neglected and isolated. The theme of teacher 

voice supports the need of teachers to be valued as a stakeholder in education with the 

respect of their leaders.  

Theme 2: Principals and Teachers as Mutually Invested Stakeholders 

 As described by teachers and principals, the role of teacher and principal was 

found to be closely tied together as critical to the success in serving students. Related to 

the research question, teachers generally perceived the principal role as a complex job 

with limitations. Although teachers expressed understanding, they also wanted the 

principal to value them as partners in the work. When principals did show they value 

their teachers, teachers noted these instances and perceived it as helpful in many ways, 

both as a teacher and an individual. In contrast, when teachers perceived their principal as 

undervaluing them, teachers shared many ways they believed it negatively impacted them 

or their work. Similar to teachers, principals perceived their role to be one of serving 

teachers, at least on some level. In one instance, a principal explicitly stated, “They don’t 

serve me, I serve them [teachers].” Overall, participants all viewed the principal role as 

closely integrated with the teacher role. 

The theme of principals and teachers as mutually invested stakeholders is 

operationally defined as the affirmed perception that principals and teachers are mutual 

partners in the success of their students, bringing heartfelt commitment and positive 

motivations to serve students effectively and work with each other positively, despite 

both having significant external and school-level pressures. While it may be reasonably 

assumed that the two roles are connected, a more nuanced finding was the underlying 
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motivations and commitment in relation to the partnership between the two. As discussed 

in the section on research bias’, it has been the researcher’s belief that the teacher-

principal relationship is often tense, that teachers frequently fail to give principals enough 

credit for their efforts or assume the worst intentions, and tend to live in two extremes of 

“love” or “hate” their principal. At the same time, while often taking the side of 

principals in teacher-principal disagreements, a general belief has been principals can 

focus “too much on data, outcomes, etc. so that teachers may feel more like cogs in a 

wheel than as respected essential members of a school family,” which may come from 

pressure to “lead with results in mind primarily as instructional leaders rather than as 

well-rounded organizational leaders who support instruction” (Researcher, Reflexive 

Journal).  

 Instead, it was found that, in addition to teachers and principals being mutually 

motivated by meeting the academic and other needs of students, both sharing the 

experience of significant workplace pressures associated with their roles, and both 

positive sharing intentions for students, both also frequently expressed positive intentions 

toward each other, even when teachers had significant disagreements with their 

principals. Principals generally expressed understanding teacher needs and, successful or 

not, were highly specific about their aspirations of how they want to be an excellent 

leader for teachers and meeting teacher needs wherever possible in the pressured school 

context.  

Teachers were generally understanding towards principals, including their 

significant responsibilities and needs to focus on organizational goals and the overall 

difficulty of the job. Teachers often expressed positives even when there were perceived 
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significant leadership flaws. In specific case examples where teachers disagreed with 

their principal, teachers were not strictly in a “hate” relationship, as teachers generally 

provided thoughtful, well-reasoned explanations that were either student-centered or at 

least appeared to have reasonable concerns that were having a significant impact on 

personal emotional or physical well-being while still recognizing positive traits of their 

principal. While there can be “good guys” or “bad guys” in any professional setting, 

teachers and principals expressed authentic care for their students and school, and 

communicated understanding towards each other, albeit imperfectly and with significant 

frustrations at times. While there can be significant tensions, both appeared to believe the 

effort to work well together is both desired and necessary as mutually invested 

stakeholders. 

 The literature review described many important aspects of the relationship and 

collaboration between teachers and principals. First, teachers and principals are generally 

not aligned in their perception of many prominent aspects of their partnership in their 

schools, highlighting what is likely a common disconnect playing out in schools across 

the nation, leading to frustration for all. Trust is a critical part of job satisfaction as one 

variable in teacher well-being (Van Maele & Van Houtte, 2015). Yet only 53% of 

teachers compared to 93% of principals felt their school has a trusting and supportive 

environment (Harris et al., 2019). Harris et al. also found that although 89% of principals 

thought teachers had a say in decisions that affect them in their school, only 39% of 

teachers agreed; and that 86% of principals felt they effectively address student behavior 

issues compared to only 44% of teachers. There may be many reasons for the disconnect, 

but what can be gathered is principals are overly optimistic about their leadership and 
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generally not attuned to important aspects of their teachers' workplace experience, and 

are not doing enough to give teachers a voice, so their needs and wants are understood. 

This may be partly explained by how schools are not naturally facilitative of teacher-

leader communication or adequately supportive of teachers due to the hierarchical, top-

down leadership structures of schools (Grayson & Alvarez, 2008b). Rumschlag (2017) 

also suggested teaching is a “disempowering profession” due to “not having a voice in 

decisions” (p. 22). Therefore, attuning to teacher needs and wants are likely secondary 

concerns alongside many other priorities without focused principal intentionality. 

 Second, while principals influence conditions significant for teacher well-being 

such as autonomy and principal support (Benita et al., 2019; Rumschlag, 2017), the 

principal-teacher relationship itself is one of the significant factors in teacher well-being 

indicators (Benita et al., 2019). A healthy working relationship contributes to the feeling 

of connectedness to the school (Grayson & Alvarez, 2008b), to job satisfaction and 

commitment (Harris et al., 2019), and reduced emotional exhaustion. Critical to this 

relationship is trust. Van Maele and Van Houtte (2015) believed trust is an “essential 

characteristic” in relationships and “in situations of interdependence… enhances 

cooperation” (p. 94), and Blase and Blase (2002) highlighted the importance of building 

trust, which they suggested builds collaboration and supports healthy dialogue, problem-

solving, and innovation. Similarly, social support plays an important role in teacher well-

being (Uzun, 2018), and one aspect of this is collegiality, which is partly experienced 

within the principal-teacher relationship (Ladd, 2011). In contrast, Blase and Blase 

(2006) demonstrated the overwhelming negative principal influence on teacher well-

being when they engage in varying degrees of teacher abuse, some of which are less 
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obvious and unintentional like providing only a “veneer of shared decision making” and 

subverting structures intended to increase teacher voice (p. 213).  

In the interviews, teachers often expressed similar experiences in which they felt 

their principal also had a relational disconnect characterized by varying levels of 

disagreement and frustration based on situations they felt they were disrespected in some 

way. At the same time, some teachers were mostly positive as they had felt their principal 

valued and respected them based on a variety of practices. However, all teachers 

expressed positive underlying motivations towards their principal, including 

understanding their challenges, willingness to see positives even when frustrated, and 

being generally reasonable about their concerns related to student or personal needs. As 

congruent with the literature, some principals appeared to be more positive than their 

teachers regarding their working relationship with their teachers. For example, one 

principal lamented surprising findings in their recent staff school climate survey, which 

she felt included inaccurate teacher assessments of her leadership. As with teachers, 

principals were highly motivated regarding the principal-teacher working relationships 

and had made efforts to strengthen them, which were frequently acknowledged by 

teachers. Prior to providing sample quotes, the connection between these variables is 

shown in Figure 5. Pseudonyms have been used to protect the anonymity of participants. 
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Figure 5 
Sub-Themes and Categories for Theme 2 

 

 
 Principals and teachers showed a heartfelt commitment to students. Principals 

expressed varying degrees of commitment to teachers, but all shared a consistent 

commitment to students. Principal Cynthia said  

I always keep students at the forefront of my mind… I have to have courageous 

conversations with a teacher… while it may not be ideal for them, it is what’s best 

for the students. And so always keeping them at the front… is key.  

Principal Jennifer, despite expressing a strong commitment to teachers’ needs, also 

shared: 

We can always provide for our families because we have degrees, but our boys 

and girls… some of them may not make it through high school. Some of them 

may go to an Ivy League school. It just all depends on what do to invest in them 
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right now. So, when you see someone that’s not doing right by students, you have 

to have a hard conversation. 

For teachers, their negative experiences included student-centered thinking as opposed to 

merely how the issues affected them personally. Reasonably, many of the frustrating 

situations did have a personal impact, such as the instance where teachers moved grade 

levels or classrooms repeatedly, yet students remained the primary focus. Evan and his 

teacher colleagues personally benefitted from a high level of autonomy from their 

principal, yet he felt frustrated that there appeared a “dissonance there and a sort of 

disconnect” between his high expectations for his students and those of the overall 

school. In his opinion, “teachers are not helping the kids hit their potential… they’re sort 

of able to do what they feel is best even that might not be what’s best for the student.” 

Jokingly, he added, “at least they’re (teachers) happy.” Hillary shared about the district 

reading program, which she said is stressful because she is expected to move on even 

when the class is not ready or else “someone’s gonna fuss at you if you don’t.” Teachers 

often evaluated their principals’ performance based on their concern for students. Isabelle 

stated:  

The biggest thing that stands out for my principal is that... she comes off as she is 

always trying to do what's best for kids. In the big scheme of things, it all comes 

down to what's best for our students. And I feel like she's really good about 

keeping that perspective, which helps us, as a staff, keep that same perspective. 

And it keeps it with the end result in mind. And that's hard to do because 

sometimes it's uncomfortable and it's forcing us to come out of our comfort zones. 
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But big picture, she is all about what's best for kids and what can we do to help 

them in all areas of their life, not just academics. 

Teachers consistently communicated willingness to go above and beyond for students, 

even when it meant a significant personal sacrifice in terms of time or stress. Katie said  

We do get a lot of extra responsibilities thrown our way. I’ve learnt to be like, 

‘You know what, I’ll get it done’…I usually get here right before 7:00… and I’m 

usually here until about 6:00… And then I usually bring home more work over 

the weekends. 

Allen shared a similar experience. He said:   

Last year I would spend probably… 10 to 15 hours a weekend… I refuse to work 

past 8:00pm during the week… I was that teacher last year… I’d be at school at 

6:30 when the door would open. I would leave school right after, but I would 

work until 9:00, 10:00 at night… and then, work all weekend. 

In addition to sharing a commitment to students, teachers expressed empathy for the 

pressures that principals face, even when the teachers had frustrations with them. For 

example, Isabelle described how her principal adds to teacher stress because she lets her 

stress overflow onto the staff, yet also understood “her job’s on the line just like 

everybody else’s… she’s also getting stress from different areas, just like we are.” Hillary 

also understood, like teachers, her principal also “gets that stress from the district 

people.” Additionally, Kevin had shared some particularly negative feedback about the 

principal, but acknowledged “she’s got a kind heart… I think she’s just gotten kinda 

bogged down… we have many things going on in this building… and I think she’s trying 

to manage that as well.” Not only did teachers afford principals patience and 
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understanding, they were also able to separate out those issues that were higher-level 

leadership driven. For example, Hillary suggested, “the things that bother us the most… 

she [does not] even have any more control over basically than we do.” Likewise, Allen 

said, “her hands are just as tied as ours.” Even in negative comments that his principal 

had shifted from “what’s best for students” to “possibly what’s best for her,” Kevin 

suggested it was from “being pushed by the district to do what we have to do to get off 

the list.” 

As part of empathy towards their principal, teachers often were able to recognize 

the positives about their principal or were at least gracious when they had shared 

significant frustrations. Allen said “She’s got things she’s amazing at and other things 

that leave a lot to be desired, but I think most leaders do at some point… I think she’ll get 

better.” Bill also described principal faults, but landed on, “I’ve never been treated 

anything but with fairness and kindness and respect.” Overall, teachers held positive 

perceptions about their principal, such as “she’ll get better as she continues to work” or “I 

think our admin is taking the school on a necessary track”, or “he really builds that sense 

of community.” In most comments, teachers intertwined both positive and negative traits, 

suggesting they were capable of giving credit when it was due. In one instance, Evan 

said, “He meets the needs of the staff in his own way… not the way I’d typically do 

things… we’ve gone from almost a priority school to a reward school… so there’s 

justification for the way that he led… even if it might not have been my personal style.”  

 Likewise, principals empathized with the challenges of teaching, which supported 

the finding that both teachers and principals can hold mutually positive beliefs towards 



 125 

each other. Principal Cynthia described the unique challenges her teachers experience, 

stating: 

Many of our students… it's their first time ever experiencing formalized 

education. It may be they just were in a refugee camp. They may have risked their 

life to cross the border to get here. They may have suffered trauma… coupled 

with... a language barrier, so a lot of them are learning English being new to the 

country. And so, they're adapting to the culture here, they're trying to learn the 

language, all while being held accountable for the same standard that we would 

just a native-born American citizen. And so, when you think about all that we're 

asking teachers to do, it almost feels impossible and that creates that stress level. 

Further describing her understanding of the challenge of teaching in current public 

education, Principal Cynthia added,  

We ask a lot of them, not only do we ask them to educate them, but we ask them 

to educate the whole child and be their counselor, be their nurse…give them food, 

all of these things, and we ask them to put up with children who 20 years ago 

wouldn’t be in school… So, it’s very, very challenging. 

Principal Danielle, taking a more lenient approach with teachers, knowing they are under 

significant pressure, stated  

I may be a little too easy on people but I realized what a hard job they have. And I 

would rather err on that side than being overbearing and a jerk… I try to look at 

the big picture and realize what they do every day. 

 Alongside the finding that teachers and principals share a mutual commitment to 

students and to understanding the challenges they each face, it was also found that 
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teachers and principals also have positive intentions towards each other. Regardless of 

whether they are perceived as achieving those intentions, both principals and teachers 

consistently described various motivations to collaborate with and support each other. 

Principals were intentional in a variety of ways. Principal Cynthia said she tries “to do 

everything that I can here to make it a good place to wanna work” by doing things like 

encouraging self-care, potlucks, providing tea, and “acknowledging it’s okay for them to 

be frustrated.” Principal Jennifer tells her teachers, “the classroom teacher’s the most 

important position in a school… I tell them they don’t work for me, I work for them.” 

When Principal Leon read negative comments from a staff survey, he responded to 

“owning that” and acknowledged “principals sometimes underestimate the role that they 

can play in their building to make things either messy in a certain way, or that things are 

a little more settled.” Principal Cynthia’s comment was similar to Principal Leon’s when 

she said, “principals have to own the stress in the building, to the best degree possible. 

Anything that happens here falls on me… I have the responsibility to, to the biggest 

extent that I can, make it better.” Likewise, Principal Jennifer said, “if you fail as a 

teacher then I failed you because I haven’t put the supports in place to help you be 

successful.” 

 Just as principals were emphatic in their positive intentions towards teachers, 

teachers were emphatic in their positive intentions towards their principals. Besides being 

mindful of the pressures and limitations of their principal and their roles, positive 

intentions towards principals were primarily evidenced by a heartfelt willingness to be a 

part of building a healthy school community alongside the principal. Allen said the 

teachers “try really hard as a staff to work together and bond… we, as a staff, we all try 
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to contribute to the culture of making our school a nice place to be at.” Isabelle said the 

principal’s encouragement to support a team member in need “kind of lights that fire for 

us. And then once she does that and were aware of what’s going on, then we jump in.” 

Ultimately, teachers expressed willingness to be a part of the solution, rather than 

complain about the challenges of their work or failures of their principal. 

The theme of principals and teachers as mutually invested stakeholders is 

supported by the acknowledgment of principals and teacher’s commitment to students 

and having a shared empathy for the challenges of each other’s role in education. As 

mutually invested stakeholders, principals and teachers share a need to serve students 

effectively and work with each other positively. Principals and teachers were able to 

balance their frustrations with recognition of the positive efforts made to generate a 

workplace that supports the well-being of educators.  

Theme 3: Principal Influence as Significant to Teacher Well-Being and Effectiveness 

 In connection with the research question, principals and teachers both implicitly 

and explicitly stated the central principal role in teacher working conditions, many of 

which were described as influential on teacher well-being and effectiveness. Some 

influence was direct or personal. For example, teachers described significant concerns 

were being ignored, teachers were moved to other grade levels without their input, and on 

the positive side, teachers felt heard and received timely responses to communication. 

Other influences were indirect, in which the effect was the result of influence on other 

working conditions like culture or climate, school-wide policies and practices (such as 

student discipline), and leadership style. Direct or in-direct, the well-being outcomes 

were mental, physical, and emotional. In some cases, those outcomes were intensive.  
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Although theme four broadly demonstrated the interconnected nature of working 

conditions as an ecosystem for teacher well-being, theme three specifically demonstrated 

the centrality of the principal role in the teacher workplace ecosystem and suggests 

effective principals understand their context and how their practices and policies trickle 

down to impact a wide range of teacher working conditions in their particular school. 

While principal influence on various working conditions was found to be unavoidably 

relevant for teacher well-being, teachers and principals were able to distinguish between 

principal-specific influence and other significant variables, such as district and personal 

factors. Therefore, teachers who had concerns did not typically blame principals for all 

teacher experiences, and in some instances, placed some or all blame on school 

contextual factors instead. Likewise, principals accepted significant responsibility for 

various aspects of their teachers’ experiences while also typically mentioning other 

significant factors such as district policies and practices. Overall, the principal influence 

was fully recognized as highly impactful on teachers while also reasonably separating out 

other factors.  

 The influence of principals was seen in both teacher well-being and related 

outcomes. As a critical outcome for schools, teacher well-being was described as 

influencing instruction and their classroom in general, and by extension, their students, in 

a variety of ways. As an example of positive outcomes for instruction, teachers who had a 

say in staffing and resources felt their resources were more aligned with their needs and 

appeared to have more job satisfaction. In contrast, many teachers shared the trickle-

down effect of leadership policies and practices on their well-being and then, by 

extension, their classroom, including being out sick, overwhelming stress, questions 
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about staying, and problematic classroom conditions including mold and extreme 

temperatures. In regard to the overall influence of teacher well-being on student 

outcomes, most teachers and principals expressed the high impact of teacher well-being 

on their effectiveness, and, in many interviews, the persistence outcomes related to 

teacher experiences in their school either through questions about leaving the profession 

or school, or the need to recruit and retain good teachers. Prior to providing sample 

quotes, the connection between these variables is shown in Figure 7. Pseudonyms have 

been used to protect the anonymity of participants. 
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Figure 6 

Sub-Themes and Categories for Theme 3 

 
Note. Principal Limits** was identified as an outlier sub-theme in which there are 
significant teacher working conditions that are separate from the principal role and 
influence. Therefore, it was important to distinguish which working conditions are 
separate from the principal role.  
 

Although there are many factors contributing to teacher stress, principals all 

agreed on the overall significance of the principal role in teacher well-being, whether the 

influence was direct or indirect. For teacher well-being, Principal Jennifer said principals  
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Have to take the leadership in it. Because if it's not important to the principal, then 

it's not important to nobody else. So that's always been my thing. If the leader 

views it as important, everyone else will view it as important. 

Like other principal comments, Principal Leon believed there were “limits to it” but also 

said: 

It’s a mistake to assume that principals cannot have a stronger role in that than 

they do… principals sometimes underestimate the role that they can play in their 

building to make things either messy in a certain way, or that things are a little 

more settled and that we feel in a better way. So, just recognizing the power in 

that role. 

No one, including teachers, implied principals are “the single holder of happiness,” as 

Principal Cynthia put it. However, she still acknowledged that “on the flip side of that, I 

could come to work every day and be rude, unprofessional, and that would definitely 

contribute to their unhappiness.”  

While Principal Cynthia’s comment implied a more direct influence on teachers, 

interviews implied a broader school-wide indirect influence on teachers via the school 

culture. Cultural impact was implied when Bill said “sometimes I don’t know that the… 

emotional environment is conducive to everyone. Sometimes it feels like there’s almost 

an expectation that teachers need to have forced positivity with some of the themes that 

were using.” In his case, Bill’s experience of the climate was negative, especially at a 

time when he was dealing with mental illness. After many years of intentional effort, 

Principal Danielle felt they were “in a really good place now” but also knew they could 
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not “lay down at that point because it’s a constant thing to stay on top of the climate.” 

Principal Jennifer stated the principal impact on school culture most clearly:  

The principal sets the tone for everything… It starts when the principal walks in 

the door and people talk about school's all the time where you could just walk in 

and feel the energy sometimes. And that energy is set by the principal. It's always 

set by the principal.  

As part of the school culture, the principal leadership style was prominent. Principal 

Danielle framed it as “that whole trust thing and… develop that kind of atmosphere.” 

Principal Jennifer described how her leadership style trickles down to positive 

relationships when she said  

I’m the same… I smile, I’m just a happy medium the whole time. So, my people 

know, they know exactly what they can expect of me and how to expect it… 

always being that person… they know that they can have open and honest 

conversations with. 

Allen would agree based on his comment: “Just really working more on those 

interpersonal relationships would really… help reduce some of the stress… we’re under 

because if we at least feel like somebody is aware and cares and is looking for a way to 

help.” Conversely, principals can undermine a positive school culture when they are not 

perceived as authentic or act in ways that damage trust. 

 Principals shared building school culture in a variety of ways. One of those was to 

serve as a relational bridge between stakeholders through communication, mediating 

conflicts, engaging parents, and building a sense of community in their staff and broader 

school community. Principal Cynthia suggested her “biggest role really is…being a 
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liaison between all parties involved.” Speaking to the importance of the principal as a 

liaison, teachers reported situations where failure or success in effectively managing 

conflicts or building bridges between stakeholders made an impact. For George, 

leadership must be “intact in a building” or “you’ll have pockets of educators that will try 

to run the building, and then that’s a problem.” He appreciated a particular situation 

where he felt threatened by a colleague, in which the principal “talked with that teacher in 

private, then he talked with me in private… he had a very diplomatic approach to it. And 

it just, it’s like it never happened after the conversation.” In contrast, Isabelle had many 

positive thoughts to share about her principal but felt severely let down in a situation she 

described as “absolutely horrible” between her and a colleague that she and others 

“brought to her [the principal] multiple times… it was never addressed.” As a result, 

much of that year felt difficult for her, including times she would “just sit and cry.” 

Besides bridging relationships, principals focused on cultural influence by providing 

meals or treats for their staff, encouraging team bonding, and getting parents and the 

community involved. 

 In addition to school culture, principals played an important role in other working 

conditions in their schools that influence teacher well-being. One of those conditions was 

making sure teachers have the resources they need when they need them. Isabelle gave an 

example of a stressful situation in which they were expected to teach a unit on a Monday, 

although they had not received the workbooks as of the Friday morning before. Principal 

Cynthia said a “big piece in my role is… making sure that the teachers have the resources 

and the support they need to be effective.”  
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 Another principal influenced working condition is a safe and comfortable 

classroom. While many did not report any significant facilities issues, a few shared 

examples in which repeated teacher requests to address significant facilities issues 

impacting their health and comfort were reportedly ignored. Kevin believed, “if the 

principal… had to teach in of our classrooms, I feel like something would be done about 

the situation.” Principal Danielle described being very intentional about addressing 

teacher concerns with facilities, and when she cannot, she goes out of her way to “always 

tell the teachers, I’ve tried. We’re working on it. I’m waiting on the maintenance 

department. And I think they understand that.”  

 Principals were also described as playing an important role in the supportiveness 

of the workplace in practical terms, including communication, protecting teachers from 

distractions, follow-through on commitments, timely response to concerns, being 

accessible, openness to feedback, providing choice, addressing student behavior 

problems, and providing resources. Teachers appeared particularly appreciative when 

they had good communication from their principal. Allen described the simple act of 

being “very good at getting back to you…if you’ve asked for a meeting... for 

paperwork… for just a question” as something that was “huge” for him and offset some 

significant frustrations he had with the principal. In other situations where teachers felt a 

response was inadequate, the frustration appeared significant. While timely 

communication was important, both teachers and principals placed high importance on 

maintaining open-communication so that difficult conversations could be had without 

fear. From principal comments, it appeared most had been very intentional in creating an 

environment where it was possible to have these conversations. Principal Jennifer was 
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adamant that teachers “know they can and say, ‘that’s not working for us. We need to do 

it a different way’… They know they’re not held in a negative light for disagreeing with 

me.” Principal Danielle said she is “probably to a fault… really accessible.” Ultimately, 

open-communication was earned through intentional effort, approachability, and building 

trust.  

 Another prominent way principals provided a supportive environment was by 

generally being supportive rather than micro-managers. Principal Jennifer summarized 

this approach simply as, “they don’t work for me, I work for them. They give me my 

marching orders.” She admitted this is a “mind shift for a lot of folks when it comes to 

school leaders.” Other principals shared similar thoughts and expressed teacher support in 

different ways, such as honoring teacher requests when possible, encouraging committees 

and supporting their requests, and providing latitude for decision making in the 

classroom. Principal Leon suggested asking, “In how many opportunities can you give 

teachers autonomy? Can they have the autonomy to be the professionals that they are?” 

 While it may not appear to directly influence teacher well-being as more a 

managerial focus, principals were very mindful of the importance of processes and 

procedures as another means to provide a supportive environment. For example, Principal 

Danielle’s first task at her school was “to really change things... a lot of the procedures 

and things of that nature.” Likewise, Principal Leon appeared to place particular 

importance on the function of structures and systems. He said:  

A principal has to be able to create a structure, and systems, and orders that allow 

everyone who works and lives within those places to be successful. That has to be 

the goal, because that's the world that I live in. You're up here at the principal 
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level, I need systems, structures, procedures, management designs, visions, goals, 

those things that allow those who live and work here with us to be successful in 

their roles. So that's my role, to create that, and then support teachers so they can 

be successful where they are working with kids… Just in general, having those 

structures and processes and expectations. I'd say, for me, that's been powerful. 

The net influence of principal leadership in the various working conditions was 

significant. One significant outcome was job satisfaction. Generally speaking, teachers 

who felt their principal influenced their well-being positively also appeared to have 

greater job satisfaction based on comments. For example, Isabelle said,  

We’ve gone through the whole process together [as a committee]… that helps me 

feel more satisfied. I feel like I’m not just an employee… I feel like my opinion’s 

valued, and that’s satisfying no matter what aspect in my life is going on. 

Principals understood their leadership could lead to improved job satisfaction. Principal 

Danielle said,  

If teachers realize you have their concerns and their best interest at heart… It’s 

just gonna be a more pleasant place to come to work every day. And our 

Panorama scores [staff climate survey], I was very pleased… there’s some truth in 

there. 

 Another significant outcome of a perceived positive principal influence on teacher 

well-being was improved persistence outcomes. Principals did not suggest turnover was 

always bad. In some cases, they felt it was simply because the teacher did not feel 

comfortable with the expectations. In others, the teacher was not performing as needed. 

While keeping all teachers happy and on staff is not the goal, Principal Cynthia did 
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suggest the “most important job for a principal is recruiting, hiring, and maintaining high-

quality teachers, and growing them.” Echoing Principal Cynthia’s comment, Principal 

Jennifer stated: 

People tell you the number one job of a principal is to be an instructional leader. 

That is a bald-faced lie… From my practical experience and me seeing how to 

turn around schools and how to keep schools high performing, the number one 

and most critical and it’s like a one a and one b role of the principal, is to hire and 

retain great teachers.  

Teachers and principals both suggested principals are a major reason for teacher attrition 

or retention. Allen said, “If we can’t trust you (the principal), then we’re not gonna stay. 

We’re gonna find another place where we are respected.” In Katie’s school, her 

understanding is they “lost a lot of good teachers” because “there’s not a lot of trust with 

her [the principal].” Regardless of the reasons, principals believed turnover was a serious 

caution flag for principals. Principal Jennifer said, “I look at teacher turnover numbers 

when people leave and take a lateral position, then that tells you something is going on.” 

Likewise, Principal Danielle said, “Turnover’s another telling thing for you.” 

The theme of principal influence as significant to teacher well-being and 

effectiveness is reflected in the responses of teachers and principals. Although teachers 

shared many direct and indirect factors that influenced well-being, not all of the factors 

were directed at the principal. Teachers described some direct negative factors of 

principal influence, such as a feeling of being ignored and a sense that teacher input was 

inconsequential. Some direct positive factors of principal influence included principal’s 

receptiveness to teachers' concerns and communicating with teachers. Teachers noted that 
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indirect influences were not the fault of principals, and noted some indirect influences, 

such as culture, climate, personal health, and pressure coming from state and district 

levels. Both direct and indirect principal influences impact the well-being of teachers and 

the teaching experience.  

Theme 4: Teacher Working Conditions as an Ecosystem for Teacher Well-Being 

Workplace conditions are loosely defined in literature so that almost anything 

experienced in the workplace can be a “working condition.” In relationship to teacher 

perceptions of the principal role in teacher well-being, teachers perceived their principal 

as an integral figure in their work “ecosystem” due to the direct and indirect effect of 

principal decisions on their well-being. In many cases, the effect was indirect, such as the 

instance when not listening to teachers regarding facilities issues led to teacher 

discomfort, instructional challenges, reduced job satisfaction, and broken trust. Principals 

also understood the importance of their role in influencing various working conditions, 

such as time for planning and support for student behavior.  

By extension, principal leadership style and principal-teacher relationships 

function as a few of the many interconnected teacher working conditions. Of the teacher 

working conditions, there were many conditions identified in the interviews with 

significant influence on teacher well-being, all of which were interconnected with other 

conditions in some way. As a result, teachers almost never described helpful or unhelpful 

working conditions without the context of other working conditions. For example, a lack 

of air conditioning was not simply a facility issue as it appeared that the condition of 

passive leadership led to the issue that led to the problem, which led to teacher distrust 

and instructional challenges. Also relevant to the theme of teacher working conditions as 
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an ecosystem for teacher well-being is how conditions were connected to create unique 

school-specific positive or negative experiences for teachers. For example, a positive 

school culture was connected to principal attitude and intentionally listening to teacher 

concerns, which was connected to increased trust in leadership and teacher voice. An 

added variable for each school ecosystem was the unique individual teacher's responses 

to stressors based on their personality, coping skills, and protective factors.   

Overall, the combination of working conditions and how they were 

interconnected in helping or harming teacher well-being was unique to each school and 

staff. For example, according to teacher interviews in one school, the working conditions 

most relevant to teacher well-being in their school included high poverty and immigrant 

students, leading to increased instructional pressures, alongside perceived lack of support 

with behavior problems, low autonomy, facilities issues, poor teacher coping skills, and 

evaluation pressures due to the low achievement. All of these pressures contributed to 

particularly troubling emotional and physical health outcomes for at least some teachers, 

and prompted a high turnover. In contrast, behavior concerns were never mentioned, and 

high autonomy and perceived principal respect appeared to lead to high job satisfaction 

and low turnover. Overall, the combination of conditions, including teacher responses to 

those conditions, emerged as the ingredients in each schools’ specific “concoction” of 

conditions for teacher well-being or ill-being. 

The literature review and interviews indicated teachers experience many difficult 

working conditions across the board, including managing student behaviors (Grayson & 

Alvarez, 2008b), time pressure (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2017a), overall job intensity 

(Harris et al., 2019), and heavy workload (Alhija, 2015). Additionally, teachers 
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experience a “distal hierarchy of organizational factors” related to the leadership 

structures in schools, including principals, districts, and state and federal policy levels 

(Grayson & Alvarez, 2008a, p. 1351). Overall, public schools have a hierarchical, top-

down, power structure (Coyle, 1997), leading to teaching as a “disempowering 

profession” (Rumschlag, 2017, p. 22). For some teachers, ineffective principal leadership 

becomes a significant working condition due to their influence on many of their working 

conditions (Boyd et al., 2011), including the principal-teacher relationship (Harris et al., 

2019). As a result, principals influence teacher emotional well-being significantly (Fernet 

et al., 2012; Lambersky, 2016), especially when they engage in toxic practices (Kets de 

Vries, 2014). Overall, these stressful working conditions contribute to uniquely high 

levels of stress, burnout, and turnover in the teaching profession compared to most others 

(Chan et al., 2000; Ignat & Clipa, 2012). 

Finally, it was found that teacher well-being is partly the product of a system in 

which many variables influence each other. First, personal and organizational factors 

together contribute to teacher well-being. Personal factors include life situations and 

personal characteristics, such as resilience and self-regulation ability (Abenavoli et al., 

2013; Richards et al., 2016). Organizational factors include any working conditions or 

features of their workplace, such as culture, values, and leadership structure. Personal and 

organizational factors interact when teacher response such as perceptions, actions, and 

feelings based on personal factors to organizational factors leads to well-being or ill-

being (Ouellette et al., 2018; Van Maele & Van Houtte, 2015).  

Second, teachers work within a broader system that shapes their working 

conditions. The concept of a systems perspective is found in the social ecological model, 
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which indicated that “the broader social, institutional, and cultural contexts of people–

environment relations” shape human development (Grayson & Alvarez, 2008b, p. 1351). 

Principals work for supervisors, who work for the district leaders, who must comply with 

state and federal laws in developing policies, all of which carry significant weight in the 

work experience of teachers. More broadly, laws that trickle down to districts and then 

schools are shaped by the history, social, and cultural context of the country. Therefore, 

teacher working conditions are a by-product of a mix of policies, laws, and leadership 

practices (Grayson & Alvarez, 2008b). The implication is that school-level conditions, 

including the actions of their principal and policies, are the product of an interaction 

between a number of variables. For example, school discipline practices or planning time 

are heavily influenced by a combination of principal values, school and district policies, 

and state laws. Therefore, the principal is not fully responsible, or even partially in some 

cases, for many conditions that impact teachers, which teachers and principals both 

acknowledged. 

Third, as was found to be true in the interviews, working conditions that affect 

teacher well-being influence other working conditions. One example was a downward 

spiral in student-teacher interactions due to behavior problems, in which working 

conditions contribute to teacher burnout, which contributes to reduced effectiveness in 

classroom management and dealing with student behaviors, leading to increased behavior 

problems and weaker student-teacher relationships (Grayson & Alvarez, 2008a). As a 

result of these negative teacher-student relationships and behaviors, teachers experience 

even more burnout (Iancu et al., 2018). Another example was when principal 

mistreatment leads to teacher negative responses such as reduced effectiveness and 
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depersonalization from burnout or reduced organizational commitment, which in turn 

confirms to the principal that their mistreatment was necessary or justified, which then 

perpetuates a cycle of further mistreatment and negative teacher responses (Blase & 

Blase, 2002). A final example is related to teacher trust. When principals build trust 

through a variety of behaviors, this contributes to a positive school environment (Carver-

Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2019) and overall faculty trust (Van Maele & Van Houtte, 

2015), in which teacher stress and negative emotions are reduced, and job satisfaction is 

increased (Grayson & Alvarez, 2008b; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2017a). Furthermore, as a 

result of stronger principal-teacher relationships and trust, teacher feeling of 

connectedness, job commitment, and job satisfaction increase (Harris et al., 2019) and 

builds collaboration, healthy dialogue, problem-solving, and innovation (Blase & Blase, 

2002). Similar dynamics like these were found within the descriptions provided by 

teachers and principals. The connection between these variables is shown in Figure 6. 

Pseudonyms have been used to protect the anonymity of participants. 

This study identified a number of factors that influence teacher well-being. As 

part of an ecosystem of factors, teachers and principals described teacher personal factors 

as one of those influences. Self-care was regularly mentioned by teachers and principals 

as an important personal factor. Principal Jennifer tells her staff, “It’s okay to step away. 

If you need a mental day, take that day.” As she does personally, Principal Danielle 

encourages teachers to disconnect when away from work and tells them, “You know 

what? I think you’re working too hard. Go home. Take a break. Don’t worry about this 

place. It’s been here 50... 56-57 years now, it’s probably gonna be here unless the world 

ends.” Principal Cynthia suggested personal issues, financial struggles, and emotional 
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baggage contributes to teacher unhappiness, but also emphasized self-care through a 

focus on mindset and “how we… perceive things… reframing the way we think about 

what we’re doing.” Like Principal Cynthia, Isabelle said “I feel like sometimes the 

happiness part, we get stuck in our own heads sometimes, and that’s on us, that’s not on 

her.”  

Figure 7 

Sub-Themes and Categories for Theme 4 
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Besides mindset, teachers described other ways they took ownership of their well-

being. George attributed his practice of placing himself on “somewhat of an island” and 

not taking on “what’s going on other people’s life” as a major factor in reducing stress. 

Allen used to work extra-long hours beyond the normal workday and recently made a 

switch to a focus on better “work-life balance” because “I have to take care of myself for 

a change.” Katie found it helped to “just kinda go with the flow” in order to adapt to 

school issues. Bill described increasingly problematic health conditions like high blood 

pressure, weight gain, poor sleep, and the need for anxiety medication. While he 

attributed some of it to team dynamics at work, he recognized “a lot of that was stress I’d 

created.” Like Bill, Kevin described increased drinking and poor diet as part of a decline 

in personal health.  

 Another factor in teacher well-being was leadership factors, including principal 

actions and policies at the federal, state, and federal levels that trickle down to teachers. 

Notably, the district was often discussed as a major factor. Allen said, “it’s a lot to 

manage. There’s always new initiatives being added in. There’s new district mandates.” 

Principals all shared similar thoughts. Principal Danielle desired more opportunity to give 

teachers autonomy, but “with the district, there’s always what the district asks us to do… 

when you trickle that down to the school level, a lot of times we don’t have the autonomy 

that we would like to give teachers.” When schools struggle, as in the early part of 

Principal Jennifer’s leadership, state and district leaders bring extra pressure through 

visits, which she described as “someone looking over your shoulder… you’re kind of 

like, man, leave me alone.” The end result of these visits is that principals can begin to 

then pressure teachers more, as was true in Kevin’s school, where “she leaves us alone… 
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or she did before we have all these people breathing down our neck.” Isabelle was visibly 

frustrated by the number of people visiting her classroom from the district at times, 

saying, “pressure’s coming down, people are in our classrooms from the board office… I 

feel like it’s stressful to have these strangers come in and basically judge what I’m 

doing.” Aside from district pressure in lower-performing schools, practical district-level 

matters of mold, fire sprinklers, lack of autonomy, facilities issues training, disciplinary 

policies, and curriculum issues were all significant stressors depending on the teacher and 

school. Bill was particularly critical of the district's role in teacher stress. He said: 

Teachers aren’t feeling supported… it has nothing to do with the principal… it 

has everything to do with the district… this is the most supported I felt by a 

principal, but the least satisfied I’ve been at a school, and I feel like that is directly 

correlated with the district. 

Aside from district factors and personal factors, school context factors were also relevant 

for teacher well-being. These included student characteristics such as family income and 

language proficiency, resources, facilities, structures, and related processes, team 

dynamics, and leadership style. Of all of them, the principal leadership style was found to 

be an overarching factor. Bill suggested it is the principal who should “set and create a 

warm and welcoming environment.” Teachers and principals described a myriad of 

specific principal practices as they believed to be helpful or unhelpful. Helpful practices 

included being approachable, treating teachers as professionals, leveraging parent 

involvement, scheduling staff events, backing teachers, providing structures and process 

to allow for collaboration, responsive communication, taking ownership of negative 

feedback from district observers in classrooms, respecting teacher time, creating forms 



 146 

and processes to address facilities issues, providing autonomy and opportunities for 

giving input, supporting self-care, and making sure teachers students are getting 

supported behaviorally. One of the most prominent principal practices was providing 

teachers a voice. Isabelle appreciated the sense that “everybody’s voice is being heard.” 

Like Isabelle, Bill found the opportunity for the staff to have a voice in important matters, 

such as sitting in interviews for a leadership position, was “very powerful.” Conversely, 

when any of the above practices were lacking, teacher stress and frustration increased. 

For example, while Isabelle highly appreciated the approachability of her principal, she 

felt frustrated with the lack of responsive communication. 

 The other most prominent principal practice was the handling of student behavior. 

While difficult student behavioral situations were not always attributed to principals, 

principals were considered key players most of the time. Katie described how she was 

injured by a student enough to go to the doctor and how the student’s homeroom teacher 

is “in tears all the time because she doesn’t know what to do with him.” She said that, 

while inadequate, the administrators “try to help as much as possible.” Hillary struggled 

with feeling powerless in behavior situations because she did not feel students were being 

held accountable and instead were being “coddled” when they were sent to the office. 

She elaborated this was part of an overall “student behavior decline” that “put more stress 

on me than anything else.” From a school policy standpoint, some teachers felt principals 

needed to have better disciplinary policies. Bill said, “Not having a clear disciplinary 

model… added stress on teachers… there was no consistency… or any kind of 

discipline.” Regardless of effectiveness, principals did at least understand and make 

efforts to reduce student behavior problems. For example, Principal Jennifer placed a 
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dean’s office closer to classrooms to better support behavior issues. Principal Leon 

acknowledged that “the perception that admin is not doing anything about their 

problems” increases teacher stress, and based on that belief, helped implement an award-

winning model that leverages “the supports that we have to meet student needs.” 

 In most cases, these many factors combined to influence teacher well-being. 

Furthermore, these various factors were interconnected to create an ecosystem that 

influences teacher well-being. The aforementioned student behavior issues were 

interconnected with other factors like trust, stress, physical health, school culture, and 

policies and procedures. As another example, a mold problem in Allen’s classroom, 

which was not getting addressed properly, led to a series of other interconnected 

problems. He said: 

It affects me very badly. I had to bring my own dehumidifier… I was sick all last 

year… That doesn’t help in being stressed out… and still having to come to 

work… I stay sick… At some point I have to take time to rest… so I take a day 

off… Now they’ve got a sub, which… is not gonna give near the instruction I 

would… then, when I’m sick, I’m not as sharp. 

As a result of the mold issue, Allen experienced increased stress about the instruction of 

his students, and significant physical health issues, and not being able to recover for an 

extended time. However, this was not the only multi-faceted problem Allen faced. As a 

result of a lack of a sprinkler system, he was allowed little wall space for posters but felt 

he would be penalized in his evaluation for not having enough visuals. As a result, he was 

frustrated to “know that there’s no true way to win at that balance.” Another teacher 

shared significant problems that were connected to a facilities issue. In this instance, 
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Kevin’s stress increased significantly due to a lack of air conditioning and the lack of 

response to requests to the principal to have it resolved. As a result, trust was damaged. 

Connected to this issue was the fact that the building was being updated, which resulted 

in multiple classroom switches in a short time window. According to Kevin, this resulted 

in a frustrated team and a number of teachers leaving.  

The theme of teacher working conditions as an ecosystem for teacher well-being 

was demonstrated through the feedback of both principals and teachers. Examples of 

negative working conditions that influence teacher well-being included lack of support or 

policies to address managing student behaviors, workload pressure trickling down from 

the state and district levels, concerns with the workload. Examples of positive working 

conditions that promoted positive well-being among teachers included principal support 

and a sense of feeling valued.  

Theme 5: Job Intensity as a Common Workplace Experience 

Principals and teachers all discussed and acknowledged the significant challenge 

all teachers share as a common workplace experience in carrying out their complex, time-

pressured, accountability-driven jobs. As it relates to the principal role specifically, 

teachers perceived their principal as a major variable in their workplace experiences 

positively and negatively. As mentioned in themes three and four, principal influence 

may be direct or indirect. As a result, principals were able to increase or decrease job 

intensity depending on their leadership practices. Principals consistently expressed 

similar perceptions about their role and sought to alleviate pressure when possible. For 

example, one principal situated the dean’s office near classrooms so teachers could get 

quick support with behavior.  
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Teachers described feeling the pressure of delivering quality instruction because 

of their care for their students, but also because of the stressful accountability measures, 

time-pressured training, and planning, requirements for testing, general time demands, 

meetings, behavior management, other non-instructional obligations. Literature supports 

the overwhelming burden and burnout teachers are facing as well, and the evidence in 

persistence outcomes is telling. Listening to teachers and observing their emotions in 

describing facets of their well-being on the job confirmed the heavy burden they are often 

carrying at the expense of their personal mental, emotional, or physical well-being. 

Notably, none of it begrudgingly. All displayed sincere care for students and willingness 

to push themselves to carry out their passion for their work, meet the demands of their 

job head-on, and act as team players, often taking a toll on their stress level and life 

balance. Despite this passion, it was evident in comments and emotions that the job had 

been costly, and sometimes led to question their ability to sustain the work. In some 

cases, teachers were resilient or found ways to cope with sustaining the work and 

maintaining a high level of job satisfaction either in the short-term or long-term. Many of 

the “intensities” experienced were not inherent aspects of the job description but instead 

were related to workplace conditions that further increased pressure, if not stress or 

burnout levels. Therefore, well-being was partly a byproduct of personal, professional, 

and organizational factors, of which the principal was influential.  

 The literature review aligned with these same concerns. Highly prevalent teacher 

stress and burnout are symptoms of the uniquely challenging profession (Chan et al., 

2000; Ignat & Clipa, 2012) and have become increasingly so in recent years (Van 

Droogenbroeck et al., 2014). Outcomes of burnout include teacher turnover (Darling-
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Hammond, 2003), poor health, and reduced performance (Borg & Riding, 1991) are 

problematic for all educational stakeholders. When teachers are “burned out,” they 

experience significant mental and physical health outcomes (Chambers Mack et al., 2019; 

Grayson & Alvarez, 2008). Besides increased turnover (Rumschlag, 2017), performance 

is negatively influenced in many ways, such as depersonalization (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 

2017a), detachment (Richards et al., 2016), and reduced effectiveness in classroom 

management (Uzun, 2018). Therefore, teacher well-being is a public policy and school-

level leadership concern relevant not only for teachers but also for their students, for 

school achievement, and for the health of the broader educational system.  

 Teacher stress and burnout are caused by personal factors such as personal 

characteristics and life situations (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2017a) and organizational 

factors. Of note in this study, organizational factors comprise of any conditions 

experienced as a result of working in a school, many of which influence teacher well-

being, such as job demands, quality of leadership, work-life imbalance, role conflict, role 

ambiguity, job control, opportunities for professional development, social support 

(Acker, 2004; Rusli et al., 2008; Schütte et al., 2014). Broadly, organizational cultures 

that maintain “an awareness of how organizational actions will impact its employees” and 

respect “others’ rights, avoiding demanding behavior” (Cole et al., 2002, p. 159); and 

environments which support autonomy, competence, and relatedness promote job 

satisfaction and psychological well-being (Deci & Gagne, 2005), are helpful to teacher 

well-being. 

 There is a wide range of specific working conditions that are related to teacher 

well-being. These include job demands and resources, work overload, role problems, 
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school policies and climate, interpersonal conflicts, administrative leadership, and 

decision latitude, and a bureaucratic, rigid work system (Chan et al., 2000; Fernet et al., 

2012). However, not all conditions have the same influence on teacher well-being. 

Generally, principal leadership, student behavior, time pressure or workload, job intensity 

including various stressors such as classroom management and testing, and lack of social 

support have been identified as primary stressors, with some different impacting aspects 

of burnout. For example, Skaalvik and Skaalvik (2017b) found time pressure and 

workload to have the greatest influence on emotional exhaustion and student behavior on 

depersonalization and personal accomplishment. Other working conditions of the greatest 

influence include intensification (Van Droogenbroeck et al., 2014), ineffective principal 

leadership (Blase & Blase, 2006; Iancu et al., 2018; Tickle et al., 2011), student behavior 

(Ouellette et al., 2018), and social support, which includes collegiality (Ladd, 2011) and 

support from colleagues and principals (Iancu et al., 2018). Additional findings are 

demonstrated in the interviews. Prior to providing sample quotes, the connection between 

these variables is shown below in Figure 8. Pseudonyms have been used to protect the 

anonymity of participants. 
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Figure 8 
Sub-Themes and Categories for Theme 5 

 
 

Teachers and principals discussed the intensive nature of the teaching profession 

in many respects. One of those was the heavy time pressures teachers experience on the 

job, often leading to far more work off-the-clock. While the profession typically follows 
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a rigid contractual workday, teachers did not have enough time built into their day to 

meet the demands of the job. As a result, they often came in early or at least stayed late. 

In some cases, many hours were worked in evenings and weekends to keep up with 

planning and grading. Allen said, “I don’t want to spend my whole weekend planning… I 

don’t like spending my whole weekend grading either.” However, he specifically 

described the reason this had been unavoidable:  

Planning five guided reading lessons is a constant, and then every two days, 

having a new book for each group. That's a lot. If you wanna plan a solid lesson, 

it takes time. You can't just sit down. In elementary school, it's a lot harder than, I 

would say, a middle or high school 'cause I've taught middle school then. Middle 

school, you plan one really good lesson and teach it several times, of course, 

modifying for the kids, but it’s the same lesson. Elementary school, it’s something 

different every hour… I can make a to-do list, cross everything off, and have 100 

more things to replace that to-do list with. 

Katie also described the difficulty of managing the time demands: 

I just do what I can, I work... I usually get here right before 7:00 in the morning 

'cause I have to take my son to his bus stop by 6:30, and I just come on in, and I'm 

usually here until about 6:00 or 6:30, so I'm here almost 12 hours… And then I 

usually bring more work home over the weekends… We have a lot of different 

responsibilities to do. It seemed like the first month of school we were getting 

emails from the principal, from the assistant principal, and from the dean of 

instruction, and our MTSS lead of different things that we needed to do, that we 

needed to get done, and do this and do that, and our LTDS, and then our math 
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coach wanted us to accomplish all these things. And sometimes it's really 

frustrating. 

Besides the difficulty in managing the essentials of their job, teachers described feeling 

pressure from other pressures. Allen shared his stress is also high because “there’s always 

new initiatives… were gonna-try-it-this way ideas… encouragement to… push us to be 

more involved… doing other things besides teaching.” Kevin shared a very similar 

experience: 

I would say that overall all of us are having a lot of trouble with stress. And a lot 

of ours is because of the things that are being... We have new programs that are 

having to be implemented that are not developmentally appropriate for kids. And 

we got three of them that we have to do everyday… Three different programs that 

were just thrust on us to do and teach. And that's caused a lot of stress. 

Principals consistently expressed an understanding of the time pressure teachers are 

feeling. For example, Principal Cynthia said, “There’s never enough time… I think 

teacher well-being would skyrocket if they had more time to plan and prepare. They’re 

always feeling like they’re dog-paddling, trying to keep their head above water.” 

 Another major experience of job intensity was dealing with student behaviors 

while also providing instruction. As part of a broader system issue, Katie described a 

feeling of powerlessness when dealing with significant behavior problems:  

And I know it happens at every school, it's just... When it's happening to you, you 

just want something done about it and it's hard to really understand maybe... We 

really can't because of Student Rights to education and stuff too… I think that's a 

general consensus with how the teachers who have to go through that kind of 
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thing here. And I see a lot of stories floating around on social media and stuff like 

that about teachers being attacked and stuff in classrooms so maybe it's not just 

unique to our school. 

At the school level, teachers shared how student disciplinary practices added stress. Bill 

said, “Not having a clear… disciplinary model, put the added stress on teachers.” Also, 

teachers felt they were expected to manage the students, but had limited options to 

address the behaviors effectively. Hillary said,  

I would say that brings me the most stress is because I don't have much that I can 

do to the students. Now, I can bluff 'em, I can make 'em think there is, but at the 

end of the day, teachers don't have much that they can do anymore. 

Allen was frustrated to about the current emphasis on support rather than consequences: 

You know it’s hard to told when you've got multiple behavior problems that if 

you would just build relationships your students, you wouldn't have behavior 

problems in your classroom, where we all know that trauma and other things 

affect that and no amount of relationships going to change the trauma at home and 

how those students respond. 

In addition to time pressure and managing student behaviors, teachers and principals 

described the challenges related to accountability structures and practices, including 

regular observations, evaluations, state testing, and classroom visits from various leaders 

while teaching. Principal Danielle described the stress that comes from these extra 

demands: 

I think the very end of the year is very stressful, and obviously, for testing time, 

especially the test for TCAP, all of that. And then, I really think that a lot of the 
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stress that we all experience is from external sources. And I'm not trying to pass 

the buck, but when you think about what the district demands, not just the district 

but the state, and a lot of what the district does come from the state and 

sometimes even the federal, it's a lot that I think people on the outside don't 

realize that we face all the time. 

Principal Jennifer also described how pressures from the “outside” can create a lot of 

extra stress for teachers, which is especially true in low-performing schools. She said the 

“stress level is high… we had three state visits… from December to May… We’ve 

already had a bunch of visits this school year… the stress level is high… when you 

always have someone looking over your shoulder.” In a few instances, Katie and Hillary 

both had times when there were a large number of adults observing their class, which 

created significant discomfort for them and their students. While it may have been an 

unusual situation, may other situations demonstrate the stressful impact of outside 

observers. 

 Besides outside visitor observations and state testing being used as part of their 

evaluations, accountability measures within the building can also be stressful. Besides the 

reality that teachers are routinely observed and evaluated throughout each school year, 

the evaluation process can take on particular intensity depending on the school and 

principal. Katie reported teachers across the board were getting much lower evaluation 

scores than in the past and that evaluation felt extra stressful because “she went over 

every single line on everything when she scored every one.” Allen described the 

evaluation process as overwhelming in general: 
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And there's always walk-throughs, which are stressful. Any time they could pop 

in and decide they're doing my evaluation. That's stressful. There's just... And 

then, if you have this child over here in the corner melting down, and this one's 

acting up over here, that's stressful. And I know it's a stressful job, and I knew 

what I was getting into when I signed on for it. I did. But these are things that 

factor into my own well-being and my own mental health because if this is 

chaotic, everything around me is chaotic. Eventually, it all comes back to, I feel 

chaotic. 

Another intense aspect of the job was meeting the diverse needs of students, which 

appeared highly complex due to the implementation of multiple curriculums, addressing 

behaviors, and other student needs. Principal Cynthia said, “And so when you think about 

all that we’re asking teachers to do, it almost feels impossible and that creates that stress 

level.” There is the matter of planning to meet these needs, but also the pressure to help 

all students achieve. Bill said, “I would say planning expectations has left me pretty 

stressed out. I wouldn't say dissatisfied but I would say unsatisfied, materials, not having 

enough materials, expectations on students versus the reality of what they can actually 

achieve. So right now, honestly, it's the most difficult year I've had teaching.” Hillary 

said the tension of realistic expectations does not exist because they do not want to help 

all students be successful, but rather because “they want you to be… on the same page at 

the same time, where I see teaching idea because children are mobile and they move back 

and forth. But to be on the specific lesson, it doesn’t always work.” Allen shared similar 

thought regarding expectations, stating: 
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And there's just a lot of stress to put on students to meet these exemplars that the 

district and the state have deemed acceptable. And when half of your kids are well 

below grade level or don't speak English, or any number of other factors, EE, it's a 

lot harder to meet those standards 'cause those kids are not at the same level as a 

child that's on grade level that can do that. 

Finally, teachers and principals described contextual factors that can add extra layers of 

complexity. For example, Principal Leon attributed high stress in his school to a high 

number of low-performing students and behavior problems when he arrived. Or, in 

Principal Cynthia’s school, teacher stress was attributed to meeting the needs of a diverse 

student population, including many who had arrived as migrants with no experience 

speaking English. She said, “They may have risked their life to cross the border… may 

have suffered trauma… there’s a language barrier… they’re adapting to the culture… all 

the while (teachers) being held accountable for the same standard.” Both Bill and 

Principal Cynthia suggested the high poverty level and number of English language 

learners contribute to high stress in their schools. In contrast, Principal Jennifer described 

how gentrification shifted the problem from high poverty and disinterested parents to 

where parents are regularly asking questions “teachers that have been here a while have 

never had to deal with.” 

 Teacher job intensity was found to be a stressor for most teachers, and in some 

cases, contributed to health issues. In all teacher comments, it was implied workplace 

experiences were a major factor in their health. Kevin and Bill both saw their blood 

pressure rise significantly in recent years. Other health issues shared were weight gain, 
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sleep problems, anxiety, and increased alcohol usage. Bill's health challenges were 

particularly striking: 

It's gone up [stress]. My blood pressure became incredibly high last year. 

Normally it sits at like 120 over 70, last year it was up to almost 150 over 100… I 

know that my weight has gone up, my sleep pattern... Or my sleep has decreased, 

my blood pressure has gone up, my anxiety level has been a lot higher. I was 

recently prescribed anxiety medication and... Yeah, so I think the stress level has 

continued to increase the longer I've been teaching. 

Overall, Principal Cynthia, empathizing with the basic stressful nature of teaching, said, 

“I would say their stress level is super high, their psychological well-being. I think part of 

that is the nature of this profession.” Besides the inherent nature of the profession, three 

teachers brought up significant health challenges or discomforts in their particular 

schools. One experienced ongoing health problems related to unaddressed mold, another 

went to the doctor due to injuries from a violent student incident, and another struggled 

with classroom temperatures over seventy-five degrees over many months due to an air 

conditioning problem.  

The theme of job intensity as a common workplace experience was demonstrated 

through reports of various factors contributing to intense working conditions. Some 

factors included intense stress from meeting the diverse needs of all students, developing 

and teaching highly complex curriculums, and addressing student behaviors. Although 

not every stressor factor was an aspect of the job. Some factors were related to workplace 

conditions. Despite the source of stress, teacher well-being is a byproduct of personal, 

professional, and organizational factors. 
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Discussion 

 With a focus on elementary teacher and principal perceptions related to the 

principal role in supporting teacher well-being and the challenges elementary school 

principals experience as they attempt to address the working conditions that influence 

teacher well-being, the findings were consistent with the literature review and 

demonstrated mostly shared perceptions among teachers and principals regarding the role 

of the principal in supporting teacher well-being. First, teacher stress and burnout are 

prominently highlighted as a primary outcome of the teaching profession. Similarly, 

teachers and principals shared about the stressful and often intense experiences of the 

teacher role. The intensity of those experiences, many of which principals played a key 

role, was readily apparent in the nature of the situations and in the emotions expressed 

while describing them. Second, the principal role is described in literature as being a 

primary influence in teacher working conditions and the outcomes from those. Likewise, 

principals and teachers affirmed the role principals play in shaping teacher workplace 

conditions, including dynamics around the principal-teacher relationship. Whether 

principal leadership was helpful or unhelpful, it was described as a prominent feature of 

the teacher experience. Third, the importance of “voice” in employee health was found to 

be significant and was described in literature related to constructs such as autonomy, 

control, commitment, job satisfaction, and trust. The centrality of teacher voice 

permeated most aspects of the teacher working conditions in significant ways as a 

disempowering profession. In most cases, principals and teachers view the principal role 

as a primary vehicle for empowering teachers while still acknowledging the significance 

of variables outside the principal sphere of influence. In times when teachers felt 
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empowered, it appeared to be a point of emphasis either as a leader focus or very helpful 

and appreciated by the teacher. Fourth, literature described working conditions through a 

systemic, ecological perspective in addition to individual factors. Similarly, it was found 

that teachers experience few if any, working conditions as stand-alone positives or 

negatives as personal and organizational factors both contributed to the well-being and 

influenced other conditions. For example, lack of voice led to facilities issues, which led 

to health problems that were exasperated by poor coping skills, and low-trust and job 

satisfaction.  

 One unique finding apart from most literature on teacher well-being and principal 

leadership was the positive finding that teachers and principals perceive principals as 

mutually-interested stakeholders alongside teachers, with positive intentions for their 

school, students, and each other. While not surprising, literature is mostly focused on 

problems. Furthermore, based on researcher bias, it was expected that the findings would 

highlight the negative experiences far more prominently. A careful review of the data, 

with this bias in mind, opened up a different perspective, which was teachers are far more 

balanced in their perspective of their principal’s leadership, giving credit and seeing 

positives when overly frustrated, and acknowledging serious flaws when mostly positive. 

Teachers were also able to reasonably articulate significant frustrations while maintaining 

an understanding of the contextual limitations of the principal role, just as all principals 

prominently described. Therefore, teachers appeared more reasonable, fair, and able to 

separate the influence of their principal and other factors in their well-being than 

expected. Principals appeared to understand the needs of their teachers and genuinely 
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care about their well-being while also shedding light on the realities that they feel limit 

them, which teachers often acknowledge. 

 The primary strength of this study was providing a more in-depth, nuanced 

exploration of the working conditions teachers perceive to be the most relevant to their 

well-being and the role principals play in shaping those. Many of the conditions relevant 

to teacher well-being have been explored separately or measured in a quantitative 

methodology. Therefore, this study offers both a comprehensive view of the topic and 

explores how teachers and principals experience principal influence in real-world 

settings. In terms of applicability, principals, or those who train or lead principals, may 

use this study alongside quantitative studies as a reference to better understand how to 

care for the well-being of their teachers in balance with instructional goals. As a result, 

principals may identify particular areas of needed focus in which they can further explore 

through other literature, or gain a more nuanced understanding of their role in relation to 

teacher well-being.  

 This study had some limitations. First, this study presents the experiences and 

perspectives of elementary teachers in limited time and locations. The findings are most 

applicable to similar contexts in terms of urban, elementary schools, in lower to mid-

socio-economic areas, and to the current educational system context, which changes over 

time. Second, as a qualitative study, the findings were unable to fully explore the topic as 

it only describes the experiences of one group of teachers and principals. Furthermore, 

participants were able to control the narrative and could choose to leave out important 

details, and there may be unknown reasons principals and teachers, with certain traits or 

experiences, would be highly interested or uncomfortable in participating, such as the 
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possibility that only willing principals would primarily be those who are highly confident 

in their leadership in which comments from their teachers would be positive. Certain 

aspects may be more or less prominent or not applicable to some elementary teachers. 

Even within the same district or school, teachers may easily have a different experience 

or perspective. Therefore, the findings are not generalizable to all elementary teachers, 

although it will add to the broader understanding of this topic in the context of other 

literature, and adds to our understanding of the perspectives and experiences of some. 

Finally, qualitative research is susceptible to researcher bias. Overall, the rigor of the 

study, including well-planned data collection and data analysis procedures and limiting 

researcher bias through member checking, peer debriefing, and reflexive journaling, 

contributed to the trustworthiness of the findings and minimized the influence of 

researcher bias.  

Summary 

 Five main themes emerged from the data, including the principal influence as 

significant for teacher well-being and effectiveness, job intensity as common teacher 

experience, principals and teachers as mutually invested stakeholders, teacher voice as 

significant to teacher workplace experiences with principals, and teacher working 

conditions as an ecosystem for teacher well-being. The findings were congruent with 

literature related to teacher well-being, and well-being in general, with principals and 

teachers as mutually invested stakeholders as a theme with topics less prevalent in 

literature on teacher well-being related to their principals. The study included some 

benefits for research and educational leader practice alongside some inherent limitations 
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of the study methodology. Chapter five presents practical applications for principals and 

those who lead principals based on the findings of this study.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: PROPOSED SOLUTION AND IMPLICATIONS 

 Chapter five presents specific, real-world solutions for elementary principals 

based on the findings and their implications. Recommendations specifically address the 

concerns identified in each theme, considering the limitations and challenges of the 

elementary principal role. Importantly, the recommendations are grounded in literature 

and based on the perceptions of principals and teachers who are presently serving in 

elementary schools, which affirmed their belief that principals play an important role in 

teacher working conditions and the many limitations and opportunities to support teacher 

well-being. The recommendations and their specific action steps in this study provide a 

valuable foundation for principals to optimize their teachers’ effectiveness and value 

teacher dignity.  

Aim Statement 

The aim of this dissertation was to explore elementary principal and teacher 

perceptions regarding the principal role in the working conditions that support teacher 

well-being to provide elementary principals with leadership practice recommendations 

grounded in an understanding of elementary teacher needs and realistic application in 

public elementary schools.  

Proposed Recommendations 

Recommendations are based on the findings of this study and supporting 

literature. Therefore, although many findings in literature are applicable for this topic, 

solutions are provided based on the five themes and the related supporting literature. 

Solutions also remained within the scope of this study, which was to provide principal 

leadership applications applicable within their locus of control, which was identified as 
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limited in many ways. Therefore, while teacher well-being is influenced by many factors, 

solutions do not include individual teacher and district-level leadership practices or 

policies relevant to teacher well-being. To support application of the recommendations, 

the recommendations will be shared during district leader consultation and district 

professional development for principals, as able. See Table 1 for the Summary of 

Principal Recommendations. 

Principal Recommendations for “Teacher Voice as Significant for Teacher Well-

Being” 

As a meta-theme in the interviews, supporting teacher voice was the working 

condition principals, and more so teachers, perceived to be the most important principal 

practice for teacher well-being. As found in this study, teacher voice takes many forms, 

such as autonomy, input into decisions, and general respect for their personhood in which 

their input is not only authentically included in decisions important to them, but their 

needs and preferences are valued as well through proactive action. Solutions for this 

theme are aimed at increasing teacher voice in their schools whenever helpful and 

possible as not all “teacher voice” is helpful or possible. For example, as described by 

participants, autonomy can take on the form of allowing conflicts to fester and reduce 

instructional effectiveness through a passive leadership approach. As congruent with 

literature and interviews, passivity is generally problematic. One of the concerns about 

autonomy was that individuals would simply do what they wish, which in most cases, is 

not ideal or outcome. To the contrary, according to Ryan and Deci (2000), autonomous 

behavior is more defined by people having a sense of volition in their alignment with 

their organization rather than by everyone acting on their own apart from a sense of 
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unified teamwork or merely blindly, half-heartedly, or unwillingly obeying orders when 

they do not understand or value the importance of the action.  

Therefore, teacher voice is the result of principal influence rather than control 

through purposeful actions, such as intentionally making opportunities for autonomy and 

for providing input as much as possible and is helpful, building trust and a shared vision 

for the school, and carefully weighing which issues should be addressed and those that 

can be unattended to or be strategically handed to someone else. Furthermore, there are 

times when teacher voice is either impossible or at least minimally possible. Many 

decisions and characteristics of a school are out of the principal locus of control or 

require a leader to act with little or no input from stakeholders for many reasons, such as 

those that are time-sensitive or most appropriately determined by the principal. For 

example, student discipline and parent follow-up are time-sensitive, and decisions related 

to a problematic team member are not decided by vote or committee. Overall, the 

findings in this study strongly suggest principals can do better with giving teachers more 

voice, which is likely to improve their climate and culture, reduce turnover, increase 

teacher well-being, and better outcomes for students. 

Recommendation 1: Review Structures and Practices which Formally and Informally 

Influence Teacher Voice 

Structures provide opportunities for teachers to give their input into decisions 

important to them. Many of these structures are formal in nature. Typically, schools have 

committees, leadership teams, and representatives. Depending on how these teams 

function, they may or may not increase teacher voice in meaningful ways, nor do they 

necessarily represent the principal value of teacher voice as principals are generally 
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expected to provide formal structures for teacher input. Committees can be relegated to 

decisions of low influence such as who gets a birthday card or otherwise be provided a 

purpose or meeting agenda limiting their influence. While leadership teams make 

influential decisions for the school, principals may use subversive overt or subtle tactics 

to control decisions in the meetings and exert control by selecting biased or otherwise 

non-dissenting team members. Principals may formally offer an “open-door policy” 

while at the same time presenting as uninterested, too busy, or intimidating based on 

other practices. When principals review their formal structures for teacher voice, these 

are some specific suggestions: 

x Determine if there are other formal structures that need to be in place. 

x Use informal communication by talking privately or in very small groups with 

a mix of stakeholders (parents, teachers, support staff, and students) to inquire 

about their perceptions of whether their input is valued and how their needs 

and preferences can be better heard. By doing so, the “quiet” team members 

are not overpowered by those who are more vocal. Notably, “informal” is 

needed as formal surveys, open forums, and “open door” policies are not 

sufficient as team members may find these intimidating or of limited 

effectiveness, and the opportunity is lost to reinforce trust through a more 

relational approach. 

x Ensure leadership team members bring a variety of perspectives and not an 

“inner circle” whereby others mistake the team as the principal’s supporters. 

x Review committees and talk to stakeholders to determine if they are serving a 

meaningful purpose and if some need to be added, modified, or removed 
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accordingly. Ensure committees have a meaningful purpose and meeting 

agendas and allow team members to choose which committee(s) so they can 

speak to matters most important to them, as much as absolutely possible.  

Recommendation 2: Improve the Formal Structures for Teacher Voice 

How these formal structures function is critical for teacher voice, as described 

above, of which there are many considerations. First, intentional efforts are required to 

ensure these structures allow stakeholders to influence decisions important to them 

meaningfully. Using the example of a leadership team, board, or committee, there are 

ways to amplify the principal’s agenda and preferences overtly or subtly. To ensure these 

structures are optimally supporting teacher voice, here are some further suggestions: 

x In addition to thoughtfully selecting participates for a range of perspectives, 

leadership team meetings can proactively emphasize teacher voice by: 

o Collaboratively agreeing on norms to guide the interactions to support an 

environment where all members can be respected and encouraged to offer 

their input whenever relevant to the matter. 

o Prior to setting the agenda, using interpersonal communication to 

determine the agenda priorities so the focus can be on matters most 

relevant to the team rather than just the principal, whenever possible. 

o Moderating self and others to ensure equal voice is offered to all members, 

as much as reasonably possible by monitoring speaking time. 

o Practice self-awareness regarding talk-time, openness to alternative 

suggestions, and leadership habits that may undermine potentially better 

solutions than already personally presumed. 
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o Avoid alternative informal leadership meetings comprised of inner-circle 

team members. The unintended signal is that outsiders may perceive their 

voice, not the leadership team, is shaping school policy. 

x Committees should have a meaningful purpose and support for their decisions. 

To enable committees to make decisions independently of the principal, 

provide guidance ahead of time if there are particular limitations on what can 

be done (funding or policies).  

x While having a generic “open-door policy” is helpful, provide a more formal 

structure to ensure teachers can access it. Examples include scheduling 

options (email, outlook, or verbal), when to schedule it by possible offering 

after school times, during their planning, or other, and private space of their 

choices such as their room, office, or other space. If they know when and how, 

teachers are more likely to access this important resource.  

Recommendation 3: Improve the Informal Structures for Teacher Voice 

Concerning informal structures or practices, principals can build trust as these are 

typically above and beyond the normal formal structures, which builds trust with teachers 

as this communicates sincerity in valuing their voice. These informal structures are seen 

in timely response to phone calls and emails, proactively addressing serious concerns 

raised whenever possible and explaining reasons when it is not, setting a meeting with 

individuals when requested in a timely way, engaging in active listening in meetings and 

individual conversations, taking feedback from individuals to make changes where 

possible, and seeking out input from individuals. A few practical suggestions include: 
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x Be Approachable: The open-door policy is only useful if team members 

believe the principal will listen respectfully and authentically take their input 

into consideration. An unfriendly or intimidating demeanor, ignoring 

communications or concerns, inattentive listening, and various mistreatments 

diminish the required trust to engage in these conversations. 

x Provide Small Forums: While individual teachers may have concerns, pockets 

of teachers may share the concerns collectively. Providing the group a private 

forum would be helpful, ideally, during a time of their choice as part of their 

planning time or before or after school.  

x Be Responsive: Timely communication is meaningful for teachers, who are 

often too busy to connect during the workday in person, and therefore must 

find the principal before or after school or reach out from home by email or 

text at some point. Some suggestions include: 

o At a minimum, principals can reassure the teacher it was viewed by 

responding in a reasonable timeframe indicating it will get a response at 

some point. 

o Due to the high volumes of emails, phone calls, and texts principals 

receive, principals can prioritize teacher communication by proactively 

doing quick scans during the school day to differentiate between urgent, 

non-urgent, or no response needed communications from teachers, and 

review non-urgent emails after school.   

o If there are highly urgent issues happening in the classroom or other areas 

of the building, processes need to be in place for what kinds of situations 
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require the principal, how to get assistance, and what should take place if 

the principal is unavailable. In or out of the building, principals can 

provide key people with direct means of communication via text, phone, 

or walkie.  

o If teachers believe the principal is generally unresponsive or unavailable 

when teachers reach out, a broader assessment would be ideal for 

determining if there are structural changes needed to ensure the principal 

is more accessible and responsive. Example changes could include 

staffing, policies, distributed leadership, setting new expectations, or a 

time priority analysis. 

Recommendation 4: Engage in Self-Reflection Regarding Leadership Style to Identify 

Traits that can be Developed 

Leadership style was described as a personality or leadership trait. A principal 

may engage in self-reflection through reading, reflecting on past situations, or 

professional development to identify aspects of their leadership that may contribute to 

their ability to foster autonomy-supportive environments. For example, principals were 

described as honest or dishonest, controlling or laid back, steady or unsteady, or 

organized or disorganized. A few leadership and personality traits of relevance for 

teacher voice include: 

x Be Visible: When teachers see the principal spend significant time in the 

classroom, hallways, and face-to-face communication with their staff, teachers 

may view the principal as more approachable and will be likely to maintain 
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better communication since it depends less on emails, phone calls, texts, or 

through other team members. 

x Be Approachable: Highly reactive or unstable personalities tend to instill fear 

as teachers may be unsure if the principal will overreact to their situation or 

concern. Maintaining a “consistent” or “stable” temperament was viewed as 

important by principals and teachers. 

x Be Respectful: Teachers who feel their principal cares about them and treats 

them respectfully are more likely to maintain open communication, ask for 

help, and let the principal know what they think. As a result, both the informal 

and formal structures will be more effective in addition to having a supportive 

climate in general. 

x Be Empowering: Some teachers described the challenges of working in an 

environment where they felt the tremendous pressure of the job itself, but also 

the stress of feeling disempowered and not heard by their principal. Instead, 

through any means possible, principals should distribute leadership, give a 

choice, and support teacher decisions whenever realistically possible in 

matters important to teachers, providing the framework for decisions that 

require some boundaries, strongly support formal and informal structures in 

which decisions can be made collectively and with teacher input. 

Principal Recommendations for “Teachers and Principals as Mutually Invested 

Stakeholders”  

As described by teachers and principals, the role of teacher and principal was 

found to be closely tied together as critical to their success in serving students, regardless 
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of the strength of the partnership between the two. This study affirmed that principals and 

teachers are mutual partners in their students' success, bringing heartfelt commitment and 

positive motivations to serve students effectively and work with each other positively, 

despite both having significant external and school-level pressures. While it may be 

reasonably assumed that the two roles are connected, a more nuanced finding was the 

underlying motivations and commitment in relation to the partnership between the two. 

Both frequently expressed positive intentions toward each other.  

Principals generally expressed understanding teacher needs and, successful or not, 

were specific about their aspirations of how they want to be an excellent leader for 

teachers and meeting teacher needs wherever possible in the pressured school context. 

Teachers were generally understanding, if not positive, towards principals, including their 

significant responsibilities and need to focus on organizational goals and overall 

difficulty of the job, and expressed positives even when there were perceived significant 

leadership flaws or poor decisions. In instances of disagreement, they generally provided 

thoughtful, well-reasoned explanations that were either student-centered or at least 

appeared to have reasonable concerns that were significant to their well-being. While 

there can be significant tensions, both appeared to believe the effort to work well-together 

is both desired and necessary as mutually invested stakeholders. The findings indicated 

this partnership is strengthened through a trust-based relationship, respect, collaboration, 

teacher voice, principal support, and that principals can be overly optimistic about many 

of these variables given the finding that they can have highly divergent perceptions from 

their teachers on issues such as trust and teacher voice. Overall, the recommendations 
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support these variables, which contribute to many working conditions relevant to teacher 

well-being. 

Recommendation 1: Reinforce Effective Collaborative Structures Whereby Teachers 

and Principals Collaborate and Make Decisions Together 

As found in the recommendations for teacher voice, collaborative structures like 

committees, leadership teams, and other collective decision-making contexts exist to give 

all stakeholders a voice in their school. When done effectively, the benefits are many. 

However, done ineffectively, it can reinforce the opposite, including the perception that 

these are only a “veneer” of shared decision making. When principals and teachers work 

collaboratively, communicate well, and respect each other through difficult situations, the 

partnership can be strong, leading to better student and teacher outcomes. The axiom 

“better together” is only realized when similar dynamics are present in the school. 

Applicable recommendations are the same provided in the teacher voice 

recommendations.  

Recommendation 2: Remove or Modify Barriers to Mutual Understanding and 

Collaboration between Principals and Teachers 

 Principal and teachers can experience significant disconnects in their perceptions 

whereby principals can be overly optimistic about important aspects of their working 

environment, such as trust and teacher support. To address this, they need opportunities 

to collaborate and communicate. This study found that principals and teachers are likely 

to share in the same positive intentions towards each other and the students. Teachers 

who appeared to like their principal still had significant concerns. In contrast, teachers 

who appeared to be frustrated with their principal appeared reasonable and fair when 
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articulating concerns and recognizing their principal's positive attributes. Principals 

expressed a strong commitment to meeting teacher needs and empathy for the challenges 

faced. However, what may occur is the intensive pressures lead to high stress, burnout, 

and negative interactions overshadow the good intentions both share. Specific 

recommendations include: 

x Identify communication barriers. Maintaining open communication can help 

identify barriers specific to the school based on team members, expectations, 

policies, demographics, or culture. For example, one teacher felt the 

communication lines broke down as soon as a student was sent to the office 

for a behavior problem.  

x Determine the context-specific reasons and develop a plan. In the office 

example above, the potential reasons could be principal time pressure or 

lacking disciplinary processes.  

x Identify and develop a plan for systemic barriers, which are part of the broader 

education field. Based on teacher working conditions and literature, these are 

systemic barriers which may require strategies specific to the schools:  

o Time pressure. Teachers do not have enough time to meet their job 

demands, often working after school and weekends, and experience 

regular interruptions to designated lunches and planning time in a typical 

workday. Therefore, times for collaboration and communication can be 

difficult to find. As a formal structure, principals may need to set aside 

specific times for “listening” at some frequency in which the teacher or 

group of teachers dictates the agenda and time so they can have a forum to 
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share input or concerns, which is likely to require setting aside other 

priorities for those time windows. As an informal structure, another option 

is simply to ask grade levels each quarter if they want to check in and 

asking for times that work. As there are always competing priorities, 

solutions will require “cuts” somewhere else, so it depends on how 

important this communication is to the principal and teachers and if the 

need is adequately met in other ways. 

o Rigid Expectations. Teachers and principals both work within a highly 

bureaucratic context in which many top-down policies, procedures, and 

expectations must be met. A prime example is the evaluation process, 

which is highly structured and inflexible. Teachers and principals 

understand they both experience these pressures. However, there appeared 

to be more ambiguity with teachers and principals regarding how much 

freedom principals can or are willing to provide to teachers. A key shared 

understanding worth clarifying is the delineation between choices, 

preferences, and requirements, which serves to eliminate confusion about 

those things the principal must require, chooses to require or not require, 

which can alleviate tension regarding real or perceived control, affirms 

clear expectations, and reduces ambiguity as to the informal contract 

between teacher and principal. Within this understanding, principals can 

reinforce shared understanding and respect by providing a rationale for 

expectations and choices by clearly delineating between “we must… I 

expect… you may”. Ultimately, the end goal is reasonable, clear 
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expectations, and mutual understanding regarding matters important to 

teachers and the principal. 

x Provide opportunities for team bonding: In the high stress of the job, including 

the ebbs and flows in which some seasons are harder than others, teams can 

lose sight of their shared purpose, of caring for each other, and of the good 

work they are doing collectively. Staff-wide opportunities to celebrate and 

fellowship play a part in developing a positive climate (or a family 

atmosphere). Some suggestions include: 

o Supporting opportunities to eat together such as holidays and end of year 

celebrations. One principal allowed food trucks in the parking lot for the 

staff as another example. 

o When noticing particularly stressful times, utilize already planned team 

meetings to focus on team connection and sharing. 

o Consider scheduling optional out of school season activities that are 

financially and geographically accessible to all staff so they can attend and 

bring their families. A committee may be possible specifically for staff 

events to get the most participation. If it is interesting and accessible, more 

team members are likely to want to attend, especially when they do not 

want to add more obligations to their plates when school is in session. 

x In addition to staff-wide strategies, providing formal and informal 

opportunities for staff recognition and encouragement can be meaningful, 

especially during a more stressful time. Examples include: principals bring 

around a food cart to show appreciation, school note pads teachers can use to 
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post thank you notes on colleagues doors, and giving staff an unexpected 

meeting “cancellation” and encourage a self-selected self-care activity during 

that time. However, some of the more meaningful individual experiences are 

simply being supportive when teachers need a break or request time off as 

provided in their contract or proactively reinforcing work-life balance and 

taking a breather when someone appears to be burning out.  

Recommendation 3: Create a Mission and Vision Statement with the Staff 

 Vision statements describe the larger goal (why?), while mission statements 

describe the means (what and how). Done effectively, teams can develop statements 

highly tailored to their team and school, so it is meaningful and useful, unlike statements 

from past years, generic slogans, or borrowed statements from the district or other 

organizations. Most schools have a formal mission and vision statement usually framed 

somewhere prominent in the building. However, such statements do not imply the team is 

working with a shared purpose. In most cases, team members do not know the 

statements, nor do they shape any of the behavior or processes in the school. In some 

cases, these are either borrowed or generic in nature. As a result, it can be nothing more 

than a slogan on the wall. This recommendation is not based on the presumption that the 

team will become more unified if they have these statements. Instead, creating or 

modifying these together will likely to contribute to a positive climate and reinforce 

shared purpose, and therefore also better collaboration. The goal is not a statement to 

frame, but rather a co-shaped purpose and meaning for their work together in their 

particular school in terms of what they want to accomplish and how they want to get 

there, which may change over time as leaders and team members change. However, if 
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team members feel connected and supported through better collaboration and shared 

purpose, they are more likely also to experience better staffing continuity. Specific 

recommendations include: 

x Set aside a period of time (months or weeks) in which part of the staff 

meetings can be dedicated specifically to developing a vision, and then a 

mission statement. Strategically, all team members should be present to ensure 

buy-in and improved collaboration.  

x Since this process can be time-consuming, one solution is to do some 

components together and then some by committee. Committee approaches 

should support rather than replace staff-wide approaches to ensure all team 

members are meaningfully included in the process. One example might be the 

committee members seek out school history, team members' stories and values 

using a survey and then presenting findings in staff meetings to winnow them 

down into core values. 

x Make the vision and mission statement prominent in school materials and 

throughout the building. 

x Review the vision and mission statement at least annually with the staff and as 

part of opening meetings on occasion. 

Recommendation for “Principal Influence as Significant for Teacher Well-Being 

and Effectiveness” 

Principals and teachers both recognized the central role of the principal in teacher 

and student experiences. Some of those experiences can be direct or personal. For 

example, a teacher may have their grade level switched, rooms changed, and be treated 
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disrespectfully. While not always direct or personal, the impact of indirect influence, 

such as through student disciplinary practices, leadership behaviors, and school culture, 

were still significant indirect factors. Because working conditions strongly influence 

teacher well-being, and working conditions are significantly influenced by principals, 

significant influence is unavoidable despite many non-principal related factors like 

government and district policies, teacher-controlled variables, and teacher personal 

factors. Notably, while significant, teacher well-being was not fully attributed to principal 

leadership. Other factors in well-being were teacher personal factors, teacher influenced 

variables in the workplace, and external factors like district policies. Also, there were 

acknowledged limits on the principal influence in different aspects of teacher well-being. 

For example, the experience of happiness or enjoyment at work was both discussed as 

something influenced by principal leadership but also a personal choice as well. The 

impact on students was also direct and indirect. Indirectly, policies and decisions, and 

workplace conditions that impacted teachers, were described as trickling down to the 

instructional experience for students. 

Recommendation: Identify and Capitalize on Influences by Proactively Improving 

Work Conditions for Teachers within their Locus of Control 

 While principal influence is limited in many regards, as mentioned in this study, 

the findings identified many opportunities to influence teacher working conditions of 

significant for teacher well-being. Most solutions require difficult decisions or changes 

that require changes to the environment or the style of the principal’s leadership. 

Therefore, if a principal believes their influence to be insignificant with various working 

conditions, or teacher well-being in general, they may fail to act on those particular 
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conditions on the basis the effort would not matter. Instead, the recommendation is to 

identify specific contextual areas of influence. As with other recommendations, solutions 

are context-specific and must engage stakeholders in identify the particular opportunities 

in their school context based on the school and district. However, a few examples could 

include: 

x District policies which allow for principal flexibility for principal-led school 

improvements. 

x Budgetary considerations that would support better teacher working 

conditions. 

x Policies, procedures, or other structures that could minimize or eliminate some 

of the workplace stressors. 

x Leadership practices that could be improved to support better teacher-

principal partnership. 

x Opportunities within the planning processes to give teachers more voice in 

decisions important to them, such as a changing up or diversifying the 

leadership team, new committees, school day schedule, and meeting agendas. 

Recommendations for “Teacher Working Conditions as An Ecosystem for Teacher 

Well-Being” 

 Working conditions influence teacher well-being as an ecosystem in which two or 

more conditions are interconnected, such as the example in which low teacher voice 

contributed to mold issues to low teacher trust and increased stress. Additionally, how the 

conditions are connected, how influential they are on the teachers, are highly contextual 

based on the interaction between organizational factors and teacher personal factors such 
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as resilience and personality traits. While each school is a unique ecosystem, the findings 

identify stressful working conditions common to teachers in every school, including 

managing student behaviors, time pressure, job intensity, heavy workload, and 

powerlessness. Other conditions that can be present are solutions that will not eliminate 

these conditions but can help the principal reduce their negative influence on their 

teachers’ well-being by either changing the conditions or mitigating their influence.  

Principal Recommendation 1: Identify the Unique School Context-Specific 

Characteristics of Importance to Teacher Well-Being 

 Contexts may share commonalities; for example, elementary schools in the same 

district share many of the same processes and cultural characteristics, but every school 

has unique characteristics such as culture made up of the values, procedures, and people 

characteristics such as the leader, teachers, students, and demographics. Principals will be 

most effective in making decisions when they understand their school context. As it 

relates to teacher well-being, understanding context can help make decisions that are 

more effective in addressing conditions of importance to teachers in their school. Most 

importantly, principals that emphasize a one-size-fits-all approach by emphasizing their 

values, strengths, or established practices may potentially overlook conditions important 

for their teachers. For example, in one school, a school-wide emphasis on positivity 

intended to improve the climate felt forced and made a teacher feel she was not allowed 

to be low-key while she struggled with depression. In another school, the principal may 

not have been attuned to some facilities and communication issues of importance to a 

number of teachers.  
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Ultimately, all principals have strengths and weaknesses, as no leader is perfect. 

More than likely, weaknesses will result in some problematic working conditions. 

Ideally, principals intentionally listen to their stakeholders and other data such as 

turnover and climate data to identify working conditions and personal leadership traits 

and practices of the most relevance to their teacher's well-being, and make changes 

accordingly and work on related areas of personal leadership growth. 

Principal Recommendation 2: Develop Strategies Collaboratively to Address Context-

Specific and Common Working Conditions Relevant to Teacher Well-Being at the 

School 

 As with teacher voice, recommendations are not overly specific due to how 

solutions are context-specific. However, based on the literature and interviews, principals 

can be attending to work conditions most or all of their teachers will experience as part of 

the inherently difficult working conditions as a teacher. These include: 

x Time pressure. Teacher time should be protected to ensure time uses fall into 

the category of “important” as much as possible, including both urgent and 

not urgent. Likewise, uses that are not urgent and not important or urgent, but 

not important, should be avoided as much as possible. By determining 

priorities collaboratively, principals ensure the use of teacher time has the 

greatest level of buy-in and avoid ineffective uses of time. 

x Behavior management: Ensure there are clear expectations and effective 

policies regarding student behavior incidences, classroom management, and 

preventative support systems for struggling students. 
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x Job intensity: Develop practices that ensure a supportive climate. Specific 

strategies could include timely response to concerns, opportunities for 

collaboration and team building, staff strategies to get help in significant 

situations or days of emotional distress, encouraging self-care, reducing time 

or other pressures whenever possible such as offloading unimportant tasks 

such as copies or laminating to other team members. 

x Workload: Same as intensity, supporting valuable uses of teacher time, 

reducing wasted time on unproductive meetings or unimportant tasks, and 

respecting contractual agreements regarding teacher planning, lunch, and 

workday. 

x Powerlessness: Prioritize teacher voice when possible to ensure teachers are 

making or influencing decisions important to them and listen to and 

responding to concerns.   

Recommendations for “Job Intensity as a Common Teacher Workplace 

Experience” 

Principals and teachers all discussed and acknowledged the significant challenge 

all teachers share as a common workplace experience in carrying out their complex, time-

pressured, accountability-driven jobs. They feel the pressure of delivering quality 

instruction because of their care for their students, but also of the stressful accountability 

measures, time-pressured training and planning, general time demands, meetings, 

behavior management, other non-instructional obligations. Literature supports the 

overwhelming burden and burnout teachers face as well, and the evidence in persistence 

outcomes is telling. Listening to teachers and observing their emotions in describing 
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facets of their well-being on the job confirmed the heavy burden they are often carrying 

at the expense of their personal mental, emotional, or physical well-being. Many of the 

“intensities” experienced were not inherent aspects of the job description but instead were 

related to workplace conditions that further increased pressure, if not stress or burnout 

levels. Therefore, well-being was partly a byproduct of personal, professional, and 

organizational factors, of which the principal was influential.  

 The literature review aligned with these same concerns. There is a wide range of 

specific working conditions that are related to teacher well-being. These include job 

demands and resources, work overload, role problems, school policies, climate, 

interpersonal conflicts, administrative leadership, decision latitude, and a bureaucratic, 

rigid work system (Chan et al., 2000; Fernet et al., 2012). Besides personal factors 

((Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2017a), highly prevalent teacher stress and burnout are symptoms 

of the uniquely challenging teaching profession (Chan et al., 2000; Ignat & Clipa, 2012) 

and has become increasingly so in recent years (Van Droogenbroeck et al., 2014). 

Outcomes of burnout include teacher turnover (Darling-Hammond, 2003), poor health, 

and reduced performance (Borg & Riding, 1991), which are problematic for all 

educational stakeholders. When teachers are “burned out,” they experience significant 

mental and physical health outcomes (Chambers Mack et al., 2019; Grayson & Alvarez, 

2008). Besides increased turnover (Rumschlag, 2017), performance is negatively 

influenced in many ways, such as depersonalization (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2017a), 

detachment (Richards et al., 2016), and reduced effectiveness in classroom management 

(Uzun, 2018). 



 187 

The problem of teacher stress overload, leading to burnout, turnover, and reduced 

effectiveness, can be addressed in every school to some level by the principal. The 

profession comes with inherent stressors, and teacher personal factors, like resilience, 

contribute to individual outcomes of the stressors. However, this study identified there 

are many organization-specific working conditions that also contribute to teacher well-

being, either by adding to or reducing the intensities of the job. Therefore, the 

recommendations specifically aim to reduce the stress related to the job within the 

contextual limitations or reduce the negative impact of stressors.  

Recommendation 1: Identify and Remove Unnecessary Stressors 

 Each school environment has stressors that are unnecessary and add to what is 

already a highly stressful profession. Unnecessary stressors, which are not inherently part 

of the job and could be addressed reasonably within the context, may be obvious such as 

principal mistreatment, lack of support with severe student behaviors, paperwork 

overload, severe lack of needed resources, significant climate problems within the staff, 

or prominent facilities issues like mold or broken air conditioning or heat. Less obvious 

unnecessary stressors may be inefficient uses of teacher time in meetings, poor 

communication, ineffective leadership in areas such as organization or follow-through, 

cumbersome or unclear processes, and staffing issues driven by school-level budget 

decisions. In some cases, principals may have to add “necessary” expectations beyond 

what is required by higher-level leadership but have collaboratively developed with 

stakeholders based on the needs of their context. For example, in a school with many 

migrant students, the leadership team may initiate a new optional program specifically for 

supporting those students, adding to teacher workload. Most importantly, by giving voice 
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to teachers and other staff formally and informally, principals may identify the most 

relevant stressors that can be addressed. Some stressors of significance include: 

x Time Pressure 

x Student Behavior Management 

x Principal Mistreatment 

x Workload 

x Powerlessness 

Recommendation 2: Implement Strategies to Support Teachers 

 Principals can help teachers reduce or mitigate stress by supporting initiatives or 

activities for teachers and fostering a supportive principal-teacher partnership. According 

to interviews, simple actions like supporting a school climate committee and food trucks 

in the parking lot can demonstrate care and provide valuable opportunities to connect. 

Also, principals described providing a meal for the staff or a “happy cart” to bring treats 

around as a token of appreciation. More complex solutions involve efforts to create a 

supportive climate in which team members provide social support, and the principal 

maintains supportive relationships with teachers. A positive school climate, opportunities 

for collaboration, and team building can encourage social support as a valuable resource 

for mitigating the effects of stress. On a more personal level, principals can foster 

supportive relationships with their teachers by modeling respect, increasing teacher voice, 

and caring for teacher needs. Examples might include considering preferences or needs, 

encouraging self-care or tokens of appreciation. In so doing, principals also support the 

individual and collective trust as another important factor in reducing stress. Other 

school-wide initiatives include social-emotional classroom activities and student behavior 
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supports to encourage improved student behavior and reinforce teacher and student 

coping skills. Overall, these efforts can be three-pronged as primary, secondary, and 

tertiary. 

x Primary: Reducing the number or intensity of stress factors in the 

environment, such as student behavior. Other applicable examples include 

reducing workload, increasing time flexibility and teacher voice, supporting 

principal-teacher relationships, and removing unnecessary stressors as 

mentioned in the first recommendation. 

x Secondary: Modifying individual response to stress factors such as stress 

management or mindfulness training. Other applicable examples could 

include encouraging self-care and school-wide social-emotional initiatives. 

x Tertiary: Reducing the effects of stress through various methods such as diet 

or exercise programs, many of which are provided through the district-

initiatives. The applicable examples above include a positive climate, giving 

consideration for needs social support, principal support, tokens of 

appreciation, encouraging self-care, engaging parents for support, and 

opportunities for collaboration. 

Summary of Recommendations for the Five Themes and Model 

 There were many recommendations that emerged from the findings. A summary 

of the recommendations can be found in Table 1. However, a model was created to 

encapsulate the findings and their recommendations as an overarching recommendation, 

resulting in the recommendation for principals to approach their role as both instructional 

and organizational leaders. Each theme and their recommendations are independent of 
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each other; however, as the focus of this study, each's underlying focus was the role of 

the principal and how they support teacher well-being. Although the principal role is 

typically defined as an instructional leadership role, as principals understood in this study 

and literature affirms, both also affirmed the principal role has a significant influence on 

student outcomes beyond the direct support of effective teacher instruction via their 

influence on working conditions for teachers. As such, what is good for teachers is good 

for students and the school and is therefore rarely a choice between what is good for 

student instruction and good for teacher well-being. The “Instructional Leader Plus 

Model” provides a broad framework for application of all the recommendations and 

conceptualizes the principal role as more than instructional leadership. The model 

suggests principals reconceptualize their role as both an instructional and organizational 

leadership role in which both are viewed as principal priorities whereby teacher well-

being is supported alongside effective instructional practices to optimize instruction for 

better student outcomes. Alongside the use of this model in professional development or 

print materials, principals can also review transformational leadership as one empirically 

supported leadership framework that incorporates some similar practices found in the 

recommendations. Alongside supervision for technical skills as instructional leader, 

transformational leadership promotes the importance of motivating, influence, and 

individualized support (Hallinger, 2003). To view this model, see Figure 9. 
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Figure 9 
Instructional Leader Plus Model 

 

 
Table 1 
Principal Recommendations Summary 
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Evidence that Supports and Challenges the Recommendations 

Evidence for the Instructional Leader Plus Model 

As discussed, the Instructional Leader Plus Model presents the significance of the 

principal role beyond pedagogy and holding teachers accountable for results. Principals 

and teachers described the principal role as significant to teacher well-being, but also in 

terms of the well-being outcomes that lead to better student results based on literature and 

interviews. In one interview, a principal recognized for turning around his school’s 

academic performance acknowledged the district conceptualization of the principal as an 

instructional leader but dismissed this conceptualization. Instead, he emphasized the 

primary role of the principal is to hire and retain excellent teachers, and then the 

instruction, with some support, would take care of itself. As found in this study, teachers 

do not want to work in schools where principals are not effective organizational leaders 

or who do not maintain trust with their teachers. Furthermore, nationwide teacher 

shortages continue to trend upward, leading to an increasing scenario in which teachers 

can be more selective and find new opportunities easily when they do not trust their 

principal. 

Evidence against the Instructional Leader Plus Model 

In many ways, the health of an organization is the product of many stakeholders, 

and the individual experience of working conditions is partly based on personal factors 

like resilience (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2017a). In the case of schools, districts, and state 

and federal requirements, play a major part in school conditions. Leaders at the federal 

and state levels enact laws that trickle down to schools, while districts set policies and 

hire and train their principals, set and approve budgets, and oversee the major facility's 
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needs. Within the schools, teachers and other staff contribute to their school contextual 

conditions as individuals and collectively. Additionally, while outside the purview of this 

study, other literature might suggest this model is too leader-centric. Uhl-Bien et al. 

(2014) reviewed literature connected to the concept of followership in which “without 

followers and following behaviors, there is no leadership” (p. 83). In their article, Uhl-

Bien et al. suggested leadership related literature can be leader-centric when it views 

“leaders as power-wielding actors who affect group and organizational outcomes” (p. 86) 

or takes on a romantic view of leadership in which considers leadership as a social 

construct whereby followers “over-attribute causality for group outcomes to the leader” 

(p. 87). Furthermore, Lipman-Blumen (2010) suggested that followers play a major role 

in their organizations by enabling and even encouraging toxic leadership due to human 

tendencies such as acting on the need for security and importance. Nonetheless, the 

findings and recommendations acknowledge both the limits and significance of principal 

leadership. 

Evidence for Recommendations for Teacher Voice as Significant for Teacher Well-

Being 

Teacher voice emerged as a meta-theme that permeates every other theme in some 

way as relevant to most teacher experiences of importance to them. Teachers expressed 

the significant influence of teacher voice, as evidenced in principal responsiveness, 

support, respect, communication, and opportunities for input as part of the broader 

experience of teacher voice. Likewise, principals expressed similar intentions, values, and 

challenges related to those. For example, one principal wanted to give teachers more 

autonomy but highlighted the many inflexible requirements from the district and state. 
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With regard to committees and leadership teams, teachers often viewed those as either 

very helpful in terms of having an authentic voice in their school, or showing the 

principal cares by creating and supporting a new committee to support the staff climate, 

or as tainted by how members were selected or not being given desired opportunities to 

contribute to them. In one school, teachers perceived their principal as leaning heavily on 

the inner circle for school leadership, and as a result, minimizing the voice of those on the 

outside. On a more individual level, most teachers described the importance of good 

communication for their stress level, which was also highlighted by every principal as 

highly important. On an individual level, teachers who appeared more or less satisfied 

and have better or worse relationships with their principal depended on whether they 

perceived them to be interested in their input, as visible and available, and as responsive 

to their concerns. Overall, teacher emotions, job satisfaction, and stress levels were 

frequently associated with the perception of whether their stated concerns were attended 

to or were included in decisions important to them. Principals understood the lack of 

autonomy teachers experience and expressed the importance of giving teachers as much 

choice as possible within the limits of their structure, and in some cases, gave teachers 

more freedom than the district afforded them. Therefore, most of the solutions are 

grounded in actual teacher experiences, with some grounded in the literature review 

findings. 

The literature review did not identify specific solutions in many cases, and more 

broadly guided some overarching principles or concepts such as “autonomy-supportive” 

environments (Benita et al., 2019, p. 1105) and principal support (Boyd et al., 2011). 

However, some literature specifically described specific workplace experiences or helpful 
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practices, which these solutions address. For example, Blase and Blase (2002) found that 

abusive principals may maintain a “veneer of shared decision making” within structures 

intended to increase teacher input by using “negative comments… pejorative labeling… 

vetoing faculty decisions, inviting dissenting faculty to private meetings, limiting time, 

and limiting agendas to particular topics” (Blase & Blase, 2006, p. 213). Another 

example is the use of active listening and taking the teachers’ frame of reference by 

“acknowledging his or her needs, feelings, and attitudes concerning the issue or situation 

at hand” (Deci et al., 1989, p. 581) instead of pushing back against their feelings (Benita 

et al., 2019). In contrast, some examples of broader concepts included leadership styles 

such as “abusive,” “covertly authoritarian,” or “autocratic” (Blase & Blase, 2002). 

Finally, Ouellette et al. (2018) suggested giving teachers more control over decisions 

about their instruction specifically to increase their initiative. In those particular 

instances, the principal leadership style was problematic for teacher well-being in many 

ways. Like the interviews, the positive outcomes of autonomy were compelling for 

teacher well-being and schools in general, as it was found to influence a wide range of 

outcomes for teachers positively. With any proposed solutions, the real challenge is how 

to overcome the many top-down requirements, which limit both time and flexibility for 

principals, and focusing on the locus of control and giving teachers as much of their sense 

of locus of control within the rigid context. As a result, the solutions aimed to improve 

processes and principal leadership practices as realistic targets of focus rather than new 

programs or structures that may not work due to funding, time, or other factors.  
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Evidence Against the Recommendations for Teacher Voice as Significant for Teacher 

Well-Being 

Principals share the stress of teachers as their “hands are tied” just like teachers in 

many ways, and simply do not have enough time to complete all there is to do most days. 

The solution of giving teachers more control, in the real world, may appear to be 

particularly naive about the limited options they can give teachers when they are likely to 

feel highly controlled themselves from the bureaucratic leadership structures in public 

school districts. Importantly, those concerns were acknowledged by teachers and 

principals in the interviews. However, those concerns did not limit some principals from 

working within the bureaucratic structures to give teachers more control and perceived 

voice. Although not easy, the solutions focused on actions within the principal locus of 

control, including improving the formal and informal structures for teacher voice and 

engaging in leadership practices that honor teacher voice. Furthermore, the solutions are 

generic enough to be implemented in any school. It may be found by some principals to 

be too generic since “leadership style” is very personal and grounded in personality, 

values, and very difficult to change as a result. However, in the real world, the principal 

leadership style ultimately determines whether any solutions would be workable. Every 

principal must come to grips with the age-old universal leadership tension between 

sharing and holding onto control. 

 Another potential difficulty with these solutions is the bureaucratic structure of 

school systems, and even if possible, it may seem inadvisable. There are major 

organizational difficulties resulting from teachers simply doing their own thing, given the 

many rigid processes and requirements principals and teachers are expected to follow. 
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Furthermore, principals correctly want students across the board to receive the best 

education possible, which includes helping teachers be their best. As one teacher stated, it 

can be great when teachers are happy because they get to do what they want but can also 

lead to substandard instruction if a teacher is not effective. However, the solutions do not 

preclude any of these concerns.  

First, teacher voice is concerned with giving teachers a say in matters important to 

them, fostering an environment where they perceive they are valued by their principal 

and are intrinsically motivated rather than merely complying. In other words, voice is 

about increasing teacher engagement, ownership, and motivation, about how decisions 

are made, and less about everyone doing their own thing. Second, within that 

conceptualization of teacher voice, teachers will be more likely to enjoy their job, stay 

longer, be more effective, be more intrinsically motivated, and be more committed to the 

organizational vision. Furthermore, as some principals discussed, it does not have to be 

the principal’s way to be good. Arguably, there are many times it will be better because 

teachers care deeply about and understand their students better than anyone in the school. 

Therefore, giving teachers more say can sometimes lead to better outcomes for teachers 

and students. Finally, some of the solutions are time-consuming, which is particularly 

problematic given the time pressures and may lead to ignoring other priorities. However, 

if schools are to be effective in general, teachers' voice should be a priority given the 

important outcomes. The primary challenge would be visibility and availability, which 

may require systemic fixes such as staffing, policies, or schedules, if possible.  
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Evidence for Recommendations for Teachers and Principals as Mutually Invested 

Stakeholders 

Principals, students, and teachers all benefit when principals maintain productive, 

supportive partnerships with teachers. The principal-teacher relationship is of particular 

significance to this study, both in the literature and interviews, as a prominent working 

condition related to teacher well-being. A supportive supervisor relationship can 

contribute outcomes such as reduced stress (Acker, 2004), connectedness (Grayson & 

Alvarez, 2008b), job satisfaction, and commitment (Harris et al., 2019). One aspect of the 

principal-teacher relationship is the experience of trust, which increases cooperation and 

interdependence, and reduces burnout (Van Maele & Van Houtte, 2015). Yet, many 

problems can be present in this relationship, such as significant perception differences 

regarding trust, teacher voice, and overall principal leadership, and mistreatment of 

teachers (Blase & Blase, 2002), damaging one of the most critical partnerships required 

for school success. At the very least, teachers commonly feel disempowered in their 

profession (Rumschlag, 2017), which principals can influence if intentional. In contrast, 

principals and teachers can work together to create supportive climates when their 

intentions are positive and support towards each other and their work, even in times of 

frustration and difficult contexts, as was often evident in the interviews. In the Jesuit 

tradition, cura personalis means genuinely valuing the whole person and their inherent 

human dignity (Lowney, 2003). Caring for each other as individuals provides the basis 

for any strong partnership, which ties into another Jesuit value, women and men for and 

with others, in which they serve side by side serving the social, emotional, and academic 
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needs of their students. Both values are meaningful purposes around which principals and 

teachers can rally around.  

However, positive partnership outcomes resulted from intentional actions to this 

end and not only good intentions. Therefore, the recommendations specifically support 

teacher-principal relationships by encouraging strong communication, shared purpose, 

shared decision making, and a supportive climate. The interviews highlighted the 

importance of communication, decision making, and a supportive climate, all of which tie 

back into the theme of teachers and principals as mutually invested stakeholders. The 

recommendation of a vision and mission statement was not discussed in interviews, as it 

is likely that many schools are typically overwhelmed by other priorities. However, as 

part of building a collective culture (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2017b), literature described the 

importance of developing shared purpose, values, vision, and goals (Boyd et al., 2011; 

Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2017b), and that doing so builds a collective culture and helps 

teachers reduce “value dissonance” (p. 779). A key benefit is teachers are more likely to 

act with autonomy characterized by alignment with the mission and vision rather than 

doing merely what they each want without regard for collective goals. The results of this 

study suggest the practice of developing a shared vision and mission statement as one 

solution. Although it might seem to be a common practice, Boyd et al. (2011) found that 

only 10% of teachers in their study believed their principal was exceptional in helping 

their staff develop a shared mission. 
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Evidence Against Recommendations for Teachers and Principals as Mutually Invested 

Stakeholders 

For the recommendation of modifying or removing barriers to collaboration and 

communication, there is no literature to suggest the general idea of communication and 

collaboration are ever problematic. However, implementation presents some challenges. 

First, teacher planning time is already pressured enough that teachers may not want to 

give up more time to discuss matters they might consider non-essential. Principals may 

find the specific recommendation of blocking out set times to meet too intrusive on 

already pressured instructional planning. This pressure is partly addressed in the 

recommendations with the second option of at least providing teachers the opportunity to 

meet if they have concerns each quarter. By giving up planning time, providing 

incentives such as flexibility somewhere else in the schedule may be appreciated and 

encourage more willingness. 

 Second, regarding the recommendations related to team bonding and staff 

encouragement, principals may find these efforts do not work. Some teams may be highly 

independent, be more connected within smaller groups such as grade levels, and 

experiencing interpersonal tensions. Or, in one of the interviews, the teacher felt a school-

wide staff initiative to focus on positivity backfired with her because it felt forced. In 

these situations, team members may only participate minimally out of obligation or not at 

all. A reasonable caution then, as it relates to teacher voice, is to make sure staff-wide 

efforts designed to build positive momentum or community feel unforced and involving 

many stakeholders such as parents, teachers, or others in helping plan which activities 

and coordinating them, so team members have ownership. Otherwise, as in the one 
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example, it is possible to undermine the primary goal of bringing people together by 

reducing interest and participation, if not create frustration. Some principals or teachers 

may have had bad experiences with similar efforts like low interest or find the team is not 

responding to these efforts. If so, the opportunity was offered to at least try, and when 

unsuccessful, there is value in talking to team members to see if there are issues with how 

it was done or there are issues within the team that must be addressed before staff-wide 

efforts to build a positive climate can be successful. Going back to the teacher who felt 

the positivity initiative was forced, if it appeared many staff were unenthusiastic about it, 

it would be ideal to seek feedback, which may yield valuable information about team 

dynamics or the initiative somehow. 

Finally, regarding the recommendation of developing a shared vision and mission 

statement, time is always a difficulty. Due to the many procedures, processes, planning, 

and instructional requirements on a typical agenda, large staff meetings are usually 

already cutting out various topics of importance. Therefore, principals may be unwilling 

to dedicate that valuable time unless they personally believe their culture and climate 

would strongly benefit or be lacking in cohesion. Given only 10% of teachers believed 

their principal was exceptional in helping their staff develop a shared mission (Boyd et 

al., 2011), which was not discussed in interviews, it is not likely a prominent practice in 

schools. The significant pressures, as identified in this study, do not afford flexibility for 

non-essential activities. Therefore, it is not a surprising researcher observation that many 

school vision and mission statements are not known by the staff, and if they exist, they 

are framed or on a poster in obscure locations. The benefits may not be readily apparent 

if the decision-makers have not done it with a team before, especially when prior 
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statements are not adding any value to the organization presently. Ultimately, this 

particular is only realistic if the principal highly values this activity and can prioritize the 

time. Some suggestions addressed time challenges by spreading it over multiple meetings 

and utilizing a committee to do some of the legwork before the meeting. 

Evidence for Recommendations for Principal Influence as Significant for Teacher 

Well-Being and Effectiveness 

The principal role is influential in schools, which presents opportunities to shape, 

create, or remove helpful or unhelpful conditions for teachers in their schools. Despite the 

many limitations to autonomy principals experience in their role due to the bureaucratic 

structure of public schools (Chan et al., 2000), the findings identified many direct and 

indirect opportunities for influence within those limitations (Hauserman & Stick, 2013; 

Vannest et al., 2009). Furthermore, the leadership traits and practices that influence the 

teacher-principal relationship, trust, and other working conditions are completely within 

the scope of the principal locus of control. However, the recommendation is grounded in 

reality as it does not imply they will effectively address all weaknesses or contextual 

issues. As individuals with their limitations with strengths, weaknesses, and challenges 

with significant stressors, principals are not immune to the difficulty of modifying the 

traits that add up to a leadership style such as values, skills, training, and experiences. 

Teachers identified major strengths and weaknesses of each principal and appeared to 

show some level of patience with the principal’s imperfections and gave credit for their 

strengths. Therefore, personal and professional limitations are both relevant in the 

recommendation. 
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Evidence Against Recommendations for Principal Influence as Significant for Teacher 

Well-Being and Effectiveness  

The primary challenge of implementing the solution is that principals have really 

personal and contextual limitations. Besides personal limitations, the bureaucratic, top-

down structure of public schools contribute to difficulty in making changes that disrupt 

the norms in schools (Chan et al., 2000). If schools had more autonomy separate from the 

district and state and federal government requirements, principals could do more to shape 

their school environments. As increased autonomy is not currently possible based on the 

state and district leadership and accountability structures, the real-world context means 

difficult decisions within these limitations. As one example, staff meetings are one of the 

few opportunities to bring everyone together, in which the agenda is typically overloaded 

for the time allowed. In this common instance, including or cutting topics from a meeting 

agenda may necessitate choosing between required district protocols or policies and 

optional uses of time identified as important for the school context. 

 Second, principals may view the recommendation as problematic for school 

outcomes if principals are too teacher-centric in their leadership. While out it out of the 

scope of this study to assess the effect of teacher-centric leadership on student outcomes, 

besides the prevalence of literature describing the positive and negative outcomes of 

working conditions for teachers, the interviews indicated strong academic turnarounds 

under leaders who expressed highly teacher-centric views. In one of those interviews in 

which leaders had visited the school to see how the school achieved a significant 

turnaround in a relatively short time, the principal continually reinforced the importance 

of respecting teachers and stated he frequently reinforces with teachers that “they don’t 
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work for me, I work for them.” In another set of interviews, a principal indicated strong 

academic performance in a school in which teachers and the principal indicated the 

principal erred on the side of giving teachers more autonomy in their instruction. At the 

very least, the indication is teacher-centric leadership is not necessarily a neglect of 

student-centric leadership, though it is reasonably assumed in many cases it could be, 

such as extremes of autonomy or teacher or student placements purely on preference. 

Therefore, the issue of teacher versus student-centered leadership represents one of the 

ambiguous challenges every principal must navigate, especially if there are extremes in 

terms of poor student outcomes or poor teacher working conditions. Overall, based on the 

literature review and interviews, the issue is not one of a trade-off between student and 

teacher needs, but rather how to balance both based on the context, which can ultimately 

lead to better teacher and student outcomes whereby a “rising tide lifts all boats” (Harris 

et al., 2019, p. 2).  

Evidence for Recommendations for Teacher Working Conditions as an Ecosystem for 

Teacher Well-Being 

Findings in literature and interviews strongly affirm the interconnected nature of 

working conditions as an ecosystem (Prilleltensky et al., 2016). Furthermore, schools 

have different characteristics and challenges, creating a unique ecosystem in each school. 

For example, school demographics and related community characteristics significantly 

influence the necessary solutions. Based on the interviews and researcher background, 

principals could need to identify solutions for a wide range of school-specific 

characteristics. As is relevant to the concept of an ecosystem, using the example of 

reducing learning barriers for migrant students as described by one of the principals, 
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addressing the needs of students who do not speak English or are unfamiliar with U.S. 

schools would help reduce the stress teachers feel in trying to support these students in 

their classroom. A prominent example in literature and the interviews was the importance 

of adequate disciplinary processes for teacher stress levels, which connects to the broader 

issue of negative teacher-student relationships and their connection to teacher burnout 

(Iancu et al., 2018). Most importantly, no specific solutions are provided, as each school 

is a unique context in which the principal can work with stakeholders to address the 

specific needs of their schools. Otherwise, principals may depend on practices or 

processes that are not most appropriate for their school, and are, therefore, highly 

dependent on understanding the school context. 

Evidence Against Recommendations for Teacher Working Conditions as an Ecosystem 

for Teacher Well-Being  

The focus on instruction is the central focus of schools, not teacher well-being. 

Rightly, many principals will focus the priorities on instruction when setting school 

priorities, meeting agendas, and developing processes and procedures. If the focus shifts 

onto teachers, the concern could be that decisions that should be student-centered become 

too focused on teacher needs and preferences. Schools and their teachers are measured 

mostly by their academic outcomes, not whether teachers enjoy working at the school or 

fewer experience severe burnout. In support of this concern, one teacher implied that a 

high level of autonomy provided to teachers contributed to subpar instruction for some 

students even though teachers enjoyed the autonomy. In contrast, some teachers believed 

principals put teacher needs second when discussing discipline situations or classroom 

placements as a few examples.  
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Evidence for Recommendations for Job Intensity as Common Teacher Workplace 

Experience 

The literature review highlighted the prevalence of unnecessary stressors and the 

importance and effectiveness of many efforts to address stress. The interviews affirmed 

literature review findings as many teachers and principals described most of the same 

strategies listed above as either meaningful efforts by principals or teachers' experiences. 

Even when teachers held strongly negative perceptions, similar efforts were still noted 

and valued experiences. Many important outcomes were relevant for these efforts to 

support teachers, including individual and collective trust (Van Maele & Van Houtte, 

2015), job satisfaction (Benita et al., 2019), reduced turnover and burnout (Skaalvik & 

Skaalvik, 2017a), and increased commitment and connectedness (Harris et al., 2019). 

Given the prevalence and intensity of teacher stress and the problematic outcomes for 

teachers and their students, efforts to support teacher well-being are not an option for 

principals seeking to become highly effective leaders. 

Evidence Against Recommendations for Job Intensity as Common Teacher Workplace 

Experience  

The primary challenge to these recommendations is the limitations of resources. 

Time pressure exists because of the complexity and workload associated with teaching 

and the daily grind for all stakeholders, which was strongly evident in the interviews and 

literature review. Many of these efforts may be viewed as optional extras in a pressured 

context where the focus is almost exclusively on instruction. In some cases, supporting 

teachers may appear to be frivolous uses of time by teachers or other stakeholders at 

times. For example, bringing around snacks may feel insignificant if there are more 
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pressing matters of severe student behaviors or end of year stress with testing. As another 

example, using staff meeting time for mindfulness training for teacher health or school-

wide social-emotional learning initiatives aimed at improving student behavior may not 

be valued because these efforts do not directly reflect in student grades or state-mandated 

testing or improve any other measure of performance. Therefore, teachers are less likely 

to implement these initiatives effectively. 

Without broad stakeholder buy-in on the added value to the measurable outcomes, 

some of these efforts, especially school-wide initiatives, will be unsuccessful. For 

example, in the case of one teacher, a school-wide focus on what he viewed as “forced” 

positivity backfired as a lack of sensitivity to his personal difficulties with mental health 

and not feeling able to present as joyful and outgoing as he was expected to be. Finally, 

teachers may perceive some of these efforts as lacking in genuine care for teachers and 

dismiss it. For example, if teachers perceive their voice is diminished by feeling over-

controlled or do not have good communication with their principal, teachers may dismiss 

simpler efforts like thank you notes, trinkets, and snack carts as a cheap effort to show 

care when the harder work of building trust has not been evident. As a result of the above 

considerations, principals will have varied success with their teachers in efforts to support 

their teachers. However, principals will likely have more success if the efforts are 

perceived as authentic concern for teachers, which can come from efforts based on a 

foundation of trust from more demanding efforts like supporting a positive climate and 

maintaining a supportive relationship with teachers. 
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Implementation of the Recommendations  

Factors and Stakeholders Related to the Implementation of Recommendations and 

Timelines: Teacher Voice as a Significant Factor in Teacher Well-Being 

Recommendations included review structures and practices which formally and 

informally influence teacher voice, improve the formal structures for teacher voice, 

improve the informal structures for teacher voice, and use self-reflection regarding 

leadership style to identify traits that can be developed. In order to increase teacher voice, 

other conditions have to be present within the environment. First, principals have to value 

their teacher’s input, needs, and preferences. While holding this value does not imply 

letting teachers run the school, it does imply giving them more say than appears typical 

and, when possible, at least giving sincere consideration. This provides a basis for the 

formal and informal structures to serve as authentic vehicles for giving teachers a voice in 

what matters to them. Otherwise, teachers may view those structures such as leadership 

teams and committees as merely a “veneer of shared decision making” (Blase & Blase, 

2002, p. 713), which is possible through subtle actions like limiting agendas, limiting 

time, limiting choice, or dismissing dissenting viewpoints in meetings or in selecting 

certain members for the meeting. Blase and Blase (2002) further suggested leaders can be 

highly controlling in covert ways, and therefore, simply having “structures” like a 

leadership team, committees, and an open-door policy is not enough.  

Second, as a recurring theme in many of the recommendations, principals have to 

build strong relationships with their teachers. These supportive relationships include good 

communication, active listening, building trust, and making decisions together. Good 

communication requires a particularly high level of intentionality due to the time 
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pressures of both teachers and principals. Otherwise, communication beyond the formal 

group meetings and one-way updates from the principal will be limited. 

Third, principals have to care for and respect their teachers as individuals and 

professionals. Just as important as giving teachers a voice in matters important to them, 

teachers ultimately want to believe they are respected and valued as a team member. 

Whether accurate or not, teachers appear to generally sense if the principal cares about 

them and respects them based on their observations and experiences. If the principal 

sincerely cares for and respects their teachers, they will be more supportive and build 

trust with their teachers. In return, teachers are likely to be more understanding, enjoy 

their job more, and stay longer. 

Timeline for Implementation of the Recommendations 

Although there is no formal timeline, the recommended stages include first 

listening to stakeholders to review the current structures for teachers’ voice, then making 

improvements to the formal and informal structures for teacher voice. The final 

recommendation of using self-reflection to identify leadership traits that could be 

developed should be practiced at all times. However, summers with school out of session 

present a unique opportunity to reflect on the prior year and plan ahead for a new year. 

Factors and Stakeholders Related to the Implementation of Recommendations and 

Timelines: Teachers and Principals as Mutually Invested Stakeholders 

The recommendations included reinforcing effective collaborative structures 

whereby teachers and principals collaborate and make decisions together, remove or 

modify barriers to mutual understanding and collaboration between principals and 

teachers, and create a mission and vision statement with the staff. As discussed, the 
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primary consideration is the prioritization of time. Principals can implement these 

solutions by shifting priorities and other strategies that reduce inefficiency or “buy” time. 

Principals make difficult decisions about squeezing the most value out of the limited 

flexibility they experience. When teachers do not have enough time to plan their lessons, 

receive training on the use of their technology, or review important protocols, time used 

on mission and vision statements and other un-urgent communication do not appear a 

good use of time. This illustrates the daily challenge principals face putting “first things 

first,” which Dwight Eisenhower described as “the more important an item, the less likely 

it is urgent, and the more urgent, the less likely it is important” (Kumar et al., 2014, p. 

139). Using Stephen Covey’s time management matrix, Kumar at al. (2014) explained 

that while those things that are the most important but not urgent, such as a developing a 

shared mission statement and building strong relationships through communication, are 

more often ignored or delayed at the expense of the urgent, many of which can be 

unimportant.  

Furthermore, not urgent and not important tasks such as small talk, junk mail, and 

unproductive meetings are the least effective uses of time. Therefore, it is important 

principals use their position to shift the collective focus more on important tasks such as 

the recommendations, especially those that are not urgent as those are often the most 

ignored due to the “tyranny of the urgent” (Kumar et al., 2014, p. 139). Just as 

importantly, freeing up time may only be possible by minimizing personal and staff time 

used for not urgent and not important tasks by avoiding “junk” or less important email 

during school hours and supporting highly productive meetings and agendas, and by 

implementing budgetary decisions and protocols that reduce the impact of the urgent and 
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important, such as disciplinary situations that might be handled by the teacher or another 

staff member hired to support, appropriately distributing leadership so others are 

empowered to act and make decisions without red-tape, and support roles which might 

free up the principal or teachers are free to focus more of their time on important tasks. 

Given what Covey’s time management matrix suggests, the urgent and important tasks 

require moderation to ensure important but not urgent tasks are attended to as well. For 

example, reviewing instructional strategies and planning lessons are critically important 

and urgent, but not also attending to the important, but not urgent priorities, such as 

relationships and shared purpose, as found in the recommendations, undercuts the bigger 

picture school culture and climate. As described in the literature review, a healthy culture 

and climate helps the school optimally serve students by supporting teacher well-being, 

collaboration, shared values, and reduced turnover 

 In addition to time prioritization for the important but not urgent, as a guiding 

principle, principals have to be intentional about relationships because the literature, 

interviews, and researcher experience all lead back to the importance of productive, 

supportive, trust-based relationships. If teachers distrust their principal, principals 

mistreat their teachers, or if the principal-teacher relationship is damaged, the school’s 

effectiveness in serving students is likely to be limited by turnover, teacher burnout, job 

dissatisfaction, disrupted collaboration, and poor communication. In practical terms, the 

recommendations provide specific principal applications that lead to stronger teacher-

principal relationships. Therefore, principals must attend to organizational relational 

processes alongside instructional specific priorities be best to serve students. 
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Timeline for Implementation of the Recommendations 

The recommendations are not timebound. However, some timeline considerations 

could ensure the recommendations are more successful. First, summers provide a lower 

stress time for committees and other team members to meet and collaborate. Therefore, 

when possible, likely offering stipends for their use of time off, big picture planning and 

coordination should be done prior to the arrival of students for a new year. Creating a 

vision and mission statement could start with a committee to lay out the plan for the year 

and then develop it over weeks or months in the first half of the year. Second, after 

January, avoid implementing new policies, procedures, or long-range planning other than 

absolutely necessary due to the second half of the year complexities of increased burnout 

and state testing, of which few are in the frame of mind to do long-range planning. Third, 

given the typical ebb and flow of a school year, be intentional about the times when stress 

or time pressure is the highest and plan around those so that these connection points as 

important but not urgent do not get sabotaged by the urgent. 

Factors and Stakeholders Related to the Implementation of Recommendations and 

Timelines: Principal Influence as Significant for Teacher Well-Being and 

Effectiveness 

The recommendation was to identify and capitalize on influences by proactively 

improving work conditions for teachers within their locus of control. In order to improve 

working conditions, or aspects of those conditions, within their locus of control, 

principals will have to deal with real-world limitations and complexities associated with 

their roles and context. The most essential aspect of implementation is to collaboratively 

determine the working conditions of most relevance to teachers in their school by 
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engaging in active listening and reviewing climate and turnover data, and as it relates to 

personal leadership specifically, self-reflection on feedback. Second, after identifying the 

relevant conditions in their school, principals could determine which conditions can be 

strategically prioritized based on a few considerations, including: 

x Reasons why some conditions may be more realistic based on available 

resources, strengths, and locus of control. In which case, some might be 

changed relatively easy and quickly as “low hanging fruit,” whereas others 

may be difficult and time-consuming, or possibly unrealistic. Example: 

Teachers frequently report frustration with the student discipline process, in 

which changes are only minimally possible in terms of consequences due to 

district policies, but a new focus could improve support structures for 

behavioral students or communication when situations arise. 

x Reasons why some conditions may be more meaningful to teachers based on 

strength or frequency of feedback or data, which can guide which conditions 

or aspects of those conditions are a priority. Example: Teachers frustrated 

with frequent interruptions to planning and lack of follow up on student 

discipline may strongly prefer the reduced stress that comes from responsive 

behavior support to that of increased planning time. 

The successful capitalization on opportunities entails both organizational and 

relational skills. Organizationally, the skill of intentional setting priorities and developing 

strategic plans to address conditions of relevance. As part of organizational skills, 

effective planning is realistic in terms of resources and commitment to the fidelity of 

those involved. Relationally, communication, and collaboration provide the foundation 
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for successful problem-solving. Teachers and other staff provide valuable insight into the 

inner-workings, strengths, weaknesses, and needs of the school based on their 

experiences and also from their interactions with other stakeholders. Humility is required 

to recognize the value of many perspectives, which may come from unique experiences, 

vantage points, training, or cultural background. Furthermore, when stakeholders are 

involved in identifying the most relevant issues, the more likely the solutions will address 

the most important issues and obtain the highest level of buy-in once changes are put into 

place.  

Timeline for Implementation of the Recommendations 

The ebb and flow of a typical school year require sensitivity to the timing of 

changes. While some changes may be necessary or easily implemented at any given part 

of the school year, the second half of the school year is typically the least ideal time to for 

changes as teachers are settled into a routine, anticipating Spring Break, and then state 

testing season. The first half of the year is also difficult as the first months are getting 

acclimated, team building, setting routines, and playing catch up with the new 

requirements, initiatives, and teams. In the interest of stakeholder engagement before and 

after changes, the ideal timeline is to limit changes to refinements of structures already in 

place or only “low hanging fruit” during the school year, engaging teachers and 

leadership committee throughout the year to identify changes for the year ahead, then 

using summer months to develop plans alongside leadership team members, begin 

implementation at the beginning of the year with staff, and then monitoring and 

supporting effective implementation. Most importantly, including stakeholders through 

the whole change process, especially planning and implementation, increases 
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commitment and allows for greater leadership distribution, leading to the greater 

likelihood the changes will be successfully implemented. 

Factors and Stakeholders Related to the Implementation of Recommendations and 

Timelines: Teacher Working Conditions as an Ecosystem for Teacher Well-Being 

The recommendations included: Identify the unique school context-specific 

characteristics of importance to teacher well-being and develop strategies collaboratively 

to address context-specific and common working conditions relevant to teacher well-

being at the school. Every school is a unique ecosystem created by a combination of 

context-specific factors. As with other recommendations, maintaining supportive 

relationships and good communication is critical in understanding the nuanced conditions 

of their school that make up the teacher experience. It is particularly important to include 

“teacher voice” due to the finding that principals are often much more optimistic about 

important conditions in their school compared to teachers (Harris et al., 2019). When 

understanding the needs of teachers in their context, any improvements will be more 

successful in addressing concerns most important to teachers. Based on the interviews 

and researcher background, principals may need to identify solutions for a wide range of 

school-specific characteristics, such as: 

x Increasing parent involvement. 

x Increasing community engagement. 

x Improving disciplinary processes. 

x Increasing supports for low-income students. 

x Reducing learning barriers for migrant students. 

x Improving significant climate concerns. 
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x Adding or improving structures (procedures, processes, policies). 

x Improving principal-teacher relationships 

Timeline for Implementation of the Recommendations 

 Although there is no timeline, there are timing considerations. Improvements that 

require budgetary considerations such as staffing, or resources can be proactively 

addressed by including potential solutions in budget planning that begin in Spring in 

anticipation of the following school year. Improvements that require stakeholder support, 

such as through parent-teacher organizations, scheduling meetings at the front end of the 

school year, will allow for strategic planning that may be difficult later in the year. 

Overall, identifying opportunities to support teacher working conditions can happen all 

year, such as improving communication, but some solutions such as increased parent 

involvement, new resources or staffing, and major initiatives will be more effective if 

developed over the summer, if not over the course of the prior year, and then 

implemented starting near the beginning of the year. 

Factors and Stakeholders Related to the Implementation of Recommendations and 

Timelines: Job Intensity as a Common Workplace Experience 

The recommendations included identifying and removing unnecessary stressors 

and implementing strategies to support teachers. The recommendations do not prescribe 

the specific efforts to support teachers as a one-size-fits-all. As in many of the other 

recommendations, the best solutions are based on knowing the context and stakeholders 

in the context. Some of the simpler efforts like a snack cart every once in a while as a 

“thank you” is likely to rarely be negatively perceived, but some of the more complex 

efforts that require school-wide participation, or individual teacher participation like a 
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mindfulness training, are less likely to be helpful without first considering what teachers 

would most need and appreciate in their school.  

 Given the time constraints, any efforts that require any amount of meaningful 

participation in planning or implementation, such as trainings, time used in planning or 

staff meetings, and school-wide initiatives, should be meaningful to most as a valued use 

of their time and energy. Otherwise, participants are likely to be less engaged and 

committed to follow-through, undermining the hoped outcome. As part of demonstrating 

the value of these efforts, principals should be prepared to champion the effort all the way 

through the implementation timeline and provide the necessary materials, training, and 

time to do it. For example, school-wide social-emotional learning requires tremendous 

amounts of collective effort and commitment. Without a consistent voice championing 

the effort and necessary support, similar efforts will inevitably become inconsistent or 

fail completely. Therefore, they should consider the teacher's perspective and 

commitment to follow through on supporting the effort personally and with the necessary 

resources before committing. 

 A final consideration is a principal as a reflective leader. Reflection provides 

opportunities to consider new ways of doing or thinking. In efforts to support teachers, 

principals may consider the importance of their social-emotional competencies in their 

relationships with their teachers and whether they are willing and able to build a 

foundation of trust-based relationships with teachers as the priority. They can achieve this 

type of relationship by following through on commitments, honesty, active listening, 

responsive communication and support, providing a voice in matters important to their 

teachers, demonstrating respect in various ways, and modeling humility by continually 
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engaging in courageous conversations and listening to feedback and other indicators as a 

means for growth. Efforts to support teacher well-being without trust and listening may 

still be helpful but will not be nearly as helpful or successful in implementation.  

Timeline for Implementation of the Recommendations 

While none of the recommendations require a particular timeline, there are 

reasonable guidelines that can help determine if and when to engage in these activities or 

begin new initiatives. First, as with prior recommendations, principles should consider 

stakeholder engagement as stage one. This allows for a better understanding of the 

teacher's needs so they will be more likely to benefit. Second, a second phase for school-

wide initiatives should launch in the first month of school when the energy is high, and 

there is time to provide a rationale and training and resources as applicable. Third, 

trainings and other meetings for preparing teachers for stressful times, which require time 

away from instruction related content, should occur during times when teachers are least 

stressed and able to engage and value the learning. Otherwise, their minds will be on the 

planning time or other things they are missing. Therefore, the best times are very early in 

the year and after longer breaks at Christmas and after Spring Break. Fourth, efforts to 

reduce the effects of high stress such as a snack cart and offers of individual support 

should occur during the most stressful seasons, which one principal described as the “ebb 

and flow” when some parts of the year are more stressful on teachers. Those times would 

be late Fall before Thanksgiving break after everyone has started the year with high 

energy and has sustained it for a few months straight, late Spring before Spring break, 

and then the final months in which testing and overall weariness peaks. 
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Evaluating the Outcome of Implementing the Recommendations 

 Evaluating the outcomes for many of the recommendations are primarily 

qualitative, but there are still some valuable quantitative data points. Due to the sensitive 

and difficult-to-measure nature of the data required to assess the success of many of the 

outcomes, such as leadership perceptions and personal stress levels, the most important 

measurement of all solutions is to maintain good communication and trust-based 

relationships with staff in order to be more attuned to the experience of teachers in the 

school. As part of maintaining healthy relationships, the use of an open-door policy is 

recommended across all recommendations as an added easy way to obtain valuable 

information, provided teachers are comfortable utilizing it. Finally, student achievement 

and behavior report data serve as a universal data point for all recommendations because 

of the many ways teacher well-being can lead to better student outcomes. If the numbers 

are improving over time in these areas, it is another possible indicator that teachers are 

experiencing some of the benefits of the recommendations, such as lower-turnover, 

reduced burnout, increased connectedness, and stronger organizational commitment.  

One more consideration for the evaluation of all recommendations is the use of 

staff surveys, which is repeated in a few of the recommendations below. There are a few 

survey implementation recommendations to address the need to respect the teacher and 

ensure the data is helpful. First, use well-designed, reasonably quick, web-based 

measures that capture the data needed effectively so teachers can access and complete it 

easily, and the data is easy to review. As part of the design, ensure teacher anonymity and 

use primarily multiple choice. Second, use the same measures each year for data 

comparison purposes. Third, consider time pressure by only doing two comprehensive 
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staff-wide surveys each year and using the district climate survey if they do one already, 

as another would add redundancy to the workload unless it was designed to collect 

different data, as suggested below. Team members should be provided time to complete 

the surveys during scheduled meeting time windows when possible to alleviate time 

pressure elsewhere. Finally, surveys are not recommended as a replacement for face-to-

face communication or quantitative data. However, they do serve valuable purposes, 

which is to identify recurring themes, question reasons for outliers, and adding objectivity 

to evaluations by providing all teachers a voice, rather than a select group or only those 

who will speak up verbally. 

Evaluating Recommendations for Teacher Voice as a Significant Factor in Teacher 

Well-Being and Principal Influence as Significant for Teacher Well-Being. 

Literature suggested a number of indicators that demonstrate teacher well-being 

or related constructs such as job satisfaction and connectedness. Qualitative indicators 

could include overall staff trust in leadership, teacher perception of principal support, and 

teacher voice. A quantitative indicator could include teacher turnover rates. These 

indicators can be found using a simple approach every year. If the district does not do an 

annual confidential climate survey for each school, one can be created and used to 

measure the above indicators at a minimum. Taking those results, quantitative data with 

turnover, and careful reflection on teacher feedback related to leadership, principals can 

use the summer months every year to objectively consider these data points and compare 

them to prior years to determine if there were indications teachers felt supported or if 

they felt positive about the leadership in their school, which would reasonably be higher 

if they believed their principal was supportive and provided them with a voice in matters 
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important to them. Given the time pressures, it may not be feasible in many schools, but 

an additional data point could be the use of an annual anonymous exit survey at the end 

of each school year with specific questions related to efforts to support teachers, and 

feedback for the year ahead. Ideally, this survey would include specific questions 

regarding various aspects of well-being and remain unchanged every year for 

comparison. As a matter of stakeholder engagement, offering teachers and other staff a 

summer “open-door policy” may encourage a few to meet to share concerns for 

additional feedback from the prior year due to the lower pressured time of the year when 

teachers out not in the building. 

Evaluating Recommendations for Teachers and Principals as Mutually Invested 

Stakeholders 

One simple way to measure if the mission and vision statements result in team 

members being able to repeat back the statements on demand. At a bare minimum, they 

should be able to articulate at least the broader vision statement and the components of 

the mission statement. Second, in addition to conducting a district climate survey, a few 

extra qualitative measures through conversations and other anonymous staff surveys can 

help assess the quality of the collaboration and overall climate based on some guiding 

questions for principal reflection:  

1. Do team members appear to like working together as smaller teams? As a 
whole group? 

2. Do team members appear to prefer to isolate or work together? 
3. When and if team members leave, are they leaving for “good” reasons? 
4. Do team members appear to trust the principal by maintaining regular 

communication, openly sharing concerns, and inviting feedback? Private 
conversations around evaluations may provide one example where trust level 
may be significantly expressed as this is very personal to teachers. 

5. Do people appear to enjoy working at the school?  
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6. Are there known or presumed significant unresolved tensions or issues that 
are not being addressed because teachers are not interested or unwilling to 
work through the concerns together with each other or with the principal? 

7. If there are times when there are no major issues on the radar, does it appear 
possible team members are not talking or are “rumbling” behind the scenes? If 
not, are there helpful conditions contributing to teacher satisfaction that can be 
highlighted and continued? 

 
Evaluating Recommendations for Job Intensity as a Common Teacher Workplace 

Experience and Teacher Working Conditions an Ecosystem for Teacher Well-Being 

Literature presented indicators that demonstrate teacher well-being, such as job 

satisfaction and burnout. In most cases, evaluation is qualitative. Qualitative indicators 

could include overall staff trust in leadership, teacher perception of support or 

connectedness, and job satisfaction. Quantitative indicators could include teacher 

turnover rates and used sick days of current years compared to prior. These indicators can 

be found using a simple approach every year. If the district does not do an annual 

confidential climate survey for each school, one can be created and used to measure the 

above indicators at a minimum. Taking those results, quantitative data with sick days, 

teacher turnover, and student achievement, and careful reflection on teacher and other 

stakeholder concerns, principals can use the summer months every year to objectively 

consider these data points and compare them to prior years to determine if there were 

indications teachers felt supported and healthy that year. Given time pressures, it may not 

be feasible in many schools. However, an additional data point could be using an annual 

anonymous exit survey with specific questions related to measuring teacher well-being, 

efforts to support teachers, and feedback for the year ahead. As part of this anonymous 

survey, it is recommended to provide classroom teachers with a copy of the Teacher 

Burnout Scale (Richmond et al., 2001), which is widely accepted by researchers as a 
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valid measurement tool (Gunes & Husyal, 2019), and is quick and easy to complete using 

20 Likert-scale questions in order to determine a number measuring the level of burnout. 

The number can be requested on the survey and then used in various ways such as 

annually comparing the average teacher score and identify high or low scoring grade 

levels for further assessment of conditions that might be contributing to those scores. 

Implications 

Practical Implications 

 There are some noteworthy implications of this study. First, this study identifies 

opportunities for principals and teachers to strengthen their partnership. The findings 

show that teachers and principals do not have to change the inflexible systemic 

limitations to change their environment and can do so in very practical and meaningful 

ways. In some schools, principals may identify “low hanging fruit” with the potential to 

address conditions of importance to teachers. In all schools, though some changes may 

not be easy, opportunities exist for principals to make practical changes to the conditions, 

including their personal leadership style and practices.  

Second, this study highlights that, despite the noted limitations to principal 

influence, the influence of many other variables, and literature suggesting leadership 

research can be too leader-centric, the role of the principal is highly influential for 

teachers in the real-world school context. This serves as a reminder of the influence of 

principal leadership on teachers and the related outcomes, without putting the full burden 

on teacher well-being as well. Ideally, the implication is increased principal awareness of 

the influence and improved support of teacher well-being, knowing “a rising tide lifts all 
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boats” (Harris et al., 2019, p. 2) does not ignore the axiom of “do what’s best for 

students.”  

Third, considering the lack of research on teacher working conditions (Leithwood 

& Mcadie, 2007), this study adds to the literature highlighting the real-world issue of 

teacher burnout and the problematic outcomes the broader U.S. education system is 

experiencing as a result of teacher working conditions, including turnover, the increasing 

teacher shortage, and the need for comprehensive systemic changes outside the locus of 

control at the school level. The literature and reported experiences of this study provide a 

more in-depth understanding of the trickle-down effects of various policies and practices 

on schools and their teachers. While not intended as a specific focus of the study, district 

leaders may use this study to identify focus targets in district-level systemic changes 

outside the principal locus of control such as principal hiring, training, and expectations, 

facilities improvements, and budgetary decisions such as staffing and resources. Finally, 

problematic turnover and student outcomes aside, teachers are sacrificial and essential 

servants of our society in a highly stressful profession, tackling the difficult challenge of 

teaching students with different academic, social, and emotional needs, all the while 

universally recognized as underpaid. Therefore, the study has value if the only benefit of 

this study were improved teacher well-being.  

Implications for Future Research 

 This study does not address many aspects of teacher well-being, particularly 

related to the role of the principals and other educational leaders. Further studies could 

add to the findings in many ways. First, this study design does not demonstrate the 

causality of principal influence on teacher well-being, although it was partly 
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demonstrated through interviews and literature. By exploring specific working conditions 

of importance to teachers and their relationship with leadership behaviors, we can better 

understand the association between leader behaviors and teacher well-being, including 

which have the strongest correlation as areas of special focus and how they correlate to 

helping in design interventions or providing more specific recommendations. This type of 

study could use mixed methods to test various leadership practices related to specific 

well-being characteristics and qualitative approaches to explore the quantitative findings.  

Second, a prominent feature of the study was the limitations both teachers and 

principals experience as a result of the top-heavy bureaucratic structure of school 

systems. In relation to teacher well-being, further research could help understand the 

effectiveness of various district, state, or federal policies or practices on teachers, such as 

discipline policies, budget cuts, testing, and teacher evaluation practices. Additionally, 

elementary, middle, and high school contexts are different, in which those policies and 

practices could be explored. One possible approach to exploring the effect of such 

policies on teachers is that qualitative approaches could be used to describe the teacher 

experiences related to specific policies in one or more of the primary or secondary school 

levels. Additionally, quantitative studies could be used to measure the effects of the 

policies. For example, districts might conduct quantitative research on a district 

disciplinary policy's effect on student behavior incidents. As an extension of the study, 

the district might explore the district disciplinary policies' effect on teacher practices and 

challenges in the classroom to help explain why the policy is helping or harming the 

behavior incidents.  
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Third, more research is needed to understand what is working in schools to 

explain why some are more successful than others, especially with marginalized 

populations that are mostly failing in our current system. In any of these studies, teachers 

play a critical role as the change agent, so the likelihood is some aspect of teacher well-

being or related effectiveness would be relevant to the findings. Qualitative research may 

provide answers to why some schools are more successful in serving these student 

populations. Some of those answers may not be readily found in quantitative studies 

which measure specific variables on other variables, whereas qualitative studies may 

identify contextual conditions that are not typically measured but support the positive 

outcomes. For example, two principals indicated major turnarounds in their schools under 

their leadership. In both cases, it was apparent principals placed a high value on 

respecting and supporting their teachers, and overall appeared very teacher-centered in 

their practices. Further research in these schools could help explain if there are particular 

principal practices in working with teachers that contribute to significant improvements 

in student outcomes. For example, it would be meaningful if there are particular principal 

practices such as professional development, disciplinary approaches, or policies that lead 

to better teacher classroom management or reduced severe behavior incidents, 

contributing to less disruptive classrooms and more time for teacher instruction. 

Implications for Leadership Theory and Practice 

 A prominent feature of the Creighton Doctor of Education in Interdisciplinary 

Leadership Program is the Jesus Charisms as core values. At the core of every leader is a 

value system that enacts influence on every action. The three Jesuit values most related to 
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this study are cura personalis, magis, and women and men for and with others (Lowney, 

2003), each emphasizing an important leader value in schools: 

x Cura personalis includes caring for the whole person and commitment to 

human dignity. In supporting teacher well-being, principals have to believe 

the value of each teacher is measured by personal worth rather than by their 

performance. 

x Magis includes seeking the greater good. This study encourages principals to 

consider the broader influence of their actions, including teacher well-being, 

and thereby seeking not just “good for students” but also “good for teachers.” 

Based on the outcomes of teacher well-being, the strong likelihood a greater 

good in terms of better outcomes for students, and contributing to the broader 

systemic need to reduce teacher shortages caused by attrition.  

x Women and men for and with others include serving alongside others in 

solidarity to meet the holistic needs of each other and those they serve. This 

study identified the need for strong principal-teacher partnerships and for the 

principal recognition that teachers bring not only their instructional skills to 

work but also their physical and emotional needs. Therefore, attending only to 

instructional practice is a significant error as the whole person contributes to 

their performance. 

In relation to this study, principals who hold these values conducive to caring for 

teachers as individuals worthy of respect and dignity, and the courage to collaboratively 

make difficult decisions for the greater good are more likely to implement these 

recommendations, which reinforce leadership practices that dignify stakeholders by 
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emphasizing practically supportive, relationship-centric, emotionally stable environments 

where people are more likely to thrive and feel respected. Overall, the emphasis of these 

leadership values in the recommendations support improved principal leadership 

practices beyond instructional leadership alone. 

Another implication for leadership theory and practice is the centrality of the 

leader. Although leadership research may be too leader-centric, romanticize the 

leadership role, and suggest followers are partly to blame for allowing or even 

encouraging poor leadership (Gunes & Husyal, 2019), the centrality of the role of the 

principal is prominent in the findings. While this study did not specifically explore the 

cause and effect of principal leadership on student outcomes or prove a connection 

between principal leadership and teacher well-being, the literature and interviews indicate 

a strong connection between principal practices, teacher well-being, and student 

outcomes. As a practical outcome, principals will not underestimate their influence and, 

hopefully, be more proactive rather than attributing teacher well-being and school 

conditions to factors outside their locus of control. As a theoretical outcome, this study 

reinforces research on the role of leaders in organizations, specifically related to the 

conditions that influence their employees. 

Furthermore, this study provides meaningful insight into the real-world context 

and experience of teachers and how their well-being is influenced by various principal 

leader policies and practices. Most importantly, it provides principals and other 

educational leaders with a better understanding of the relevant considerations in shaping 

systemic and school-level policies and practices related to the effect on teachers. As a 

result, principals will be able to identify more specific conditions or actions they may 
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need to focus on, and likely student achievement and teacher well-being indicators such 

as turnover and burnout. Overall, this study supports the conceptualization of the 

principal role as organizational leaders who provide instructional leadership rather than 

as instructional leaders alone. 

Finally, the meta-theme of teacher's voice highlighted the need to reshape the 

leadership structures of public education. Research suggests a need to flatten the 

hierarchical power structure of schools (Coyle, 1997; Ho, 2012), which have not changed 

over time. As found in this study and literature, teachers can feel disempowered, although 

they are the primary change agent for student outcomes. Based on the many important 

outcomes of supporting teacher voice identified in the literature and these interviews, this 

encourages a public policy and district leadership shift in which school districts, 

individuals schools, and their principals are empowered to give teachers a greater voice to 

matters important to them, whether that be preferences, needs, or opinions in relation to 

their personal instruction, school-level policies and procedures, and in district policies 

and procedures. In practical terms, the more likely outcome is principals building 

stronger collaborative partnerships with their teachers by giving teachers a voice, 

respecting them, and being proactive in supporting their needs. 

Summary of the Dissertation in Practice 

 This study explored the perceptions of teachers and principals regarding the 

elementary principal role in support of teacher well-being. As a qualitative study, 

teachers and principals were interviewed, and documents reviewed and then coded for 

identifying themes. The literature review supported the findings and recommendations 

and highlighted the influence of principal leadership for teachers, the challenge of 
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teaching, the many teacher working conditions with relevance to teacher well-being, the 

problematic and beneficial outcomes associated with teacher well-being, and a wide 

range of applications for principals in supporting teacher well-being. All 

recommendations are informed by the study findings and related literature. The five 

themes were identified, their recommendations, and implementation considerations 

included: 

x Teacher voice as a significant factor in teacher well-being. Recommendations: 
o Review structures and practices which formally and informally influence 

teacher voice. 
o Improve the formal structures for teacher voice. 
o Improve the informal structures for teacher voice. 
o Use self-reflection regarding leadership style to identify traits that can be 

developed. 
Implementation: Principals must value teacher voice, build strong 
relationships with teachers, and care for and respect teachers. 

 
x Teachers and principals as mutually invested stakeholders. Recommendations: 

o Reinforce effective collaborative structures whereby teachers and 
principals collaborate and make decisions together. 

o Remove or modify barriers to mutual understanding and collaboration 
between principals and teachers. 

o Create a mission and vision statement with the staff. 
Implementation: Prioritize first things first and be intentional with 
relationships. 
 

x Principal influence as significant for teacher well-being and effectiveness. 
Recommendation: 
o Identify and capitalize influences by proactively improving work 

conditions for teachers within their locus of control. 
Implementation: Collaboratively determine the working conditions most 
relevant to the teachers, determine which conditions should be prioritized, 
implement strategies using organizational and relational skills.  
 

x Teacher working conditions as an ecosystem for teacher well-being. 
Recommendations: 
o Identify the unique school context-specific characters of importance to 

teacher well-being. 
o Develop strategies collaboratively to address context-specific and 

common working conditions relevant to teacher well-being at the school. 
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Implementation: Maintain supportive relationships and good communication 
to support teacher voice and understand the context-specific needs of teachers 
for improvements. 
 

x Job intensity as a common workplace experience. Recommendations: 
o Identify and remove unnecessary stressors. 
o Implement strategies to support teachers. 
Implementation: Use solutions based on knowing the context and stakeholders 
in the context, ensure efforts requiring planning or participation are valued by 
teachers as meaningful uses of time and energy, and principal self-reflection 
to identify new ways of leading.  

 
 Recommendations were provided for evaluating the effectiveness of the 

implementation. For the themes “teacher voice as a significant factor for teacher well-

being” and “principal influence as significant for teacher well-being,” evaluation 

included using a climate survey for qualitative data and review quantitative turnover data 

annually for comparisons to prior years, if possible use an end of year exit survey for 

more specific feedback, and continually maintain open communication for feedback 

through an open-door policy. For the theme “Teachers and Principals as Mutually 

Invested Stakeholders,” evaluation included having team members repeat the vision and 

mission statements from memory, annual climate survey, and consideration of other 

qualitative measures such as purposeful conversations and anonymous staff surveys to 

assess the quality of the principal-teacher collaboration. For the themes “Job Intensity as 

a Common Teacher Workplace Experience and Teacher Working Conditions as an 

Ecosystem for Teacher Well-Being,” evaluation included an annual climate survey, end 

of year anonymous exit survey for all teachers with well-being specific questions and 

support needs, in which teachers will complete “Teacher Burnout Scale” to arrive at a 

number to be included on the survey. Teacher burnout scores will be averaged using all 
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scores to compare annually, and then by grade level to determine if particular grade 

levels of teachers might need extra support in the year ahead. 

This study contributes to the greater good of schools, principals as leaders, their 

teachers, and ultimately, their students by considering perceptions of actively serving 

elementary principals and teachers regarding the principal role in teacher well-being and 

the related literature. Participant perceptions provided valuable insight into the realistic 

opportunities and limitations of the principal role in the elementary context. This study 

affirms the high value of principals in supporting conditions for teacher well-being, the 

relevance of the ecosystem of working conditions contributing to teacher well-being, and 

the many outcomes associated with it. Furthermore, this study elevates the importance of 

strong principal-teacher partnerships and of giving teachers a voice in those matters 

important to them. Based on this study, when principals lead well, teachers are more able 

to feel well and teach well, and students are increasingly able to learn well. Overall, this 

study frames the principal role as an “instructional” leader and an organizational leader 

who influences many conditions supportive of teacher well-being and, by extension, 

better outcomes for their school and students. Ultimately, the findings and 

recommendations are encapsulated by the phrase “a rising tide lifts all boats” (Harris et 

al., 2019, p. 2). 
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Appendix A  

Teacher Interview Protocol 

 
Time of Interview: 
Date: 
Interviewee(s) (Pseudonym): 
 
Briefly describe the project. Include statements of appreciation and introduction. Such as: 
Thank you for agreeing to participate in this research project on _______. I want to 
remind you that your comments will remain confidential and anonymous by using a 
pseudonym. Let them know they can take a break at any time and that they can ask you if 
they have any questions, etc. 
 
Questions: 

1. How long have you worked with your current principal? 
 
2. What is your perception of your principal’s leadership overall? What contributed 

to your perception? 
 

3. What do you believe are the most important job responsibilities of the principal 
role? How well does your principal full those responsibilities? 
 

4. What do you believe are the most important leadership traits of school principals? 
How well does your principal express those traits?  

 
5. One aspect of well-being is your subjective feeling of satisfaction. Thinking back 

during the years you’ve worked at this school during your current principal’s 
leadership, how would you assess your overall personal sense of satisfaction? 
What experiences in this school do you consider as contributors to your 
satisfaction levels positively or negatively? What role has the principal played in 
those experiences, if at all? Based on your understanding of the principal role, is 
there anything the principal should have done differently? 

 
6. Another aspect of well-being is your psychological well-being, such as stress 

levels. Thinking back during the years you’ve worked at this school during your 
current principal’s leadership, how would you assess your overall stress levels? 
What experiences in this school do you consider as increasing or decreasing your 
stress levels? What role has the principal played in those experiences, if at all? 
Based on your understanding of the principal role, is there anything the principal 
should have done differently? 

 
7. Working conditions are characteristics of working in your school, such as job 

demands, leadership structure, leader style, team roles, level of autonomy to make 
decisions, resources, and so on. Are there working conditions in this school you 
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identify as having been particularly helpful or unhelpful to your sense of well-
being? What role has the principal had in impacting these working conditions 
positively or negatively? Based on your understanding of the principal role, is 
there anything the principal should have done differently? 

 
8. Is there anything else you want to tell me about your experience working under 

the leadership of your current principal? 
 
Additional questions for depth and breadth to the above questions: 

x Would you expound on that? 
x How would you describe that in a different way? 
x I would like to hear more about that. 
x Would you clarify that for me? 
x What was the effect of that incident? 
x What were the consequences? 
x What was your reaction to that behavior? 
x Take me through your thought processes during that time. 
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Appendix B 

Principal Interview Protocol 

Time of Interview: 
Date: 
Interviewee (Pseudonym): 
 
(Briefly describe the project. Include statements of appreciation and introduction. Such 
as: Thank you for agreeing to be interviewed for this research project on _______. I want 
to remind you that your comments will remain confidential and anonymous. Have them 
sign the consent form. Let them know they can take a break at any time and that they can 
ask you if they have any questions, etc.) 
 
Questions: 

1. What contributed to your decision to become a principal? 
 

2. What is your perception of your leadership effectiveness overall in working with 
teachers at this school? What contributes to your perception? 
 

3. What do you believe are the most important job responsibilities of the principal 
role? How well do you fulfill those responsibilities? 
 

4. What do you believe are the most important leadership traits of school principals? 
How well do you express those traits?  

 
5. One aspect of well-being is the subjective feeling of satisfaction. Thinking about 

your time as principal at this school, how would you assess the overall happiness 
of teachers here? What experiences in this school do you consider as contributors 
to their happiness levels? What role should principals play in influencing those 
experiences, if at all? 

 
6. Another aspect of well-being is psychological well-being, such as stress levels. 

Thinking about your time as principal at this school, how would you assess the 
overall stress level of teachers here? What experiences in this school do you 
consider as contributors to their stress levels? What role should principals play in 
influencing those experiences, if at all? 

 
7. Working conditions are characteristics of working in your school, such as job 

demands, leadership structure, school leadership style, opportunities for 
leadership, autonomy to make decisions, resources, and so on. Are there working 
conditions in this school you identify as being particularly helpful or unhelpful for 
teacher well-being? What role have you had in impacting these working 
conditions positively or negatively? What role should principals play in 
influencing working conditions that support teacher well-being? 
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8. Is there anything else you would like to share about your influence as principal on 
teacher well-being? 

 
Additional questions for depth and breadth to the above questions: 

x Would you expound on that? 
x How would you describe that in a different way? 
x I would like to hear more about that. 
x Would you clarify that for me? 
x What was the effect of that incident? 
x What were the consequences? 
x What was your reaction to that behavior? 
x Take me through your thought processes during that time. 

 
  



 253 

Appendix C 

Principal Recruiting Letter 

Date: 

<Participant Name><Address> 

Re: Research on Perceptions of the Principal Role in Supporting Teacher Well-

Being 

Dear Principal, 

My name is Dan Blumhardt. I am an Interdisciplinary Leadership EdD student at 
Creighton University and serve in MNPS, serving as a school counselor. I am writing to 
invite you to participate in my MNPS approved research study about elementary teacher 
and principal perceptions regarding the principal role in contributing to teacher well-
being. This study will add to the current literature by increasing insight into the principal 
role in supporting work conditions that influence teacher well-being and provide 
research-based applications grounded in real-world challenges principals face every day. 

Your participation in this study is being requested in this study because you are an 
elementary principal in MNPS. You qualify if you have worked in your current school at 
least 1 full school year. Rest assured that anonymity and confidentiality are closely 
protected at all steps, including the final document. Names and other identifying 
information of schools and participants will be carefully removed from the final 
document and interview transcripts, which you will be able to preview and request edits 
if needed prior to use in the study. No district personnel will be informed of which 
schools or principals participate at any time. More detail about the protection of your 
anonymity will be described in the informed consent. 

If you decide to participate in this study: 

x You will be interviewed for 30 minutes on a day and time of your choice and will 
choose between a video conference or face-to-face at a location of your choice at 
your site. You will receive a $25 Amazon gift card as a thank you for your time. 

x Teachers at your school will be contacted directly about the study. 3-4 will be 
selected to do a 30-minute interview each after school. To protect anonymity and 
confidentiality, you will not know who participates at any time during or after the 
study. 

x The interviews will be audio-recorded and transcribed, identifiers will be 
removed, and then be used as part of the data analysis for the final dissertation. 
Audio files and transcripts will be stored confidentially in a password-protected 
file. 
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Your contribution would be greatly appreciated! However, this is completely voluntary. 
Agreement to participate or request more information does not obligate you to 
participate. You can choose to be in the study or not at any time. If you'd like to 
participate or have any questions about the study, please email or contact me at 503-317-
1095 or dbl61645@creighton.edu. Unless contacted by you, a follow-up email will be 
sent one week from the date of this letter to follow up so I can answer any questions and 
gauge your willingness. 

Thank you again for considering this research opportunity.  

Sincerely,  

Dan Blumhardt 
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Appendix D 

Teacher Recruiting Letter 

Date: 
<Participant Name><Address> 

Re: Research on Perceptions of the Principal Role in Supporting Teacher Well-
Being” 

Dear [insert name],  

My name is Dan Blumhardt. I am an Interdisciplinary Leadership EdD student at 
Creighton University and serve in MNPS, serving as a school counselor. I am writing to 
invite you to participate in my MNPS approved research study about elementary teacher 
and principal perceptions regarding the principal role in contributing to teacher well-
being. This study will add to current literature by increasing insight into the principal role 
in supporting work conditions that influence teacher well-being and provide research-
based applications grounded in real-world challenges principals face every day. 

Your participation in this study is being requested in this study because you are an 
elementary teacher in MNPS. You qualify if you have worked in your current school at 
least the prior and current school year with your current principal. Rest assured that 
anonymity and confidentiality are closely protected at all steps, including the final 
document. Names and other identifying information of schools and participants will be 
carefully removed from the final document and interview transcripts, which you will be 
able to preview and request edits if needed prior to use in the study. No district personnel 
will be informed of which schools or teachers participate at any time. More detail about 
the protection of your anonymity will be described in the informed consent. 

If you decide to participate in this study: 

x You will be interviewed for 30 minutes on a day and time of your choice and will 
choose between a video conference or face-to-face at a location of your choice at 
your site. You will receive a $25 Amazon gift card as a thank you for your time. 

x 3-4 teachers will be selected to do a 30-minute interview at each school. To 
protect anonymity and confidentiality, you will not know who participates at any 
time during or after the study. 

x The interviews will be audio-recorded and transcribed, identifiers will be 
removed, and then be used as part of the data analysis for the final dissertation. 
Audio files and transcripts will be stored confidentially in a password-protected 
file. 

Your contribution would be greatly appreciated! However, this is completely voluntary. 
Agreement to participate or request more information does not obligate you to 
participate. You can choose to be in the study or not at any time. If you'd like to 
participate or have any questions about the study, please email or contact me at 503-317-
1095 or dbl61645@creighton.edu. Unless contacted by you, a follow-up email will be 
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sent one week from the date of this letter to follow-up so I can answer any questions and 
gauge your willingness. 

Thank you again for considering this research opportunity.  

Sincerely,  

Dan Blumhardt  
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Appendix E 

IRB Informed Consent 

Creighton University Institutional Review Board 
2500 California Plaza, Omaha, NE 68178 y Phone: 402-280-2126  

Email: irb@creighton.edu 
 

CREIGHTON UNIVERSITY RESEARCH INFORMED CONSENT 
 
Principal and Teacher Perceptions of the Principal Role in Teacher Well-Being 
IRB project number 1400540-1 
Dan Blumhardt, Creighton University, Interdisciplinary Leadership Program 
503-317-1095 
 
Study Summary 
This study will explore the perceptions of teachers and principals regarding the role of 
principals in supporting teacher well-being.  
 
Important things to know 

x Taking part in research is voluntary. You can choose not to be in this study, or 
stop at any time.  

x If you decide not to be in this study, your choice will not affect your relationship 
with the investigator of this study. There will be no penalty to you.  

 
If you agree to participate in this study; 

x 20-25 participants between the ages of 21 to 65 will be involved in this study. 
x Principals will be interviewed to share their experiences and perspective regarding 

their role in support of teacher well-being. Teachers will be interviewed to share 
their experiences and perspective related to the principal role in support of teacher 
well-being. The interviews will be recorded, transcribed, and analyzed for themes. 
Participants will be provided a transcript copy to ensure personal comments are 
accurate and void of identifying information.  

x 1 visit is required by the investigator to complete each interview at your school 
unless you have selected the option to interview using video chat. 

x You will be compensated $25 total for your participation in the study. 
x These visits will take .5 – .75 hours depending on participant agreement. 
x The potential benefits of participating in this study include contributing to 

literature that supports principal effectiveness in leading teachers, and to the 
resulting positive outcomes for students, teachers, and schools. 

x The potential risks to be in this study are no more than is encountered in everyday 
life.  
 

Introduction 
This study will explore principal and teacher perceptions of the principal role in support 
of teacher well-being. You are invited to participate because you are either a teacher or 
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principal who met the criteria for this study. Principal and teacher criteria include 
working in your present school during the prior and current school years. Participants 
were also selected based on obtaining a variety of years of experience and perspectives. I 
am available to answer now or anytime any questions you may have. 
 
Study Purpose and Procedures 
This study involves research to explore principal and teacher perspectives regarding the 
principal role in supporting teacher well-being to provide recommendations for principal 
practice. Your participation will include one interview for 30 – 45 minutes. You will have 
the option to review the transcript of the interview to provide edits of your comments that 
include identifying information or inaccuracies. The procedures are as follows: 

x Interviews will ask questions related to your perceptions of the principal role in 
supporting teacher well-being to understand a range of perspectives and identify 
potential recommendations for principals. 

x Interviews will be recorded using an audio recording device or computer using 
video chat. Then, a text document of audio files will be created using a 
transcription. Finally, pseudonyms will replace real names, and identifying 
information of schools and individuals will be removed.  

x All participants will receive a confidential copy of the transcript with instructions 
to have the option of providing edits to their comments, correct inaccuracies, or 
remove additional identifying information. 

x This study will only utilize revised versions of the transcripts with names and 
identifiers removed, and participant requested edits completed. 

x All documents will be scanned and securely stored digitally. All paper documents 
will be shredded. 

 
Benefits of Participating in the Study 

x The benefits to society as a result of your participation in this study include 
contributing literature that supports principal effectiveness in supporting teacher 
well-being and any positive outcomes of increased teacher well-being, such as 
individual teacher well-being, improved student outcomes, and enhanced school 
performance overall.  

x No direct benefits to you can be expected. 
 
Risks of Participating in the Study 
The potential risks to be in this study are no more than is encountered in everyday life.  
 
Confidentiality 
I will do everything I can to keep your records confidential. However, it cannot be 
guaranteed. We may need to report certain information to agencies as required by law. 
The records we collect identifying you as a participant will be maintained and stored in a 
confidential file that is password protected on a privately owned computer and web-based 
cloud secure storage for back up purposes. 
 
Records that identify you and this consent form signed by you may be looked at by 
others. The list of people who may look at your research records are: 
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x The investigator 
x The Creighton University Institutional Review Board (IRB) 

 
As outlined in the procedures, steps to protect your confidentiality and anonymity as a 
participant include:  

x Maintaining strict confidentiality of all documents: All recordings, transcripts, 
and other documents collected are digitized and securely stored in a password 
protected digital file. Once digitized, all documents are shredded. Permanent 
deletion of all records three years after the study is completed to comply with 
federal requirements. 

x Maintaining participant autonomy before, during, and after participation: 
Participant recruitment is completed by contacting individual participants in 
elementary schools in the district. During the study, interviews take place in 
private locations or on a computer during after school hours. During and after 
participation, documents containing names of participants will not be shared with 
anyone except the IRB as requested. Additionally, all identifiers of schools and 
participants in transcripts will be removed, including the replacement of names 
with pseudonyms. Furthermore, confidential transcripts with identifiers removed 
are provided to each participant to be able to request the removal of additional 
identifying comments or details before use in the study. Finally, there will be no 
mention of school identifiers in this study, such as names, demographics, and 
enrollment count. 

x As a result, the district will be unable to identify which schools, teachers, or 
principals participated, principals will be unable to identify which teachers 
participated, teachers will be unable to identify which principals participated, and 
non-participants will be unable to identify who participated in this study.  

 
Disclosure of Appropriate Alternatives 
Another alternative would be to choose not to participate.  
 
Compensation for Participation 
You will receive a $25 Amazon gift card as a thank you for your inconvenience and time 
for the 1-time participation in the interview. You will not be required to complete the 
study to receive this thank you gift.  
 
Contact Information 
Dan Blumhardt 
Phone: 503-317-1095 
Email: dbl61645@creighton.edu 
 
SIGNATURE CLAUSE 
 
You are free to refuse to participate in this research project or to withdraw your consent 
and discontinue participation in the project at any time without penalty or loss of benefits 
to which you are otherwise entitled, or any effect on your medical care. 
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My signature below indicates that all my questions have been answered. I agree to 
participate in the project as described above. 
 
 
          
Printed Name of Participant 
 
__________________________________  __________________   
Signature of Participant Date Signed 
 
The Creighton University Institutional Review Board (IRB) offers you an opportunity 
(anonymously if you so choose) to discuss problems, concerns, and questions, obtain 
information or offer input about this project with an IRB administrator who is not 
associated with this particular research project. You may call or write to the Institutional 
Review Board at (402) 280-2126; address the letter to the Institutional Review Board, 
Creighton University, 2500 California Plaza, Omaha, NE 68178 or by email at 
irb@creighton.edu.  
 
A copy of this signed form has been given to me. ________  participant’s Initials 
 
For the Research Investigator—I have discussed with this participant (and, if required, 
the participant’s guardian) the procedure(s) described above and the risks involved; I 
believe he/she understands the contents of the consent document and is competent to give 
legally effective and informed consent. 
 
 
__________________________________  __________________ 
Signature of Responsible Investigator Date Signed 
 
 

Bill of Rights for Research Participants 
 
As a participant in a research study, you have the right: 

1. To have enough time to decide whether or not to be in the research study, and to 
make that decision without any pressure from the people who are conducting the 
research.  

2. To refuse to be in the study at all, or to stop participating at any time after you 
begin the study. 

3. To be told what the study is trying to find out, what will happen to you, and what 
you will be asked to do if you are in the study. 

4. To be told about the reasonably foreseeable risks of being in the study. 

5. To be told about the possible benefits of being in the study. 
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6. To be told whether there are any costs associated with being in the study and 
whether you will be compensated for participating in the study. 

7. To be told who will have access to information collected about you and how your 
confidentiality will be protected. 

8. To be told whom to contact with questions about the research, about research-
related injury, and about your rights as a research participant. 

9. If the study involves treatment or therapy: 

a. To be told about the other non-research treatment choices you have. 

b. To be told where treatment is available should you have a research-related 
injury, and who will pay for research-related treatment.  
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Appendix F 

IRB Dissertation Approval Documents 

IRB Initial Approval (May 2019)  
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IRB Modification Approval (October 2019) 

 

DATE: 2-OCT-2019 
TO: Dan Blumhardt 
FROM: Social / Behavioral IRB Board 

PROJECT TITLE: Principal and Teacher Perceptions of the 
Principal Role in Teacher Well-Being 

REFERENCE #: 1400540 
SUBMISSION TYPE: Modification 
ACTION: APPROVED 
EXPIRATION DATE: 06-May-2020 
REVIEW TYPE: Expedited  

Thank you for your submission of Amendment/Modification materials for this project. 
The following items were reviewed in this submission: 

x Request for Modification  

x Creighton University HS eForm 

The contents of this amendment and the script do not appear to adversely affect the 
risk/benefit ratio of this study or the process of obtaining consent. Therefore, the revised 
document approved for use at this site. 
 
Please take note of the following message from the Social / Behavioral Chair: 

x Remember to protect against any accidental identification in your write up. For 
instance, by identifying the school district, and perhaps simple demographic data 
such as a "female, African American principal" - you might inadvertently expose 
the identity of only one possible person, or even only a couple of possible people. 
Please protect them from this type of exposure. 

 
If you have any questions, please contact the IRB Office at 402-2802126 or 
irb@creighton.edu. Please include your project title and reference number in all 
correspondence with this committee.  
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District Initial Approval (April 2019) 
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District Modification Approval (September 2019) 
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Appendix G 
Member Check Instructions 

Re:  
Research on Principal and Teacher Perceptions of the Principal Role in Supporting 
Teacher Well-Being 
 
Dear Research Participant (participant initials here) 
 
Thank you again for your valuable contribution to this study recently as I know how busy 
your schedule is as a fellow educator! Included in this envelope is a copy of the transcript 
of our recent. I am providing this to you for a few important reasons: 

1. I want to ensure that you can modify your comments after the fact if necessary so 
they are representative of what you intended to say. 

2. I want to provide you with the opportunity to provide your edits if necessary to 
ensure that your anonymity is protected by removing information that may 
unintentionally identify you as a participant. Note: This transcript has already 
been modified to remove identifiers such as real names, school names, or other 
details that may allow others to identify who is being quoted. 

 
Instructions:  
x If you will not be requesting any changes to your comments, please initial here: 

_________ and place all documents provided in the supplied envelope with this sheet, 
and place it in the school mail. 

OR 
x If you will be making changes to your comments, 

1. As you read your comments carefully, if you see a change you would like to 
make, underline or highlight the text and write in the white space to the right to 
indicate requested changes. If you do not have enough space, please use the back 
of the sheet to provide your feedback. 

a. Only if you believe a comment may not represent what you intended to 
say at that time or was inaccurately recorded, please note this and provide 
your preferred correct wording. 

b. If you notice a detail in your comments that you are concerned would 
reveal your identify as the individual speaking or as a study participant 
(for example, a story with details very specific to you or the school), 
please underline or highlight this and note either suggested wording 
change or removal.  

2. Don’t be concerned about incorrect grammar such as “um” or phrases like “I felt 
like, you know, sort of, confused” because transcripts document the natural 
conversational language, which rarely includes correct grammar or sentences. 
Also, you may feel uncomfortable about how you worded something, but as long 
as it represents your intended meaning and does not raise a concern about your 
anonymity, it is suggested to leave it as is. 

3. Place this sheet and the transcript in the provided return envelope and place it in 
the school mail.  
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Please note: You are not required to provide edit requests to the transcript unless you 
choose to and believe it is necessary. Thank you again for contributing to this study. I 
greatly appreciate it. Please feel free to contact me if you have additional questions about 
the instructions above at 503-317-1095 or danjblumhardt@gmail.com. 
 
Sincerely, 
Dan Blumhardt (Researcher) 


