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Abstract 

School principals are required to do more now than ever.  High stakes 

accountability has principals grappling for ways to achieve state and federal standards.  

Principals must also ensure their stakeholders’ needs are met on a daily basis.  It is 

simply not possible for school principals to do it all themselves.  Principals must build 

and support teacher leaders.  Effective principals find ways to build positive relationships 

with their teachers and empower them to work towards shared campus goals.  

             The purpose of the study was to examine why the relationship between teachers 

and the principal is important for the school and to identify the most critical feature for a 

successful working relationship between teachers and principals.  Survey data from 310 

practicing principals was analyzed for this study.  This study examined the responses of 

principals who responded to the question “Why is the relationship between the teacher 

and the principal important for the school?”  56% of the principals reported the 

importance of participation in shared decision making; while 52% reported the 

importance of creating an atmosphere of mutual trust.  57% of the principals reported that 

“trust” is the most critical feature for a successful relationship between the teacher and 

the principal.
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Introduction 

The Effective Principal 

Effective principals possess an unyielding commitment for excellence.  They are 

hungry to approach and conquer new challenges on a daily basis.  They are a champion 

for the success of all students.  Effective principals build teams that are inspired to move 

mountains and are passionate about student success.  They strive to build positive 

relationships with everyone within the organization and outside of the organization in 

order to reach common ground.  They ensure that all students experience academic 

achievement and are college and work ready.  Effective school principals realize that 

education is a life or death proposition for their students and are willing to do whatever it 

takes to move students forward.  Great principals champion others’ ideas.  They possess 

unshakable core values, but also have the flexibility to allow others in the organization to 

work towards and accomplish shared campus goals.  They do not have a personal agenda 

as to how campus goals are accomplished; they just empower others to things get done.  

Great principals are authentic with themselves and others; they build genuine, personal 

relationships with their teachers (Schlechty, 2009).  Great principals realize they cannot 

do it all themselves; they build up those around them to become leaders.  Effective 

principals build a strong culture and climate of trust within their organizations.  They 

demonstrate belief in their teachers and foster positive relationships with mutual respect 

and trust.  Great principals know how to select the right person for the right task, and then 

motivate them to get the job done (Gordon, 2013).  A great principal can settle for 

nothing less than a championship atmosphere at their school, where everyone in the 
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organization expects success and will work hard to accomplish shared campus goals.  

Effective school principals are in strong demand today. 

Search for Effective Leaders 

Effective leaders have been sought out by every public, private, and social 

organization known to man since the beginning of time.  Effective leaders remain in 

strong demand today.  An organization’s very existence will often depend on whether 

effective leaders are at the helm, especially in an educational setting.  But what is the 

definition of an effective leader?  Aldag (2005) defines an effective leader by his or her 

self-confidence, beliefs, integrity, determination, and ability to motivate others to get 

things done.  Webster’s (2008) definition of “effective” is “the ability to produce a 

desired result”.  A second definition of “effective” is “prepared for service or action”.   A 

successful leader in today’s world must be a motivator of people’s attitudes and 

behaviors and must positively influence individuals in an organization to work 

enthusiastically towards a common purpose or goal (Hagen, Hassan & Amin, 

1998;Weihrich & Koontz, 1993).  School principals are not the only leaders necessary for 

student success; schools need teacher leaders as well. 

Failure has always had a negative connotation in the context of American public 

schools, especially in the 21st Century.  Students “fail” if they do not pass their classes, 

or if they “fail” to graduate. Teachers and principals “fail” if their students do not pass 

their classes or graduate from high school.  Campus principals with low performing 

achievement scores have “failed” as well.  Most instances of failure in American History 

possess a negative connotation.  Students, teachers, and principals do not want to fail; 

however, many of them do.  Almost 60% of all African American and Hispanic students 
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are not promoted from 9
th

 to 10
th

 grade in their first year of high school (Bracey, 2008).  

If students, teachers, and community members can agree that failure has a negative effect 

on our society, why do so many students continue to fail? School leaders must plan for 

student success in order for their students to experience success in the classroom.  

Planning for student success begins with the principal.  Campus principals must inspire 

their teachers to motivate their students.  Principals must also impart to their teachers a 

philosophy of “whatever it takes” to ensure their students are successful in learning. 

Leithwood and Riehl (2003) found that school leadership has a significant impact on 

student success. One way principals have a positive impact on academic achievement is 

by building teacher leaders.  Student success in the 21
st
 Century will require more 

leadership than a campus principal can provide by themselves.  Teachers will need to 

engage in leadership roles as well. 

In today’s environment of high-stakes testing and continually shifting paradigms, 

public school students will need to develop skills which will help them adapt to abrupt 

changes in the societal landscape they encounter. Adolescent students who attend public 

schools will need classroom leaders at the helm who can motivate, inspire, and facilitate 

higher order thinking skills.  Teachers must become engaged in developing their school’s 

mission statement, goals, and action steps in order for their school to become successful.  

It is critical that teachers also participate in developing their campus’ shared vision and 

are empowered to work collaboratively towards common school goals. Appropriate, 

ongoing staff development will be required to build teacher leaders.  Teacher leaders will 

need to be adequately trained in being effective leaders themselves, so they will be able 

to model the characteristics their principals desire students to possess.  Engaging teachers 
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in crafting the campus vision will help facilitate ownership and teacher buy-in of the 

campus vision.  When teachers buy into the campus vision and take ownership, they are 

much more likely to work to achieve common campus goals (Harris, 2007).  It is more 

likely that campus goals will be reached when a greater number of stakeholders are 

focused on achieving shared goals.  Transformation and renewal of schools can only take 

place when the stakeholders of an organization first understand the need for change, and 

then work collaboratively to orchestrate change (Schlechty, 2009).  Teacher leaders will 

need to function as reflective practitioners in order to determine what their students’ 

needs are and how meet them.  Meeting students’ needs becomes increasingly difficult as 

student populations become more diverse. Teacher leaders will need to be engaged in 

developing and facilitating their campus vision to ensure that student needs are 

adequately addressed.  Teachers will become more vested in their campus vision when 

they begin to embrace a shared campus vision.  When teachers are more vested in their 

campus’ vision, it is much more likely that campus goals will be met.  Engaging 

stakeholders in shared decision making begins with the principal.  Campus principals 

need to understand they are more likely to reach their campus goals when an emphasis is 

placed on building a shared vision.  Teacher retention is an issue as well. It is important 

to understand that highly effective, productive school campuses are able to keep their 

teacher leaders.  A lower attrition rate of teacher leaders helps a school campus keep 

momentum going and allows a school to continue to grow and enjoy success on an on-

going basis (Schlechty, 2009).  

Extensive research has been conducted in the field of educational leadership.  

This study examined the importance educational leadership in regards to shared decision 
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making and nurturing an atmosphere of trust.  There is also a compendium of research on 

the importance of teacher retention.  Veteran teachers have a greater impact on student 

success than new or novice teachers (Bell & Thacker, 2011).  This study also includes 

research which demonstrates why school principals should empower their teachers.  The 

goal of each campus principal should be to ensure each of their students experience 

academic success.  Each classroom must have a quality teacher that is equipped to meet 

their students’ needs.  Quality teachers are essential to student success (Schlechty, 2009).  

Teacher support is also critical to academic achievement.  It is crucial for teachers to 

receive adequate support from their campus principal.  An effective principal will work to 

meet their teachers’ needs in order to ensure teachers are equipped to meet their students’ 

needs.  One way a principal can support their teachers is by empowering them to make 

effective classroom decisions.  Effective principals empower their teachers to work 

towards common campus goals.  Effective principals also provide teachers with frequent 

opportunities to participate in the campus decision making process (Schlechty, 2002).  

Participation in the decision making process will lead to increased teacher buy-in and 

ownership in the shared campus vision.  MacNeil (1992) examined the importance of 

effective instructional leadership and found that effective principals employ a 

collaborative, collegial approach to empower teachers.  This involves building an 

atmosphere of trust.  There is also a substantial body of research as to the importance of 

strengthening the leadership capacity of teachers.  Routledge (2008) found that principals 

who increase their teachers’ leadership capacity are successful at building a culture of 

positive relationships and mutual trust.  In the 21
st
 Century, the role of the principal has 

shifted from that of manager to leader.  Effective principals motivate and inspire their 
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teachers; they do not “manage” them.  For schools to educate “all” students, 

administrators and teachers must work collaboratively and in a democratic manner with 

mutual accountability.  It is also imperative that teachers and principals establish an 

environment of high expectations for one-another as well as for their students.   

Developing Teacher Leaders 

Building an atmosphere of trust, with mutual accountability and high 

expectations, is not an easy task.  An atmosphere of trust between teachers and the 

principal is essential.  Schools in the 21
st
 Century must be continually refreshed and 

renewed to remain successful.  Trust must exist between teachers and principals for a 

school to experience ongoing renewal and organizational transformation (Schlechty, 

2002).  It is also important to empower teachers to work towards shared campus goals.  

Empowering teachers to work towards campus goals will help ensure that campus goals 

are met.  Empowering stakeholders will increase the leadership capacity of an 

organization (Lambert, 2003).  The leadership capacity of teachers working in 

conjunction with a campus principal is much more effective than that of a school 

principal alone.  When a campus team works together to first define campus goals, and 

then work together to accomplish these common goals, the results can be extraordinary 

(Schlechty, 2009).  Weisberg, Sexton, Mulhern, and Keeling (2009) suggest that truly 

outstanding teachers who dramatically impact the lives of their students cannot be 

formally identified.  Perhaps research suggests that outstanding teachers cannot be 

formally identified, but is it possible that outstanding teachers can be made?  Maxwell 

(2008) demonstrates that leaders can be “developed”.  If school principals hope to 

positively impact school culture, and increase their school’s leadership capacity, they 
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must develop their teachers into campus leaders.  It is critical that teachers participate in 

meaningful, shared decision making on their school campus.  Participation in the decision 

making process will require teachers to take a leadership role.  True shared ownership of 

the campus vision requires the principal to engage their teachers in setting campus goals.  

This must be done in a positive manner and in a way which establishes a relationship of 

mutual trust and respect (MacNeil, 1998). 

Effective school principals build up their teachers and help them become more 

centered, more reflective practitioners, more secure in their ability to reach their students, 

and more successful in the classroom.  While research exists regarding the importance of 

empowering teachers, it is important understand why school principals should empower 

their teachers.  One reason school principals should work to empower their teachers is so 

that teachers will have the ability to work towards common campus goals.  Teachers who 

are empowered have the ability to positively impact both their classroom and their 

campus.  Principals who are able to delegate campus responsibilities to teachers enhance 

the ability of the campus team to reach their mutual goals.  Empowering teachers requires 

flexibility; thus, school principals must be flexible with “how” teachers accomplish 

campus goals.  This requires a principal to allow innovation and risk taking.  It is 

important for teachers to have the flexibility necessary to meet their individual students’ 

needs.  It is also necessary for teachers to have flexibility to work towards campus goals 

outside of the classroom.  When teachers work towards shared campus goals, this 

increases the leadership capacity of the campus.  More is able to be accomplished in a 

shorter period of time.  Teachers must be trained to act as reflective practitioners if they 

are going to work toward common campus goals.  Working towards common campus 
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goals with minimal support and oversight requires teachers to reflect and make sound 

decisions.  It is important for teachers to be able to make sound judgments both in the 

classroom and while working to accomplish non-classroom goals.  Teachers who are 

trained to act as reflective practitioners will possess the skills necessary to identify and 

meet their students’ needs.  Teachers need to be trained to make competent, sound 

decisions that are best for the students under their charge; for this to occur, teachers must 

receive appropriate, ongoing staff development (Daggett, 2008).   

The classroom teacher is the primary contact for their students.  Classroom 

teachers have more direct contact with their students than any campus personnel.  

Campus goals which are geared towards student success must be implemented in each 

classroom for a school to reach each student.  This requires a commitment by each 

individual classroom teacher.  Each teacher must be engaged in the implementation of 

campus goals in his or her classroom.  Teachers must understand the goals for their 

students if they are expected to work towards these goals in the classroom.  Teachers 

must also have an opportunity to participate in constructing campus goals if they will be 

expected to buy into them.  Principals have the responsibility to engage teachers in the 

decision making process.  Engaging teachers in the decision making process will help 

facilitate teacher buy-in.  Teachers are more likely to take ownership of the campus 

vision when they are engaged in crafting campus goals.  It is necessary for principals to 

ensure their teachers have access to the resources and time necessary to participate in 

shared decision making.  Teachers need to be trained to make good, reflective decisions 

so they can direct and lead instruction in the classroom as well.  It is also important for 

teachers to possess the skill set and training to model the behavior that principals desire 
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to see in their students.  A campus principal must seek ways to empower teachers to 

make good decisions for their students. An effective campus principal will also search for 

fresh ways to equip teachers to meet their students’ needs.  It is critical to the success of 

the school for a principal to provide teacher support (Schlechty, 2009).  What decisions 

will teachers make when they are empowered to make decisions?  This is certainly a 

consideration.  How will teachers be trained to become reflective practitioners?  This is a 

consideration for principals as well.  Traditional teacher training typically focuses on 

curriculum development and instructional strategies.  Teachers will also need to be able 

to participate in the decision making process if they are going to be expected to take a 

part in designing the campus vision.  Daggett (2008) found that students need to be able 

to think abstractly and make judgments in unpredictable situations to be successful in 

learning.  Students need to be able to function as reflective practitioners in order to 

operate in unpredictable situations requiring higher order thinking skills.  Successful 

students, teachers, and principals will all need to be able to operate in real world, 

unpredictable environments.  There are several routes teachers can take to ensure their 

students experience an environment of high rigor and relevance; however, it is critical for 

teachers and principals to understand that building positive relationships is the key to 

engaging students.  Teachers will need to differentiate the instructional strategies they 

employ in the classroom to achieve integration of real world experiences.  Providing 

learning experiences in a variety of different formats will help to simulate real world, 

unpredictable situations in the classroom.  In order to achieve a learning atmosphere 

where rigor and relevance is present, the principal must provide time for teachers to 

participate in data-driven instructional planning during the school day.  Teachers must be 
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able to function as reflective practitioners if they are to help students become reflective 

practitioners (Barth, 2003).  The effective campus principal will encourage teachers to 

function as reflective practitioners (Daggett, 2008).  Principals must be able to effectively 

work with teachers to build a shared vision as well.  Empowering teachers to work 

towards common campus goals will increase the leadership capacity of the principal 

(Schlechty, 2009).  Trust is the essential ingredient in the relationship between teacher 

and principal.  Mutual trust between parties is required for teachers and principals to 

become engaged in a shared effort (MacNeil, 1998).  Teachers in effective schools are 

continually called upon to make decisions which impact students and campuses.  This 

requires teachers to act as reflective practitioners.  Principals must work to build an 

environment of trust and collaboration so that shared decision making and shared 

accountability can exist. 

Situational Leadership 

  According to Blanchard (n.d.), an effective leader will embrace the concept of 

situational leadership.  Situational leadership dictates that leaders should adapt their 

leadership strategy to the situation they are faced with.  For example, a campus principal 

may need to use a more direct style of leadership with novice teachers, while they would 

employ a more collaborative style of leadership with competent, committed members of 

their staff.  Ultimately, the goal of an effective principal is to wean teachers from more 

restrictive oversight and provide them with the freedom and flexibility to meet their 

students’ needs.  Motivating peoples’ behaviors and attitudes will require an effective 

leader to make ethical decisions and employ situational leadership (Sergiovani, 2002; 

Blanchard, n.d.).  An effective leader will also work to build positive, collaborative 
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relationships with his or her teachers.  While effective leadership may have once carried 

the connotation of success by any means, this is no longer the case (Bennis, 1985).  

School principals and teachers must be committed to do whatever it takes to ensure 

student success; however, this must be accomplished in an ethical manner and by 

building trust between all parties (Schlechty, 2009).   

There is a misnomer present in society that leaders are born, not made.  Research 

clearly demonstrates that training a leader to use effective leadership strategies can make 

them more effective leaders (Maxwell, 2008).  Training leaders to use effective 

leadership strategies can also help ordinary people do extraordinary things (Kouzes & 

Posner, 1995).  It is possible for educators to grow and develop as leaders through 

personal growth.  Thus, an effective leader may be “made” through the effective 

strategies and situational leadership practiced on a daily basis.  In today’s ever-changing 

global economy, an effective leader must practice strategies which will build 

collaborative teams, establish and act on a shared vision, establish positive relationships, 

and gently move educators out of their comfort zone.      

The principal is the leader of the campus.  A campus principal is the administrator 

who has direct responsibility and oversight over teachers.  It is important for principals to 

realize that teachers must be the leaders of their classrooms.  While a single campus 

principal may have one hundred or so teachers under their charge, there may be one 

hundred or more students under the charge of each classroom teacher.  The principal has 

the benefit of supervising university-trained professionals, while the classroom teacher 

does not.  How much more important is it then for our classroom teachers to be trained in 

how to be effective leaders?  It is well-documented throughout current research that 
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veteran teachers have a greater impact on student improvement than new or novice 

teachers.  It is important to retain quality teachers at the campus level so students will be 

able to continually experience academic achievement.  Building an atmosphere of trust 

will help retain veteran teachers (Harris, 2007). 

As campus administrators work to empower teachers and provide ways for them 

to participate in the decision making process, it is also important to keep the goal of 

collaboratively working towards shared campus goals; this will help increase the 

leadership capacity at each campus.  The concept of situational leadership dictates that 

varying leadership styles should be used in various situations, as principals build teacher 

leaders on their campuses, they should be able to delegate more and empower teachers to 

work towards common campus goals.  School culture and climate are important, and 

positive relationships between teachers and the principal will improve an organization’s 

climate.  A positive school climate is essential to student success.  It is important for 

principals to identify how to successfully forge positive relationships with teachers 

(Harris, 2007).  The relationship between the teacher and the principal is important for 

the school.     

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to examine what school principals report concerning 

the relationship between the teacher and the school, and how these relationships are 

important for the school.  This study also examined what principals report is the most 

critical feature for a successful working relationship between the teacher and principal.                                   

There is extensive literature concerning building teachers’ leadership capacity. 

Veteran teachers must be developed into leaders and must be empowered to work towards 
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a shared campus vision.  This will ultimately lead to greater student performance and 

higher teacher retention rates.  Campus principals must provide adequate training for 

teachers to become leaders, and teacher leaders must be provided with an opportunity to 

participate in developing and reaching their shared campus vision. 

Research Questions 

In this study, open-ended responses of an archival survey of 310 practicing principals 

were analyzed.  In the survey, the 310 principals were asked why the relationship 

between the teacher and the principal is important for the school.  The original survey 

contained four questions.  This study examined the open-ended responses to the first and 

second questions of the original survey.  The research questions for this study were: The 

two research questions used in this study were: 

1. What do principals report about how the relationship between the teacher and the 

principal are important for the school? And 

2. What do principals report is the most critical feature for a successful working 

relationship between the teacher and the principal? 

While previous studies such as Van Beck (2010) and MacNeil (1992) have 

demonstrated that the relationship between the teacher and the principal is important for 

the school, this study examines why the relationship is important.  This study analyzed 

open-ended responses by 310 practicing school principals to look for common themes in 

each set of responses. 

Limitations 

Due to the complexity and variety of educational situations and the small number 

of principals who participated in both the interviews and survey, the research in this study 
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may not necessarily be used as a generalization of the best practices for all principals 

wanting to improve their schools. 

Definition of Terms 

• Principal - The campus leader ultimately responsible for student success and 

increased academic achievement. 

• Effective leader - A leader who demonstrates the ability to produce desired results 

for an organization. 

• Adolescent students - Students who are between the ages of 11 and 16. 

• Shared vision - a mission statement, goals, and action steps that are developed 

collaboratively by members of an organization. 

• Reflective practitioner - an individual who is able to take various forms of 

available data and then make appropriate decisions. 

• Situational leadership - Varying leadership styles based upon each individual 

situation. 

• Quality teachers - Teachers who meet their state’s requirement to teach and are 

also effective at meeting students’ needs. 

• Organizational transformation - The shifting of an organization from one 

paradigm to the next. 

• Staff development - Training for members of an organization with a purpose. 

• Curriculum development - The process of developing what will be taught in an 

organization. 

• Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) - A group of individuals in an 

organization who come together to collaborate on and implement a shared vision. 
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• Visionary leader - A leader who has a vision concerning a set of goals and how to 

accomplish them. 

• Teacher leader - A campus teacher who assumes a leadership role in the setting of 

a school and works towards shared campus goals. 

• Plan Do Study Act Cycle (PDSA) - A process members of an organization 

implement to set goals, implement processes to accomplish goals, and then make 

adjustments as necessary to ensure goals are met. 

• Micromanager - An individual who attempts to overpower and control individuals 

with their authority. 

 



 

 

 

 

Literature Review 

The Case for Focused Collaboration 

Gone are the days of the effective micromanager.  The micromanager will only be 

successful in well-defined, predictable situations (Aldag, 2005).  Today’s world presents 

its leaders with challenges that are continually evolving, like Johnson’s (1998) cheese 

that is continually being moved.  One must be able to work with others effectively and in 

a cooperative manner in the dichotomy of the 21
st
 Century.  This includes being able to 

work with superiors, peers, subordinates, and the public.  Effective leaders of the 21
st
 

Century must embrace the concept that the whole is greater than the sum of its parts 

(Blanchard & Bowles, 2001).  Today’s successful leader must be able to communicate 

successfully with their peers.  Additionally, implementing a shared decision making 

process requires leaders to be flexible enough to share power.  Sharing power will cause a 

leader’s subordinates to develop buy-in and feelings of empowerment (Maxwell, 2008).  

As buy-in and empowerment become pervasive in an organization, its members will 

become more committed to the organization’s success.  Members of an organization who 

experience buy-in and empowerment will adopt the belief they are part of something 

larger than themselves (Blanchard, 2005).  The effect of giving away power through 

collaboration is an effective tool as long as this concept is not abused.  Distinguished 

author and business consultant John Maxwell (2008) argues that a leader should share 

power but must be careful not to give away authority.  The effective leader of the 21
st
 

Century must share power in a way that does not ultimately remove their ability to 

benchmark success and provide redirection if necessary.  The manner in which a leader 
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acts should relate to the particular situation he or she is faced with (Blanchard, n.d.).  It is 

important for a leader to realize that when a task or project is delegated, follow-up must 

be present to ensure it is successfully completed.  While an effective leader will give 

away power, they should not give up all authority.  School principals are accountable for 

guidelines and timelines; they must follow-up on delegated tasks and ensure guidelines 

and timelines are followed by the staff.  Blindly delegating tasks without follow-up has 

dangerous implications.  While sharing power is a strategy which should be embraced, an 

effective leader must also ensure the team adheres to value statements, regulations, and 

the vision of the organization.  Usurping one’s own authority can cause a loss of focus 

(Maxwell, 2008).                                                                                                                

An effective leader will motivate the school’s team with a blend of affirmation, 

partnership, and integrity (Blanchard & Muchnick, 2003).  When a leader demonstrates 

belief in his or her team, it motivates and inspires the team.  This can also motivate 

teachers to believe in the vision of their leader.  Positive collaboration is achieved by a 

leader’s actions which build mutual trust and respect.  Teamwork is critical for student 

success.  Today’s effective leader must be an exceptional facilitator.  Effective leaders 

challenge their stakeholders, in a positive way, to inspire creativity and out of the box 

thinking (Aldag, 2005).  An effective leader will also let the staff do their job.  An 

effective leader needs to know when to lead, when to follow, and when to get out of the 

way.  The shared decision making process involves people coming together for a 

common cause and the greater good.  Each member of the collaborative team must be 

expected to contribute to the team’s overall effort and must also have an understanding of 

the team’s shared goals.  When an effective leader is able to facilitate positive 
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collaboration within an organization, an atmosphere of trust and mutual respect will 

develop.  Force and avoidance must play trivial roles, if any, in an effective leader’s 

domain (Schlechty, 2009).                                                                                                         

The magic of synergy is created when people work collaboratively towards a 

common goal.  True positive collaboration will not foster condemnation or negative, 

critical attitudes.  Teamwork can involve questioning and constructive criticism.  Positive 

conflict and constructive criticism can be beneficial as these may help to achieve 

consensus and provide workable solutions.  Positive conflict can be healthy for an 

organization (Aldag, 2005).  An effective leader will place eustress, or positive stress, on 

subordinates.  A good example of employing eustress is when a leader places employees 

in challenging environments where they have an opportunity to experience success.  This 

will help members of the team grow as leaders.                                  

Effective collaboration involves a mutually agreed-upon plan, developed by 

mutual choice (Glickman, 2002).  Successful collaboration will be conducted in a 

nurturing atmosphere, where trust is developed.  Conversely, treating members of an 

organization with disrespect and maintaining an overly-critical attitude towards 

employees will foster an environment where innovation is quashed, change is squelched, 

and the status quo becomes the required standard (Aldag, 2005).  Effective leaders must 

engage stakeholders in the decision making process for their organizations to thrive.  This 

involves providing staff opportunities for continuous, meaningful input in developing 

organizational goals.                                                                                                                      
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Developing a Shared Vision 

A visionary leader will be focused in an identified direction and will have the 

drive and ability to unleash power (Blanchard & Stoner, 2003).  Effective leaders must be 

clear regarding their purpose.  Hidden agendas will subvert a trusting relationship.  It is 

the mission of the organization which propels leaders forward despite obstacles in their 

path.                                                                                                                                                        

 Being a visionary leader is much more than being idealistic.  An effective leader 

must take a practical approach to developing a shared vision and carrying it to fruition.  A 

leader who has successfully established a shared vision knows how his or her enterprise 

achieved success and knows what he or she must do to continue moving forward (Gerber, 

2001).  According to Covey (1989), effective leaders must be outcome-driven.  Goals 

must be established, and then an action plan should be developed.  Stakeholders will buy 

into their leader’s vision when the leader has demonstrated his or her ability to meet the 

stakeholders’ needs and achieve organizational goals.  Successful organizational leaders 

in the 21
st
 Century will possess the qualities of enlightened leadership.  An “enlightened” 

leader is one who is perceived as possessing characteristics of both vision and resolve.  

Enlightened leaders are able to inspire and empower members of an organization to buy 

into a shared vision.  This also involves being able to facilitate stakeholder ownership and 

accountability (Oakley & Krug, 1991).  Organizations can contain many diverse 

stakeholders.  Each stakeholder has his or her own perceptions and set of values.  An 

individual’s perception is his or her reality and everyone usually believes his or her 

perception is correct.  Conflict can occur when multiple stakeholders are firmly 

convinced they hold a correct position or vision, and their belief conflicts with other 
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group members.  This can create in-fighting or even battling over semantics.  When there 

are multiple conflicting goals in an organization, organizational strife tends to occur.  

When an individual’s goals do not correspond with the goals of the organization, it can 

cause serious issues.  Effective leaders are able to unify members of an organization to 

achieving common goals (Aldag, 2005).  An effective leader understands the importance 

of compromise.  Effective leaders understand the importance of allowing the staff 

flexibility.  Allowing flexibility will encourage innovation and taking risks.  Flexibility 

and innovation will help an organization reach its goals in a more timely and effective 

manner (Schlechty, 2009).  Effective leaders understand that some ideas generated by the 

team will be better than others.  The discernment can be greater than that of the 

individual.  An effective leader will become a champion of others’ ideas.  It is important 

for a campus principal to highlight ideas which have been generated by members of their 

team.  Championing other’s ideas will lead to feelings of empowerment and commitment 

to a given project.  Collaboration among stakeholders, focused on academic achievement, 

will lead to school improvement. 

Harris (2007) found several common components regarding school improvement, 

including vision building, extended leadership, a focus on students, and building 

professional learning communities. Successful schools are inquiry-driven and encourage 

innovation.  Student success must be the primary focus of the campus principal.  This is a 

non-negotiable.  Academic achievement must be the primary concern as campuses 

engage in the shared decision making process.  Campus principals need to actively 

engage stakeholders in the change process as their leadership paradigm shifts to one of 

shared leadership with mutual accountability.  Schools must shift from the concept of the 
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individual to that of the professional learning community.  Additionally, it is necessary to 

shift from the concept of managed work to that of inquiry and leadership.  The concept of 

extended leadership involves promotion of teacher leaders as team leaders, curriculum 

leaders, classroom leaders, and leaders of innovation.  In order to transform the culture 

and climate of a campus, change must transcend the structure and policy of the campus 

and become an understood part of the campus culture and how things are done 

(Schlechty, 2009).    

The effective leader of the 21
st
 Century knows that developing a shared vision is 

not always about demonstrating to others they have the best ideas.  Developing a shared 

vision requires leaders to work within acceptable parameters which focus an organization 

towards a desired change or direction (Aldag, 2005).  For a vision to be shared, it must be 

bought into, and this often requires sharing power.  Effective collaboration must be 

ongoing and timely; educational leaders need to understand the dangers of procrastination 

(Blanchard & Gottry, 2004).  If collaboration is not timely, innovation cannot occur.  

Innovation deals with the creation of a new concept or a new way to address an issue, 

solve a problem, or meet a stakeholders needs.  Professional learning communities 

(PLCs) must have time to reflect and integrate innovations into practice on an ongoing 

basis.  Employing professional learning communities as a tool will motivate students, 

teachers, and administrators to achieve a common set of goals and objectives.  Members 

of PLCs should adhere to a common set of processes, structures, guidelines, and steps.  

PLCs can empower teachers to take leadership roles in determining what is taught and 

how concepts are taught.  Professional learning communities have the ability to address 

other issues found in the campus community as well.  It is important to note the 
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importance of a professional learning community should embrace the notion of a 

collaborative vision, rather than “the principal’s” vision.  Members of an organization 

will buy into a shared vision they believe they have had an opportunity to participate in 

constructing.  Members of an organization should be provided with opportunities to 

participate in drafting the campus vision, goals, and action steps (Schlechty, 2009).  Clear 

protocols can help facilitate an atmosphere of mutual trust; it is important that group 

protocols are facilitated and developed in a shared manner (Stoll, 2007).  When these 

protocols are agreed upon, it is necessary for the group, including the campus leader, to 

stay the course and not deviate from agreed upon protocols. 

A visionary leader must do what they say they will do in the mutually agreed-

upon timeframe. It is imperative that members of a leader’s organization know their 

leader is a person that they can trust and believe in. When a leader demonstrates that they 

will honor their commitments, it reinforces a leader’s possession of core values. These 

core values will provide the foundation of success for the effective leader of the 21
st
 

Century.  

The Leadership Core 

While an organization’s environment may change, its core values should not. 

Organizations, as well as their customers, expect the core principles or values of an 

effective leader to remain constant.  The core values and mission statement of an 

effective organization must remain an unchanged constant regardless of the change in 

environment.  An effective leader understands this and will strive to model ethical 

behavior regardless of the circumstances.  The ethics of today’s leader must stand firm.  

Maintaining and demonstrating a commitment to ethics is essential and will lead to a 
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more productive environment (Aldag, 2005).  Effective leaders act in an ethical manner 

(Bennis & Nanus, 1985).  A campus principal must hold to his or her core values and 

ensure the students’ needs are met.  It is also important for principals to operate within 

the parameters which they are required to operate.  Effective leaders understand there are 

absolutes which must be taken into consideration.  Examples of “absolutes” include 

district policies and state laws, required products and services which must be provided to 

the consumer, and ensuring a consistent value to employees and constituents which 

exceed their expectations (Gerber, 2001).  These non-negotiables, including laws and 

district regulations, should be spelled out at the onset of developing PLC protocols.  

Sergiovanni (2007) emphasizes the principal as the moral leader, and maintaining ethical 

behavior is a key to effective leadership.  However, along with exemplifying sound moral 

leadership, an effective leader should also continually celebrate successes in order to 

form a positive school culture.   

DeFour and Eaker (1998) found celebration to be an effective method of shaping 

school culture.  Activities which contribute to a positive school climate can provide 

opportunities for positive interaction among campus stakeholders.  DeFour and Eaker 

(1998) also found that most schools do not practice recognizing individuals or groups of 

faculty for achievements, yet celebrating success is a powerful reinforcer and motivator 

of future success.  Success breeds success.  When the culture of an organization actively 

practices celebrating success, it works to reinforce those things which are valued.  It also 

provides a continuous push forward towards mutually established goals and objectives.    
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Trust and Positive Relationships 

The concept of trust begins at an early age. Infants can understand when others 

are being mean to them even before they learn to walk (Erickson, 1950).  Blake and 

MacNeil (1998) identified trust as a critical component of effective leadership.  They 

present evidence that organizations and leaders should take steps to build trusting 

relationships among members of the organization.  Through a study which involved 129 

graduate students studying educational administration, Blake and MacNeil (1998) 

identified 11 factors which contributed towards building trust in an organization.  The top 

three of these factors were kindness towards others, pleasant disposition, and patience 

with others.  Additional factors included being thoughtful of others, friendly, respectful, 

approachable, sincerity, modesty, and a sense of humor.  For principals to build trusting 

relationships with teachers, it is important for them to be able to work in loosely-

structured environments and value teachers’ contributions.  It is interesting to note that 

Blake and MacNeil’s (1998) study found that when principals treat teachers like they 

were the teacher’s “boss” it caused mistrust.  Effective leaders work diligently to build 

trusting relationships in their organizations.   

The power of positive relationships goes hand in hand with both the effective 

leader’s qualities of collaboration and developing a shared vision.  Leaders of the 21
st
 

Century must create high energy relationships with employees, customers, and other 

stakeholders.  High energy relationships create positive energy, promote a vested interest 

of stakeholders, and are exceptional motivators (Blanchard & Lacinak, 2002).  

Highlighting individuals’ successes builds positive relationships between leaders and 

staff.  It is important for campus principals to continually highlight school success and 
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recognize both teacher and student success.  Rewarding employees for successes and 

meeting expected standards is definitely an effective approach.  Rewarding desired 

behaviors will encourage the behaviors to continue, whether the behaviors are 

production-related, performance-related, or ethics-related (Blanchard & Ballard, 2004).  

An effective leader must strengthen others in the organization by sharing power and 

information.  An effective leader shares information so the employees will see how to 

help in order to improve the business (Kouzes & Posner, 1995).  Providing subordinates 

with latitude to make the customer happy, or otherwise solve problems, is certainly an 

effective strategy for effective leaders.  Providing flexibility to employees will allow 

faster, more gratifying experiences for both staff and customers.  Building positive 

relationships is an important component of creating a customer-focused company.  

Effective leaders of the 21
st
 Century will understand that in today’s increasingly global 

economy, customers have more choices now than ever.  More and more, products and 

services that were once generated exclusively at home in the U.S. are now more 

frequently coming from other places. Constituents of public schools have more choices 

available as well.  In the mid-1990s, Wal-Mart’s slogan was “American Made”.  In 1996, 

94% of all items found in Wal-Mart were made in America, by American firms.  Ten 

years later, less than 40% of all items sold in Wal-Mart were made in America (PBS, 

2004).  Today, more than 72% of all items found in Wal-Mart are produced in China 

(Daggett, 2008).  Numerous US retailers and brand-name companies have outsourced 

products, production, and even research and development facilities to other countries. 

Schools will need to adapt to the changes in the increasingly global economy if they are 

going to prepare students to successfully compete for employment.  Choice is not limited 
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only to industry and business; students, teachers, and parents have choices as well.  

Effective leaders of the 21
st
 Century will have to find an edge if their organization is to be 

successful.  The successful leader of the 21
st
 Century knows that if he or she does not 

take good care of the customers, someone else will.  The effective leader both hears and 

listens.  Being “emotionally tone-deaf” can be a debilitating condition with disastrous 

consequences (Waldroop & Butler, 2000).                                                           

Going Beyond the Comfort Zone  

Employees are being hired with their second job in mind.  Even low-level 

decision makers are expected to be leaders (Aldag, 2005).  Today’s employees are 

expected to generate productive self-criticism, mental imagery in working towards goals, 

and effectively motivate themselves in achieving those goals (Weisinger, 1998).  To 

compete in the increasing global economy, companies are restructuring their hierarchies; 

at times, many are removing entire layers.  As a result, more decision making is falling 

on the responsibility of lower-level employees.  Effective leaders of the 21
st
 century will 

be faced with making decisions regarding areas that require stretch thinking.  Comfort, 

stemming from the familiarity of the status quo, is not an option (Aldag, 2005).                                             

 Struggling to maintain the status quo is a sign of impending doom.  There have 

been innumerable examples of organizations that have had their growth stunted, or have 

even perished, due to a resistance to change (Aldag, 2005).  Polaroid is a good example 

of resisting necessary organizational transformation.  Several years ago, Polaroid 

developed the first digital camera but decided not to market it.  Polaroid even pulled the 

plug on the project when it was determined the digital camera would threaten the status 

quo and would require a paradigm shift in thinking.  When is the last time you saw a 
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Polaroid camera?  The company has lost the majority of the market share it once held 

because of its resistance to change.  The same is true of Sears.  The Sears catalogue is 

still sent to millions of people in the US and abroad; however, the company had an 

opportunity to be one of the first retailers to go online during the early 1990s but decided 

to stay with the status quo.  Companies that have been able to ride the wave of the 

paradigm shift have seen extraordinary success.  Ebay, Microsoft, and Apple are 

exceptional examples of the success of paradigm shift.  In a sense, these companies have 

recreated the way the world conducts business instead of waiting for the world to effect 

change upon them. Effective leaders have taken the lead in going outside their comfort 

zone.  The ability to innovate and live outside the box will be the root of a company’s 

success (Aldag, 2005).  To be successful, CEOs and leadership teams will have to dwell 

in the land of the ever-changing paradigms to establish and maintain success.  

Organizational leaders must also be able to make adjustments as necessary to 

ensure their organizations remain successful.  Shifts in organizational behavior will be 

required to make processes more effective and manage unpredictable situations.  These 

shifts must stem from, and be nurtured by, the leadership team.  An effective, 

collaborative, visionary leader employs strategies which determine the success of the 

company.  Adapting policies and practices to meet the demands of increasingly 

unpredictable, real-world situations are crucial (Daggett, 2008).  Effective leaders 

understand they cannot expect to do things the way they have been done in the past and 

expect the same results.  This is a misnomer in today’s world (Johnson, 1998).   

As the analogy in Johnson’s (1998) book suggests, cheese will have to be found 

in new places, by more ingenious means, and it may not taste the same as it has always 
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tasted.  Such is life in today’s effective schools.  Instituting effective change will 

necessitate promoting buy in, communicating effectively, and implementing an action 

plan utilizing baby steps.  Such change will require promoting minor steps which will 

subsequently lead the follower to the leader’s desired outcomes. Making a commitment 

to action includes achieving small wins, one win at a time (Kouzes & Posner, 1995).  

Making the necessary changes to keep pace with escalating demands will not be easy and 

will require a calculated effort.  Rising to the occasion and overcoming challenges is 

what the human spirit is all about (Baldoni, 2005).    

 One goal of building positive relationships is to open the door to the concept of 

shared leadership and enhanced problem solving. A great strength of shared leadership is 

the ability to build up those in the organization who are struggling.  Shared leadership is 

not effective in all settings; however, it should be the preferred style of leadership since, 

when viable, it produces desired results more often than not (Bell, 2011). 

 Barth (2003) indicates that relationships are established and watered through 

leadership and refers to learning as a societal activity.  Relationships must be present for 

learning to take place.  Organizational leaders need to understand that learning cannot 

take place when there is no relationship present.  Learning capacity, including leadership 

capacity, occurs through building strong relationships (Slater, 2008).   For effective 

school leadership to take place, building teacher capacity must be emphasized over 

directing others what they should do (Sergiovanni, 2007).   Daly (2009) performed a 

study which compared teacher and leader relationships between eight schools that were 

on a low-performing list with six schools which were not.  The purpose of the study was 

to ascertain the perception of the importance of shared leadership from the point of view 
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of the teachers and administrators in both groups.  The study showed that the principals 

and teachers in both groups overwhelmingly stated they believed in the concept of shared 

decision making.  However, when asked if the shared decision making was being 

practiced on their campus, there was a sharp rift between the two groups; the teachers in 

the low-performing groups stated their perception that shared decision making was not 

present on their campus, while teachers of schools not on the low-performing list voiced 

the perception that shared decision making was taking place on their campus.  The study 

included 252 teachers and principals who did not meet AYP from the eight low-

performing schools and 201 teachers and principals from schools that met AYP.  The 

study identified a discrepancy between the perceptions of the teachers and administrators 

in the low-performing schools concerning what shared leadership is. The skew of 

perceptions stems from a lack of developing a mutual agreement on the characteristics of 

shared leadership. 

 When it comes to implementation of shared leadership, teacher perception 

matters.  Stockard and Lehman (2004) examined the influence of satisfaction and 

retention of first year teachers.  The study included 379 teachers, from Kindergarten 

through 12
th

 grade.  First year teachers who felt secure, supported, and experienced a 

feeling of autonomy were more likely to stay for a second year.  Leithwood, Steinback, 

and Jantzi (2002) examined teachers' support of instructional support reforms and the 

relation to teacher motivation.  Teachers were more willing to implement school reforms 

when they had been engaged in the improvement process. 
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Teachers as Transformational Leaders 

Effective organizations must continually reinvent themselves (Aldag, 2005).  This 

will require leaders who are not afraid to take risks and make the required shifts 

necessary to take their organizations into the future.  Leaders often fail because they fail 

to focus on the future.  Lack of foresight is one of the top ten mistakes that leaders make 

(Finzel, 1994).  A clearly-defined vision is critical to success; this will include making a 

change to the vision and culture of an organization when a readjustment of focus is 

necessary.  Creative thinking is not necessarily creating something that has never been 

done before.  Adapting something else that someone else has done, as long as it is new to 

your enterprise, can be creative (Wong, 1997).  However, implementing a strategy simply 

for the sake of the strategy can be fruitless or even cause harm to an organization.  It is 

important for an organization to follow a mutually agreed-upon process, or set of steps, 

when implementing change.  Change which is perceived as arbitrary or malicious in 

nature will alienate employees, customers, and other members of the organization.  When 

a major change is necessary, it is important that all stakeholders have an opportunity to 

provide input regarding the change.  An effective leader will understand that buy-in of a 

necessary change must be allowed to occur.  When members of an organization 

understand the rationale behind a necessary change, they are more apt to commit to the 

organization. 

21
st
 Century Leadership Skills 

A study done by the Chartered Institute of Management Accountants (CIMA) 

(2001) which includes business leaders from the United States, the United Kingdom, 

Asia, Germany, and France demonstrated that leadership is the most important skill for 
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the 21
st
 Century and beyond (CIMA, 2001).  For an organization to flourish and even 

continue to exist in the 21
st
 Century, it must search out and find effective leaders to take 

the helm and fill the ranks.  Fortunately, effective leadership strategies required to 

succeed in the 21
st
 Century can be taught and learned (Kouzes & Posner, 1995).  The 

leaders that organizations will search out will be self-confident, possess integrity, 

demonstrate determination, and have the ability to motivate others to get things done.  

These effective leaders will employ effective leadership strategies which will help their 

organizations thrive in the 21
st
 Century.  Effective leaders will demonstrate they are able 

to collaborate well with peers, supervisors, and subordinates.  They will also be able to 

establish and act on a shared vision, establish positive relationships, and challenge people 

under their supervision.                                                                                             

 Sergiovanni (2007) found that a top ability for a leader is to be able to self-

analyze and identify shifts in paradigms.  Identifying these shifts is important in order to 

meet an ever-changing environment of student needs.  The concept of the reflective 

practitioner and the importance of being a reflective practitioner is important in meeting 

students’ needs as well (Schlechty, 2009).  Self-aware leaders do not need to change roles 

as they go; while they may wear many different hats, they always come across as 

authentic.  Authenticity is important for leaders as they build positive relationships with 

their stakeholders. Shifting in and out of role play can strain an individual, and it can also 

cause mixed signals to stakeholders (Barth, 2003).  As leaders look at the importance of 

renewal, they will find much research on self-knowledge and the concept of “working on 

the work” (Schlechty, 2002).  It is critical that campus principals are able to break 

through boundaries, make positive connections, and build communities of teacher leaders 
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so their students may reap the benefits.  Being able to remove barriers is critical in 

engaging teachers with the task of being instructional leaders.  Coldren and Spillane 

(2007) define the principal’s role as that of a head teacher and indicate the importance of 

working collaboratively to dissolve barriers that exist between teachers and leaders.  It is 

stressed that teachers and principals must work collaboratively in a democratic, shared 

accountability system where teachers are allowed ongoing opportunities to be engaged in 

the development and implementation of the total instructional program.  Bell (2011) 

indicates that teacher leadership must primarily focus on the concept of teachers being 

instructional leaders.  It is also paramount for principals to understand and practice the 

concept of instructional leadership.  Principals need opportunities to grow and reflect as 

instructional leaders. Dialoging with other campus stakeholders can help principals grow 

as leaders.  When teachers and principals have the opportunity to collaborate in an 

ongoing manner with barriers removed between them, they are able to shape their campus 

vision and mission statement in a more collegial manner with a higher degree of 

stakeholder buy in and ownership.  When there is a greater amount of stakeholder buy in, 

momentum towards the shared campus goals and objectives is experienced.  With 

barriers removed, there will be a more cogent understanding of the mission at hand and 

less slippage between the gears.  It is important for campus principals to realize that a 

primary goal for increasing teacher leadership capacity is to become a community of 

learners, where all stakeholders develop a shared focus and shared goals which center on 

student success (Schlechty, 2009).  While student learning must be the focus of 

educators, instructional leadership is fuel which propels student success. 
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It is important for the school principal to understand the concept of building 

leadership capacity. Lambert (2003) found five major precursors for high leadership 

capacity.  The first prerequisite for high leadership capacity is the principal must 

demonstrate skill in the area of leadership.  Leadership is critical in building campus 

leadership capacity.  The second requirement for high leadership capacity is using data to 

drive instruction.  It is necessary for campus stakeholders to understand the goals of the 

campus in order to work towards them.  Analyzing data, and sharing the data with 

campus stakeholders, is the first step in setting campus goals.  Lambert’s (2003) third 

requirement for high leadership capacity is developing shared responsibility for student 

learning.  The principal will need to work to empower teachers and involve them in the 

decision making process for this to occur.  The fourth requirement to achieve high 

leadership capacity is for the principal to build a community of reflective practitioners.  It 

is important for teachers to have the opportunity to innovate and take risks with impunity.  

Continuous improvement is necessary to achieve a high leadership capacity.  Students 

and teachers must continually experience success; success breeds success.  The campus 

community needs to expect student success and settle for nothing less. 

Bell (2011) found that successful teacher leaders lead with tenacity.  Teacher 

leaders are leaders because they do the things that effective leaders do; they help their 

students improve, and they believe their students can learn at higher levels.  Teacher 

leaders also help one another improve.  Teacher leaders have a desire to move themselves 

and their colleagues from good to better to best.  Transformational leadership can be 

defined as a process of engagement between individuals where connections are made and 

motivation is present (Schlechty, 2009).  Northouse (2001) identified four factors of 
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transformational leadership that the most effective teacher leaders possess.  While there 

are certainly more characteristics of teacher leaders, Northouse indicated that teacher 

leaders in effective schools share one or more of these characteristics.  First, teacher 

leaders have charisma; they are described as having special qualities.  Their peers desire 

to follow them.  Teacher leaders are typically trusted and respected by those on their 

school campus.  They are typically moving in a particular direction towards a particular 

vision or mission. Secondly, teacher leaders also inspire and motivate; these teacher 

leaders have high expectations for themselves and others.  They are able to inspire others 

through motivation and encouragement. Thirdly, teacher leaders encourage and inspire 

others to create and innovate; they do not believe the status quo is good enough to 

continue forward momentum.  Fourthly, teacher leaders listen to those around them and 

are considerate of others feelings and needs. 

Servant Leadership 

Effective campus principals provide teachers with the resources necessary for 

students to be successful.  As teachers become more proficient, their students will reap 

the benefits of enhanced instruction.  One way in which principals can effectively serve 

their teachers is by providing opportunities for teachers to collaborate with their peers 

and engage in flexible, differentiated staff development activities (Blankstein, 2004).   

A campus principal should strive to increase campus leadership capacity.  A focus 

on increasing teacher leadership capacity should include staff development.  Campus 

staff development should be designed with the goal of helping an organization reach its 

goals, as well as helping teachers improve their ability to reach each student.  The goal of 

any staff development plan should be to meet teachers’ staff development needs.  When 
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teachers are supported and their needs are met, they will be more prepared to meet their 

students’ needs.  Effective principals serve their teachers.  Principals should provide their 

teachers with the resources necessary for their students to be successful in learning.  

Principals should model the type of leadership they desire for their teachers to exhibit as 

they engage their shareholders and work to meet their needs.  Campus principals should 

strive to provide teachers with tools that foster the delivery of rigorous and relevant 

instruction.  This will help to ensure that teachers are adequately prepared to provide their 

students with a rigorous and real-world classroom environment (Daggett, 2008).  

Effective campus principals work collaboratively with their teachers to set and achieve 

campus goals.  Shared decision making is a key component in effective schools and helps 

to provide momentum for a campus to reach its shared goals.  As teachers engage in 

activities and programs they help design, teacher effectiveness will increase.  When 

teacher effectiveness increases, this will lead to an increase in student academic 

achievement (Daggett, 2011).  

It is also important for campus principals to model the types of positive 

relationships they would like to see their teachers build with their students.  

Implementing an instructional framework which introduces both rigorous and relevant 

instruction will lead to an increased rate of student success.  Incorporating activities 

which allow for student flexibility and appeal to students’ interests will lead to a greater 

amount of student engagement and student learning (Freiberg, 2005).  As teachers 

integrate instruction which is both rigorous and relevant in the classroom, the students’ 

capacity and potential for success is enhanced (Daggett, 2011).  Continual, ongoing 

employment of shared leadership will build confidence in a school’s teachers.  One focus 
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of a school principal should be to build up, encourage, and motivate their teachers to act 

as part of the campus instructional leadership team.  The culture and climate must reflect 

the concept of “we”.   

Senge (1990) found the importance of schools becoming learning institutions.  

One way in which principals actively serve their teachers is by engaging them in the 

decision making process through shared leadership.  It is important for an instructional 

leader to use data to drive instruction.  However, focusing on data-driven instruction is 

not enough; there are a host of variables that affect student performance.  The goal for 

any effective school should be for it to become a learning community, where everyone’s 

input is valued.  Developing a community of learners requires establishing a trusting 

relationship between all parties.  Any foundation for shared decision making requires 

trust.  Without trust, all parties will not be able to effectively engage in meaningful 

dialogue.  Building trust begins with the principal.  A campus principal must first 

demonstrate trust towards the staff in order establish trust between themselves and 

teachers.  MacNeil (1998) found that teachers were encouraged to trust the principal 

when the principal was perceived as kind.  Effective campus principals work to break 

down barriers and demonstrate they are committed to building positive, collaborative 

relationships with their campus stakeholders.  Once an environment of trust is 

established, it will be possible to develop a common or shared purpose (Schlechty, 2009).  

Mutually established goals should help to improve student performance and increase 

student success.  Establishing shared goals is a critical step in defining the purpose of the 

campus team and professional learning communities.  Once goals are established, a set of 

action steps will need to be developed in order to reach the established goals.  It is 
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necessary for campus principals to realize that teacher support is necessary to facilitate 

improvement in student learning.   

One important goal of shared leadership is to improve the decision making 

process.  Shared decision making should lead to enhanced buy in and ownership by 

members of the organization.  Since teachers are involved in constructing campus goals 

and action steps, they should have a solid understanding of the campus goals.  Teachers 

should be better prepared to meet their students’ needs as well.  Another benefit of shared 

leadership is the ability of the leader to share ownership and accountability, so the burden 

of leadership does not feel as heavy.  Shared leadership enhances the probability of 

success.  All of those who are involved in developing and implementing the vision, goals, 

and action steps are more likely to work vigorously to accomplish those goals (Bell, 

2007). 

Schlechty (2009) emphasizes that educational leaders should work to build their 

campus leadership capacity, as student success in life depends on it.  Increasing campus 

leadership capacity takes strategic planning.  It also takes a principal who is committed to 

empowering teachers.  It is important for campus stakeholders to understand their 

principal is willing to engage them in building a democratic organization where power 

and accountability are shared. Decision making and accountability must be shared among 

campus stakeholders for true organizational transformation and renewal to take place.  

Campus leaders must work to build trust and reliance between themselves and their staff.  

Trust and collegiality must be firmly embedded within the school culture.  Positive 

relationships must be developed and reinforced continually.  Relationship building must 

be ongoing and occur on a daily basis.  This includes relationships between teachers and 



38 

 

principals; and between teachers and students.  Relationships built on trust must be 

nurtured for them to grow. Teachers must be encouraged to participate in leadership roles 

on the campus.  An organization’s culture and mission statement must become embedded 

in routine decision making to achieve organizational transformation.  Principals must 

endeavor to build a community of teacher leaders in order to increase campus leadership 

capacity.  Schlechty’s (2009) research demonstrates there may be forces in an 

organization that work against building teacher leaders on a campus; this may be because 

of a fear of loss of power, or because this involves a change in how things are done.  The 

research also indicates that it is necessary for teachers to be both trained and willing to 

take leadership roles in order to achieve enhanced leadership capacity.  Teachers must 

understand the “why” and “how” portion of being a campus leader.  Once teachers are 

provided opportunities to act as leaders, power should not be taken away. When mistakes 

are made, teachers need to be encouraged and receive the necessary support to continue 

moving forward.  Teachers need to have opportunity to innovate and take risks.  When 

teachers have an opportunity to participate in shared decision making and shared 

accountability, they are more likely to take ownership in a shared campus vision.  When 

the majority of a campus’ stakeholders take ownership in a shared vision and work 

collaboratively towards accomplishing the shared vision, the results can be tremendous.  

While developing positive relationships with their teachers and encouraging innovation, 

it is important that the leader embrace a “no blame” culture.  Harris (2007) concurs that 

when mistakes are made, the leaders should work to fix them collaboratively and move 

on.  Hargreaves (2004) demonstrates that when teachers do not have an ongoing 

opportunity to innovate and collaborate, they will not be successful in their endeavor to 
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prepare their students for careers in the 21st Century.  As the world continues to shift 

paradigms, students must be able to innovate as well; otherwise, they will not be 

successful in their endeavors.  Principals should encourage risk taking and innovation by 

both teachers and students.  In order to meet the needs of what the future will require, 

campus leaders must allow teachers to employ their creativity on an ongoing basis.  

Collaboration and innovation are more tools which positively influence organizational 

transformation.  Campus principals need to establish frequent opportunities, during the 

school day, for teacher networking and dialogue.  Peer-driven shared networking is 

essential in creating an environment of creativity. A top-down approach will not work, as 

a democratic process must be in place for innovation to occur.  Ultimately, beliefs matter; 

a person’s perception is most often his or her reality.  Even so, the perceptions and beliefs 

of an organization become a reality for that organization.  The culture of a school or 

organization is embedded with perceptions or beliefs. For progress to be made in 

enhancing teacher leadership capacity, the teachers and administrators must develop a 

mutual sense of trust and respect.  Additionally, both parties must view one another as 

working together for a common purpose (Harris 2007).  

Bell and Thacker (2011) propose 11 Tenets for Shared Leadership. Educational 

leaders must seek to build a community of learners where teacher leaders are developed 

and retained if their school is to succeed. It is important for teachers to have an 

understanding of how to engage other teachers in a format of shared leadership which 

will lead to a transformed school culture. The first and perhaps most important tenant for 

shared leadership is to know what shared leadership is and what it does.  Schlechty 

(2002) proposes that educators “work on the work” (WOW) in public schools to obtain 
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transformation in their schools.  The WOW framework addresses improving the quality 

of a school’s content, the organization of a school’s knowledge, the measurement of 

knowledge, and the encouraging of innovation. 

Success for All Students 

Alan Blankstein (2004) presents six critical principles for high-performing 

schools.  These six principles promulgate student achievement.  These practices can be 

replicated in a variety of environments on an ongoing basis.  Rebora’s (2008) article 

examines the concept of teacher empowerment and examines what it is that teachers 

really want.  Teacher empowerment is a critical component of the successful school 

equation. 

The first of Blankstein’s (2004) principles is the collaborative development of a 

shared vision.  Blankstein asserts that transforming school culture is the key to creating a 

successful school.  The defined mission of an organization is critical to its success.  

Without a clearly defined mission statement, the focus of any organization will lack 

clarity.  Mission statements are not exclusive to schools; they are commonly found in 

businesses, non-profit organizations, and even households.  The components of a mission 

statement include having a clear set of expectations, understanding how we will know if 

expectations are reached, and acting on what we will do if the organization’s expectations 

are not reached.  Furthermore, it is not enough for an organization to simply have a 

mission statement.  For a mission statement to be effective, the organization’s 

stakeholders must have input into the organization’s vision (Blankstein 2004; Reborah 

2008).  When principals provide opportunities for their stakeholders to have input into the 

creation of a shared vision, their constituents are more likely to buy into the shared 
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vision.  While in the process of constructing a mission statement, an organization must 

consider its end goals and what the final product should look like.  It is important to begin 

with the end in mind.  If the organization’s expectations are clearly defined, there is a 

much better chance of reaching those expectations. Although the mission statement and 

vision of an organization should be closely intertwined, it is important to note that an 

organization’s vision should be clearly defined first, and then the shared vision can be 

constructed.  When constructing a campus vision, it is important for school leaders to 

keep the community in mind as a school is an extension of the community in which it 

resides.  It is also important for an organization to celebrate success as its organizational 

vision manifests itself into reality. 

The second principle for student achievement deals with prevention and 

intervention strategies for student success.  While it is important for educational leaders 

to ensure a well-developed mission statement and a campus vision are constructed, it is 

just as important to ensure there are adequate interventions in place to ensure the campus 

vision is realized (Schlechty, 2009).  First and foremost, the school culture must be one 

which believes the school possesses the ability to help low-performing students attain 

success.  Interventions only have the potential for success if the intervening body expects 

those interventions to work.  If an organization finds that its teachers do not believe they 

can have the necessary impact on students to help them attain success, it is important to 

address this issue.  Blankstein (2004) asserts that self-efficacy of teachers can be 

strengthened through positive communication, shared experiences, and increased affinity.  

When administrators work with teachers to build positive, collaborative relationships and 

celebrate success, it will help teachers believe in themselves and their ability to reach 
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students.  It is also important for principals to work collaboratively with teachers to build 

a community that believes it can make a positive impact on its low-performing students.  

Principals should also work to build positive relationships with teachers, as they 

encourage teachers to make positive connections with students. While it is important for 

an organization as a whole to build a shared vision, it is also necessary to build 

collaborative teams which are focused on student learning.   

Leaders of effective organizations encourage their members to collaborate in a 

collegial manner which explores what each of them knows, while also providing 

opportunities for them to reflect on how to meet students’ needs.  This also ties in with 

the important concept of building a trusting, collegial atmosphere; one in which teachers 

feel valued (Reborah, 2008).  For effective collaboration to be present, it is necessary for 

an organization to have built-in opportunities for dialogue and planning.  While planning, 

it is important for the campus principal to keep the organization’s mission statement and 

shared vision in mind, as achieving that mission is the ultimate goal.  The aim of effective 

collaboration is to improve both teaching and learning.  Areas of collaboration should 

include both opportunities for professional practice, as well as other professional 

opportunities, such as the opportunity for peer teachers to observe one another. The Plan 

Do Study Act Cycle (PDSA Cycle) for continuous improvement should be employed to 

ensure a cogent plan for students is in place and to assist principals in monitoring and 

adjusting the initial plan. 

The most effective schools are the ones which enjoy a model of shared leadership.  

Shared leadership will empower those on the leadership team and help them buy into the 

shared vision (Schlechty, 2009). When unity and continuity of purpose are present, a 
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campus will experience a greater yield of student learning.  Visionary leadership propels 

those in the organization towards dreams that are shared among stakeholders.  Visionary 

leaders should work collaboratively with teams of teachers and other stakeholders to 

build a community of learners, where everyone in the community works together for the 

greater good of the students.  For effective collaboration to be present, it is necessary for 

an organization to have built-in opportunities for dialogue and planning.  While planning, 

it is important to keep the organization’s mission statement and shared vision in mind.  

Each goal should align with the organization’s mission statement and vision.  The desired 

outcome of effective collaboration is to improve both teaching and learning.  Areas of 

collaboration should include both opportunities for professional practice, as well as 

opportunities for peers to observe one another.  If an organization’s professional learning 

communities are going to be successful in their endeavor to improve teaching and 

learning, a baseline of accepted norms should be adopted.  In effective team and 

departmental meetings, teachers accept accountability for student learning, while working 

together to address obstacles to student learning.  Teams and departments must also take 

the time to define what good teaching and learning looks like.  Opportunities must be 

present, during the school day, for teachers to reflect and grow (Blankstein, 2004). 

Using data to drive instruction is another principle an organization must be 

committed to in order to ensure low-performing students are successful.  Principals, in 

conjunction with teachers, must identify which data will be utilized.  It is best to use 

diverse forms of data; when diverse forms of data are found to overlap in their areas of 

identified deficiency, there is a greater probability the data is cogent (Schlechty, 2002).  

While most schools use state testing results as indicators for student success, it is also 
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important to examine formative data which includes unit test results, academic period 

results, as well as teacher input concerning student ability.  When data is examined, it is 

necessary to analyze the data from in the context of desired academic outcomes, 

correlates of students’ achievement, and performance of specific demographic groups.  

When principals and teachers analyze data, it is important to ask sets of guiding 

questions.  Guiding questions assist principals and teachers in reflecting upon both the 

implied and inferred results found in the data.  The purpose of these guiding questions is 

to help work towards meeting campus needs.  Guiding questions also help to ensure the 

decisions which are made are in line with the campus mission and shared vision.  When 

assessments are designed, it is important to begin with the end in mind; students, 

teachers, and administrators should be held accountable for previously defined learning 

goals (Schlechty, 2009).  As teachers and principals work together to disaggregate 

student data, analyzing the performance of various subpopulations will assist in 

determining the areas of deficiency. 

The fifth of Blankstein’s (2004) principles involves engaging families and the 

community.  Students are motivated to engage in the learning process when they believe 

what is being taught is important to the community and their families.  Interactions 

between communities and schools should be positive.  Principals should work to build 

positive relationships with stakeholders in the community.  Campus leaders should be 

empathetic and understanding of community needs and desires.  Parents and community 

members need to be involved in campus planning.  They should also be encouraged to get 

involved as volunteers.  Principals and teachers should work collaboratively to define 

goals regarding parent and community relationships. 
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Blankstein’s (2004) sixth principle involves sustaining what has been initiated.  

Sustainability involves maintaining continuity with campus programs and planning.  

When unity and continuity of purpose are present, campus teams should experience 

greater momentum.  Alignment of all stakeholders helps to ensure campus goals are 

reached.  When teachers’ goals are aligned with campus goals, the results can be 

tremendous.  Leadership capacity of an organization is increased when teachers act as 

campus leaders and work towards shared common goals.  This requires the principal to 

share power and empower teachers. Visionary leaders propel those in the organization 

towards shared goals and dreams.   

Distributive Leadership 

Distributive leadership has been called the new structure for school leadership 

(Parish & Lefoe, 2008).  Today’s school leaders simply cannot do it all by themselves.  

They will need to build teams of stakeholders to meet the challenges of the 21
st
 Century.  

Principals and superintendents will need to possess an understanding of their 

environment and be able to engage change with a positive attitude.  They will need to 

facilitate an environment of innovation and experimentation, where all stakeholders are 

encouraged to take risks.  Principals and superintendents will need to build positive 

relationships with their stakeholders.  They will also need to be good communicators and 

listeners.  Principals and superintendents will need to be able to develop a shared vision, 

a climate of high expectations, and a culture of success.  A cogent focus on student 

learning is necessary as well.  Principals and superintendents will need to ensure their 

students have access to an educational environment which meets their academic, 

personal, and social needs. 



46 

 

Distributive leadership involves working collaboratively with stakeholders to 

build a shared vision where trust and support are found throughout the organization.  

Leaders must encourage risk taking as well.  School leaders need to promote innovation, 

and then recognize members of the organization when it is successful.  When risk taking 

is not successful, leaders need to encourage teachers to continue taking risks.  Effective 

leaders will also need to be open to criticism and have a willingness to share both power 

and recognition.  Distributive leadership also requires leaders to build good relationships 

with those both on and off the school campus.  It also requires leaders to possess a 

willingness to challenge the status quo and a willingness to embrace change.  

Organizational leaders need to look for inhibitors for effective implementation of 

distributive leadership.  Detractors to effective implementation of distributive leadership 

include distrust, insecurity, lack of flexibility, and an unwillingness to take responsibility 

(Parish & Lefoe, 2008).  When implemented effectively, the distributive leadership 

model can lead to a high level of leadership capacity.  

  

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

Methodology 

Purpose of Study 

The purpose of this study was to examine why the relationship between the 

teacher and principal is important to the school and to define the most critical attribute for 

a successful working relationship between teachers and principals.  The study examined 

an archival survey data of 310 practicing principals who were asked about the importance 

of the relationship between the teacher and the principal.  The first question of the survey, 

“Why is the relationship between the teacher and the principal important for the school?”, 

sought to gather information regarding why the relationship between the teacher and 

principal is important.  The second question of the survey, “What is the most critical 

feature for a successful working relationship between the teacher and the principal?”, 

solicited information regarding the most critical feature for a successful working 

relationship between teachers and the principal.  While previous studies such as Van 

(2010) and MacNeil (1992) have demonstrated that the relationship between the teacher 

and the principal is important, this study examined why it is important.  In this study, 

open-ended responses were analyzed to look for common themes.  In this study, it was 

interesting to know if examples existed of what current research says is important 

concerning the relationship between teachers and the principal; specifically examples of 

empowering teachers to reach common campus goals and building an atmosphere of 

mutual trust and respect.  

Open-ended responses to the first survey question were analyzed to identify what 

principle report concerning how the relationship between the principal and the teacher is 
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important for the school.  Open-ended responses to the second survey question were 

analyzed to identify what principals report were the most critical features for a successful 

working relationship between teachers and principals.  The first set of open-ended 

responses by practicing principals who were surveyed was examined to ascertain why the 

relationship between teachers and the principal is important.  The second set of open-

ended responses were also analyzed to identify what principals report to be the most 

critical feature of a successful working relationship between the teacher and the principal.  

Responses to the open ended questions were analyzed for examples of why the teacher-

principal relationship is important and for examples of critical features of a successful 

working relationship between the teacher and the principal.  This study used archival data 

from a larger study which was conducted by the faculty of a large research university in 

the Gulf Coast Region of Southeast Texas.  The previous study sought to identify the 

issues which principals related to their administrative success. Information from the 

larger study, including this information, was used to increase the effectiveness of 

principal and superintendent preparation programs in the masters’ and doctoral programs, 

as well as the continuing studies program for practicing administrators. 

Description of the Research Design 

This study employed an exploratory inquiry of a subset of archival data from a 

larger, previously-conducted research study which was completed by faculty members in 

the Educational Leadership department.  This cross-sectional, cognitive interview design 

included subjects who were practicing principals at campuses in the South Texas and 

Gulf-Coast areas.  Participants included principals from the kindergarten through high 

school level.  The survey was administered by graduate students to principals. The 
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graduate students received permission to interview the principals over an 18-month 

period.  The collected data was archived and stored in a database for future research 

regarding various aspects of school leadership.  The study examined the importance of 

the teacher-principal relationship, and its impact on campus leadership capacity.  

Appendix C, attached at the end of this study, includes a copy of the original survey in its 

entirety.  Section C of the original survey was specific to the importance of the principal-

teacher relationship. 

Research Questions 

The two research questions used in this study were: 

1. What do principals report about how the relationship between the teacher and the  

 

principal are important for the school? And 

 

2. What do principals report is the most critical feature for a successful working 

relationship between the teacher and the principal? 

Through an examination of the archival data, using a descriptive narrative research 

design, the narrative data from the open-ended response of two survey questions was 

analyzed: 

1. Why is the relationship between the teacher and the principal important for the 

school?; and 

2. What is the most critical feature for a successful working relationship between the 

teacher and the principal? 

Data was analyzed from an archival survey of 310 principals from the Gulf Coast Region 

of Southeast Texas.   
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Setting 

The setting consists of kindergarten through twelfth grade schools in the Gulf 

Coast Region of Southeast Texas.  Principals included school leaders from grade levels 

kindergarten through 12
th

 grade.   More than 90% of the subjects identified their school 

setting as suburban or urban.  The survey data was derived from one-on-one interviews 

conducted by graduate students from a major university in the South Texas area in the 

education program.  Graduate students were enrolled in a course of study which leads to a 

masters degree and school principal certification.  Interviews were conducted by students 

at school campuses throughout the Gulf Coast Region of Southeast Texas.  The graduate 

students were trained in cognitive interview techniques before conducting the principal 

interviews.  Students were allowed to choose which campus principals to interview. 

Subjects 

Subjects included 310 active, practicing principals in the Gulf Coast Region of 

Southeast Texas.  While the majority of the principals represent public schools, 8 

principals come from charter schools, and 20 principals lead private schools.  Sixty-six 

percent of the principals who participated in the archived study are Anglo, 22% are of 

African American decent, and 12% are Hispanic.  Participants were asked to classify 

themselves into five various age ranges: age 30 and under; age 31 to 37; age 38 to 45; age 

46 to 55; and age 56 to 62.  The greatest number of participants, 106, identified 

themselves as 46 to 55.  Only two participants responded they were 30 or less, while 32 

identified themselves as 31 to 37. Seventy-nine responded they were 38 to 45; and 54 

identified themselves as 56 to 62.  Thirty-seven out of the 310 participants did not 

indicate their age.  Table 3-1 indicates the response of each principal surveyed in regard 
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to ethnic background.  Table 3-2 indicates the response of each respondent with regard to 

their age. 

Table 0-1 Ethnic Breakdown of Respondents 

Ethnicity 

Number of 

Respondents 

Percentage of 

Respondents 

White 202 65.0% 

 

African 

American 62 19.9% 

 

Hispanic 42 13.5% 

 

Other 5 1.6% 

 

 

Table 0-2 Age Breakdown of the Respondents 

Age 

Number of 

Respondents 

Percentage of 

Respondents 

30 and Under 2 >1% 

 

31 to 37 32 10.3% 

 

37 to 45 79 25.5% 

 

46 to 55 106 34.2% 

 

56 to 62 54 17.4% 

No Response  37  11.9% 

 

Each participant was asked to provide his or her gender on the survey.  One 

hundred and twenty-seven out of 310 (41%) participants responded they were male, 

while the remaining 183 (59%) indicated they were female.  Subjects were also asked to 

share how many years they had been in education as well as the number of years they had 

spent as principal.  Respondents indicated they had been in education for an average of 
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23 years, with an average of seven years spent as campus principal.  Table 3-3 indicates 

the response of each respondent in regards to gender. 

 

Table 0-3 Gender Breakdown of the Respondents 

Gender 

Number of 

Respondents   

Percentage of 

Respondents 

Female 183 58.8% 

 

Male 128 41.2% 

 

Approximately 90% of the subjects responded their highest level of education 

obtained was a masters’ degree, which is a requirement for being a public school 

principal in Texas.  Nine percent of the respondents indicated they held doctoral degrees, 

while 1% responded the highest level of education they had obtained was a bachelors’ 

degree.  When participants were asked to classify their schools as urban, suburban, or 

rural, 93% of the respondents indicated they were campus leaders at suburban or urban 

schools, while 7% indicated they were leaders of schools in a rural area.  The 310 

subjects included 70 high school principals, 67 middle school or junior high principals, 

151 elementary school principals, and 22 mixed grade-level students.  In this study, high 

school includes identified schools with a mix of students from grades 9-12; middle school 

includes schools with a population or mix of students from grades 5-9; and elementary 

schools include campuses with a population of students from k-5.  Student enrollment 

varies from 48 students to 4000 students with the average enrollment being 1,063 

students.  Table 3-4 indicates the response of each respondent in regards to gender. 
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Table 0-4 Campus Setting of Respondents 

Setting of 

Schools 

Number of 

Respondents 

Percentage of 

Respondents 

Elementary 151 48.5% 

 

Middle School 67 21.5% 

 

High School 70 22.5% 

 

Mixed 22   7.1% 

 

 

Staff size of each principal’s campus varied from less than 49 members to more 

than 150 staff members.  Forty percent of the principals indicated they lead schools with 

50-99 staff members, while 32% of campus leaders shared they have 49 or fewer staff 

members.  Eighteen percent of the respondents shared they have 100 or more staff 

members, while 31 of the participants did not respond. Table 3-5 indicates the response 

of each respondent in regards the number of staff on their campus. 

 

Table 0-5 Staff Size Breakdown of the Respondents 

Staff Size       Percentage  

>50   32% 

  40% 50 to 99  

  18% 100+  

No Response   10% 

          

 

Public schools in Texas receive ratings under the Texas Accountability System.  

Out of the 310 survey participants, 27 responded their campus was ranked “Exemplary”, 
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94 responded their campus was ranked “Recognized”, 145 responded their campus was 

ranked “Acceptable”, while 7 responded their campus was rated “Unacceptable”.  Thirty-

seven of the participants shared their campus did not have a TEA accountability rating. 

Table 3-6 indicates the response of each respondent in regards to their accountability 

rating. 

 

Table 0-6 Texas Accountability Ratings Respondents 

Accountability 

Rating 

Number of 

Respondents 

Percentage of 

Respondents 

Exemplary 27   8.7% 

 

Recognized 94 30.3% 

 

Academically 

Acceptable 145 46.8% 

 

Academically 

Unacceptable 7  2.3% 

 

Exempt 7 2.3% 

 

 

Data Collection Procedures 

For this study, a specific sub-set of questions found in the archival data of a 

larger, previously-conducted study were examined as to the importance of and 

characteristics of principal-teacher relationships.  The four questions from the original 

study were: 

1. Why is the relationship between the principal and the teacher important for the  

school? 
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2. What is the most critical feature for a successful working relationship between the 

teacher and the principal? 

3. What does a principal do to create good relations with his or her teachers?  

4. How does the principal look out for the personal welfare of the teachers? 

 This study analyzed responses from two of the four questions in subset C of the 

archival data.  A descriptive narrative was constructed as to the importance of the 

relationship between the teacher and principal.  This study also examined the data to 

ascertain what principals report as the most critical aspect of the relationship between the 

teacher and principal.  In this study, determining if the principal perceived an increase in 

campus leadership capacity when they built and fostered positive relationships with 

teachers was found.  The study also included a survey of current literature regarding 

empowering teachers, building trusting relationships, and the characteristics of effective 

leaders.  

Methodology Instrumentation 

The instrument consisted of a survey of 310 active, practicing principals in the 

South Texas, Gulf Coast area which was used in a previous study conducted at a major 

Tier I university in the Gulf Coast Region of Southeast Texas.  A cognitive interview was 

conducted with each participant in the previously conducted study.  Graduate students in 

the university’s Educational Leadership master’s degree program were trained in 

cognitive interview techniques before beginning their interviews.  Students were from a 

diverse set of school districts in the South Texas, Gulf Coast area and were able to seek 

out principals in that area and select who they would survey.   Each student was required 

to conduct a number of surveys to meet the requirement of the course in which they were 
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enrolled.  The resultant data from these interviews has been archived by the university in 

order to be used in future school leadership studies such as this one.



 

 

 

 

Results 

The purpose of this study was to examine why the teacher principal relationship is 

important for the school and examine the critical features of a successful working 

relationship between teachers and principals.  In a previous study, Van Beck (2010) 

found three common themes between responses of four survey questions. They included 

those of relationship skills, the ability to communicate effectively, and leadership 

support.  Van Beck found that teacher support and effective leadership are important for 

principals to build positive relationships with their teachers. 

Van Beck’s findings hold true; however, when examined further, examples of 

shared decision making and empowering teachers to achieve common goals are found 

throughout as well.  The majority of principals surveyed noted that empowering teachers 

to work towards common campus goals is an important component of the relationship 

between teachers and the principal.  A majority of principals surveyed also reported that 

mutual trust is the most critical ingredient necessary to build positive relationships 

between teachers and the principal.  Principals also reported the characteristic of what 

MacNeil (1998) called being perceived as “kind”.  Additionally, principals also reported 

the importance of the principal/teacher relationship is to encourage teachers to take risks 

and be innovative.  Another theme found in the principals’ responses is that good 

relationships help a principal accomplish the school’s goals.  Some of the responses of 

the practicing principals noted that it was important for principals to model the types of 

positive relationships they would like to see between teachers and students.   



58 

 

Setting 

The setting consists of principals in the Gulf Coast Region of Southeast Texas.  

Principals included school leaders from grade levels Kindergarten through 12
th

 grade.   

More than 90% of the subjects identified their school setting as suburban or urban.  The 

survey data was derived from one-on-one interviews conducted by graduate students 

from a major university in the South Texas area in the education program.  Graduate 

students were enrolled in a course of study which leads to a master’s degree and school 

principal certification.  Interviews were conducted by students at school campuses 

throughout the Gulf Coast Region of Southeast Texas.  The graduate students were 

trained in cognitive interview techniques before conducting the principal interviews.  

Students were allowed to choose which campus principals to interview. 

Research Subjects 

Research subjects remained constant throughout the duration of this study.  

Subjects included 310 active, practicing principals in the Gulf Coast Region of Southeast 

Texas.  While the majority of the principals represent public schools, 8 principals come 

from charter schools, and 20 principals lead private schools.  Sixty-six percent of the 

principals who participated in the archived study are Anglo, 22% are of African 

American decent, and 12% are Hispanic.  Participants were asked to classify themselves 

into five various age ranges: age 30 and under; age 31 to 37; age 38 to 45; age 46 to 55; 

and age 56 to 62.  The greatest number of participants, 106, identified themselves as 46 to 

55.  Only two participants responded they were 30 or less, while 32 identified themselves 

as 31 to 37. Seventy-nine responded they were 38 to 45; and 54 identified themselves as 

56 to 62.  Thirty-seven out of the 310 participants did not indicate their age.  Table 4-1 
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indicates the response of each principal surveyed in regard to ethnic background.  Table 

4-2 indicates the response of each respondent with regard to their age. 

 

Table 0-1 Ethnic Breakdown of Respondents 

Ethnicity 

Number of 

Respondents 

Percentage of 

Respondents 

White 202 65.0% 

 

African 

American 62 19.9% 

 

Hispanic 42 13.5% 

 

Other 5 1.6% 

 

 

Table 0-2 Age Breakdown of the Respondents 

Age 

Number of 

Respondents 

Percentage of 

Respondents 

30 and Under 2 >1% 

 

31 to 37 32 10.3% 

 

37 to 45 79 25.5% 

 

46 to 55 106 34.2% 

 

56 to 62 54 17.4% 

No Response  37  11.9% 

 

 

Each participant was asked to provide his or her gender on the survey.  One 

hundred and twenty-seven out of 310 (41%) participants responded they were male, 

while the remaining 183 (59%) indicated they were female.  Subjects were also asked to 
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share how many years they had been in education as well as the number of years they had 

spent as principal.  Respondents indicated they had been in education for an average of 

23 years, with an average of seven years spent as campus principal.  Table 4-3 indicates 

the response of each respondent in regards to gender. 

 

Table 0-3 Gender Breakdown of the Respondents 

Gender 

Number of 

Respondents   

Percentage of 

Respondents 

Female 183 58.8% 

 

Male 128 41.2% 

 

Approximately 90% of the subjects responded their highest level of education 

obtained is a master’s degree, which is a requirement for being a public school principal 

in Texas.  Nine percent of the respondents indicated they held doctoral degrees, while 1% 

responded the highest level of education they had obtained was a bachelor’s degree.  

When participants were asked to classify their schools as urban, suburban, or rural, 93% 

of the respondents indicated they were campus leaders at suburban or urban schools, 

while 7% indicated they were leaders of schools in a rural area.  The 310 subjects 

included 70 high school principals, 67 middle school or junior high principals, 151 

elementary school principals, and 22 mixed grade-level students.   In this study, high 

school includes identified schools with a mix of students from grades 9-12; middle school 

includes schools with a population or mix of students from grades 5-9; and elementary 

schools include campuses with a population of students from k-5.  Student enrollment 

varies from 48 students to 4000 students with the average enrollment being 1,063 

students.  Table 4-4 indicates the response of each respondent in regards to gender. 
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Table 0-4 Campus Setting of Respondents 

Setting of 

Schools 

Number of 

Respondents 

Percentage of 

Respondents 

Elementary 151 48.5% 

 

Middle School 67 21.5% 

 

High School 70 22.5% 

 

Mixed 22   7.1% 

 

 

Staff size of each principal’s campus varied from less than 49 members to more 

than 150 staff members.  Forty percent of the principals indicated they lead schools with 

50-99 staff members, while 32% of campus leaders shared they have 49 or fewer staff 

members.  Eighteen percent of the respondents shared they have 100 or more staff 

members, while 31 of the participants did not respond. Table 4-5 indicates the response 

of each respondent in regards the number of staff on their campus. 

 

Table 0-5 Staff Size Breakdown of the Respondents 

Staff Size       Percentage  

>50   32% 

  40% 50 to 99  

  18% 100+  

No Response   10% 

          

 

Public schools in Texas receive ratings under the Texas Accountability System.  

Out of the 310 survey participants, 27 responded their campus was ranked “Exemplary”, 
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94 responded their campus was ranked “Recognized”, 145 responded their campus was 

ranked “Acceptable”, while 7 responded their campus was rated “Unacceptable”.  Thirty 

seven of the participants shared their campus did not have a TEA accountability rating. 

Table 4-6 indicates the response of each respondent in regards to their accountability 

rating. 

 

Table 0-6 Texas Accountability Ratings Respondents 

Accountability 

Rating 

Number of 

Respondents 

Percentage of 

Respondents 

Exemplary 27   8.7% 

 

Recognized 94 30.3% 

 

Academically 

Acceptable 145 46.8% 

 

Academically 

Unacceptable 7  2.3% 

 

Exempt 7 2.3% 

 

Research Question One 

What do principals report about how the relationship between the teacher and the 

principal is important for the school? 

In order to ascertain what principals reported about how the teacher/principal 

relationships are important for the school, the open-ended responses from the 310 

practicing principals was analyzed. Open-ended responses to the questions from the Copy 

of A-C Relationships – Principal Survey (2005) included: 
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• Principals are not that different from teachers.  They have the same mindset.  It's 

nice if they like one another, but it's not critical.  What is critical is that they 

respect each other and are willing to cooperate, be flexible, and collaborate. 

• A positive relationship between principal and teacher sets the tone for continual 

learning and risk taking. 

• It is very important because teachers have to know your expectations to be able to 

work as a team.  They also need to know that you value their input. 

• Principal is the facilitator to assure all tools are available to help students succeed. 

• It is very important and must be congenial with a shared vision. 

• It needs to be a good relationship that facilitates dialogue to move a campus 

forward for student achievement. 

• The relationship is critically unique.  The principal needs to be perceived as the 

person with academic focus and understanding.  He/she is not an expert, but is 

accessible and clearly in charge of school.  He must hold clear standards and 

expectations. 

• Trust and open communication are essential. Support and collegiality at every 

opportunity. 

• We work together as a team. 

• It sets the tone for the school. It should be full of collaborative learning as leaders-

both principals and teachers. 

• It is setting an example for the teacher student relationship. 

• The relationship between the principal and the teacher should be an open 

relationship where both can work together towards the same goals. 
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• High expectations, student achievement gained with a learning culture that all buy 

into. 

• Loyalty and trust, open communication, working as a team. 

• Principal is a resource for teachers that empowers them to do their jobs. 

• Teachers must be openly involved in administrative decision making as much as 

 

 possible. 

 

• The relationship between the teacher and principal must be open and respectful. 

• Because the relationship we have with our teachers is a reflection of what we 

want students to have with each other.  The environment we set creates a good 

learning environment. 

• This relationship is very important to the principal.  Having a good relationship is 

very important to the teacher's success.  The teacher will take risks and work 

harder. 

• The principal treats the teacher just as she would want to be treated. The teachers 

need to know that the principal cares about them as a person. When teachers are 

treated in this manner they will walk the extra mile. 

• In a good working situation, the teacher and the principal are a team with 

common goal, philosophy, aims, etc.  Principal leads but also listens, mutually 

feed off of each other.  Principal has proper, valid, engaging way to access student 

learning. 

• Mutual trust, principal's success depends on teacher's success, teacher's success 

depends on principal's leadership skills, patience, etc. 
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• Teachers have a huge task of teaching students on a daily basis.  The 

administration must support the teacher each day through resources, materials, 

etc. 

• Principal needs to keep staff informed and allow them to participate in decision 

making, currently, set up programs for the next year, committees established to 

assist in making campus excellent. 

• There must be a trusting relationship.  Teachers must feel comfortable and feel as 

though they are being heard.  There must be an open door policy. 

• Loyalty and trust are important as well as open communication and working as a 

team. 

• Through communication and collaboration the principal and the teacher share 

their concerns for students and for programming.  The input from teachers is 

valuable. 

• The teachers must feel that the principal is someone who they can go to for 

support, who is willing to allow them to use their professional judgment to make 

decisions for kids and who make sure everyone follow the agreed upon mission, 

vision and values. 

• Must support the teachers in their needs, providing staff development, resources, 

etc., to get job done.  Also, must be visible. 

• Building a sense of teamwork in which student achievement is the ultimate goal. 

• The principal has to develop a relationship with a level of trust on both sides. The 

principal must be able to keep safety and trust of teachers as professional as 

possible. 
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• The most important relationship.  Things happen when people are happy and have 

a good relationship with the principal. 

• There must be a feeling of trust on both parts and common goal is belief that all 

want the same thing with a shared vision without that being different. Everyone 

must work for the best interest of the students. 

• If there is a good working relationship, that positive feeling filters down to the 

teachers' classrooms, and eventually all the way to the students.   

• This relationship sets the standards for the school.  They should be each other's 

cheerleaders and supporters.   

• Even though authority rests with the principal on paper, it really rests with the 

teachers. 

• Must have a strong working relationship between principal and teachers that is 

respected and professional. 

• The teacher should not be intimidated by the principal.  There should be mutual 

respect where the teachers feel comfortable enough to present a problem to the 

principal and feel willing and able to present a possible solution (not just gripe). 

• It is very important for the principal of a school to have buy-in from their staff. It 

doesn’t come right away, but as trust is built teachers begin to see the vision of the 

administrator.  I have 4 teachers who share the job of Head Teacher. 

• Same common goal Student success. 

• The principal must know how to render constructive criticism to teachers in a 

non-threatening way.  There must be open lines of communication between the 

principal and teachers.  This is important in carrying out the school's vision. 
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• The Principal shares the vision and the staff devises a mission for students and 

teachers and a plan is implemented. 

• The principal is supposed to support the teachers. Can't have school without 

teachers teaching. Offer support to teacher so he can be the best teacher he can be. 

• An open relationship, yet one based on respect and trust is essential.  

Communication among all is critical with the ability to listen as paramount. 

• It's important to play as a team.  He sees himself as one of them, a tutor, there to 

help with professional development.  He does not ask teachers to do anything he 

is not willing to do himself. 

• Important to work together as opposed to working for a boss relationship. The 

principal opens doors and facilitates what happens. 

• A school is only as good as the teachers and principal make it.  It is important for 

it to be a strong relationship. 

• Principal is a facilitator not a dictator. Encourages risks and views mistakes as 

learning.   

• They are a team and work together for the success of the students.  

• You are their supportive buffer that allows them to get their job done.   

• The success of the school and the principal is critically dependent on the 

productivity and outcome of students which is most directly impacted by the 

teachers.  Top-down leadership is very limited in effectiveness.  The most 

effective teacher/principal. 

• The principal and the teachers must develop a relationship of mutual trust and 

must work toward the same goals for the students in the school. 
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• The principal sets the stage for the school's vision and then supports the staff's 

efforts underneath the umbrella of the shared vision. 

• Teachers are the bread and butter for what goes on here. 

• Principal should take the role as lead learner; teachers should take the role of 

learners and leaders. 

• Working in a school is about building relationships with teachers, staff, parents, 

and students.  The job of a principal is to see that everyone is working together to 

improve instruction. 

• That relationship determines the climate of the school. 

• The relationship between the teacher and the principal should be one of mutual 

respect. The principal should delegate responsibility whenever possible. However, 

the principal must not abdicate his responsibilities for the sake of shared decision 

making. 

• This relationship should reflect collaboration and teamwork.  In an atmosphere of 

mutual respect, all parties feel valued and contribute to the teamwork of the 

campus. 

• There needs to be an open relationship.  All ideas are listened to and the best ones 

chosen.  People need to be involved in all decisions in which they have to work.  

Three things about ideas:  must be good for kids, can't cost much and must be 

legal. 

• Trust and shared vision with open communication. 

• The relationship is paramount to a well-functioning school.  The teachers must 

feel confidence in the leadership in their school.  The teachers must trust the 
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judgment and decision making of the leadership.  The leadership must open the 

decision making process. 

• The teacher should be treated like a professional and in turn will feel valued and 

demonstrate pride. The principal and teacher relationship is critical to good school 

moral. 

• The principal is the teacher’s colleague. The principal cannot achieve his or her 

goals without the support of the teaching staff. Therefore, it is very important for 

an excellent rapport to exist between the teacher and the principal. 

• Principals must support the visions of the teachers. There must be mutual respect 

and a relationship where people are valued so there is followership even though 

the principal must point the way. 

• The principal should be perceived as the principal teacher rather than just an 

authority figure. Teachers should feel that they work with rather than for the 

principal. 

• Collaboration and support for the teachers from the principal. 

• Trust and hard work by both.  They rely on each other. 

• Mutual respect professionalism teamwork. 

• It is very important because we both must work together.  It's my job to find out 

what my teachers need and I can't do that unless they are willing to come and talk 

to me about their concerns. 

• The principal sets the tone if there is going to be team work the principal must set 

the tone. 
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• It is part of the foundation of schools. There should be "buy-in" and in order to 

achieve that the principal must gain a high level of trust. It is the principal's job to 

supply the needs necessary for the teachers to do their job.  

• These relationships are very important because the bond of trust that is created 

makes people stronger.  Collaboration is a must! 

• You must have a respectful attitude toward each other, teachers must understand 

the expectations of the principal, flexibility is key and for everyone to be 

committed to the vision of the school.  This is the most important. 

• The relationship between the two is a partnership and the leader is in the process 

of developing leaders. 

• VITAL--my job is to facilitate what the teachers need and they should know what 

the kids need. 

• It's part of the foundation.  There has to be "buy in" to different programs on the 

campus and there has to be trust between the principal and teachers.  Principals 

should provide adequate materials and offer support to the teachers. 

• They have to be partners to meet goals of the curriculum, collaboration is a must.   

• The principal has to be an instructional leader. 

• Collaboration and support for teachers from Principal. 

• Trust and collaborative effort. 

• Extremely important.  If it is not there than the school will fail.  Everyone needs 

to work together and be on the same wave length. 
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• The principal-teacher relationship is the same as the teacher-student relationship.  

I am the cheerleader and my teachers are the football players making it all 

happen. 

• In order for your goals to be achieved, you have to work together for the common 

good. 

• Trust, respect, open communication, and shared vision.  

• Collaboration between the principal and staff members is key for success. 

• Collaborating to do what is best Reflective Practitioning. 

• Cohesiveness needs to be observed as both are working to bridge gaps in 

achievement. 

• The relationship between the principal and teacher is the foundation upon which 

the teacher/student relationship is built. 

• Teachers have to feel and know they are supported and not feel threatened - 

should be able to take risks. 

• They need to have a good relationship; can't be adversarial; must have good 

rapport with other and have similar goals. 

• Cohesiveness needs to be observed as both are working to bridge the gaps in 

achievement. 

• A strong principal will reference the staff as a team.  You gain respect by leading 

by example.  If you are willing to do the same thing you ask your teachers to do, 

they will be more willing to do it.  A good principal thinks, and speaks, in terms of 

we. 
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• The relationship between the principal and the teachers dictates the mood of the 

campus. 

• The teachers have to trust the leader to lead them at all times.  The leader needs to 

empower teachers to teach effectively. 

• The relationship between the principal and the teacher is important for the school.  

Teachers play a big role in the decision making process.  They run the programs 

on the campus. 

• The relationship between principal and teacher is important because they each 

need each other's support. The principal can show their support to the classroom 

teacher by keeping the lines of communication open and making themselves 

visible. 

• Collaborative, have all voices heard, but once the decision is made, speak with 

one voice. 

• Principals must be supportive and receptive to collaborative efforts.  

• Do what is best by collaborating. 

• Relationships are key to a school. Healthy ones foster productivity and a sense of 

empowerment. 

• Collaboratively doing what is best; Be a reflective practitioner. 

Common strands are found in the majority of the respondent’s open-ended 

responses.  These include the importance of shared decision making to empower teachers 

to accomplish common goals, and the importance of providing teacher support for 

student success.  Principals also report the importance of a strong sense of trust and 
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mutual respect between teachers and principals.  Examples of the importance of 

encouraging teachers to be innovative and take risks are found as well. 

 The importance of collaborative relationships to empower teachers to achieve 

common goals was specifically noted in 175 out of 310 respondents, or 56% of all 

respondents, to the open-ended question “Why is the relationship between the principal 

and the teacher important for the school?” Responses included themes of empowering 

teachers, working to get teachers and principals to achieve one voice, as well as including 

the concepts of buy-in, flexibility in leadership, working as partners, and the importance 

of teamwork.  For an open-ended survey, for 56% of the practicing principals surveyed to 

identify the importance of the relationship between the teacher and principal to 

participate in shared decision making is significant.  Illustration 4-1 demonstrates the 

percentage of respondents that indicated participation in shared decision making was an 

important part of the relationship between teachers and the principal. 

 

Illustration 0-1 Importance of Relationships for Shared Decision Making 
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 One hundred and sixty-two out of 310 respondents, or 52% of all respondents, to 

the open-ended question “Why is the relationship between the principal and teacher 

important for the school?” identified the importance of being supportive to their teachers 

and establishing an atmosphere of mutual trust and respect as being significant.  Themes 

included the ideals of mutual dependence, listening to teachers, building good rapport, 

caring for teachers and meeting their needs, and treating teachers with dignity.  Some of 

the responses noted that adversarial relationships between teachers and principals must be 

avoided at all costs.  It is significant when 52% of the practicing principals surveyed 

identify the importance of supporting teachers.  Illustration 4-2 identifies the percentage 

of respondents that indicated that providing teacher support is an important component of 

the relationship between teachers and the principal. 

 

Illustration 0-2 Importance of Relationships for Providing Teacher Support 
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It is interesting to note that six practicing principals out of the 310 surveyed 

specifically identified the importance of relationships to encourage teachers to take risks, 

or be innovative in the classroom.  It is important to note that, because of the nature of 

open-ended responses, the identified concepts of empowering teachers through 

collaboration and shared decision making, along with the importance of supporting 

teachers, were woven together along with several other concepts found in the principals’ 

open-ended responses. 

Research Question Two 

What do principals report is the most critical feature for a successful working 

relationship between the teacher and the principal? 

In order to ascertain what principals reported about how the teacher principal 

relationships are important for the school, the open-ended responses from the 310 

practicing principals was analyzed. Open-ended responses to the questions from the Copy 

of A-C Relationships – Principal Survey (2005) included: 

•  Respect!  Listening, cooperating, agreeing to disagree, and trust.  Teachers must 

trust that he makes decisions with the big picture in mind. 

• Principal and teachers must have a climate of open communication where both 

can express needs, concerns and vision.  This sets a climate for continuous 

learning and risk taking. 

• Trust, mutual respect, open door policy, no surprises/hidden agendas, family 

atmosphere, address issues as quickly as possible. 

• Principal is accessible, understanding and focused; not allowing to perform less 

than expected. 
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• There must be respect.  The principal is the leader (must initiate), but includes 

teacher in goal setting.  Not only should the leader set high goals for the team, but 

also meet the needs of the individual. 

• Respect among all.  Administration must hold high standards and expectations.  

Administration must be fair and consistent and with clear expectations. 

• Open lines of communication, high expectations. 

• Open door policy, communication, goals and vision must have with time to 

dialogue with teachers. This is a 2-way communication, back and forth. 

• Mutual respect and open communication. 

• A working, professional relationship.  Key, sensitivity on the principal's part; the 

principal must possess the ability to perceive the needs, concerns and personal 

problems of others. 

• Trust. Building relationships builds trust. 

• Relationship builder, lay the groundwork for trust. 

• Communication and respect. 

• An open door; ability to laugh; to benefit from mistakes and try again; caring 

atmosphere; teachers knowing what principal expects; that teachers' ideas, input 

are actually used often or at least sometimes. 

• There must be trust, a sense of openness, open communication, and an open door 

policy. Principal must also be involved in staff development. 

• Alignment of educational philosophies, ability to compromise. 

• Communication and trust. Open communication is only fostered when there is 

trust.  
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• Acknowledging success and hard work of faculty and students.  

• Be the kind of principal you would have wanted. Be transparent and supportive.  

Be explicit in your expectations.  

• Trust and loyalty. 

• Mutual respect for the duties and responsibilities of each 2.  Accessibility to the 

principal  3. Administrative support (school issues and parent issues) 4. 

Compassion and understanding of personal/family issues. 

• For me, it has been an 'open door policy' type model.  Teachers know that they are 

able to see/meet with the principal regularly and that their suggestions are 

welcomed.  This refers back to the collaboration model described earlier. 

• The most critical feature for a successful working relationship between teachers 

and principal is mutual trust. 

• Communication. 

• High expectations/accountability. 

• Well communicated standards. 

• Support; being able to support the teachers. 

• Honesty; knowing what you are dealing with; trust. 

• Communication, trust, loyalty; realization of mission; all must understand the 

vision. 

• Honesty at all times with kindness. 

• Having the end in mind - where are we trying to go and how are we going to get 

there. 

• Personal relationship without crossing the line. 
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• Fair to all, consistent with expectations. 

• Open communication - when there. 

• Trust and communication; problems always stem from  communication. 

• The principal needs to support all teachers as well as the teachers supporting the 

principal. 

• Get out of the office and talk to your teachers.  Find out what they need in order to 

improve instruction, the school and produce graduates. 

• If teachers don't feel there is a partnership between them and the principal, there 

will not be a unified vision for the campus. 

• Communication, loyalty. 

• The most critical feature for a successful working relationship is when both 

parties understand the reason that they are at the campus.  Always keep the 

students in the forefront when making decisions.  Your best friends do not make 

your best employees. 

• The most critical features are respect, giving, taking and sharing. The principal 

must be a leader. A favorite literary piece is Leadership Secrets of Atilla the Hun. 

• A good working relationship is one in which everyone understands the goals of 

the school and works towards them.   

• Trust and creditability.  I want teacher to feel I will do what I say I am going to 

do. 

• The most critical feature for a successful working relationship between the 

teacher and principal is trust. 
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• Trust is the most critical gesture among teachers and principals.  You have to 

always do what you say you're going to do. 

• The most critical feature for a successful working relationship is trust. 

• Support and communication. 

• The most critical feature for a successful working relationship is mutual respect 

for each person's role in the organization. 

• In order to foster a successful working relationship with the faculty, the principal 

must articulate her role as a colleague and partner in the school organization. 

• Trust is key. 

• Respect is the most critical feature. 

• Let them know that he trusts them. 

• Mutual respect. 

• Professionalism. 

• Teamwork. 

• Data driven. 

• Honesty and Communication. 

• Mutual respect, openness, honesty, caring, concern, caring at a personal level. 

• Mutual respect, honesty, caring, openness, and getting to know your staff on more 

than just a professional level but also a personal level. 

• I must give my teachers all the support they need.   I have an open door policy 

and I hope we have an honest relationship. 
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• The principal sets the tone and gives the teachers opportunities to develop 

leadership roles.  Empower the teachers and establish a trusting relationship - 

showing the teachers that you trust them to do things. 

• There must be an atmosphere of earned mutual respect.   

• As much support as I can give them. I have an open door policy. 

• A strong, respectful team approach, enjoying one another, and understanding each 

others expectations. 

• That both parts are working, doing their jobs.  That there is trust between you, and 

that the principal respects her teachers. 

• The most critical feature for a successful working relationship between the 

teacher and principal is the trust level, comfortability.  It takes two to three years 

to develop. 

• Open communication and dialogue.  Not a one way street and a genuine 

understanding of each other. 

• You have to have trust. Trust is earned and relationships with people are the key 

to earning that trust.  

• Trust.  The teachers need to trust me and I need to trust the teachers.  I also allow 

my teachers to make mistakes.  We are all human and we all make mistakes. 

• The most critical features of a successful working relationship are being 

approachable, supportive and understanding of each other.  

• The most critical feature for a successful working relationship between teacher 

and principal are communication and honesty. 
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• Trust again-teachers need to trust the decisions made by principals and principals 

need to trust teachers.  Also respect and integrity. 

• Trust, communication of expectations, monitoring expectations, not a place for 

blame but rather a place to see what can be improved upon. 

• You have to be collaborative, democratic and be able to communicate with 

teachers. 

• Respect. 

Trust. 

High Expectations for each other. 

• Understanding of each other’s position, ability to separate work from pleasure, 

and having common goals for the school community. 

• Honesty and integrity are critical.  Do what you say you will do.  This helps build 

trust which will help the relationship grow stronger. 

• Honesty, follow-through, collaborative decision making, data driven decisions, a 

good listener, positive criticism with ways to improve and a visible open door 

relationship on both sides. 

• Trust. 

• Feeling of worth.  As a principal I want to empower my teachers, to assist in their 

development and help them with everything they need. I’m obligated to helping 

them with building capacity and I encourage them to share their knowledge and 

skill. 

• The most critical features are: trust, open communication and a feeling of support. 

• Collegial, collaborative, based on mutual respect and supportive. 
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• Collaboration, trust, respect. 

• Compassion, mutual understanding, good communication and openness. 

• Support and true caring. Principals must truly care about faculty members. 

Teachers must know that they are appreciated and that the success of school 

depends on their abilities. 

• The single most important feature of the successful relationship between principal 

and teacher is frequent, clear, two-way communication. 

• Listening and supporting the instructional staff.  Praising good work/results, 

working with staff on areas needing improvement.  Also communication of vision 

and follow through. 

• Mutual trust.  This way the channels of communication are kept open and you can 

support them when a problem arises.  Being fair and believing in the teachers and 

what they can do is also critical. 

• Authenticity and the ability to name things in yourself that need to grow. 

• Foster a professional exchange between principal and teacher.  Try to come 

together as a team and have open communication. 

• Trust.  That you are going to be there for them and support them. 

• Most critical feature is understanding the vision of the school, getting supplies, 

sensitive about teachers' needs, support, going out of your way to get what the 

teachers need instead of just saying it’s not available. Fund raising, appeals, 

principal must. 
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• Teachers should be able to come see me and I should be able to do the same in 

their classroom without each other thinking we are out to get one another.  I am 

there as a resource, to take care of staff needs. 

• That we are colleagues.  We are professionals.  Human beings have problems.  I 

promote this because people will let you down at the worst possible moment if 

you do not treat them right. 

• The single most important feature of the successful relationship between principal 

and teacher is frequent, clear, two-way communication.  

• There should be open communication where the "I gotcha" game is not played.  

They should be able to come together as a team to reach consensus. 

• Trust and working together and having the same goals. 

• Communication is most important.  There should be an openness and I am always 

available.  In this way I can gain a sense of where they are coming from. 

• Trust, principals must trust their teachers to do the right thing. A good rule to go 

by is to err on the side of children. 

• Trust, principals must trust teachers to do the right thing. Teachers must trust that 

the principal is looking out for their best interest at all times. 

• A good working relationship is one in which everyone understands the goals of 

the school and works towards them. 

• The principal's ability to foster a sense of power within the teachers. 

• Communication based on professionalism and trust; teachers must believe the 

administration is there to support them. 
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• You have to be consistent.  You can't have good days and bad days--your staff 

should always be able to approach you. 

• Knowing that the principal will listen and be supportive of their teachers. 

• Trust and professionalism where both parties main focus is students and they are 

the main priority. 

• First - respect for others, principal should be a resource of information and 

teachers should not be intimidated by the principal, must be collaborative and 

empowering. 

• Trust.  It's important that teachers feel as if they can trust me to make right 

decisions for the students and the school as a whole.  If teachers trust me to work 

on behalf of them, then it is my experience that they in turn will work on behalf of 

the school. 

• A sense of connection is the most critical; we are all in this together. 

• Communication, Trust, and openness to agree and disagree. 

• Trust, respect, no fear, common decency, courteous, holding each other 

accountable, caring, know each other away from work. 

• Principal and teachers need to create a vision for the school.  Once this vision is 

understood by everyone, teachers and the principal show each other trust, respect, 

and understanding towards reaching the vision and goal for the school.  

• I am their supporter.  Don't support wrong actions, but respect and support them 

as professionals. 

• Open door policy collaborative/facilitative. 
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• The single most important feature of the successful relationship between the 

principal and teacher is frequent, clear, two-way communication. 

• Respect.  If the teacher and principal have respect for one another, the school will 

have more success. 

• They must work together as a team.  

• Trust and belief in one another's abilities to provide the best service for the 

student. 

• Trust, open communication and shared vision. 

• A mutual understanding that all decisions are based upon realizing the shared 

vision our community has for children.  Decisions are not made arbitrarily and are 

not personal or based upon adults in the organization – they are based on the 

children we serve. 

• Openness, shared decision making, a feeling that we're all in this together, 

support, the ability to bring new ideas to the table and being rewarded, where 

accomplishments are shared with the whole school are all important. 

• Trust, open communication and shared vision. 

• Trust is the most important feature for a successful working relationship.  When 

trust is developed other aspects of the relationship and real growth may begin. 

• Communication with each other and genuine respect for each others abilities. 

• Communication is clear, expectations are clear, teachers are valued as 

professionals who are closest to the kids and know what their needs are. 

• Establishing trust and credibility and allowing for collaborative planning. 

• Understanding and helping each other; acting respectfully. 
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• Trust, empathy, and harmony. 

 While the concept of communication was found in the survey data as presented by 

Van Beck (2011), “communication” can mean so many different things.  When the data 

from the survey research question “What is the most critical feature for a successful 

working relationship between the teacher and the principal?” was analyzed, themes of 

mutual trust and respect, developing and working towards accomplishing common 

campus goals, and kindness or caring were found.  One hundred and seventy-eight out of 

310 respondents indicated that mutual trust and respect were the most critical feature for 

a successful working relationship between the teacher and principal.  This is a significant 

number, as it represents 57% of the open-ended responses to the survey question.  

Illustration 4-3 demonstrates the percentage of respondents that indicated “trust” is the 

most critical feature for a successful relationship between the teacher and the principal. 

 

Illustration 0-3 Trust as the Critical Feature for a Positive Teacher/Principal 

Relationship 
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Eighty-one out of 310 respondents expressed that developing common goals and 

working towards them together was the most critical feature for a successful working 

relationship between the teacher and the principal. This represents 26% of the open-

ended responses of the campus principals that were interviewed.  Fifty-four out of the 

310 respondents included the concept of being caring, compassionate, or kind towards 

teachers as the most critical feature for a successful working relationship.  It is interesting 

to note that 20 of the responding principals indicated that clear expectations between 

teachers and principals was the most critical feature for a successful working relationship 

between the teacher and the principal.  

 



 

 

 

 

Conclusions 

Overview of Study 

The purpose of this study was part of an ongoing quest to learn more about 

relationships between principals and teachers that lead to increased academic 

achievement.  The study analyzed the open-ended responses of 310 practicing principals 

from the Gulf Coast Region of Southeast Texas.  The two survey questions that were 

administered in this study were “Why is the relationship between the principal and the 

teacher important for the school?” and “What is the most critical feature for a successful 

working relationship between the teacher and the principal?”  This is part of a larger 

project; the purpose of which is to study multiple aspects of the principal’s role as the 

leader of the school.  The two research questions and the corresponding open-ended 

responses were conducted by graduate students in an interview setting with practicing 

principals.  The two research questions answered in this study were: 

1. What do principals report about how the relationship between the teacher 

and the principal is important for the school? And 

2. What do principals report is the most critical feature for a successful 

working relationship between the teacher and the principal? 

Discussion of Results 

Research question one.  

The importance of shared decision making in reaching campus goals. The first 

research question asked what principals report about how the teacher and principal 

relationships are important for the school.  Out of the 310 respondents, 175 of the 
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practicing principals noted the importance of collaborative relationships to empower 

teachers to achieve common school goals.  This included themes of empowering teachers, 

working to get teachers and principals to achieve one voice, as well as including the 

concepts of buy-in, flexibility in leadership, working as partners, and the importance of 

teamwork.  One hundred and seventy-five out of 310, or 56% of respondents, is a 

significant number.  These 175 out of 310 practicing principals surveyed identified 

participating in shared decision making in order to work towards campus goals as to why 

the teacher and principal relationship is important.   

The importance of building trust and providing teacher support. One hundred 

and sixty-two out of 310 respondents, or 52% of all respondents, to the open-ended 

question “Why is the relationship between the principal and teacher important for the 

school?” identified the importance of being supportive to teachers and establishing an 

atmosphere of mutual trust and respect.  Themes included the ideals of mutual 

dependents, listening to teachers, building good rapport, caring for teachers and meeting 

their needs, and treating teachers with dignity.  Some of the responses noted that 

adversarial relationships between teachers and principals must be avoided at all costs.  It 

is significant when 52% of the practicing principals surveyed identify the importance of 

supporting teachers.  It is interesting to note that six practicing principals specifically 

identified the importance of relationships to encourage teachers to take risks or be 

innovative in the classroom.  It is important to note that, because of the nature of open-

ended responses, the identified concepts of empowering teachers through collaboration 

and shared decision making, along with the importance of supporting teachers, were 



90 

 

woven together along with several other concepts found in the principals’ open-ended 

responses. 

Research question two. 

Trust and respect. When the data from the survey research question “What is the 

most critical feature for a successful working relationship between the teacher and the 

principal?” was analyzed, themes of mutual trust and respect, developing and working 

towards accomplishing common campus goals, and kindness, or caring were found.  One 

hundred and seventy-eight out of 310 respondents indicated that mutual trust and respect 

were the most critical feature for a successful working relationship between the teacher 

and principal.  This is a significant number as it represents 57% of the open-ended 

responses to the survey question.  Eighty-one out of 310 respondents expressed that 

developing common goals and working towards them together was the most critical 

feature for a successful working relationship between the teacher and the principal.  This 

represents 26% of the open-ended responses of the campus principals that were 

interviewed.  Fifty-four out of the 310 respondents included the concept of being caring, 

compassionate, or kind towards teachers as the most critical feature for a successful 

working relationship.  It is interesting to note that 20 of the responding principals 

indicated that clear expectations between teachers and principals was the most critical 

feature for a successful working relationship between the teacher and the principal.   

Ongoing study of effective school leadership. In a previous study, Van Beck 

(2011) found three common themes between responses of four sets of open-ended 

questions. The themes are interpersonal skills, leadership and support, and 

communication.  The research questions in this study have focused specifically on the 
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first two individual survey questions and the content of the open-ended responses of the 

310 practicing principals.  This study’s first research question, “What do principals report 

about how the teacher and principal relationships are important for the school?”, found 

that 56% of principals report that it is important for principals and teachers to have a 

relationship in order for shared decision making to occur and for teachers to be 

empowered to work towards common campus goals.  This aligns with the research found 

in this study’s review of current literature, which demonstrates the importance of 

collaboration and shared decision making in effective schools.  The study of this research 

question also found that 52% of the practicing principals surveyed reported the 

importance of being supportive to their teachers and establishing an atmosphere of 

mutual trust and respect.  Themes found throughout the responses included the ideals of 

mutual dependents, listening to teachers, building good rapport, caring for teachers, and 

meeting their needs, and treating teachers with dignity.  Some of the responses noted that 

adversarial relationships between teachers and principals must be avoided at all costs.  

 This study’s second research question “What is the most critical feature for a 

successful working relationship between the teacher and the principal?”, found that 57% 

of the practicing principals surveyed identified themes of mutual trust and respect, 

developing and working towards accomplishing common campus goals, and kindness or 

caring as the most critical feature for a successful working relationship between the 

teacher and the principal.  Twenty-six percent of the 310 practicing principals who 

responded expressed that developing common goals and working towards them together 

were the “most critical”, while 54 out of the 310 respondents included the concept of 

being caring, compassionate, or kind towards teachers as the most critical feature for a 
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successful working relationship.  Twenty of the 310 respondents indicated that clear 

expectations between teachers and principals were the “most critical” feature for a 

successful working relationship between the teacher and the principal.  These findings are 

in line with best practices found in the literature review. 

MacNeil (1992) found the importance of the relationship between the teacher and 

principal in effective schools.  MacNeil and Blake (1998) found that perceived kindness 

was the most important indicator as to whether a teacher would buy into a principal’s 

leadership and develop a bond of trust.  Van Beck (2010) found three common themes 

between responses within four sets of open-ended questions posed to practicing 

principals concerning the importance of the relationship between the teacher and 

principal.  Themes identified in Van Beck’s (2010) study included those of relationship 

skills, communication skills, and leadership support.  Van Beck’s findings hold true.  

When the open-ended responses of two individual survey questions are analyzed further, 

common strands are found in the majority of the respondent’s open-ended responses.  

These include the importance of shared decision making to empower teachers to 

accomplish common goals, as well as the importance of supporting teachers, including 

developing a strong sense of trust and mutual respect between teachers and principals.  

Evidence of the importance of building relationships in order to be caring or kind towards 

teachers and encourage teachers to be innovative and take risks is found as well. 

Implications for Leaders 

It is apparent through both a review of current literature as well as through an 

analysis of the beliefs of practicing school principals that effective leaders of 

organizations must work with purpose and determination to build positive, collaborative 
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relationships with staff.  Trust is a critical component of the relationship between the 

teacher and principal.  A campus principal must work to build a campus climate where all 

parties are able to work together to improve academic achievement.  Effective leaders are 

critical to the success of any organization, including public schools.  Effective principals 

build an atmosphere which is conducive to mutual trust, respect, shared decision making, 

and high expectations.  It is also important that expectations are clear for all parties in the 

organization, and that teachers and principals have high expectations for one-another and 

their students.  In order for a school to be successful and experience true organizational 

transformation and renewal on an ongoing basis, all stakeholders must work 

collaboratively to design and implement the school program.  Mutual accountability, 

stakeholder ownership, and effective leadership are all ingredients which are critical for 

student success.  The concepts of trust and respect are important for school leaders as it 

allows all parties to engage in authentic dialogue.  Genuine two-way communication 

between all parties supports the development of a truly shared campus vision where all 

participating parties are validated and have an opportunity to buy into and take ownership 

into the resultant campus vision. 

It is important for educational leaders to consider their personal leadership style 

and whether it achieves the desired effect on the organization.  A review of the literature 

has demonstrated that a more visionary, collaborative style of leadership will lead to a 

more productive educational environment.  Situational leadership is an important 

consideration as well for leaders, since leaders will need to vary their leadership styles to 

successfully navigate diverse situations.  Effective principals work with their campus 

stakeholders to build a collaborative team and a community of learners.  The goal of 



94 

 

public schools must be to produce productive and successful members of society who are 

college and work ready.  Teachers must be provided support by their campus principal.  

When teachers have what they need to be successful, their students are more likely to 

experience success. Teachers must also be provided with opportunities to have 

meaningful input in the decision making process.  When teachers have opportunities for 

input in the decision making process, they are more likely to buy into the shared vision 

and believe they can make a powerful difference in students’ lives.   

Implications for Further Research 

This study examined the practicing principal’s perception of why the relationship 

between the teacher and the principal is important for schools.  The study also identified 

what principals regard as the most critical feature for a successful working relationship 

between teachers and principals.  One recommendation for future study is to conduct 

research regarding teachers’ perceptions of the importance of the relationship between 

the teacher and principal and to study what a group of teachers would report as the most 

critical component for a successful relationship between the teacher and the principal.  It 

would be interesting to find if there is a strong correlation between what principals and 

teachers report.  Another possibility for research would be to use the additional survey 

questions from the original data set to look for additional important characteristics of the 

relationship between teachers and the principal.  Each of the two additional survey 

questions from the original survey solicited open-ended responses which could be 

individually analyzed for additional data concerning the importance of the relationship 

between the teacher and principal. 
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A Call to Action 

Improving schools is a team sport.  There is a common misconception in business 

and education that “professional relationships” and “personal relationships” must be 

mutually exclusive; this could not be further from the truth.  Effective leaders, and people 

in general, are much more successful in accomplishing their goals through building 

personal relationships with one another.  The only way to make substantial, collaborative 

progress towards shared goals is to build trust between parties.  People need to be able to 

put their guard down to engage in authentic, meaningful dialogue.  Trust can only occur 

at a personal, authentic level.  Hidden agendas destroy trust between parties.  It is 

important for those who are engaged in setting goals and expectations for one another to 

be able to be genuine.  People follow those they trust.  Building trust will increase 

stakeholder retention.  It will also allow organizations to accomplish more.  University 

teacher and administrator preparation programs need to embed experiences which require 

students to practice building positive, authentic relationships.  The relationship piece is an 

integral part of teaching and learning.  Implications are tremendous for our schools.  

Students are reluctant to learn from their teachers if they do not trust them.  Teachers are 

reluctant to follow their principal if they do not trust them.  Teachers cannot effectively 

collaborate with one another without trust.  Trust is essential in building positive 

relationships which allow individuals to engage in authentic collaboration.  Shared 

decision making is essential for any organization’s success.  Educational leaders need to 

understand that genuine school improvement cannot happen without a strong sense of 

trust between stakeholder groups. 



96 

 

 Effective leaders must be driven to be successful and committed to accomplish 

organizational goals.  Drive and determination cannot be “taught” in the traditional sense, 

but it can be “experienced” through practice.  Leaders of organizations need to 

understand the importance of experiencing success.  Success breeds success; principals 

and superintendents need to ensure that members of their organization experience success 

on a daily basis.  This can be done in a variety of ways; the key is to ensure that members 

of the organization continually see themselves experiencing success.  The principle of 

validating others needs to be considered as well.  Members of an organization need to be 

validated and shown gratitude for their work; this encourages commitment and continued 

work towards the organization’s goals.  Principals and superintendents need to validate 

those in their organization. 

 Culture and climate are important to the well-being of any organization.  Building 

a positive school culture is a concept which merits further study.  People who believe 

they will succeed typically do.  Those who believe they will fail are typically correct as 

well.  A positive, “can-do” mentality, where members of an organization believe they 

will experience success, will help ensure that goals are accomplished.  When members of 

an organization have experience accomplishing shared goals, it will strengthen their 

resolve to continue working towards the goals of the organization.  Leaders of 

organizations need to promote team building and ensuring their stakeholders experience 

success. 

 The world is changing, and the challenge of meeting our students’ needs will 

require strong leadership.  Students are counting on us to prepare them to succeed in life.  

Teachers are looking to us for leadership.  If we do not motivate, inspire, and expect 
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success for those in our organization it will not happen.  Let’s model the change we 

desire to see; let’s mold those around us into extraordinary leaders; let’s expect nothing 

less than success for all of our students; let’s commit to do whatever it takes to continue 

moving forward. 
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APPENDIX A 
APPROVAL FROM THE UNIVERSITY OF HOUSTON HUMAN SUBJECT 
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APPENDIX B 
PRINCIPAL SURVEY INSTRUMENT 
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APPENDIX C 
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(832) 867-2408          

jimmydgolden@gmail.com     

Jimmy Golden 

 

Objective 

   

To lead, support, and motivate the progression of students towards college and work 

force readiness. 

 

Professional Experience  

 

2012 to Present: Principal, Royal High School, a 3A High School west of Katy, Texas. 

 *Instructional Leader 

 *Build teacher leaders to ensure student success 

 

2009 to 2012: Assistant Principal, Dobie High School, Pasadena I.S.D. 

 *Lead a group of students, teachers, and staff at a 3,700 student 5-A high school  

 *Building & Operations Administrator – manage building, calendar, & operations 

 

2003 to 2009: Assistant Principal, South Houston Intermediate, Pasadena I.S.D. 

 *Grade-Level Principal – instructional leader & discipline manager 

 *Design and implement staff development & special programs 

 

2002 to 2003:  Principal, Central Middle School, Galveston I.S.D. 

 *Increased scores & completion rates while moving from TAAS to TAKS 

 

1999 to 2002:  Assistant Principal, South Houston Intermediate, Pasadena I.S.D. 

 *Grade-Level Principal – instructional leader & discipline manager  

 

Education 

  2013 Ed.D.  University of Houston  

     Ed.D. in Professional Leadership   

   

2010 MBA  Texas A&M University - Commerce   

    Master of Business Administration  

 

1999 M.S.  University of Houston - Clear Lake   

    Master of Science in Educational Management  

 

  1994 B.A.  Rice University 

     Double Major in English and Political Science 

Certification 

  Superintendent Certification, Texas 

Mid-Management/Principal Certification (Pre-K to 12th), Texas  

 Professional Development Appraisal System (PDAS), Texas 

  Secondary English Teacher Certification, Texas 


