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ABSTRACT 

 

 Throughout the literature, leadership and culture are intertwined.  Organizational 

and leadership theorists alike hold that a leader’s perceptions and behaviors are 

significant, if not primary, determinants of an organization’s culture and climate.  Given 

that the assistant principal is exceeded in positional authority only by the principal at a 

school and the fact that assistant principals will have an impact in all visible and inner 

workings of the school, there is a need to examine the relationship between the assistant 

principal’s leadership perspectives and school culture by studying the perceptions and 

beliefs of assistant principals.  The purpose of the study is to examine the beliefs and 

perceptions of assistant principals regarding the factors necessary for a school to be 

considered a good school, and how they describe the culture and climate of good schools.   

 This study is an exploratory inquiry using a subset of the archived data from a 

much larger, multi-phase study of principals and assistant principals in the Gulf Coast 

Region of Southeast Texas.  The participants, 371 current campus assistant principals, 

were surveyed by using a combination of traditional survey and cognitive interviewing 

techniques to address questions related to assistant principal perceptions regarding the 

characteristics of a good school and how they would describe the culture of a good 

school. 

 Six major themes were identified from the responses for each of the two research 

questions.  The themes were given the following operational definitions: Student 



 ix 

Achievement; Professional Learning Communities; Positive Climate; Strong Leadership; 

Parental & Community Involvement; Student Discipline (research question one); and 

Valuing the Student (research question two).  The results of the analysis indicated that the 

comprehensive nature of the roles asked of the assistant principal puts them in a position 

to be qualified, almost uniquely so, to render a perspective on what is good in schools and 

what good schools look like. 

 This study demonstrates, through the perceptions of assistant principals, that for a 

school to be considered “good,” it must do so by first establishing a strong, healthy 

culture that is conducive to not only learning, but to the well-being of the whole 

individual, both adult and student.   
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CHAPTER ONE 

Introduction 

Roland Barth states that the culture of the school is the key to the success of 

students and adults alike (Barth, 2001) and as school administrators struggle with the best 

course of action to evolve and shape their schools into institutions that reflect the best 

characteristics of their communities, while, at the same time, attempting to provide the 

best opportunities for the success of their students, one of the constant areas to address is 

organizational culture.  The culture of a school as defined by Deal and Peterson are the 

deep patterns of beliefs, traditions and values that have been formed over a school’s 

history.  Couple this with their definition of the climate of the school as being the values, 

traditions, language, purpose, unwritten rules, assumptions, symbols and artifacts of a 

school (Deal & Peterson, 2002), and you have what Barth describes as “the way we do 

things around here.” (Barth, 2002).  Deal and Peterson explain culture as 

This invisible, taken for granted flow of beliefs and assumptions [which] gives 

meaning to what people say and do.  It shapes how they interpret hundreds of 

daily transactions.  This deeper structure of life in organizations is reflected and 

transmitted through symbolic language and expressive action.  Culture consists of 

the stable, underlying social meanings that shape beliefs and behavior over time.  

(Deal & Peterson, 1990). 

As a result of the significant role that culture plays in an organization, it has the ability to 

support or sabotage not only student success but quality professional learning (Peterson, 

2002) and is the basis for school improvement (Saphier & King, 1985).   
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Marriot (2001) states that culture, as a powerful underlying force, shapes the 

attitudes, activities and interactions of the school community and its members.  As a 

reciprocal relationship, the attitudes of the individual members of the community play an 

important role in the type of culture that is constructed and maintained.  Taking the lead 

in this endeavor is the school leadership.  There is significant educational research 

asserting the principal’s impact on school culture (Blasé & Blasé, 1994; Deal & Peterson, 

1993; Sergiovanni, 1993).  There is, however, not as much research on the role of the 

assistant principal and its impact on culture.  As educational leaders come to the 

realization that in today’s schools leaders need to hire administrative and faculty leaders 

with complimentary skills and empower them with authority, the role of the assistant 

principal continues to evolve, one can see just how significant a part they play in the 

formation and maintenance of the school’s culture (Reeves, 2006).   

Panyako and Rorie (1987) characterize the student management and maintenance 

of order duties of the assistant principal as traditional.  Modern assistant principals are no 

longer relegated to these tasks alone.  Drake and Roe (1994) suggest that, in addition to 

these traditional duties, an assistant principal should keep the role of instructional leader 

uppermost in mind when developing their job description.  Couple these roles with 

Myers’ (1994) assertion that there is an increasing tendency for the assistant principal to 

be viewed by the principal as an advisor and one can see that there are very few aspects 

of a school that the assistant principal will not impact. As a result of this increased impact 

the beliefs, attitudes and perceptions of the assistant principal could very well play a very 

large role in the developing, shaping and evolution of the school culture and climate.   
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Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of the study is to examine the beliefs and perceptions of assistant 

principals regarding the factors necessary for a school to be considered a good school, 

and how they describe the culture and climate of good schools.   

 

Statement of the Problem 

 While there is research examining the relationship between climate and leadership 

in government, industry and business, there are fewer studies that examine the connection 

between school climate and school leaders (Griffith, 1999).  The research that has been 

done has focused mainly on the influence of the school principal.  There are even fewer 

studies that have focused on the perceptions and beliefs of school leaders regarding what 

constitutes a good school and their descriptions of the culture of a good school.  This is 

especially true of the role of the assistant principal, which Weller and Weller support 

when they state, “One of the ‘least researched’ and ‘least discussed’ roles in educational 

leadership is that of the assistant principal” (as cited in Harris & Lowery, 2004, p. xiii). 

 Goldsmith-Conley (1998) asserts that schools lack enough educators who are 

aware of the power and the nature of school culture, and how their daily decisions 

determine the culture along with its effects on the behavior and character of its 

participants.  Given the consensus of researchers that school leaders are the leading 

catalyst for school culture and climate (Blasé & Blasé, 1994; Deal & Peterson, 1993; 

Sergiovanni, 1993), and one of the main foci for school leaders should be the formation 

and maintenance of the school culture (Fairman & McLean, 1988; Schein, 1992), 
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attempting to formulate a working definition of what constitutes “a good school” is 

increasingly becoming a necessity.   

Significance of the Study 

 This study will contribute to the growing but still relatively small amount of 

literature devoted to the role of the assistant principal and their impact on schools.  Given 

the evolving role of the assistant principal and recognizing the impact that this mid-

management level position can have demonstrates a need to better understand how 

administrators view not only the role of the assistant principal but how their interaction 

within the school community can positively or negatively impact the culture and climate 

of a school.   

 As schools continue to be held accountable through state wide, high stakes testing 

with the principals being held directly responsible for the results, the principals are 

finding themselves more likely to lean on the assistant principals for the management of 

the school while they devote more of their time and energy to instructional leadership and 

the overall vision of the school.  With this enhanced role in the everyday management of 

the school, assistant principals are being thrust into positions that heretofore have been 

the sole realm of the principal.  These uncharted new roles for the assistant principal have 

given them a great deal of influence over most of what is characterized by Maslow 

(1954) as the bottom rungs of the hierarchy of needs.  These bottom rungs focus on the 

security and social aspects of an individual.  Sergiovanni and Carver (1980), in a critique 

of Maslow’s hierarchy, agreed that for most people expressions of the higher order needs 

will be muted if fulfilling lower-order needs is seriously deficient.  With assistant 

principals becoming increasingly responsible for establishing the basis for what we 
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consider faculty morale, it has become apparent that more research is needed to better 

understand the overall role of the assistant principal and their contributions, either 

positive or negative, to the evolving culture and climate of a school. 

 

Research Questions 

Research Question One: 

What are the perceptions of assistant principals regarding the characteristics of a good 

school? 

 

Research Question Two: 

What are the perceptions of assistant principals regarding how they describe the culture 

of a good school? 

 

Definition of Terms 

1. Culture – deep patterns of beliefs, traditions, and values that have been formed 

over a school’s history (Deal & Peterson, 2002). 

2. Climate – the values, traditions, language, purpose, unwritten rules, assumptions, 

symbols and artifacts of a school (Deal & Peterson, 2002). 

3. Assistant Principal – Usually the entry level positions for those interested in 

school administration as a career and may be responsible for many of the same tasks 

as principals (Marshall, 1992). 

4. Collective Teacher Efficacy - a shared belief in a group’s capability to attain 

goals and accomplish tasks (Bandura, 1997). 
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Overview of Methodology 

 The design of this study will use a combination of traditional survey and cognitive 

interviewing techniques to address questions related to good schools and the culture of 

good schools.  Demographic information about participants’ schools and backgrounds 

were obtained in a standard survey format.  A mixed methods approach will be utilized in 

the study since the traditional survey portion is quantitative and the interview portion 

contains open-ended questions which are associated with qualitative research.   

Archived data will be utilized in this study.  Participants in this study included 

two groups of school administrators from different settings in a large metropolitan area; 

310 principals and 371 assistant principals.  The survey instrument includes three 

sections.  Section one consists of twenty-two items for administrators’ background 

information and school demographics.  Section two includes 62 Likert scale items and 

section three consists of 31 open ended questions.  This study will focus on the responses 

of the 371 assistant principals on two of the open ended questions. 

 

Organization of the Study 

 The study will contain five chapters.  Chapter one will include the introduction, 

purpose of the study, statement of the problem, significance of the study, research 

questions, hypotheses, definition of terms, and overview of the methodology.  Chapter 

two will review the related literature.  The review of literature will include an 

examination of culture and climate and its impact on organizations with particular 

attention paid to schools.  The review will also examine the impact of leadership on the 

culture and climate of an organization along with an historical review of the role of the 
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assistant principal.  The review will close with a discussion of the assistant principal and 

how their beliefs, perceptions, and attitudes drive the changes that can occur within a 

school’s culture and climate.  Chapter three will describe the methodology that will be 

used in the study.  The description will include information about participants, research 

instrument, data collection procedures, statistical procedures of treatment of data, and the 

limitations of the study.  Chapter four will present an analysis of the data.  Chapter five 

will present the findings, summary, conclusions, and recommendations for future study. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



CHAPTER TWO 

Review of the Literature 

The purpose of the study is to examine the beliefs and perceptions of assistant 

principals regarding the factors necessary for a school to be considered a good school, 

and how they describe the culture and climate of good schools.   

This chapter provides a review of the literature covering: (a) a review of the 

assistant principal’s role in schools; (b) the concept of organizational culture in schools; 

(c) the impact of leadership on the formation and maintenance of culture in schools; and 

(d) the impact of the assistant principal on collective teacher efficacy and the formation 

of a positive learning environment. 

 

The role of the Assistant Principal 

 Historically, assistant principals were a creation at the secondary school level as a 

way to handle the increasingly larger enrollments in consolidated schools (Marshall & 

Hooley, 2006).  The position grew out of need and expediency rather than clear and 

thoughtful planning (Mertz & McNeely, 1999).   

One of the earliest references to an assistant in education comes from the Boston 

local board practice in the 1800s of a grammar master, who was the head of the school, 

and a writing master, who was second in command and in charge if the grammar master 

was away.  In 1867, the superintendent of Boston schools was quoted as saying, “every 

head assistant should be capable of handling the master’s work during his absence” 

(NAESP, 1970, p.4), and there is evidence that the San Francisco public schools agreed 

with this statement by adopting the Boston practice of appointing a special assistant who 
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has charge of the school records (pp. 4-5) thereby demonstrating that the work of the 

head authority in schools needed to be augmented by mid-level managers even in the 

early stages of American public education.   

As schools progressed into the 1900s, and as their enrollment grew, so too did the 

appointments of assistant principals, but without any clear definition of their function or 

role.  Harris and Lowery (2004) state that “Records are unclear as to the actual 

emergence of the assistant principalship; however, Glanz suggests that the role began in 

the 1920s” (Matthews & Crow, 2003, p. 1) as principals in charge of larger schools were 

assigned personnel with the title of “supervisors.”  There were usually two types of 

supervisors: one, a “special supervisor,” usually female, “was relieved of some teaching 

responsibilities to help assist less-experienced teachers in subject matter mastery” (Glanz, 

1994, p. 37).  The second, 

A “general supervisor,” usually male, was selected to not only deal with more 

general subjects such as mathematics and science, but also to assist the principal 

in the logistical operations of the school.  The general supervisor, subsequently 

called assistant principal, would prepare attendance reports, collect data for 

evaluation purposes, and coordinate special school programs. (Glanz, 1994, p. 

38). 

Since that time, the role of the assistant principal has evolved based on the random nature 

of school needs rather than any clear data or research (Weller & Weller, 2002).  There 

has been evidence to show the role adapting itself to situations and causing individuals in 

those roles to accept responsibilities beyond those listed above and to engage in tasks 

involving staff development and teacher supervision (Lunenberg, 2003).  According to 
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Weller and Weller (2002), the position of assistant principal is between that of the 

teachers and principals, and this “between” position makes the leadership role a difficult 

one.  It often becomes one that entails “performing any and all duties assigned by a 

superior” (Weller & Weller, 2002, p. 9).   

Role Ambiguity 

 Having explored the nebulous nature of the role of the assistant principal, what 

exactly do they do?  Since the task of discipline management is the most visible of the 

myriad roles that they are asked to play, too often assistant principals are seen as separate 

from instructional leadership in their “mock-military discipline role” (Marshall & 

Hooley, 2006).  The assistant principal holds a critical position in education organizations 

for several reasons however.  First, it is typically the entry level position for 

administrative careers and as such tends to have a fairly high mobility rate as individuals 

use it as a stepping stone to climb the ladder into higher level positions (Armstrong, 

2004).  Secondly, since the nature of their tasks causes them to touch every aspect of the 

school, its stakeholders, and environment, the assistant principals maintain the norms and 

rules of the school culture.  Finally, the assistant principals encounter, on a daily basis, 

the fundamental dilemmas of school systems (Marshall & Hooley, 2006).  Given this 

unique and wholly global look at the inner most workings of a school, the assistant 

principals have developed into the prime group of individuals who could generate a 

unique picture of the existing condition of public education. 

 Attempts have been made through the years to describe and evaluate the role of 

the assistant principal (Armstrong, 2004; Black, 2002; Glanz, 1994; Browne-Ferrigno, 

2003; Hausman, Nebeker, McCreary & Donaldson, 2001).  By using this research, which 
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typically focused on first-hand accounts by assistant principals, we can begin to identify 

the nature and functions of the job.  Assistant principals do many of the same tasks as the 

principal but spend the majority of their time dealing with issues of school management, 

student activities and services, community relations, personnel, and curriculum and 

instruction (Marshall & Hooley, 2006).   

 Many assistant principals share tasks common to the job.  These include 

conferences with parents and students, handling behavior issues with students, and 

student attendance issues (Pellicer, Anderson, Keefe, Kelly & McLeary, 1988).  The 

research by Pellicer updated information that went back to the 1960s and was again 

updated in 2004 by Armstrong.  Armstrong (2004) reported these duties in order, from 

most frequent to least frequent: 

 Discipline 

 Campus building/safety 

 Student activities 

 Building Maintenance 

 Teacher evaluations 

 Special education planning meetings 

 Textbooks 

 Duty schedule 

 Tutorial programs 

 New teacher/mentor programs 

 Assessment data 

 Staff development 

 Supervise departments community activities 

 Attendance 

 Graduation 

 Campus decision-making teams 

 Lockers 

 Master schedule 

 Curriculum development 

 Transportation 

 Keys 

 Parking 
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The assistant principal seldom has a consistent, well defined job description.  Along with 

any of the above duties that are constants in his day, the assistant principal could, at any 

moment, be tasked with an ad hoc duty from the principal (Mertz & McNeely, 1999).   

 The evolution of the role of the assistant principal has been one of constant 

additions to an already difficult position.  A review of the literature confirms that the role 

of the assistant principal has evolved over time.  A comparison of the research findings 

from the 1970s to the 2000s reveal that assistant principals in the 1970s were more likely 

to be involved in student activities, discipline, clerical duties and teacher evaluations 

(Austin & Brown, 1970; Stoner & Voorhies, 1981).  In comparison, the assistant 

principals in the 1980s were very likely to be involved in the same duties as that of the 

assistant principals of the 1970s with the addition of articulating the goals of the school 

and school climate issues (Anderson, 1987; Kelly, 1987; Smith, 1987).  In the 1990s 

assistant principals were more likely to be involved in the same duties as that of the 

assistant principals of the 1970s and 1980s with the addition of planning for instruction, 

master schedule development and curriculum development (Cantwell, 1993).  The 

turning of the century saw the assistant principals of the 2000s engaging in the duties of 

those of the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s, but with the advent of new federal legislation such 

as No Child Left Behind, the addition of a much greater role in the instructional 

leadership of schools (Armstrong, 2004). 

 Role ambiguity means that the assistant principal’s roles and duties include “ill-

defined, inconsistent, and at times incoherent responsibilities (Marshall & Hooley, 2006). 

The comprehensive nature of the roles asked of them puts the assistant principal in a 
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position to be qualified, almost uniquely so, to render a perspective on what is good in 

schools and what good schools look like. 

 

Organizational culture in schools 

The Concept of Organizational Climate 

 The concept of organizational climate can be traced to the work of Lewin in the 

1950s and his attempt to construct a theory of motivation within organizations 

(Kozlowski & Doherty, 1989).  The complex theory that evolved from this early research 

identified situational variables that could be measured to examine the effects of climate 

on specific behaviors of individuals.  This foundational research led to the later works of 

human relations theorists such as Likert and McGregor (Litwin & Stringer, 1968).  In his 

discussion of climate, McGregor (1960) noted that the term climate was being used in 

varying contexts but that it consistently referred to some feature or characteristic of an 

environment that has consequences for the behavior of an individual or a group.  Likert 

(1967) continued this work and advocated management that supports a climate 

characterized by supportive relationships, group decision-making, and high performance 

goals.  He did not however, make any attempt to clearly define the term climate. 

 Other theorists of this period, such as Indik (1968), also believed that climate 

reflected a complex social structure in which individuals and groups exist.  He argued 

that climate related variables influence the responses of individuals within a group, 

thereby moving the group in one direction or the other.  He also believed that these 

variables could be measured and manipulated to influence the organization’s climate and 

its members’ behaviors. 
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 Litwin and Stringer (1968) articulated a framework in which climate mediates the 

effects of organizational system factors on individual motivation and resultant behaviors.  

Their view of climate was one that describes the subjective nature or quality of the 

organizational environment whose properties can be perceived or experienced by 

members of the organization.  It was at this point that the concept of organizational 

climate began to be defined.  To Litwin and Stringer (1968) the term refers to “a set of 

measureable properties of the work environment, perceived directly or indirectly by the 

people who live and work in this environment and assumed to influence their motivation 

and behavior.” (p. 187).  They went on to identify structure and support along with 

encouragement and emphasis on reward rather than punishment as the dimensions or 

variables that most affect organizational climate positively.  These variables, along with 

high performance standards, determine individual and group responses which becomes 

the basis for explaining and predicting member and group behaviors. 

 Tagiuri (1968) continued to more clearly define organizational climate when he 

cited a need to shift from an operational definition to a more formal definition.  In an 

attempt to formalize the definition he ascribed certain empirical attributes to 

organizational climate.  This framework included fourteen attributes, which he readily 

acknowledged to be arbitrary, to the definition.  His definition of climate is that “Climate 

is the relatively enduring quality of the total environment that (a) is experienced by the 

occupants, (b) influences their behavior, and (c) can be described in terms of a particular 

set of characteristics (or attributes) of the environment” (p. 25). 

 Over time the development of this working definition of organizational climate 

demonstrates the interactive and reciprocal relationship between the individual and the 
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organizational group.  The variables that make up the organization’s climate establish the 

values, traditions, language, purpose, unwritten rules, assumptions, symbols, and artifacts 

of an organization (Deal & Peterson, 2002).  The climate, in turn, significantly impacts 

the nature of the organization’s culture.   Organizational culture is defined as the deep 

patterns of beliefs, traditions, and values that have been formed over an organization’s 

history (Deal & Peterson, 2002).  As a result of the truly dependent relationship of the 

terms culture and climate, over time the two terms have become somewhat synonymous 

and are used interchangeably by many researchers and practitioners.  While the concepts 

are overlapping, there is a distinction between the two however.  Climate is often viewed 

as behaviors, while culture is seen as encompassing the values and norms of the 

organization (Hoy, 1990). 

School Culture 

 Schools have long been viewed as parallel structures with businesses and 

inevitably business models find their way into schools.  Organizational culture and 

climate are no different.  In the early 1960s, not long after McGregor, Likert, Litwin, and 

Indik began researching climate, other researchers began applying it to schools.  Halpin 

and Croft (1963) were among some of the first to attempt a definition of school climate.  

They described it as the personality of the school, stating, “Personality is to the individual 

what climate is to the organization.” (p. 1).  More recently, Dietrich and Bailey (1996) 

introduced specific descriptors in their definition of school climate when they described it 

as “a comprehensive structure made up of a school’s culture, physical plant, 

organizational structure, social relationships, and individual member behaviors” (p. 16).  

Building on this, Hoy and Hannum (1997) have defined school climate as: 
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The organizational climate of a school is the set of internal characteristics that 

distinguishes one school from another and influences the behavior of its members.  

In more specific terms, school climate is the relatively stable property of the 

school environment that is experienced by participants, affects their behavior, and 

is based on their collective perceptions of behavior in schools.  (p. 291). 

Despite what appears to be a fairly concrete definition of school climate, there are 

those detractors who suggest that the image of school climate varies considerably 

depending on the context from which it is viewed.  Anderson (1982) compares the field 

of climate research reminiscent to “the seven blind men who gave seven different 

descriptions of an elephant based on the one part each one could touch” (p. 376).  

Freiberg (1987) supports Anderson’s position by stating, “No single factor determines a 

school’s climate.  However, the interaction of various school climate factors can create a 

fabric of support that enables all members of the school community to teach and learn at 

optimum levels” (p. 22).  

 Given that climate is more closely defined by behaviors, it is the condition of the 

culture/climate aspect that is preferred in studies as the data is less abstract and more 

descriptive.  On the other hand, culture is more symbolic and more difficult to pinpoint 

(Hoy, 1990).  In an effort to give culture a more tangible essence, researchers have 

attempted to establish very specific descriptors to which values may be assigned.  

According to Morgan (1997), “When we observe culture, we are observing an evolved 

form of social practice that has been influenced by many complex interactions between 

people, events, situations, actions and general circumstance” (p. 151).  Barth (2002) 

defines culture as a set of norms, values and beliefs, symbols and metaphors, rituals and 



 

 

17 

 

ceremonies, language/communication, traditions and stories, and can be seen in the fabric 

of everyday activities.  These descriptors allow for the emergence of the school’s culture.  

This culture, whether it is positive in nature or negative, is instrumental in establishing 

the identity of the school. 

Norms 

 The norms of a school organization reinforce and symbolize what the school is 

about (Lunenburg & Ornstein, 2000).  Saphier and King (1985) stated, “Wherever these 

norms exist, they reside in teachers’ and administrators’ beliefs and show up in their 

actions” (p. 68).  The challenge for the school leadership is to strengthen school culture 

by reinforcing the school’s norms and to establish new ones that better serve the school’s 

mission (King & Blumer, 2000). 

 Although schools differ in demographics, location, and communities there are 

similar norms in every school.  Saphier and King (1985) identified twelve norms of 

school culture as:  (a) collegiality; (b) experimentation; (c) high expectations; (d) trust 

and confidence; (e) tangible support; (f) reaching out to the knowledge bases; (g) 

appreciation and recognition; (h) caring, celebration, and humor; (i) involvement in 

decision-making; (j) protection of what is important; (k) traditions; and (l) honest, open 

communication. 

 Schools reinforce these norms through a reward and punishment system.  

“Reward systems are comprehensive, consistent, and focus on those aspects of the 

organization that are tied to success and values of the school” (Lunenburg & Ornstein, 

2000, p. 65).  Members of the organization who follow the norms are rewarded while 

those who do not are punished.  The decisions that members make in this respect will 
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significantly impact not only their standing and status within the organization but will 

also establish where they fit in the overall structure of the social entity of the school 

(Morgan, 1997).  Abrupt disruption of these norms could be catastrophic for the 

organization and administrators should be cautious as they consider change (Lunenburg 

& Ornstein, 2000). 

Values and Beliefs 

 Values are those things that are considered deeply held views that members of the 

organization find worthwhile (Senge, Kleiner, Roberts, Ross, & Smith, 1994).  These 

views form one of the major aspects of a school’s culture, and over time the beliefs and 

values of the organization’s members illuminate the culture of the school (Bolman & 

Deal, 1997; Marriot, 2001).  What members of an organization value are so impactful 

that they have the ability to shape how people think, feel, and act in a school (Deal & 

Peterson, 2002).  Likewise, belief statements become living documents within the culture 

of the school which become an integral component of the decision making process.  

During the decision making process and after the problem has been identified, members 

of a school or organization are able to determine where a problem fits within the 

organization’s system of beliefs and are then able to find solutions that are consistent 

with the culture’s agreed upon beliefs (Patterson, 2000).   

 Ultimately, values and beliefs translate into what we say and what we do.  Values, 

both espoused and values in action, are large components of organizational culture.  

Senge et al. (1994) explained: 

There is a distinction between our espoused values – which we profess to believe 

in – and our values in action which actually guide our behavior.  These latter 
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values are encoded into our brains at such a fundamental level that we can’t easily 

see them.  We rarely bring them to the surface or question them. (p 209) 

Peterson (2002) indicated that the organizational culture of a school possesses a 

widely shared sense of purpose and values.  Values, along with visions and sense of 

purpose that bring an organization together, can help each member of the organization 

understand and absorb the mission and challenge of the entire organization (Morgan, 

1997).  Saphier and King (1985) noted that core values are reflected in community 

building, problem solving skills, and effective communication.  These ideas have been 

explored most recently with the development of the Professional Learning Community 

concept espoused by authors such as Peter Senge and Richard Dufour (Dufour, Eaker & 

Dufour, 2005; Senge et al., 1994).  

Educational leaders of a school set the tone for the school in terms of how the 

core values of the school are communicated to its members.  Traditionally, education 

organizations value “getting along” in well defined chains of command and believe that 

their leaders have the answers they need in order to effectively do what is asked of them 

(Wagner, 2006).  Within the school’s organization, the leaders must define, display, and 

reinforce the shared values that define the organization (Sashkin & Walberg, 1993).  

According to Picucci, Brownson, Kahlert, and Sobel (2000), effective administrators 

need to exemplify the values that they want to instill in the school’s organization.  

Behavior that is consistent with core values of the organization establishes trust among 

staff members and influences the culture of the school. (King & Blumer, 2000). 

The core values of the organization can have a positive or negative effect on the 

overall culture of the organization.  In schools where professional development is not 
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valued and teachers do not believe that they can learn anything new, those teachers who 

want to share new ideas will be ridiculed (Peterson, 2002).  This is supported through the 

work of Bandura and his concept of Collective Teacher Efficacy (Bandura, 1997).  

Collective teacher efficacy, as described by Bandura, is a shared belief in a group’s 

capability to attain goals and accomplish tasks (Bandura, 1997).  The essential difference 

between collective teacher efficacy and perceived teacher efficacy concerns the unit of 

agency – that is, whether goals and tasks are attained by individuals or by groups 

(Hardin, 2010).  There is evidence to support the belief that an institution which has a 

strong collective teacher efficacy fosters a healthy learning climate for students 

(Zimmerman, Bandura, & Martinez-Pons, 1992).  Bandura suggests that teachers operate 

within a collective social system rather than in isolation; thereby, development for both 

the individual and the institution is impacted through this reciprocal relationship 

(Bandura, 1997).  Given the nature of this relationship, it is again evident how teacher 

efficacy, both for the individual and at the collective level, can impact the nature of 

success demonstrated by an institution.   

Symbols and Metaphors 

 Morgan (1993) states that, “Ideas about organizations are always based in implicit 

images or metaphors that persuade us to see, understand, and manage situations in a 

particular way” (p. xxi).  The strength of the metaphor is that it makes members of the 

organization see how they affect the organizational culture (Morgan, 1997).  

Administrators use metaphors to conceptualize their jobs, which enable them to organize 

their work (Marshall, 1992). 
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 As with any descriptor, symbols and metaphors are not universally sound 

predictors of the overall culture of a school.  According to Hartzell (2002), metaphors 

only draw attention to certain characteristics of the things, people, processes, or events 

they describe.  Educational leaders would do well to acknowledge the fact that 

metaphors, while somewhat indicative, have their limitations (Hartzell, 2002). 

Rituals and Ceremonies 

 Rituals and ceremonies, the routines of the school, symbolize what is important 

and valued by the members of the school organization.  Organizations promote rituals, 

the everyday activities and ceremonies, which provide closure during transitions and 

recognize and celebrate the accomplishments of members of the organization (Peterson, 

2002).  It is through these activities and ceremonies that organizations are able to keep 

their culture alive (Robbins, 1997).   

 Deal and Peterson (2002) stated that every school has hundreds of routines and 

each routine is significant.  “When these routine events can be connected to a school’s 

mission and values, they summon spirit and reinforce cultural ties” (Deal & Petereson, 

2002, p. 32).  These routines are visible daily and are often entrenched in the formal 

structure of the school (Morgan, 1997).  These ceremonies often have special meanings 

and reflect the school’s history.  “Strong cultures hold a variety of ceremonies to mark 

special occasions, continue meaningful traditions to reinforce values, and perpetuate 

rituals that provide connection” (Deal & Peterson, 2002, p. 41).   

 Administrators play a significant part in supporting the rituals and ceremonies of 

the school.  Administrators, particularly those new to a school, need to be sensitive to the 

school’s rituals and ceremonies (Muller-Kimball, 2004).  According to Reinhartz and 
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Beach (2004), it is extremely important for administrators new to a school to watch and 

listen to all members of the school community regarding the school’s traditions, rituals, 

and other nuances concerning the way the school functions. 

Although they may not make sense or be valued by new people coming in, their 

decisions are important to the people already there.  Traditions and rituals may 

seem entirely trivial to new people or outsiders, but are symbolic of time-honored 

traditions within the school organization and are a central part of the campus 

culture. (p. 28) 

 An administrator can, in a very specific way, shape the culture of a school by 

honoring those who have worked and served the students and the school.  In an effort to 

support the school’s heart and soul, administrators should observe the rituals and 

traditions and celebrate the accomplishments of the staff, the students, and the 

community (Lunenburg & Ornstein, 2000). 

Language 

Without communication an organization is doomed to failure, and how 

individuals communicate with each other is tantamount to the nature of the culture.  

According to Senge et al. (1994), “Language is a medium through which we create new 

understandings, and new realities, as we begin to talk about them.  In fact, we don’t talk 

about what we see, we see only what we can talk about” (p. 287).  Words and ideas are 

the means through which organizations make their reality (Morgan, 1997), and 

educational leaders must have strong communication skills in order for the organization 

to move forward.   



 

 

23 

 

Too many times talking is all that is discussed in terms of communication, but 

listening is just as, if not more, important.  Weller and Weller (2002) reported that in 

addition to sharing information administrators must realize that listening skills are also 

essential to effective leadership.  

Poor listening costs an organization time, effort, and resources.  Poor listeners 

often have to rework, spend time seeking clarification or redirection, and waste 

resources doing so.  They are often the object of jokes and can be omitted from 

important assignments that could enhance their careers.  They are often 

characterized by being forgetful or inefficient (p. 115). 

Leaders who do not take the time to familiarize themselves with the 

organization’s language will find it difficult to communicate within the organization, 

which could keep them from being accepted as the leader.  As an element of school 

culture, the members of the school organization must use language that is appropriate and 

acceptable to the culture, endorsed and supported by the culture, and those who do not 

know the language are excluded.  The school’s language is sifted through the culture of 

the organization and is used to ensure adherence to the cultural norms (Weller & Weller, 

2002). 

Stories 

 Dufour and Burnette (2002) contend that a school’s culture can be found in the 

stories that the organization tells about itself.  Stories typically contain a narrative of 

events about the organization’s founders, rule breaking, rags-to-riches successes, and 

reductions in the work force (Robbins, 1997).  Paying attention to the stories allows a 

leader to use the telling and retelling of the stories of the school to their advantage.  
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Stories related about the administrators of the school enable its members to know what is 

expected of them (Deal & Peterson, 2002).  Leaders, especially those new to a school or 

organization, could learn the history of the school by talking to the school’s storytellers, 

staff who love retelling the stories about the history of the school (Peterson, 2002).   

 This communicative interaction not only gives the leader a gold mine of 

information about the organization but also goes a long way in building relationships 

with the individuals in the school.  Deal and Peterson (2002) state, “By repeating stories, 

leaders reinforce values and beliefs and so shape the culture of the school.  Sagas – 

stories of unique accomplishment, rooted in the history and held in sentiment – can 

convey core values to all of a school’s constituents” (p. 96).  Noe (2002) further noted 

that by “harnessing the power of stories, educational leaders can maintain or create a 

positive school culture because stories celebrate what has been done, what not to do, and 

what can be done” (p. 21). 

 

Leadership impact on “Good School” Culture 

Leader impact on Culture 

 From a systems perspective, the concepts of culture and climate and leadership 

appear to be implicitly intertwined.  Researchers have argued repeatedly that a leader’s 

assumptions, perceptions, beliefs and the processes that result from those beliefs are the 

primary determinants of the culture and climate of an organization and, in turn, a basis 

for the social and motivational processes affecting individual behavior (Kozlowski & 

Doherty, 1989).  These ideas are in agreement with early researchers such as McGregor 

(1960) and Likert (1967) who wrote: 
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The day-by-day behavior of the immediate superior and of other significant 

people in the managerial organization communicates something about their 

assumptions concerning management which is of fundamental significance.  

Many subtle behavioral manifestations of managerial attitude create what is often 

referred to as the psychological climate of the relationship (McGregor, 1960, p. 

133-134). 

and: 

The leadership and other processes of the organization must be such as to ensure a 

maximum probability that all interactions and in all relationships within the 

organization, each member, in light of his background, values, desires, and 

expectations, will view the experience as supportive and one which builds and 

maintains his sense of personal worth and importance (Likert, 1967, p. 47). 

It is obvious that both of these researchers viewed the leadership process as a key 

variable in the formation of trust, communication, recognition, and overall relationship 

building process between superiors and subordinates, which in turn has a direct impact on 

the formation and maintenance of culture and climate perceptions. 

 In a study conducted by Litwin and Stringer (1968), the researchers replicated the 

effects of leader behavioral styles on climate by creating three simulated organizations, 

each with a leader exhibiting a different leadership style.  The study was designed to test 

the hypothesis that leadership style influences organizational climate and, in turn, the 

motivation and behavior of organizational members.  The two week experiment varied 

leadership style with the expected outcome that each distinct style would induce a 

different organizational climate.  The conclusions of the study were that the most 
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important and dramatic determinant of climate seemed to be the leadership style used by 

managers or by informal leaders.  They maintained that the emphasis which a leader puts 

on adherence to rules, the kinds of goals and standards set, and, most important, the 

nature of his informal relationships and communications with organization members all 

have great impact on organizational climate.  

 Following these early studies of organizational climate, researchers such as 

Kozlowski and Doherty in the 1980s and Schein in the early 1990s continued the work in 

this area.  Schein (1992) expressed even stronger views regarding the effects of 

leadership on culture and climate.  He maintained that “dynamic processes of culture 

creation and management are the essence of leadership and make one realize that 

leadership and culture are two sides of the same coin,” adding, “I believe that cultures 

begin with leaders who impose their own values and assumptions on a group” (p. 1).  He 

argued that if the group is successful and assumptions come to be taken for granted, the 

culture begins to define what types of leadership are acceptable.  In other words, the 

culture starts to define the leader.  He maintained, however, that if the group’s survival is 

threatened because elements of its culture have become maladapted, it is ultimately the 

function of leadership to recognize this situation and take action to correct it.  He felt that 

within this context, leadership and culture are conceptually intertwined.  He used this 

framework to conclude, “If one wishes to distinguish leadership from management or 

administration, one can argue that leaders create and change cultures, while managers and 

administrators live within them” (p.2). 

 

 



 

 

27 

 

Leadership and School Culture 

 Hoy and Feldman (1987) attempted to evaluate the influence that culture and 

climate of schools has on school effectiveness within the conceptual framework of school 

health.  In their study, they identified seven dimensions of school health: institutional 

integrity, principal influence, consideration, initiating structure, source support, morale, 

and academic emphasis.  Within this framework, the influence that a principal has on 

school climate variables was examined directly and indirectly in the following ways: (a) 

the degree of influence the principal has in maintaining an environment that protects the 

educational integrity of the school’s program, (b) the effect that principal behavior has on 

the welfare of teachers, (c) the role of the principal in maintaining high teacher morale, 

and (d) the degree of principal involvement in establishing high academic goals.  As a 

result of their study, Hoy and Feldman (1987) concluded that the leadership of a school is 

a key element of the culture and climate in that it strongly influences teacher welfare, 

program integrity, teacher morale, and academic expectations. 

 It has been argued that school leadership does not directly effect student 

achievement, but rather indirectly effects learning by impacting the climate of the school 

(Hallinger & Heck, 1998).  Current research supports this relationship by describing 

leadership as having an indirect influence through the way it influences the school culture 

(Witziers, Bosker, & Kruger, 2003).  MacNeil, Prater, and Busch (2009) defined effective 

leadership as the ability to understand, measure, and shape the culture of the school.  

School leaders, especially administrators, who are involved in promoting and sustaining a 

healthy school culture which fosters learning, effectively enhance student achievement.  

As educators move away from the days of working in isolation and into an era of 
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collegiality and collaboration as is described by concepts such as professional learning 

communities, the importance of the interaction of the campus leaders with the faculty and 

students of a campus will significantly impact the success of the campus (Dufour & 

Eaker, 1998).  Tarter and Hoy (1988) concluded that “the effective principals are not only 

intellectual leaders in their schools, but are also colleagues who serve and support.  They 

build confidence and trust” (p. 23). 

 A study conducted in 2005 suggested that school leaders influence student 

achievement in two ways.  First, school leaders influence student achievement by 

influencing stakeholders within the school.  Second, their impact is realized through their 

influence on school processes (Davis, Darling-Hammond, Lapointe, & Meyerson, 2005).  

Influencing stakeholders can be seen as developing staff, providing support and 

encouragement, and modeling best practices while providing solid, research-based 

professional development.  Influencing school processes encompasses a constant 

assessment of both the physical plant and the organizational structures that support 

learning throughout the school. 

 In addition, identified behaviors and responsibilities of school leaders that were 

related to student achievement include providing: safe and orderly schools, high 

expectations, visibility, focus, supportive culture, communication and positive 

relationships, accessibility, parent outreach, shared leadership and decision making, 

affirmation, collaboration, intellectual stimulation, instructional leadership, monitoring 

and feedback, professional development, and role modeling (Cotton, 2003; Marzanno, 

Waters, and McNulty, 2005).  Placed into this context, the importance of the mid-level 
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management personnel, the assistant principal, cannot be underestimated or ignored as 

they will play a significant role in many, if not all, of these behaviors and responsibilities. 

Good Schools 

 Politicians, businessmen, administrators, teachers, parents, and students all have a 

stake in the development of high quality schools that provide access to knowledge and 

skills for all students.  “School embodies the dreams we have for our children.  All of 

them.  These dreams must remain public property” (Meier, 1993, p. 11). 

 “In general, politicians claim that they are concerned that students be 

adequately educated to compete in the global economy and to become productive 

citizens in a democratic society.  Businessmen say they want those entering the 

work force to possess the necessary skills and attitudes to be productive workers.  

Teachers want their students to be successful life-long learners, able to gather and 

synthesize information, think critically, and adjust to the rapidly changing future-

world they will inherit.  Parents are concerned that their children become well-

adjusted, self-sufficient, happy and productive human beings” (Guitard, 2007).  

With so many varied groups setting their own criteria for what schools produce, it is 

difficult to come to terms with the concept of good schools and the characteristics on 

which they are built.   

 Hoy, Tarter, and Hoy (2006) published a study that suggested the importance of 

three characteristics of high achieving schools:  academic emphasis, collective efficacy, 

and faculty trust.  These characteristics are intertwined to form what they called academic 

optimism.  The study suggested that academic optimism shaped the norms and behavioral 

expectations of the major stakeholders in the school and affected school achievement. 



 

 

30 

 

 Meier (2002) identified the major features of good schools.  They were small in 

size, allowing for interpersonal relationships to flourish; were self-governing and 

accepting of accountability, because they were in charge of their own decision making; 

and were places of choice for parents, students and teachers.  Principal leadership has 

also been cited as a major predictor of student achievement (MacKey, Pitcher, & 

Decman, 2006).  Their study found that three characteristics of the school principal most 

influenced student achievement.  They were the vision of the principal, the educational 

background of the principal, and the principal’s role as an instructional leader.  This study 

supported Edmonds (1979) who cited strong principal leadership as a characteristic that 

promoted achievement.  In addition, he cited high expectations, emphasis on basic skills, 

and an orderly school environment as school traits that promoted achievement. 

 Sergiovanni (1984) began to explore the idea of good schools when he advocated 

for not just competent schools, but for excellent schools.  He wrote that we should expect 

more from our schools than just minimum standards.  According to Sergiovanni (1984), 

excellent schools developed not only a love of learning for students but promoted critical 

thinking and problem solving skills as well.  Sergiovanni (2001) took this exploration 

much further, however, when he wrote that the terms ‘good’ and ‘effective’ are often 

used synonymously, but that ‘effectiveness’ dealt with reaching a targeted outcome.  He 

asserted that if a school established and achieved a particular goal, it would be considered 

to be effective but not necessarily good.  He argued, based on this supposition, that an 

effective school is one in which the minimum passing standards were met or exceeded by 

student groups as measured by achievement tests.  Sergiovanni’s arguments supported the 

work of Glickman (1987), which suggested that effective schools were often assumed to 



 

 

31 

 

be good schools, but this was not necessarily the case.  He argued that if educators did 

not differentiate between “goodness” and “effectiveness,” they were positioning 

themselves to miss answering two essential questions.  The first addressed the notion of 

“What is good?”  Once that had been done, they can then move to the second question, 

“How do we become effective?”  Glickman (1987) argued, “Effective schools can be 

good schools, and good schools must be effective schools – but the two are not 

necessarily the same” (p. 624). 

 The discussion of good versus effective has gone on for some time (Glickman, 

1987; Sergiovanni, 2001; Cowley, 2004), and the key to the discussion lies with the 

definitions of the terms “good” and “effective” and which one better describes a 

successful school.  The terms are often used synonymously; however, according to 

Sergiovanni (2001), effectiveness deals with the reaching of a targeted outcome, usually 

determined by the use of a standards-based assessment.  Good schools, on the other hand, 

encompass much more than standardized assessments, and not only empower students to 

perform well, but teaching and learning occur at high cognitive levels and the social and 

emotional needs of all stakeholders are met (Sergiovanni, 2001; Hudson, 2009). 

Sergiovanni (2001) stated, 

The problem of determining goodness and differentiating it from effectiveness 

was compounded by the fact that schools often look ‘effective,’ but may not be 

‘good.’  Many schools rated in the top group according to standards-based 

assessments are not rated as such because they provide superior teaching, have 

better faculties, or improved educational programs, instead, they are rated highly 



 

 

32 

 

simply because the values of the home are more closely aligned with the values of 

the school” (p. 193). 

Examining good schools, Hudson (2009) described a good school as one that, 

“is collaborative; is pupil centered, has a commitment to a variety of teaching and 

learning styles with as much student involvement in their own learning process as 

possible; has explicit high expectations; has shared values and goals; provides an 

effective learning environment; emphasizes the value of positive reinforcement; is 

itself, always learning; affords students rights and responsibilities where all 

involved are left in no doubt that disrupting the education of other students is 

totally unacceptable; has good and mutually beneficial links with the business 

community; has strong and valued home-school links” (pgs. 24-25). 

Quite a bit of what is written on good schools reference stable environments and 

collaborative attitudes by adults (Hudson, 2009; Sergiovanni, 2001; Meier, 2002; Hoy, 

Tarter & Hoy, 2006).  Many of the authors also refer to leadership as being one of the 

primary factors that will have an impact on this stable environment which then drives 

student achievement and success (Cotton, 2003; Marzanno, Waters & McNulty, 2005; 

Dufour & Eaker, 1998).  Coupled together, this evidence renders a picture illustrating the 

role of the campus leadership, their beliefs and perceptions, along with their actions, in 

the formation and maintenance of the culture and climate of a school.   While there are 

some very sound programs in existence and practice today, such as Professional Learning 

Communities, one of the main factors of success is the leadership of the campus (Dufour 

& Eaker, 1998). 
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Collective Teacher Efficacy 

 While the role of teaching largely is one of working in isolation, Donald Schon 

contends that the most effective professionals reflect about their experiences and apply 

knowledge to practice, while interacting with other seasoned professionals in the same 

field (Schon, 1983).  As assistant principals search for their place in the school as an 

organization and determine the type of impact that they will have on the culture of the 

school, they must also find ways to assist in the professional development of the faculty 

and move their teachers forward as professionals they must continue to view these 

faculties as not only individuals, with independent and personal goals and motivations, 

but also to view the faculty as an entity in and of itself.  These collective entities can and 

will exert a great deal of control on whether or not students are learning successfully in 

an institution.  The success of learning plays a large role in the overall culture and climate 

of a school.  

To discuss the factors, including the impact of the assistant principal, which 

influence the formation of a positive culture as opposed to a toxic one, a general 

understanding of institutional psychology is needed.  Much has been written in the recent 

years about organizations, also termed Professional Learning Communities, and their 

impact on student learning and their design.  These designs are touted to produce vibrant 

professional cultures that positively influence student learning (Dufour, Eaker, & Dufour 

2005).  Since much of what makes up a Professional Learning Community is grounded in 

institutional psychology and the influence of environmental conditions on the collective 

and individual consciousness (Feger & Arruda, 2008), the link to Social Cognitive 

Theory and collective teacher efficacy is evident.  Social Cognitive Theory, proposed by 
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Albert Bandura (1986), saw its genesis in Social Learning Theory, which is a set of 

assumptions about human learning (Bandura, 1977).  The critical difference between 

Social Cognitive Theory and Social Learning Theory is Bandura’s emphasis of the 

construct of self-efficacy.  Self-efficacy is defined by Bandura as “the belief of one’s 

capabilities to organize and execute the courses of action required to manage prospective 

situations” (1977, p.2).  This view of human behavior emphasizes the beliefs individuals 

hold about themselves.  This includes the view that self-perception of capability is a 

mediating construct in a person’s behavior, largely determining what he or she does with 

the experience, skills, and knowledge that he or she has (Bandura, 1986, 1997).  Research 

has shown that teachers who possess high levels of self-efficacy exert a positive influence 

on student learning (Woolfolk, 2004), which in turn impacts the overall culture of the 

school.  School administrators then face the challenge of cultivating this self-efficacy of 

the individual teachers because of its impact on student learning and school culture. 

Bandura believes that the construct of self-efficacy can be extrapolated to groups 

(1997).  He explains that collective teacher efficacy refers to a faculty’s shared belief in 

its capability to accomplish certain tasks and achieve particular goals (Bandura, 1997).  

Bandura writes, “most human behavior is learned observationally through modeling.  By 

observing others one forms an idea of how new behaviors are performed, and on later 

occasions this coded information serves as a guide for action” (1977, p32).  This social 

dimension of human learning is a critical element of Social Cognitive Theory and 

challenges the behaviorist assumptions about imitation and reinforcement, emphasizing 

instead the cognitive processes behind self-belief (Bandura, 1977, 1986, 1997).   



 

 

35 

 

By design, Professional Learning Communities are constructed with the intent of 

providing not only resources, but support for teachers to develop professionally.  

Teachers become the instrument of change within the faculty and take on the proclaimed 

role of life-long learners.  This process leans heavily on the understanding that teachers 

must leave the isolation of their private classrooms and move out into a shared world of 

professional colleagues where learning from each other may occur.  This learning 

includes a great deal of peer observation and modeling, which is open to constructive 

critique and is meant to help the individual teacher improve while creating a work place 

that is ripe with opportunities for growth.  The ultimate goal of this shared learning and 

improved individual craft performance is a collective growth that will impact the entire 

institution, creating a community of learners who engage in learning for its own sake 

(Dufour, Eaker, & Dufour, 2005).  Professional Learning Communities are by and large 

concerned with institutional psychology and the influence of environmental conditions on 

collective and individual consciousness (Feger & Arruda, 2008), thereby demonstrating 

the link between Professional Learning Communities and Social Cognitive Theory. 

Social Cognitive Theory 

The idea of a collective teacher efficacy is embedded in Social Cognitive Theory 

which is rooted in the desire to understand the internal processes of human beings as it 

relates to educational theories.  As these theories and writings progressed through 

William James, Carl Jung, and Sigmund Freud in the late nineteenth century to John 

Dewey and into the early 1920s, a behaviorist paradigm in psychology began to take hold 

which diverted the focus from the internal processes to the observable stimuli (Parajes, 

2002, as cited in Hardin, 2010).  In the early 1940s, Neal Miller and John Dollard 
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proposed a Social Learning Theory that became the foundation of Social Cognitive 

Theory.  The central assumptions of Social Learning Theory concerned outcome 

expectancies, overt behavioral reinforcement, and observation (Parajes, 2002, as cited in 

Hardin, 2010).  The 1950s saw the beginning of Social Learning being applied to 

education.  In 1954, Julian Rotter wrote Social Learning and Clinical Psychology which 

emphasized the importance of environment on human learning (Hardin, 2010).  Erickson, 

Maslow, and Lewin, among others, furthered this idea and called for a renewed focus on 

the internal cognitive processes of human beings (Woolfolk, 2009).  The work of 

Maslow, in particular, became a catalyst in interest in the affective and internal 

motivating forces which led to an infatuation with self-esteem (Parajas, 2002, as cited in 

Hardin, 2010).  The excesses of this self-esteem movement led to a renewed focus on 

academic achievement and motivation during the 1980s.  It was at this time that Albert 

Bandura wrote Social Foundations of Thought and Action: A Social Cognitive Theory 

(1986) which formally introduced Social Cognitive Theory and emphasized the 

importance of self-efficacy as a cognitive construct. 

Self-Efficacy Theory 

Self-efficacy is a construct within Social Cognitive Theory and concerns 

thoughts, motivation, and action.  As a psychological construct, self-efficacy has been 

applied broadly in many different contexts (Hardin, 2010).  This widespread applicability 

has created some confusion and ambiguity regarding its meaning.  There are three 

seminal publications by Bandura concerning self-efficacy: Social Learning Theory 

(1977), Social Foundations of Thought and Action: A Social Cognitive Theory (1986), 

and Self-Efficacy: The Exercise of Control (1997).  These publications trace Bandura’s 
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influence on the specific construct of self-efficacy.  In each of the publications, Bandura 

made slight changes to the definition of self-efficacy, but his belief that the individual 

was the main agent of change remains constant.  His supposition is that the perceived 

self-efficacy refers to the belief that the individual has in regards to their own capabilities 

and the understanding of how, in their perception, those capabilities will influence the 

outcome of future events (Bandura, 1977, 1986, 1997).   

Bandura argued that self-efficacy beliefs work jointly with other determinants 

within Social Cognitive Theory to govern the thought, action, and motives of human 

beings (1977).  He also argued that self-efficacy beliefs are not disconnected and 

independent; rather, these beliefs are highly structured and integrated with other social 

learning constructs, the result of experience and reflective thought (1997).  The 

assumption that Bandura makes is that individuals aspire to control the events that affect 

their lives and that self-efficacy beliefs involve self-confidence and the individuals acting 

as their own agent (Hardin, 2010).  According to Bandura, this quest for self-control, 

what individuals believe to be true about their capabilities, influences their actions and 

motivation more profoundly than what is objectively true (1997).   

Self-efficacy differs from self-esteem in that “self-efficacy is a judgment of 

capability to perform a task or engage in an activity, whereas self-esteem is a personal 

evaluation of one’s self that includes the feelings of self-worth that accompany that 

evaluation.  Self-efficacy is a judgment of one’s own confidence, self-esteem is a 

judgment of self-value” (Pajares, 2000, as cited in Hardin, 2010).  Bandura explains, 

“perceived self-efficacy is concerned not with the number of skills that you have, but 

with what you believe you can do with what you have under a variety of circumstances” 
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(1997, p. 37).  Bandura took care to distinguish between self-efficacy and confidence as 

well when he stated: 

Confidence is a nondescript term that refers to strength of belief but does not 

necessarily specify what the certainty is about. I can be supremely confident that I 

will not fail at an endeavor. Perceived self-efficacy refers to belief in one’s 

agentive capabilities, that one can produce given levels of attainment.  A self-

efficacy assessment, therefore, includes both an affirmation of a capability level 

and the strength of that belief. Confidence is a catchword rather than a construct 

embedded in a theoretical system. Advances in a field 

are best achieved by constructs that fully reflect the phenomena of interest and are 

rooted in a theory that specifies their determinants, mediating processes, and 

multiple effects. Theory-based constructs pay dividends in understanding and 

operational guidance. The terms used to characterize personal agency, therefore, 

represent more than merely lexical preferences (1997, p. 382). 

To clarify his point concerning individuals with high levels of self-efficacy, Bandura 

states: 

People with high assurance in their capabilities approach difficult tasks as 

challenges to be mastered rather than as threats to be avoided. Such an efficacious 

outlook fosters intrinsic interest and deep engrossment in activities. They set 

themselves challenging goals and maintain strong commitment to them. They 

heighten and sustain their efforts in the face of failure. They quickly recover their 

sense of efficacy after failures or setbacks. They attribute failure to insufficient 

effort or deficient knowledge and skills, which are acquirable. They approach 
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threatening situations with assurance that they can exercise control over them 

(1994, p. 71). 

In contrast, Bandura contends that individuals with low senses of self-efficacy “shy away 

from difficult tasks which they view as personal threats” (1994, p.72). He describes 

people with low levels of self-efficacy as follows: 

They have low aspirations and weak commitment to the goals they choose to 

pursue. When faced with difficult tasks, they dwell on their personal deficiencies, 

on obstacles they will encounter, and all kinds of adverse outcomes rather than 

concentrate on how to perform successfully. They slacken their efforts and give 

up quickly in the face of difficulties. They are slow to recover their sense of 

efficacy following failure or setbacks. Because they view insufficient 

performance as deficient aptitude it does not require much failure for them to lose 

faith in their capabilities (1994, p. 72). 

Judgments are not the problem with such individuals; rather, it is confidence in an 

individual’s specific agentive capabilities that marks highly efficacious behavior 

(Goddard, Hoy, & Woodfolk Hoy, 2004).  Accordingly, it was important to Bandura to 

distinguish between efficacy expectancy and outcome expectancy.  Bandura believed that 

while an individual might understand the behaviors necessary to produce a given 

outcome (outcome expectancy), he or she did not necessarily possess the agentive 

capability to execute the specific actions themselves (efficacy expectancy) (Hardin, 

2010).  Bandura believed the self-efficacy beliefs “affect life choices, level of motivation, 

quality of functioning, resilience to adversity and vulnerability to stress and depression” 

(1994, p. 80).  He goes on to argue that perceived self-efficacy beliefs are a major source 
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of action in human beings which infuses in them determination, perseverance, and 

resilience which is demonstrated by people who sustain a fervent confidence in their own 

capabilities typically being able to succeed.  Bandura writes, “Ordinary realities are 

strewn with impediments, adversities, setbacks, frustrations and inequities.  People must, 

therefore, have a robust sense of efficacy to sustain the perseverant effort needed to 

succeed” (1994, p. 80).  The point Bandura was alluding to is that genuine, reliable 

confidence arises from a strong sense of self-efficacy.  Confidence of this nature 

permeates not only our levels of commitment, but our work habits as well.  Therefore, the 

self-efficacy beliefs one holds are more predictive of success than what may be 

objectively true (Hardin, 2010).  This concept is supported by Bandura when he writes, 

“It is not uncommon for perceived self-efficacy to predict future behavior better than past 

performance” (1986, p. 424). 

According to Bandura, self-efficacy beliefs are rooted in four sources: (a) mastery 

experiences; (b) vicarious experiences; (c) social persuasion; and (d) somatic and 

emotional states (1997).  Bandura believes that individuals interprets information from 

these sources and develops their self-efficacy beliefs as a result (Hardin, 2010).  

Bandura’s supposition is that mastery experiences are the most authentic of the four 

sources.  Of this source, Bandura writes, “A resilient sense of efficacy requires 

experience in overcoming obstacles through perseverant effort” and continues, “After 

people become convinced they have what it takes to succeed, they persevere in the face 

of adversity and quickly rebound from setbacks” (1997, p. 73).  Vicarious experiences 

involve modeling influences.  Bandura argues that individuals seek out models or 

mentors who possess the characteristics and qualities to which they aspire (1997).  Of the 
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third source, social persuasion, Bandura suggests that individuals are extremely 

susceptible to verbal persuasion, and when told that they possess the ability to complete a 

task, they are more inclined to work exceptionally hard to succeed (1997).  Bandura, at 

this point, does add a caution to this third source.  He warns that, “Unrealistic boosts in 

efficacy are quickly disconfirmed by disappointing results of one’s efforts” (1997, p. 74).  

The fourth source of self-efficacy concerns a person’s emotional and physical needs.  

Individuals who are suffering from a negative emotional state or from a debilitating 

physical condition will see correspondingly low levels of self-efficacy (1997). 

 In addition to the four sources that yield self-efficacy, Bandura identifies four 

psychological processes through which these beliefs influence human functioning: (a) 

cognitive processes; (b) motivational processes; (c) affective processes; and (d) selection 

processes.  The first process, the cognitive process, alludes to the individual’s penchant to 

organize a plan on how to navigate through a scenario in thought prior to the event itself.  

Bandura states that beliefs strongly influence the type of scenarios in which individuals 

are willing to engage.  He goes on to state that individuals who are beset with self doubt 

about their efficacy have a tendency to lower their aspirations and the quality of their 

performance deteriorates (1997).  In contrast, however, those who maintain a high sense 

of efficacy continuously challenge themselves and use good analytic thinking which 

results in performance accomplishments (1997).   

 The second process, motivation, plays a large role in the link between collective 

teacher efficacy and a healthy organization.  Bandura argues that individuals guide their 

actions through motivation and an exercise of forethought (1997).  He identifies three 

cognitive theories associated with motivation: attribution theory, expectancy-value 
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theory, and goal theory.  In attribution theory, motivation is explained by self-efficacy 

beliefs.  Bandura writes, “People who regard themselves as highly efficacious attribute 

their failures to insufficient effort, those who regard themselves as inefficacious attribute 

their failures to low ability” (1997, p. 75).  On expectancy values, Bandura suggests that 

individuals act on their beliefs based on what they feel that they can do and on the 

perceived outcomes (1997).  Finally, regarding goal theory, Bandura states that by 

establishing challenging goals individuals enhance and sustain motivation (1997).  He 

writes, “Those who have a strong belief in their capabilities exert greater effort when they 

fail to master the challenge” (1997, p. 76).   

  The affective process, Bandura’s third process, is important because it is related 

to a person’s coping capabilities and their capacity to control stress (Hardin, 2010).  

Bandura believes that those who believe that they cannot cope with stress typically are 

unable to handle a stressful situation (1997).  His belief is that those who take an 

optimistic view of their personal capabilities have a greater chance of influencing the 

outcome of the events that affect their lives. (1997).   

 The fourth process is the selection process.  Bandura believes that individuals are 

largely the products of their environments and that “belief in personal efficacy shapes the 

course lives take by influencing the types of activities and environments people choose” 

(1997, p. 75).  To support this supposition, he writes, “People avoid activities and 

situations they believe exceed their coping capabilities.  But they readily undertake 

challenging activities and select situations they judge themselves capable of handling” 

(1997, p. 75). 
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Perceived Teacher Efficacy 

 Bandura describes perceived teacher efficacy as a concept that extends naturally 

from self-efficacy theory.  He posits that the creation of the learning environment that is 

conducive to development of cognitive competencies rests heavily on the talents and self-

efficacy of the teacher in the classroom (1997).  Other definitions of perceived teacher 

efficacy include the idea that it is the teacher’s belief or conviction that they can 

influence student learning that creates an environment conducive to learning even in 

situations where students may be difficult or unmotivated (Ashton, 1984; Guskey & 

Passaro, 1994).   

 General teaching efficacy and personal teaching efficacy are two concepts that are 

useful in understanding teacher’s perceived teacher efficacy.  The first, general teaching 

efficacy, refers to an individuals concept of a teacher’s abilities to influence student 

achievement and to independently manage certain types of problems.  In contrast, 

personal teaching efficacy refers to an individual teacher’s concept of his own abilities to 

manage a particular situation (Ashton & Webb, 1986).  While subtle, the distinction is an 

important one.  General teaching efficacy concerns a teacher’s assumptions about skilled 

members of his profession and is therefore an external construct (Ashton & Webb, 1986).  

Personal teaching efficacy is the opposite and is clearly an internal construct that is firmly 

embedded in the individual teacher’s self-efficacy beliefs.  Bandura states, “Teachers’ 

beliefs in their efficacy affect their general orientation toward the educational process as 

well as their specific instructional activities (1997, p. 241). 

 The social dimensions and cultural environment of a school can play a significant 

role in determining a teacher’s perceived teaching efficacy.  There is data to support the 
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supposition that teachers feel more efficacious when they are teaching courses or classes 

that they feel qualified to teach and when they have perceived control of certain 

circumstances, such as discipline, textbook selection, and curriculum development 

(Goddard, Hoy, & Woolfolk Hoy, 2000).  The reciprocal is true as well.  The social 

organization of a school is positively related to high levels of perceived teacher efficacy 

and plays an important role to both the school as an organization and to individual 

teacher efficacy (Lee, Dedrick, & Smith, 1991). 

Collective Teacher Efficacy 

 Collective teacher efficacy, as described by Bandura, is a shared belief in a 

group’s capability to attain goals and accomplish tasks (Bandura, 1997).  The essential 

difference between collective teacher efficacy and perceived teacher efficacy concerns 

the unit of agency – that is, whether goals and tasks are attained by individuals or by 

groups (Hardin, 2010).  There is evidence to support the belief that an institution, which 

has a strong collective teacher efficacy, fosters a healthy learning climate for students 

(Zimmerman, Bandura, & Martinez-Pons, 1992).  Bandura suggests that teachers operate 

within a collective social system rather than in isolation; therefore, development for both 

the individual and the institution is impacted through this reciprocal relationship 

(Bandura, 1997).  Given the nature of this relationship, it is again evident how teacher 

efficacy, both for the individual and at the collective level, can impact the nature of 

success demonstrated by an institution and its culture.   

 According to Bandura, schools which have high collective efficacy create 

atmospheres that empower and vitalize.  Schools in which staff members collectively 
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judge themselves capable of achieving academic success are likely to foster a positive 

atmosphere both social and academic development (Bandura, 1997).  He further clarifies: 

The belief systems of the staff also create an organizational culture that can have 

vitalizing or demoralizing effects on the perceived efficacy of its members. 

Teachers who view intelligence as an acquirable attribute and believe they can 

attain academic successes despite students’ disadvantaged backgrounds promote a 

collective sense of efficacy, whereas teachers who believe that intelligence is an 

inherent aptitude and there is little they can do to overcome the negative influence 

of adverse social conditions are likely to undermine one another’s sense of 

efficacy. (1997, p. 248) 

In other words, although academic achievement is a reflection of the shared contributions 

of individual teachers, interdependencies within faculties contribute to collective teacher 

efficacy (Hardin, 2010).  This relationship is cyclical, however, and there are a number of 

factors in the school environment that can alter a teacher’s beliefs in their own efficacy 

which will impact the collective efficacy of the group. 

 Perceived teacher efficacy is a contributing factor to collective efficacy, but, 

according to Bandura, collective teacher efficacy is not an aggregate of the self-efficacy 

beliefs of individual teachers on a faculty (1997).  What researchers have found is that 

collective teacher efficacy is influenced by other contributing factors, such as teacher 

factors (ethnicity, gender, and experience), student factors (ethnicity, gender, socio-

economic status, and prior academic achievement), and school factors (experience, 

tenure, diversity of teachers, school structure, and school level) (Goddard & Skrla, 2006; 

Adams & Forsyth, 2006).   
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 As stated earlier, collective teacher efficacy is not a stand alone characteristic.  It 

is, rather, a reciprocal relationship.  Teachers exist as both producers and products of a 

larger collective.  When a faculty develops a collectively strong sense of efficacy, they 

believe that they can promote and create a success environment making achievement of 

this goal much more plausible (Bandura, 1997).  Unhealthy faculties, faced with 

significant challenges with socioeconomic issues and poor academic achievement, find 

themselves in a vicious circle of decent.  As the student’s success plummets, so to does 

the collective efficacy of the faculty, and a faculty that does not believe that it can be 

successful finds it much more difficult to promote the positive environment necessary for 

success to grow. 

 Collective teacher efficacy is also greatly impacted by school leadership.  

Bandura states that the quality of the leadership is often a contributing factor to the 

creation and evolution of organizational climate (Bandura, 1997).  Studies suggest that in 

schools where principals and assistant principals created a school environment that 

supported teachers, while at the same time sustaining academic rigor, showed an increase 

in collective teacher efficacy (Hoy & Woolfolk, 1993).  Schools with a positive collective 

teacher efficacy also showed a much greater chance of producing student teachers with a 

more positive perceived efficacy (Knoblock & Whittington, 2002).  Together these 

positive influences on a faculty create a culture that is much more conducive to the 

presentation, adoption, and implementation of systemic changes. 

Professional Learning Communities 

 Professional Learning Communities can trace its origin back to the 1960s and 

1970s with the writings of Lewin, Likert, Argyris, Schon and Drucker to name a few.  
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The 1980s, however, seems to mark the modern formation of professional learning 

communities.  Studies in the 1980s began to confirm that successful schools and 

organizations demonstrated commonalities such as being team-oriented and having a 

collaborative culture.  There also appeared to be patterned norms of interaction among 

staff (Little, 1982).  Little also found that teachers in successful schools valued and 

participated in norms of collegiality and continuous improvement (1982).   

 In 1990 Peter Senge wrote The Fifth Discipline, which many consider to be the 

formal origin of professional learning communities as a concept (Hardin, 2010).  Senge 

stated that learning organizations were “organizations where people continually expand 

their capacity to create the results they truly desire, where new and expansive patterns of 

thinking are nurtured, where collective aspiration is set free, and where people are 

continually learning how to learn together” (1990, p. 3).  Senge identified five learning 

disciplines upon which organizations could be developed: (a) personal mastery, (b) 

mental models, (c) building shared vision, (d) team learning, and (e) systems thinking.  

Regarding personal mastery, Senge states that “Organizations learn only through 

individuals who learn.  Individual learning does not guarantee organizational learning.  

But without it no organizational learning occurs” (1990, p. 129).  Here Senge 

demonstrates the importance of continuous personal leaning, but also indicates that 

without collaboration and an exchange of ideas little impact is imparted onto the 

organization (Hardin, 2010).  When discussing mental models, Senge suggests that unless 

you alter current mental models, very little systemic change will occur.  Building shared 

vision and team learning are essential in moving an organization forward.  Senge states 

that when an organization shares a vision and team learning emerges “a commonality of 
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direction emerges, and individuals’ energies harmonize” (1990, p. 217).  To address 

system thinking, Senge posits that for an organization to truly move forward, all members 

must be able to see the future of the collective and have an awareness of the future and 

orient their thinking accordingly with strategic planning. 

 As this idea of professional learning communities progressed certain themes 

began to emerge from various writers such as Michael Fullan and Roland Barth.  These 

themes include a high value on both student and adult learning, a shared responsibility for 

seeking, sharing, and acting on ideas, but most of all a systematic approach to the 

collaborative processes.  In other words, professional learning communities establish a 

school-wide culture that makes collaboration expected and inclusive.    

Summary 

 Given that professional learning communities have been at the forefront of most 

modern school reform movements for the past decade and that school leaders associate 

school success with the implementation of professional learning communities, a thorough 

understanding of what makes them work is logical.  Since the research and literature 

suggests that there is a significant relationship between collective teacher efficacy and 

professional learning communities, which has a definite impact on the culture and climate 

of a school, leaders are well advised to make themselves knowledgeable about the 

dynamics involved with not only institutional psychology, but how teachers view 

themselves within the structure of the school and the school community and the impact of 

leadership on this viewpoint.   Armed with this knowledge about how campuses operate 

will give assistant principals valuable insight into how to proceed with all aspects of the 

campus beginning with the formation and development of the faculty to the physical 
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structure of the school, which includes even the individual placement of teachers within 

the master schedule and the physical plant itself.  Knowing that giving a teacher a course 

that he is comfortable teaching or having the motivation to learn how to teach can 

drastically impact that individual teacher’s perceived efficacy which translates into his 

contributions to the collective teacher efficacy of the campus thus enhancing the 

establishment of the professional learning community and the overall positive nature of 

the school’s culture.   

 Throughout the literature, leadership and culture are intertwined.  Organizational 

and leadership theorists alike hold that a leader’s perceptions and behaviors are 

significant, if not primary, determinants of an organization’s culture and climate.  Given 

that the assistant principal is exceeded in positional authority only by the principal at a 

school and the fact that assistant principals will have an impact in all visible and inner 

workings of the school, there is a need to examine the correlation between the assistant 

principal’s leadership perspectives and school culture by studying the perceptions and 

beliefs of assistant principals. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

 

Methods 

 

   The purpose of the study was to examine the beliefs and perceptions of assistant 

principals regarding the factors necessary for a school to be considered a good school and 

how they described the culture and climate of good schools.  This chapter describes the 

methods used to investigate these questions and is organized into the following sections:  

Research Design, Participants, Instrumentation, Procedures, and Limitations. 

Research Design 

 This study was an exploratory inquiry using a subset of the archived data from a 

much larger, multi-phase study of principals and assistant principals in the Gulf Coast 

Region of Southeast Texas.  It was part of phase one of the study and focused exclusively 

on the section of the survey dealing with assistant principal’s perceptions of the qualities 

of a good school and more specifically the qualities of the culture of a good school.  The 

original survey project used a cross-sectional, cognitive interview design and targeted 

subjects who were currently serving as principals in Texas K-12 public schools.   As a 

course requirement, graduate students in a master’s degree program administered the 

survey questionnaire to principals in an interview setting over an eighteen-month period.  

The resulting data from the principal survey project was then compiled and archived in a 

database for use in future research projects on specific aspects of school leadership. 

 While phase one of the project used predominately quantitative survey research 

methods, the school culture section of the survey consisted entirely of open-ended 

questions that lend themselves to the type of interpretive analysis associated with 

qualitative research.  In addition, responses were analyzed for significant relationships 
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with selected assistant principal and campus demographics.  As a result, a qualitative 

research approach was employed in the analysis phase of this study.   

Participants 

 The participants in this study were 371 current campus assistant principals.  No 

other school or district personnel were involved in this survey project.  Although 3 non 

public school assistant principals were included in this survey, it primarily represents the 

perceptions of public school assistant principals.  With regard to demographics, 

respondents included 235 female and 105 male assistant principals with 31 not reporting 

and an ethnic breakdown of 52% Anglo, 25% African-American, and 18% Hispanic.  

This breakdown, represented in Table 3.1 and 3.2, is based on the research participants’ 

self-reported data. 

 

Table 3.1 

Frequency and Percentage of Participants’ Gender 

Gender       f    % 

Not Reported     31    8.3% 

Female      235    63.3% 

Male      105    28.3% 

Total      371    100.0% 
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Table 3.2 

Frequency and Percentage of Participants’ Ethnicity 

Ethnicity     f    % of Total 

Not Reported     1    0.2% 

Am. Indian/Asian/Pacific   11    2.9% 

African American     94    25.3% 

Hispanic     70    18.8% 

Anglo      195    52.5% 

Total      371    100% 

 

 

All public schools in the state of Texas are given a state accountability rating 

(Exemplary, Recognized, Acceptable, and Low-performing) based on student 

achievement, attendance, and dropout rates.  Assistant principals were asked to self-

report their accountability rating in the survey.  Responding assistant principals 

represented schools in each of the following categories as illustrated in Figure 3.3: 9.4% 

Exemplary, 27.2% Recognized, 51.2% Acceptable, and 5.3% Low Performing.  6.7% of 

the respondents did not include their campus’ state accountability rating in their survey.  

This could be due to the fact that they are private, charter, or new schools that are not 

currently subject to the state’s accountability rating. 
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Table 3.3 

Frequency and Percentage of Participants’ Campus TEA Accountability Ratings 

Accountability Rating    f    % of Total 

Not Reported     25    6.7% 

Exemplary     35    9.4% 

Recognized      101    27.2% 

Acceptable     190    51.2% 

Low Performing    20    5.3% 

Total      371    100% 

 

With regard to grade levels served, assistant principals identified themselves as 

being a part of schools that were classified as elementary, middle, and high schools.  The 

371 responses included assistant principals from 126 elementary schools (K-5), 71 

middle schools (6-8), and 58 high schools (9-12).  The remaining 116 schools’ grade 

levels were not reported. 

 Participants also represented three geographic settings: rural, suburban, and urban.  

Almost half, 43.0% (160), of the assistant principals surveyed were an administrator at a 

suburban school.  Urban assistant principals accounted for 53.6% (199) of the 

respondents, and 3.2% (12) classified their schools being located in a rural setting.  

Student enrollment among the 371 schools varied greatly depending on the geographic 

location, grade levels served, and purpose of the school.  The largest enrollment was at a 

suburban high school with over 4,000 students while the smallest was less than 30 

students. 
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Instrumentation 

 The administrator survey questionnaire was developed by university professors at 

a major doctoral granting institution in a large, urban area in the south-central area of the 

United States for use in graduate-level courses in educational leadership.  The overall 

survey instrument included 115 items, 22 of which dealt with assistant principals’ 

backgrounds and school demographics. 62 were Likert-scaled items, and 31 were open-

ended questions requiring in-depth, descriptive answers.  The survey was organized into 

14 sections, designated as Sections A through N, with each section specifically focused 

on a particular aspect of school leadership.  This study focused on the open-ended 

responses to Section B of the survey concerning assistant principal’s perceptions on 

which characteristics are present in “good schools” as opposed to “fair or poor” schools 

and how a school’s values impact the overall culture of the school.  By using an open-

ended question, the respondents were able to express their views in as much detail as they 

wanted, without being restricted to a predetermined range of answers.   

The two research questions contained in this section of the study were: 

1. Much of the current educational leadership literature focuses on effective schools 

and more currently how we develop our schools as community.  The new 

nomenclature currently used is “good school.”  How would you describe a good 

school? 

2. For our purposes school culture is described as “What the school values.”  How 

would you describe the culture of a good school? 
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Procedures 

 The designers of the survey had several factors to consider when deciding how to 

administer the survey.  Beyond reporting demographics, the questions on the survey were 

complex and designed to elicit reflective responses.  Due to the length and complexity of 

the survey questions, sending out the survey by mail or electronically was considered 

impractical.  It was unrealistic to expect busy assistant principals to take time from their 

schedules to complete the survey in its entirety.  In addition, the designers were 

concerned with respondent fatigue when completing such a long survey.  Under these 

conditions, the designers chose to use a cognitive interview protocol guided by an 

interviewer.  It was believed this protocol would allow the principals to give quality 

answers throughout the survey due to the fact they were interacting with another person. 

 The cognitive interview protocol was implemented in this study by having 

students in the university’s Master’s degree program in Educational Leadership 

administer the survey.  A benefit of using the cognitive interview protocol was that the 

resulting data contained the type of insights normally found in qualitative studies and 

interviews while maintaining the quantitative characteristics of traditional surveys 

(Willis, 2005).  While utilizing this type of interview protocol was time consuming, it 

allowed the interviewers to make sure the assistant principals understood each question’s 

intent and answered appropriately.  Class time was dedicated to familiarizing the students 

with the survey instrument and the overall goals of the study.  They were also trained in 

both traditional survey and cognitive interview techniques prior to their fieldwork in 

interviewing subjects.  A portion of each student’s grade in the course was based on 

his/her satisfactorily completing the required number of surveys, thereby helping insure 
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the dedication of the individuals charged with administering the survey.  The student 

interviewers were permitted to choose which assistant principals they would interview, 

presumably administrators in the same district in which they worked.  The survey 

designers hoped this connection would help insure the assistant principals’ commitment 

by appealing to their roles in mentoring and developing future school leaders.  The data 

collected from these interviews was then maintained by the university as an archival 

source for analyses in researching various questions regarding public school leadership 

from an administrator’s perspective, such as this study. 

The open-ended nature of the survey questions was intended to give 

administrators the most freedom and flexibility in their responses.  As a result, one of the 

first steps in working with the data was to identify, categorize, and code the themes that 

emerged from the two open-ended questions.  This allowed the responses to be classified 

according to their commonalities, thereby leading to useful insights about these assistant 

principals’ collective views about the characteristics of a good school and school culture.  

Once the main themes were identified, these themes were given an operational definition, 

and each response was assigned to one of these categorical definitions.  Where responses 

included aspects of multiple categories, the main aspect from the response was used for 

coding purposes.  The predominant themes for each of the questions were identified and 

are discussed in the next chapter. 

Limitations 

There are four limitations to this study.  During the data collection process for this 

study, graduate students were allowed to choose any four administrators to interview for 

this study resulting in a convenience sample.  If an administrator chose not to participate, 
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the graduate student simply found a replacement administrator who volunteered.  

Because of this, there is no way to guarantee that assistant principals as a population were 

represented in the sample.  Also, the number of assistant principals who chose not to 

participate was not reported. 

Second, while the survey was administered to administrators exclusively, they 

were asked to give their perceptions about school culture in general which encompasses 

all stakeholders of the school, including counselors, teachers and students.  While the 

assistant principals are certainly knowledgeable in the area, it would have been beneficial 

to survey teachers, counselors, and students to obtain first-hand data on their perceptions 

of the characteristics of a good school and school culture.  If the same survey questions 

were posed to teachers, counselors, and students, different answers and perspectives 

might have been obtained. 

Third, because this study relied on archived data, it was impossible to verify the 

integrity of the data set or assess whether or not errors were made in the coding, 

organization, or retrieval of the data set.  This is a limitation of all archived, secondary 

data sets.  Finally, since the interviewers did not record their sessions, it is possible that 

some of the data collected could have been transcribed incorrectly or imbued with the 

transcriber’s sense making as opposed to the respondent’s original meaning.  There was 

no way to check the validity of the responses turned in by the graduate students for the 

survey because of this lack of record. 

 

 



CHAPTER FOUR 

Results 

 The purpose of the study was to examine the beliefs and perceptions of assistant 

principals regarding the factors necessary for a school to be considered a good school and 

how they describe the culture and climate of good schools.  The survey data is a result of 

a multi-phase study of principals and assistant principals in the Gulf Coast Region of 

Southeast Texas.  The data was part of phase one of the study, and this study focused 

exclusively on the section of the survey dealing with assistant principal’s perceptions of 

the qualities of a good school and more specifically the qualities of the culture of a good 

school.  The original survey project used a combination of a traditional survey design 

along with a cross-sectional, cognitive interview design and targeted subjects who were 

currently serving as principals and assistant principals in Texas K-12 public schools.   

 The survey interview collected both individual and demographic data on the 

assistant principals themselves, as well as campus demographic data where the assistant 

principals worked.  Individual demographic data selected for use in this study included: 

 Gender; and 

 Years of experience as an assistant principal  

Campus demographic data used in this study included: 

 State accountability rating (i.e., exemplary, recognized, acceptable, and low 

performing); 

 Community type (i.e., rural, urban, suburban); and 

 Grade levels served by the campus. 
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A description of each variable, including the frequency and percentage, is 

presented in Tables Table 4.1 – Table 4.5.  The sample included 371 assistant principals 

from Texas.  Results were analyzed using descriptive statistics to show the demographic 

data and background characteristics of the assistant principals in this study.  This 

background data was analyzed when each of the two open-ended questions asked in the 

survey were considered. 

1. What are the perceptions of assistant principals regarding the 

characteristics of a good school? 

2. What are the perceptions of assistant principals regarding how they 

describe the culture of a good school? 

 

Participants’ Gender.  As illustrated in Table 4.1, more of the assistant principals 

participating in this study were women (N = 235, 63.3%) than men (N = 105, 28.3%), 

with 8.3% not reporting their gender. 

Table 4.1 

Frequency and Percentage of Participants’ Gender 

Gender       f    % 

Not Reported     31    8.3% 

Female      235    63.3% 

Male      105    28.3% 

Total      371    100.0% 
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Participants’ Years of Experience as a campus administrator.  Participants were 

asked to self-report their years of experience as an assistant principal.  However, the 

survey questionnaire did not provide for categorical ranges for responses to this question; 

therefore, ranges were devised and the assistant principals’ responses were assigned.  The 

data in Table 4.2 provides a summary of these ranges.  The majority of the participants 

had 3 years or less experience as an assistant principal (N = 186, 50.1%).   

Table 4.2 

Frequency and Percentage of Participants’ Years of Experience as an Assistant Principal 

Years of Experience    f    % of Total 

Not Reported     5    1.0% 

1-3      186    50.1% 

4-6      80    21.6% 

7-9      49    13.2% 

10-15       40    10.8% 

16+      11    3.0% 

Total      371    100% 

 

Participants’ Campus TEA Accountability Ratings.  All public schools in the state 

of Texas are given a state accountability rating (exemplary, recognized, acceptable, and 

low performing) based on student achievement, attendance, and dropout rates.  

Participants were asked to self-report the accountability rating of their current campus.  

As shown in Table 4.3, assistant principals’ reporting of their schools’ ratings indicated 

the majority were from schools who received the TEA accountability rating of acceptable 
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(N = 190, 51.2%) and recognized (N = 101, 27.2%).  Texas accountability ratings were 

not reported for 25 of the schools included in the survey results. 

Table 4.3 

Frequency and Percentage of Participants’ Campus TEA Accountability Ratings 

Accountability Rating    f    % of Total 

Not Reported     25    6.7% 

Exemplary     35    9.4% 

Recognized      101    27.2% 

Acceptable     190    51.2% 

Low Performing    20    5.3% 

Total      371    100% 

 

Participants’ Districts’ Geographical Setting.  As part of the survey interview, 

assistant principals were asked to report their schools’ classification as “Urban,” 

“Suburban,” or “Rural” based on what the questionnaire termed “Location.”  

Demonstrated in Table 4.4, assistant principals in the sample were predominately from 

urban (N = 199, 53.6%) and suburban districts (N = 160, 43.0%).  Assistant principals 

from rural districts (N = 12, 3.2%) made up a smaller percentage of the total number of 

respondents (N = 371, 100%). 

 

 

 

 



 

 

62 

 

Table 4.4 

Frequency and Percentage of Participants’ Districts’ Geographical Setting 

Geographical Setting    f    % of Total 

Rural      12    3.2% 

Suburban     160    43.0% 

Urban       199    53.6%  

Total      371    100% 

 

Participants’ Campus Grade Levels.  The study included assistant principals 

working in a wide variety of school settings.  For the purposes of this study, high schools 

are defined as those serving grades 9-12; middles schools are defined to include schools 

serving any mix of grades 6-8; elementary schools are defined as those serving pre-

kindergarten through grade 5.  Table 4.5 demonstrates that assistant principals 

represented elementary schools (N = 126, 34.0%), middle schools (N = 71, 19.1%), high 

schools (N = 58, 15.6%), with 31.3% of the respondents not reporting their grade level.  

Table 4.5 

Frequency and Percentage of Participants’ Campus Grade Levels 

Grade Levels     f    % of Total 

Not Reported     116    31.3% 

Elementary School    126     34.0% 

Middle School     71     19.1% 

High School     58      15.6%  

Total      371    100% 
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In addition to the demographic information collected, an open-ended interview 

design was used purposefully in the subsequent sections in an effort to allow the 

respondents the most freedom possible in their answers.  Given the open-ended nature of 

responses and the variety of answers given, the first step in the analysis of the data 

required the extraction of the naturally occurring, research-based themes and to 

categorize them into related groups.  This was accomplished by reviewing each response 

individually and identifying the main theme of the response.  Once the responses were 

grouped by theme, these themes were examined for commonalities and some of the 

themes were combined.  The wording of the themes was derived from the current 

literature, and the result of this process was that the varied, naturally occurring responses 

of the assistant principals were categorized into the themes for examination. 

Research Question One:  What are the perceptions of assistant principals regarding the 

characteristics of a good school? 

 Given the nature of the survey and the fact that it was presented in the form of an 

open-ended interview question to 371 individual assistant principals, there were as many 

original responses.  Six categories were derived from the responses and were categorized 

as: (1) a good school is focused on student achievement; (2) a good school functions in a 

collaborative manner in terms of professional development, collegiality, and with a 

collective teacher efficacy, such as is found in a Professional Learning Community; (3) a 

good school has a positive climate; (4) a good school has strong leadership; (5) a good 

school has parental and community involvement; and (6) a good school has a focus on 

student discipline and strong structures and procedures.  Due to the open-ended nature of 

the question, some responses fell into more than one category. 
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 Table 4.6 describes the frequency of assistant principal responses when the total 

numbers of responses were combined.  There were also instances where assistant 

principals, due to the open-ended nature of the interview, provided multiple responses to 

the question.  There were a total of 525 combined responses.  A focus on Student 

Achievement was the highest reported category with 181 (34.5%) responses.  The second 

highest reported category was Professional Learning Communities with 117 (22.3%) 

responses.  Positive Climate was the third highest reported category with 91 (17.3%) 

responses.  Strong Leadership was the fourth highest reported category with 68 (13.0%) 

responses.  The fifth highest reported category was Parental and Community Involvement 

with 53 (10.1%) responses.  The category with the fewest responses was Student 

Discipline with 15 (2.9%) responses. 

Table 4.6 

Frequency of Assistant Principals’ Descriptions of a Good School in Combined 

Categories (N = 371) 

Responses       f    % of Total 

Student Achievement              181    34.5% 

Professional Learning Communities            117    22.3% 

Positive Climate    91    17.3% 

Strong Leadership    68    13.0% 

Parental & Community Involvement   53    10.1% 

Student Discipline    15    2.9% 

Total      525    100% 
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Categories Describing a Good School 

Focus on Student Achievement 

 There were numerous responses that categorized a good school as having a Focus 

on Student Achievement.  Examples of the responses that assistant principals provided 

were: 

“A good school teaches students how to think as individuals and prepares them 

for life.  The focus is not only on grades but on personal development as well.” 

“Students are actively engaged in learning and teachers are involved in staff 

development to improve teaching.” 

“A good school has high educational standards.” 

“One in which all stakeholders are vested and the focus is on the students 

achievement is evident.” 

“One where all involved parties have taken ownership of education, and students 

progress is main focus.” 

“Focus is always on student achievement.” 

“Proficient learning school where results are a priority among all stakeholders.  

Increasing expectancy results.  It is not a matter if the school is in a poverty 

stricken environment or a low socio-economic area.  These factors have nothing 

to do with defining a ‘good school’.” 

“A school in which students achieve at a high level, supported by teachers who 

use their knowledge of effective educational practices to teach at high levels.” 

“One in which all stakeholders are vested and the focus on student achievement is 

evident.” 
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 The common theme in the responses categorized under a focus on student 

achievement was that student achievement drives the school’s mission.  According to the 

respondents, a focus on student achievement prepares the entire student population, not 

just certain demographics of the campus, for the next phase of life by setting high 

academic standards and focusing on sound teaching practices. 

 Table 4.7 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by gender.  This table provides the frequency and percentage of males and 

females who identified a focus on student achievement as a characteristic of a good 

school. 108 female assistant principals (59.7%) identified a focus on student achievement 

as a characteristic of a good school, while only 57 male assistant principals (31.5%) did 

so.  There were 16 respondents (8.8%) who identified a focus on student achievement 

was a characteristic of a good school but did not report their gender. 

Table 4.7 

Focus on Student Achievement and Gender (N = 181) 

Gender       f    % 

Not Reported     16    8.8% 

Female      108    59.7% 

Male      57    31.5% 

Total      181    100.0% 

 

Table 4.8 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by years of experience as an assistant principal.  The table provides the 

frequency and percentage of assistant principals, by years of experience as an assistant 
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principal, which identified a focus on student achievement as a characteristic of a good 

school.  Respondents who had three years or less of experience as an assistant principal 

identified a focus on student achievement as a characteristic of a good school more often 

than their counterparts with more experience. 

Table 4.8 

Focus on Student Achievement and Years of Experience as an Assistant Principal          

(N = 181) 

Years of Experience    f    % of Total 

Not Reported     6    3.3% 

1-3      87    48.1% 

4-6      43    23.8% 

7-9      20    11.0% 

10-15       20    11.0% 

16+      5    2.8% 

Total      181    100% 

 

 Table 4.9 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by campus rating.  This table provides the frequency and percentage of 

assistant principals by campus rating who identified a focus on student achievement as a 

characteristic of a good school. 
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Table 4.9 

Focus on Student Achievement and Campus TEA Accountability Ratings (N = 181) 

Accountability Rating    f    % of Total 

Not Reported     15    8.3% 

Exemplary     13    7.2% 

Recognized      37    20.4% 

Acceptable     103    57.0% 

Low Performing    13    7.2% 

Total      181    100% 

 

 Table 4.10 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by community type.  This table provides the frequency and percentage of 

assistant principals by community type who identified a focus on student achievement as 

a characteristic of a good school.  As shown below, the representative group’s 

predominant community type was in an urban setting. 

Table 4.10 

Focus on Student Achievement and Community Type (N = 181) 

Community Type     f    % of Total 

Not Reported     4    2.2% 

Rural      6    3.3% 

Suburban     78    43.1% 

Urban       93    51.4%  

Total      181    100% 
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Table 4.11 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by campus level.  This table provides the frequency and percentage of assistant 

principals by campus level who identified a focus on student achievement as a 

characteristic of a good school. 

Table 4.11 

Focus on Student Achievement and Campus Grade Levels (N = 181) 

Grade Levels     f    % of Total 

Not Reported     62    34.3% 

Elementary School    44    24.3% 

Middle School     40     22.1% 

High School     35      19.3%  

Total      181    100% 

 

Professional Learning Communities 

 There were many responses that categorized a good school as one that functions 

in a collaborative manner in terms of professional development, collegiality, and with a 

collective teacher efficacy, such as is found in a Professional Learning Community.  

Examples of the responses given were: 

“In good schools, teachers should work together, have fun together, play together 

all for the sake of the children.   When the teachers get along, it is better for the 

students.  Kids see that.  Teachers should trust each other and agree on many 

things and what they cannot agree on, they should know how to disagree on 

there.” 
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“It is a combination of everything.  Team.  Teachers and parents and principals 

working together toward a common goal of quality education.” 

“Where genuine collaboration daily occurs to plan, improve learning and 

intervention for students.  Also, students and staff express and treat each other 

with dignity and respect.” 

“A learning community working together to help kids succeed.” 

“A school where teacher & staff collaborate with teams & across 

curriculum/grade levels, using assessment data & best practices, to make 

decisions in order to make all students successful.” 

“A school where teachers collaborate and implement staff development.” 

“Teachers working collaboratively and all towards the same goal.” 

“Collaborative and Learning Communities.” 

“Involves learning community in decision-making, student achievement is 

foundation for decisions.” 

 The common theme in these responses was that good schools show characteristics 

of a professional working environment where all stakeholders’ voices are heard and held 

in high regard.  The decisions are made collaboratively, all for the betterment of the 

organization.  Professional development is seen as a key component and the members of 

the organization are integral parts of the staff development process.  Teachers learn from 

each other through trust, modeling, and mentoring. 

 Table 4.12 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by gender.  This table provides the frequency and percentage of males and 

females who identified a focus on the elements of professionalism as those found in 
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Professional Learning Communities as a characteristic of a good school. 77 female 

assistant principals (65.8%) identified a focus on student achievement as a characteristic 

of a good school, while only 25 male assistant principals (21.4%) did so. 

Table 4.12 

Focus on Professional Learning Communities and Gender (N = 117) 

Gender       f    % 

Not Reported     15    12.8% 

Female      77    65.8% 

Male      25    21.4% 

Total      117    100.0% 

 

Table 4.13 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by years of experience as an assistant principal.   This table provides the 

frequency and percentage of respondents by years of experience who identified a focus 

on the elements of professionalism as those found in Professional Learning Communities 

as a characteristic of a good school. 
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Table 4.13 

Focus on Professional Learning Communities and Years of Experience as an Assistant 

Principal (N = 117) 

Years of Experience    f    % of Total 

Not Reported     3    2.6% 

1-3      58    49.6% 

4-6      24    20.5% 

7-9      14    12.0% 

10-15       15    12.8% 

16+      3    2.6% 

Total      117    100% 

 

Table 4.14 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by campus rating.  This table provides the frequency and percentage of 

assistant principals by campus rating who identified a focus on the elements of 

professionalism as those found in Professional Learning Communities as a characteristic 

of a good school. 
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Table 4.14 

Focus on Professional Learning Communities and Campus TEA Accountability Ratings 

(N = 117) 

Accountability Rating    f    % of Total 

Not Reported     13    11.1% 

Exemplary     14    12.0% 

Recognized      37    31.6% 

Acceptable     45    38.5% 

Low Performing    8    6.8% 

Total      117    100% 

 

 Table 4.15 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by community type.  This table provides the frequency and percentage of 

assistant principals by community type who identified a focus on the elements of 

professionalism as those found in Professional Learning Communities as a characteristic 

of a good school. 63 (53.8%) assistant principals, more than half of those who identified 

elements of a Professional Learning Community, reported that they were on campuses in 

an urban setting. 
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Table 4.15 

Focus on Professional Learning Communities and Community Type (N = 117) 

Community Type     f    % of Total 

Not Reported     5    4.3% 

Rural      2    1.7% 

Suburban     47    40.2% 

Urban       63    53.8%  

Total      117    100% 

 

Table 4.16 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by campus level.  This table provides the frequency and percentage of assistant 

principals by campus level who identified a focus on the elements of professionalism as 

those found in Professional Learning Communities as a characteristic of a good school.  

Table 4.16 

Focus on Professional Learning Communities and Campus Grade Levels (N = 117) 

Grade Levels     f    % of Total 

Not Reported     34    29.1% 

Elementary School    49    41.9% 

Middle School     19     16.2% 

High School     15      12.8%  

Total      117    100% 
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Positive Climate 

 There were numerous responses that categorized a Positive Climate as a 

characteristic of a good school.  Examples of the responses that assistant principals 

provided were: 

“Positive climate for teachers and students; high moral for teachers; safe 

environment.” 

“Making our school a welcoming and pleasant experience is very important and 

making sure it is a positive place for the students to grow.” 

“The school should be a place where a positive climate exists.  Atmosphere of 

trust and safety.” 

“Great staff.  Positive atmosphere.  High staff morale.  The kids are excited about 

school.  Team work is necessary.” 

“A school where everyone feels welcome and is eager to learn.  School has 

harmony, support between employees and students are excited and happy to be 

there.” 

“Positive student learning environment.” 

“A good school is one with an excellent culture and an excellent climate when 

you walk into it. Right away, you can always tell when a school has an excellent 

climate. A good school involves many different factors, but mostly when the 

administrators, staff, and students respect each other.” 

“A good school is one that provides a safe and fair environment for every studnet 

to learn.” 
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“A school that makes learning an enjoyable experience for children.  An 

environment that is safe for students, where they can explore their thoughts and 

ideas freely.” 

 The common theme in these responses was that good schools have a positive 

climate.  These responses assert that schools with healthy and positive climates created 

environments where students and teachers were happy, respectful and safe with the 

overall environment being one that is orderly, inviting, and clean. 

 Table 4.17 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by gender.  This table provides the frequency and percentage of males and 

females who identified a positive climate as a characteristic of a good school. 

Table 4.17 

Positive Climate and Gender (N = 91) 

Gender       f    % 

Not Reported     8    8.8% 

Female      58    63.7% 

Male      25    27.5% 

Total      91    100.0% 

 

Table 4.18 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by years of experience as an assistant principal.   This table provides the 

frequency and percentage of respondents by years of experience that identified a positive 

climate as a characteristic of a good school. 
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Table 4.18 

Positive Climate and Years of Experience as an Assistant Principal (N = 91) 

Years of Experience    f    % of Total 

Not Reported     3    3.3% 

1-3      44    48.4% 

4-6      21    23.1% 

7-9      12    13.2% 

10-15       8    8.8% 

16+      3    3.3% 

Total      91    100% 

 

Table 4.19 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by campus rating.  This table provides the frequency and percentage of 

assistant principals by campus rating who identified a positive climate as a characteristic 

of a good school. 
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Table 4.19 

Positive Climate and Campus TEA Accountability Ratings (N = 91) 

Accountability Rating    f    % of Total 

Not Reported     11    12.1% 

Exemplary     11    12.1% 

Recognized      20    22.0% 

Acceptable     45    49.5% 

Low Performing    4    4.4% 

Total      91    100% 

 

 Table 4.20 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by community type.  This table provides the frequency and percentage of 

assistant principals by community type who identified a positive climate as a 

characteristic of a good school.  

Table 4.20 

Positive Climate and Community Type (N = 91) 

Community Type     f    % of Total 

Not Reported     2    2.2% 

Rural      3    3.3% 

Suburban     48    52.7% 

Urban       38    41.8%  

Total      91    100% 
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Table 4.21 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by campus level.  This table provides the frequency and percentage of assistant 

principals by campus level who identified a positive climate as a characteristic of a good 

school.  

Table 4.21 

Positive Climate and Campus Grade Levels (N = 91) 

Grade Levels     f    % of Total 

Not Reported     31    34.1% 

Elementary School    35    38.5% 

Middle School     13     14.3% 

High School     12      13.2%  

Total      91    100% 

 

Strong Leadership 

 There were numerous responses that categorized a good school as having a strong 

leadership.  Examples of the responses that assistant principals provided were: 

“Leadership.   Because good leadership produces good teachers and good 

teacher produce good learners.  I do mean good leadership produces good 

teachers.” 

“Effective and instructional leader who guides staff.” 

“Leadership is critical to bringing all of the pieces together.” 

“Established clear expectations, established efficient systems and processes.”       
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“One  where the principal is the model for the teachers to follow, sets the tone of 

the school, available, accessible, knowledgeable about classroom and teachers 

abilities, and all aspects of school administration.” 

“A good school has strong leadership; a teaching staff that is empowered by the 

strong leadership; a staff that shares knowledge and a management style that is 

consistent.” 

“A good school has good leaders that understand that nurturing and sustaining a 

school culture and instructional program conducive to student learning.” 

“A good school is one that has strong leadership, collaboration is evident, and 

high expectations are in place.” 

 The main theme in the responses categorized under Strong Leadership revolved 

around the concept of strong campus leadership.  According to the respondents, in order 

for a campus to be a good school the leader or leaders on that campus must have a clear 

vision for the direction of the campus and be able to nurture and sustain campus growth 

as they move towards that vision.  These leaders must be visible and available to the 

faculty and must set the tone for the campus by modeling the appropriate behaviors and 

setting clear expectations for all stakeholders. 

 Table 4.22 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by gender.  This table provides the frequency and percentage of males and 

females who identified strong leadership as a characteristic of a good school. 
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Table 4.22 

Strong Leadership and Gender (N = 68) 

Gender       f    % 

Not Reported     4    5.9% 

Female      46    67.6% 

Male      18    26.5% 

Total      68    100.0% 

 

Table 4.23 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by years of experience as an assistant principal.   This table provides the 

frequency and percentage of respondents by years of experience that identified strong 

leadership as a characteristic of a good school. 

Table 4.23 

Strong Leadership and Years of Experience as an Assistant Principal (N = 68) 

Years of Experience    f    % of Total 

Not Reported     3    4.4% 

1-3      38    55.9% 

4-6      18    26.5% 

7-9      4    5.9% 

10-15       4    5.9% 

16+      1    1.5% 

Total      68    100% 

 



 

 

82 

 

Table 4.24 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by campus rating.  This table provides the frequency and percentage of 

assistant principals by campus rating who identified strong leadership as a characteristic 

of a good school.   

Table 4.24 

Strong Leadership and Campus TEA Accountability Ratings (N = 68) 

Accountability Rating    f    % of Total 

Not Reported     8    11.8% 

Exemplary     6    8.8% 

Recognized      26    38.2% 

Acceptable     26    38.2% 

Low Performing    2    2.9% 

Total      68    100% 

 

 Table 4.25 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by community type.  This table provides the frequency and percentage of 

assistant principals by community type who identified strong leadership as a 

characteristic of a good school.  
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Table 4.25 

Strong Leadership and Community Type (N = 68) 

Community Type     f    % of Total 

Not Reported     2    2.9% 

Rural      2    2.9% 

Suburban     22    32.4% 

Urban       42    61.8%  

Total      68    100% 

 

Table 4.26 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by campus level.  This table provides the frequency and percentage of assistant 

principals by campus level who identified strong leadership as a characteristic of a good 

school.  

Table 4.26 

Strong Leadership and Campus Grade Levels (N = 68) 

Grade Levels     f    % of Total 

Not Reported     19    27.9% 

Elementary School    24    35.3% 

Middle School     16     23.5% 

High School     9      13.2%  

Total      68    100% 
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Parental and Community Involvement 

 There were numerous responses that categorized a good school as having active 

parental and community involvement.  Examples of the responses that assistant principals 

provided were: 

“Includes participation from all stake holders (teachers, staff, students, and 

community).” 

“Learner-centered instruction, parental involvement, continual improvement, 

vision, small learning communities.” 

“Kids want to come, has buy-in from parents and community.” 

“Feeling, have a lot of parent interaction/involvement, student achievement, 

teacher leaders.” 

“I also feel that parents and the community need to be involved and supportive.” 

“A good school is a place where kids are learning, feel safe and are valued. 

Teachers are excited about teaching and parents are partnering with the school.” 

“At its core, a good school is one that prioritizes the development of warm, caring 

and empathetic relationships within its community.” 

“A good school is one where teachers have high expectations for "all" students.  

Also, the difference between a good school and a great school is the involvement 

of its parents.  It makes a difference.” 

 The common theme in the responses categorized under a strong parental and 

community involvement element was that relationships with the community is key to 

establishing a warm and friendly place, where students want to attend and one that, 
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through its relationship with the community, has established a relevance to the learning 

which engages the students at a very high level. 

 Table 4.27 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by gender.  This table provides the frequency and percentage of males and 

females who identified strong parental and community involvement as a characteristic of 

a good school. 

Table 4.27 

Parental & Community Involvement and Gender (N = 53) 

Gender       f    % 

Not Reported     7    13.2% 

Female      30    56.6% 

Male      16    30.2% 

Total      53    100.0% 

 

Table 4.28 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by years of experience as an assistant principal.   This table provides the 

frequency and percentage of respondents by years of experience that identified strong 

parental and community involvement as a characteristic of a good school. 
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Table 4.28 

Parental & Community Involvement and Years of Experience as an Assistant Principal 

(N = 53) 

Years of Experience    f    % of Total 

Not Reported     4    7.5% 

1-3      23    43.4% 

4-6      10    18.9% 

7-9      6    11.3% 

10-15       7    13.2% 

16+      3    5.7% 

Total      53    100% 

 

Table 4.29 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by campus rating.  This table provides the frequency and percentage of 

assistant principals by campus rating who identified strong parental and community 

involvement as a characteristic of a good school.   
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Table 4.29 

Parental & Community Involvement and Campus TEA Accountability Ratings (N = 53) 

Accountability Rating    f    % of Total 

Not Reported     6    11.3% 

Exemplary     6    11.3% 

Recognized      15    28.3% 

Acceptable     24    45.3% 

Low Performing    2    3.8% 

Total      53    100% 

 

 Table 4.30 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by community type.  This table provides the frequency and percentage of 

assistant principals by community type who identified strong parental and community 

involvement as a characteristic of a good school.  

Table 4.30 

Parental & Community Involvement and Community Type (N = 53) 

Community Type     f    % of Total 

Not Reported     4    7.5% 

Rural      1    1.9% 

Suburban     27    50.9% 

Urban       21    39.6%  

Total      53    100% 
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Table 4.31 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by campus level.  This table provides the frequency and percentage of assistant 

principals by campus level who identified strong parental and community involvement as 

a characteristic of a good school.  

Table 4.31 

Parental & Community Involvement and Campus Grade Levels (N = 53) 

Grade Levels     f    % of Total 

Not Reported     14    26.4% 

Elementary School    24    45.3% 

Middle School     4     7.5% 

High School     11      20.8%  

Total      53    100% 

 

Student Discipline 

 There were numerous responses that categorized student discipline as a 

characteristic of a good school.  Examples of the responses that assistant principals 

provided were: 

“You can tell when you walk through the front door what the culture is.  Discipline has to 

do with it.” 

“One where I don’t see kids acting up all the time, one with little distractions and high 

education.” 

“Discipline standards are communicated and enforced and expectations are 

communicated and practiced.” 
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“School wide discipline plan.” 

“Effective teaching and learning, discipline enforced, effective communication among 

staff and faculty, and students are motivated.” 

“Culture of discipline where continuous improvement is paramount, relationships and 

relevance are valued and implemented.” 

 The common theme in the responses categorized under student discipline focused 

on campuses which had low instances of discipline incidents and where there was a 

culture of discipline and discipline standards were communicated and enforced while 

expectations were communicated and practiced. 

 Table 4.32 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by gender.  This table provides the frequency and percentage of males and 

females who identified student discipline as a characteristic of a good school. 

Table 4.32 

Student Discipline and Gender (N = 15) 

Gender       f    % 

Not Reported     1    6.7% 

Female      12    80.0% 

Male      2    13.3% 

Total      15    100.0% 

 

Table 4.33 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by years of experience as an assistant principal.   This table provides the 
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frequency and percentage of respondents by years of experience that identified student 

discipline as a characteristic of a good school. 

Table 4.33 

Student Discipline and Years of Experience as an Assistant Principal (N = 15) 

Years of Experience    f    % of Total 

Not Reported     0    0.0% 

1-3      10    66.7% 

4-6      3    20.0% 

7-9      1    6.7% 

10-15       1    6.7% 

16+      0    0.0% 

Total      15    100% 

 

Table 4.34 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by campus rating.  This table provides the frequency and percentage of 

assistant principals by campus rating who identified student discipline as a characteristic 

of a good school.   
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Table 4.34 

Student Discipline and Campus TEA Accountability Ratings (N = 15) 

Accountability Rating    f    % of Total 

Not Reported     1    6.7% 

Exemplary     2    13.3% 

Recognized      6    40.0% 

Acceptable     6    40.0% 

Low Performing    0    0.0% 

Total      15    100% 

 

 Table 4.35 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by community type.  This table provides the frequency and percentage of 

assistant principals by community type who identified student discipline as a 

characteristic of a good school.  

Table 4.35 

Student Discipline and Community Type (N = 15) 

Community Type     f    % of Total 

Not Reported     0    0.0% 

Rural      0    0.0% 

Suburban     8    53.3% 

Urban       7    46.7%  

Total      15    100% 
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Table 4.36 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by campus level.  This table provides the frequency and percentage of assistant 

principals by campus level who identified student discipline as a characteristic of a good 

school.  

Table 4.36 

Student Discipline and Campus Grade Levels (N = 15) 

Grade Levels     f    % of Total 

Not Reported     7    46.7% 

Elementary School    5    33.3% 

Middle School     2    13.3% 

High School     1      6.7%  

Total      15    100% 

Research Question Two:  What are the perceptions of assistant principals regarding 

how they describe the culture of a good school? 

 Given the nature of the survey and the fact that it was presented in the form of an 

open-ended interview question to 371 individual assistant principals, there were as many 

original responses.  As with research question one, six categories were derived from the 

responses and were categorized as a school with a good school culture having: (1) 

elements of a stable and professional environment as found in Professional Learning 

Communities; (2) a positive campus climate; (3) a focus on student achievement; (4) a 

central focus on valuing the student; (5) strong leadership; and (6) parental and 

community involvement.  Due to the open-ended nature of the question some responses 

fell into more than one category. 
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 Table 4.37 describes the frequency of assistant principal responses when the total 

numbers of responses were combined.  There were also instances where assistant 

principals, due to the open-ended nature of the interview, provided multiple responses to 

the question.  There were a total of 474 combined responses.  Professional Learning 

Communities was the highest reported category with 126 (26.6%) responses.  The second 

highest reported category was Positive Climate with 120 (25.3%) responses.  A focus on 

Student Achievement was the third highest reported category with 104 (21.9%) 

responses.  A focus on valuing the student was the fourth highest reported category with 

57 (12.0%) responses.  The fifth highest reported category was Parental and Community 

Involvement with 34 (7.2%) responses.  The category with the fewest responses was 

Strong Leadership with 33 (7.0%) responses. 

Table 4.37      

Frequency of Assistant Principals’ Descriptions of the Culture of a Good School in 

Combined Categories (N = 371) 

Responses       f    % of Total 

Professional Learning Communities            126    26.6% 

Positive Climate              120    25.3% 

Student Achievement              104    21.9% 

Valuing the Student    57    12.0% 

Parental & Community Involvement  34    7.2% 

Strong Leadership    33    7.0% 

Total      474    100% 
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Categories Describing the Culture of a Good School 

Professional Learning Communities 

 There were many responses that categorized the culture of a good school as one 

that functions in a collaborative manner in terms of professional development, 

collegiality, and with a collective teacher efficacy, such as is found in a Professional 

Learning Community.  Examples of the responses given were: 

“A school that works together as a team to educate students.” 

“One where all the teachers agree on something and stick with it.” 

“There is a cultural community in the school with effective relationships among 

parents, students, and staff.” 

“A good school is one that practices professional learning communities.  The 

focus is on students and learning.  Teachers have the support they need and the 

school does whatever it takes to foster learning.  Collaboration with a purpose 

and data and results driven.” 

“A school in which common goals are held and teachers believe in the efficacy of 

their teaching.” 

“A good campus focuses on being a professional learning community.” 

“A good school is a learning community.” 

“A good school uses Critical Friends Groups to develop professional learning 

communities.” 

“A good school embodies the concept of professional learning community.” 
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 The common theme in these responses was that schools with good culture show 

characteristics of a professional working environment where all stakeholders’ voices are 

heard and held in high regard.  The decisions are made collaboratively, all for the 

betterment of the organization.  Professional development is seen as a key component and 

the members of the organization are integral parts of the staff development process.  

Teachers learn from each other through trust, modeling and mentoring. 

 Table 4.38 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by gender.  This table provides the frequency and percentage of males and 

females who identified a focus on the elements of professionalism as those found in 

Professional Learning Communities as a characteristic the culture of a school. 78 female 

assistant principals (61.9%) identified a focus on student achievement as a characteristic 

of the culture of a good school, while only 38 male assistant principals (30.2%) did so. 

Table 4.38 

Focus on Professional Learning Communities and Gender (N = 126) 

Gender       f    % 

Not Reported     10    7.9% 

Female      78    61.9% 

Male      38    30.2% 

Total      126    100.0% 

 

Table 4.39 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by years of experience as an assistant principal.   This table provides the 

frequency and percentage of respondents by years of experience who identified a focus 
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on the elements of professionalism as those found in Professional Learning Communities 

as a characteristic of the culture of a good school. 

Table 4.39 

Focus on Professional Learning Communities and Years of Experience as an Assistant 

Principal (N = 126) 

Years of Experience    f    % of Total 

Not Reported     4    3.2% 

1-3      69    54.8% 

4-6      25    19.8% 

7-9      17    13.5% 

10-15       11    8.7% 

16+      0    0.0% 

Total      126    100% 

 

Table 4.40 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by campus rating.  This table provides the frequency and percentage of 

assistant principals by campus rating who identified a focus on the elements of 

professionalism as those found in Professional Learning Communities as a characteristic 

of the culture of a good school. 
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Table 4.40 

Focus on Professional Learning Communities and Campus TEA Accountability Ratings 

(N = 126) 

Accountability Rating    f    % of Total 

Not Reported     11    8.7% 

Exemplary     13    10.3% 

Recognized      30    23.8% 

Acceptable     66    52.4% 

Low Performing    6    4.8% 

Total      117    100% 

 

 Table 4.41 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by community type.  This table provides the frequency and percentage of 

assistant principals by community type who identified a focus on the elements of 

professionalism as those found in Professional Learning Communities as a characteristic 

of the culture of a good school. 61 (48.4%) assistant principals, almost half of those who 

identified elements of a Professional Learning Community, reported that they were on 

campuses in an urban setting. 
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Table 4.41 

Focus on Professional Learning Communities and Community Type (N = 126) 

Community Type     f    % of Total 

Not Reported     8    6.3% 

Rural      2    1.6% 

Suburban     55    43.7% 

Urban       61    48.4%  

Total      126    100% 

 

Table 4.42 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by campus level.  This table provides the frequency and percentage of assistant 

principals by campus level who identified a focus on the elements of professionalism as 

those found in Professional Learning Communities as a characteristic of the culture of a 

good school.  

Table 4.42 

Focus on Professional Learning Communities and Campus Grade Levels (N = 126) 

Grade Levels     f    % of Total 

Not Reported     40    31.7% 

Elementary School    43    34.1% 

Middle School     26     20.6% 

High School     17      13.5%  

Total      126    100% 
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Positive Climate 

 There were numerous responses that categorized a Positive Climate as a 

characteristic of the culture of a good school.  Examples of the responses that assistant 

principals provided were: 

“A school that is warm and inviting where teachers and students want to come in 

their pursuit for knowledge and betterment of the future.” 

“From the moment you walk into the school you feel welcome and you can tell 

learning is happening.  Learning is evident in all aspects of the schools culture.” 

“Positive climate where students are engaged in the learning process.” 

“A safe school where students feel welcome and all school staff has good 

relationships with the students.” 

“The school climate must be conducive to learning. The school itself should be 

clean, safe, well organized.” 

“A good school consists of the following: 1) A Climate of caring;  2) 

Commitment;  3) A climate of belonging;  4) A climate of safety; and  5) Personal 

Competency.” 

“A good school is a place that has a positive climate where students actually 

learn what they are supposed to learn and teachers enjoy teaching.” 

“A good school is a school that is safe and focuses on the students.” 

 The common theme in these responses was that the culture of good schools has a 

positive climate.  These responses assert that schools with healthy and positive climates 

created environments where students and teachers were happy, respectful and safe with 

the overall environment being one that is orderly, inviting and clean. 
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 Table 4.43 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by gender.  This table provides the frequency and percentage of males and 

females who identified a positive climate as a characteristic of the culture of a good 

school. 

Table 4.43 

Positive Climate and Gender (N = 120) 

Gender       f    % 

Not Reported     14    11.7% 

Female      71    59.2% 

Male      35    29.2% 

Total      120    100.0% 

 

Table 4.44 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by years of experience as an assistant principal.   This table provides the 

frequency and percentage of respondents by years of experience which identified a 

positive climate as a characteristic of the culture of a good school. 
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Table 4.44 

Positive Climate and Years of Experience as an Assistant Principal (N = 120) 

Years of Experience    f    % of Total 

Not Reported     2    1.7% 

1-3      60    50.0% 

4-6      26    21.7% 

7-9      16    13.3% 

10-15       12    10.0% 

16+      4    3.3% 

Total      120    100% 

 

Table 4.45 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by campus rating.  This table provides the frequency and percentage of 

assistant principals by campus rating who identified a positive climate as a characteristic 

of the culture of a good school. 
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Table 4.45 

Positive Climate and Campus TEA Accountability Ratings (N = 120) 

Accountability Rating    f    % of Total 

Not Reported     10    8.3% 

Exemplary     14    11.7% 

Recognized      31    25.8% 

Acceptable     61    50.8% 

Low Performing    4    3.3% 

Total      120    100% 

 

 Table 4.46 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by community type.  This table provides the frequency and percentage of 

assistant principals by community type who identified a positive climate as a 

characteristic of the culture of a good school.  

Table 4.46 

Positive Climate and Community Type (N = 120) 

Community Type     f    % of Total 

Not Reported     1    0.8% 

Rural      2    1.7% 

Suburban     50    41.7% 

Urban       67    55.8%  

Total      120    100% 
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Table 4.47 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by campus level.  This table provides the frequency and percentage of assistant 

principals by campus level who identified a positive climate as a characteristic of the 

culture of a good school.  

Table 4.47 

Positive Climate and Campus Grade Levels (N = 120) 

Grade Levels     f    % of Total 

Not Reported     38    31.7% 

Elementary School    42    35.0% 

Middle School     24     20.0% 

High School     16      13.3%  

Total      120    100% 

 

Focus on Student Achievement 

 There were numerous responses that categorized the culture of a good school as 

having a Focus on Student Achievement.  Examples of the responses that assistant 

principals provided were: 

“A good school teaches students how to think as individuals and prepares them 

for life.  The focus is not only on grades but on personal development as well.” 

“It is important to reach a balance between all aspects involved in teaching, 

learning and education. Understanding everyone's needs.  Set high standards, 

give frequent assessment of progress, initiate a system of rewards and 
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punishments. Are district goals being met? Are democratic values apparent in the 

student population?” 

“One in which all stakeholders are vested and the focus is on the students 

acheivement is evident.” 

“One where all involved parties have taken ownership of education, and students 

progress is main focus.” 

“A school in which students achieve at a high level, supported by teachers who 

use their knowledge of effective educational practices to teach at high levels.” 

“One where student growth an development is a primary goal.  Where 

performance and achievement reflect excellence in learning--high expectations 

and high standards.” 

“Culture focused on student achievement, where student achievement and 

successes are the cool thing to do.” 

“A good school is a school that is safe and focused on student achievement.” 

The common theme in the responses categorized under a focus on student 

achievement was that student achievement drives the school’s mission.  According to the 

respondents a focus on student achievement prepares all of the students, not just certain 

demographics of the campus, but the entire student population for the next phase of life 

by setting high academic standards and focusing on sound teaching practices. 

 Table 4.48 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by gender.  This table provides the frequency and percentage of males and 

females who identified a focus on student achievement as a characteristic of the culture of 

a good school. 66 female assistant principals (63.5%) identified a focus on student 
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achievement as a characteristic of a good school, while only 30 male assistant principals 

(28.8%) did so.  There were 8 respondents (7.7%) who identified a focus on student 

achievement was a characteristic of the culture of a good school but did not report their 

gender. 

Table 4.48 

Focus on Student Achievement and Gender (N = 104) 

Gender       f    % 

Not Reported     8    7.7% 

Female      66    63.5% 

Male      30    28.8% 

Total      104    100.0% 

 

Table 4.49 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by years of experience as an assistant principal.  The table provides the 

frequency and percentage of assistant principals, by years of experience as an assistant 

principal, which identified a focus on student achievement as a characteristic of the 

culture of a good school.   
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Table 4.49 

Focus on Student Achievement and Years of Experience as an Assistant Principal          

(N = 104) 

Years of Experience    f    % of Total 

Not Reported     2    1.9% 

1-3      49    47.1% 

4-6      25    24.0% 

7-9      10    9.6% 

10-15       15    14.4% 

16+      3    2.9% 

Total      104    100% 

 

 Table 4.50 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by campus rating.  This table provides the frequency and percentage of 

assistant principals by campus rating who identified a focus on student achievement as a 

characteristic of the culture of a good school. 
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Table 4.50 

Focus on Student Achievement and Campus TEA Accountability Ratings (N = 104) 

Accountability Rating    f    % of Total 

Not Reported     8    7.7% 

Exemplary     8    7.7% 

Recognized      25    24.0% 

Acceptable     59    56.7% 

Low Performing    4    3.8% 

Total      181    100% 

 

 Table 4.51 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by community type.  This table provides the frequency and percentage of 

assistant principals by community type who identified a focus on student achievement as 

a characteristic of the culture of a good school.  As shown below, the representative 

group’s predominant community type was in an urban setting. 

Table 4.51 

Focus on Student Achievement and Community Type (N = 104) 

Community Type     f    % of Total 

Not Reported     4    3.8% 

Rural      4    3.8% 

Suburban     47    45.2% 

Urban       49    47.1%  

Total      104    100% 
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Table 4.52 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by campus level.  This table provides the frequency and percentage of assistant 

principals by campus level who identified a focus on student achievement as a 

characteristic of the culture of a good school. 

Table 4.52 

Focus on Student Achievement and Campus Grade Levels (N = 104) 

Grade Levels     f    % of Total 

Not Reported     33    31.7% 

Elementary School    29    27.9% 

Middle School     21     20.2% 

High School     21      20.2%  

Total      104    100% 

 

Valuing the Student 

 There were numerous responses that categorized student discipline as a 

characteristic of the culture of a good school.  Examples of the responses that assistant 

principals provided were: 

“One that values children.  That's the customer.” 

“All decisions are made with the best interests of the students in mind.” 

“Values in the students, students should be the focus.” 

“Students are the top priority of the school.  Meeting the needs of the whole 

child.” 



 

 

109 

 

“The value should be that all students learn regardless of ethnicity. The priority is 

student learning.” 

“The culture of a good school puts students first. Teachers shold be doing what is 

best for students.” 

“A school that values student learning for all students.” 

“A good school’s culture is one where children and their needs are first and 

foremost.  That’s what we are here for.” 

 The common theme in the responses categorized under valuing the student 

focused on a mindset that the students come first.  Academic and affective learning 

should be at the forefront of all planning for the campus. 

 Table 4.53 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by gender.  This table provides the frequency and percentage of males and 

females who identified valuing the student as a characteristic of the culture of a good 

school. 

Table 4.53 

Valuing the Student and Gender (N = 57) 

Gender       f    % 

Not Reported     2    3.5% 

Female      41    71.9% 

Male      14    24.6% 

Total      57    100.0% 
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Table 4.54 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by years of experience as an assistant principal.   This table provides the 

frequency and percentage of respondents by years of experience that identified valuing 

the student as a characteristic of the culture of a good school. 

Table 4.54 

 Valuing the Student and Years of Experience as an Assistant Principal (N = 57) 

Years of Experience    f    % of Total 

Not Reported     1    1.8% 

1-3      31    54.4% 

4-6      10    17.5% 

7-9      6    10.5% 

10-15       7    12.3% 

16+      2    3.5% 

Total      57    100% 

 

Table 4.55 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by campus rating.  This table provides the frequency and percentage of 

assistant principals by campus rating who identified valuing the student as a characteristic 

of the culture of a good school.   
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Table 4.55 

 Valuing the Student and Campus TEA Accountability Ratings (N = 57) 

Accountability Rating    f    % of Total 

Not Reported     3    5.3% 

Exemplary     6    10.5% 

Recognized      15    26.3% 

Acceptable     28    49.1% 

Low Performing    5    7.5% 

Total      57    100% 

 

 Table 4.56 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by community type.  This table provides the frequency and percentage of 

assistant principals by community type who identified valuing the student as a 

characteristic of the culture of a good school.  

Table 4.56 

 Valuing the Student and Community Type (N = 57) 

Community Type     f    % of Total 

Not Reported     2    3.5% 

Rural      3    5.3% 

Suburban     23    40.4% 

Urban       29    50.9%  

Total      57    100% 
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Table 4.57 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by campus level.  This table provides the frequency and percentage of assistant 

principals by campus level who identified valuing the student as a characteristic of the 

culture of a good school.  

Table 4.57 

Valuing the Student and Campus Grade Levels (N = 57) 

Grade Levels     f    % of Total 

Not Reported     14    24.6% 

Elementary School    18    31.6% 

Middle School     11    19.3% 

High School     14      24.6%  

Total      57    100% 

 

Parental and Community Involvement 

 There were numerous responses that categorized the culture of a good school as 

having active parental and community involvement.  Examples of the responses that 

assistant principals provided were: 

“Strong interactions by community members (teachers/parents/students), all 

working together.” 

“The culture of a good school values the opinions of the community, students and 

faculty.  Modern day schools do not value the community aka stakeholders as we 

once have.” 
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“It goes to old saying it takes a village to raise a child, Diverse multicultural 

community.” 

“A school in which all stakeholders –teachers, non-teaching staff, administrators, 

parents, and community members work together to establish and maintain a 

common vision for the school as well as goals and standards to achieve that 

vision.” 

“High expectations for students and staff.  Strong parent, teacher, student 

relationships.  Successful student achievement focus; outcome-strong, productive 

citizens programs, clubs and organizations that benefit all inclusive atmosphere, 

with high energy.” 

 The common theme in the responses categorized under a strong parental and 

community involvement element was that relationships with the community is key to 

establishing a warm and friendly place, where students want to attend and one that, 

through its relationship with the community, has established a relevance to the learning 

which engages the students at a very high level. 

 Table 4.58 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by gender.  This table provides the frequency and percentage of males and 

females who identified strong parental and community involvement as a characteristic of 

the culture of a good school. 
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Table 4.58 

Parental & Community Involvement and Gender (N = 34) 

Gender       f    % 

Not Reported     2    5.9% 

Female      21    61.8% 

Male      11    32.4% 

Total      34    100.0% 

 

Table 4.59 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by years of experience as an assistant principal.   This table provides the 

frequency and percentage of respondents by years of experience which identified strong 

parental and community involvement as a characteristic of a good school. 

Table 4.59 

Parental & Community Involvement and Years of Experience as an Assistant Principal 

(N = 34) 

Years of Experience    f    % of Total 

Not Reported     2    5.9% 

1-3      9    26.5% 

4-6      9    26.5% 

7-9      3    8.8% 

10-15       8    23.5% 

16+      3    8.8% 

Total      34    100% 
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Table 4.60 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by campus rating.  This table provides the frequency and percentage of 

assistant principals by campus rating who identified strong parental and community 

involvement as a characteristic of the culture of a good school.   

Table 4.60 

Parental & Community Involvement and Campus TEA Accountability Ratings (N = 34) 

Accountability Rating    f    % of Total 

Not Reported     3    8.8% 

Exemplary     5    14.7% 

Recognized      12    35.3% 

Acceptable     12    35.3% 

Low Performing    2    5.9% 

Total      34    100% 

 

 Table 4.61 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by community type.  This table provides the frequency and percentage of 

assistant principals by community type who identified strong parental and community 

involvement as a characteristic of the culture of a good school.  

 

 

 

 



 

 

116 

 

Table 4.61 

Parental & Community Involvement and Community Type (N = 34) 

Community Type     f    % of Total 

Not Reported     1    2.9% 

Rural      2    5.9% 

Suburban     15    44.1% 

Urban       16    47.1%  

Total      34    100% 

 

Table 4.62 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by campus level.  This table provides the frequency and percentage of assistant 

principals by campus level who identified strong parental and community involvement as 

a characteristic of the culture of a good school.  

Table 4.62 

Parental & Community Involvement and Campus Grade Levels (N = 34) 

Grade Levels     f    % of Total 

Not Reported     13    38.2% 

Elementary School    12    35.3% 

Middle School     5    14.7% 

High School     4      11.8%  

Total      34    100% 
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Strong Leadership 

 There were numerous responses that categorized the culture of a good school as 

having strong leadership.  Examples of the responses that assistant principals provided 

were: 

“A good school culture has teachers who feel supported by administration.  

Everyone sees staff development as important and work together.” 

“Positive and nurturing relationships with students; strong instructional 

leadership and focus; recognition of student and teacher accomplishments.” 

“Staff members are trusted to do their job and leaders are open to discuss 

concerns as well as their ideas. Leaders have high expectations for their staff and 

that is not compromised.” 

“The good school will value orderly processes, systems, and expectations.  

Without this foundation learning will not and can not occur.” 

“Students and teachers are supported by administrators and the community as 

learning occurs.” 

“Supervision without adequate supporting resources or appropriate training is 

not likely to have an impact on instructional excellence.” 

“Effective communication, strong leadership, open, welcoming environment.” 

 The main theme in the responses categorized under Strong Leadership revolved 

around the concept of strong campus leadership.  According to the respondents, in order 

for a campus to develop and maintain the culture of a good school, the leader or leaders 

on that campus must have a clear vision for the direction of the campus and be able to 

nurture and sustain campus growth as they move towards that vision.  These leaders must 
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be visible and available to the faculty and must set the tone for the campus by modeling 

the appropriate behaviors and setting clear expectations for all stakeholders. 

 Table 4.63 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by gender.  This table provides the frequency and percentage of males and 

females who identified strong leadership as a characteristic of the culture of a good 

school. 

Table 4.63 

Strong Leadership and Gender (N = 33) 

Gender       f    % 

Not Reported     3    9.1% 

Female      22    66.7% 

Male      8    24.2% 

Total      33    100.0% 

 

Table 4.64 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by years of experience as an assistant principal.   This table provides the 

frequency and percentage of respondents by years of experience which identified strong 

leadership as a characteristic of the culture of a good school. 
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Table 4.64 

Strong Leadership and Years of Experience as an Assistant Principal (N = 33) 

Years of Experience    f    % of Total 

Not Reported     0    0.0% 

1-3      19    57.6% 

4-6      6    18.2% 

7-9      3    9.1% 

10-15       5    15.2% 

16+      0    0.0% 

Total      33    100% 

Table 4.65 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by campus rating.  This table provides the frequency and percentage of 

assistant principals by campus rating who identified strong leadership as a characteristic 

of the culture of a good school.   

Table 4.65 

Strong Leadership and Campus TEA Accountability Ratings (N = 33) 

Accountability Rating    f    % of Total 

Not Reported     2    6.1% 

Exemplary     4    12.1% 

Recognized      10    30.3% 

Acceptable     15    45.5% 

Low Performing    2    6.1% 

Total      33    100% 
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Table 4.66 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by community type.  This table provides the frequency and percentage of 

assistant principals by community type who identified strong leadership as a 

characteristic of the culture of a good school.  

Table 4.66 

Strong Leadership and Community Type (N = 33) 

Community Type     f    % of Total 

Not Reported     1    3.0% 

Rural      2    6.1% 

Suburban     11    33.3% 

Urban       19    57.6%  

Total      33    100% 

 

Table 4.67 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by campus level.  This table provides the frequency and percentage of assistant 

principals by campus level who identified strong leadership as a characteristic of the 

culture of a good school.  
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Table 4.67 

Strong Leadership and Campus Grade Levels (N = 33) 

Grade Levels     f    % of Total 

Not Reported     11    33.3% 

Elementary School    10    30.3% 

Middle School     6     18.2% 

High School     6      18.2%  

Total      33    100% 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



CHAPTER FIVE 

Discussion 

Introduction 

 Despite the fact that the assistant principal’s roles and duties include “ill-defined, 

inconsistent, and at times incoherent responsibilities” (Marshall & Hooley, 2006), the 

comprehensive nature of the roles asked of them puts the assistant principal in a position 

to be qualified, almost uniquely so, to render a perspective on what is good in schools and 

what good schools look like.  One possible method to discover this unique perspective is 

to examine their perceptions regarding the aspects of a school and solicit from them the 

qualities which they feel are necessary for a school to be considered good or necessary 

for a school to have a good culture.   

Summary of the Study 

 The purpose of the study was to examine the beliefs and perceptions of assistant 

principals regarding the factors necessary for a school to be considered a good school, 

and how they described the culture and climate of good schools.  Given that the assistant 

principal is exceeded in positional authority only by the principal at a school and the fact 

that assistant principals will have an impact in all visible and inner workings of the 

school, there is a need to examine the relationship between the assistant principal’s 

leadership perspectives and school culture by studying the perceptions and beliefs of 

assistant principals.  

 A convenience sample selection technique was used to collect the data for this 

study and then archived and maintained by the university as an archival source for 

analyses in researching various questions regarding public school leadership from an 
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assistant principal’s perspective, such as this study.  The data was collected through a 

cognitive interview protocol guided by an interviewer.  Students in the university’s 

Master’s degree program in Educational Leadership administered the survey.  The 

student interviewers were permitted to choose which principals they would interview, 

presumably administrators in the same district in which they worked.  The survey was 

administered over a period of eighteen months, with different groups of graduate students 

administering the survey each semester during that time period. 

Discussion of Findings 

 The researcher sought to study the beliefs of assistant principals regarding good 

schools and their cultures.  Each of the two research questions was aligned with an item 

from the survey instrument.  The survey asked the assistant principals to answer two 

questions concerning good schools and the culture of good schools.  The intent of the 

questions was to discern any patterns in the responses of the assistant principals in the 

frequency or demographic factors.  The following are the research questions examined in 

this study: 

1. What are the perceptions of assistant principals regarding the characteristics of a 

good school? 

2. What are the perceptions of assistant principals regarding how they describe the 

culture of a good school? 

Research Question One.  The first research question addressed the perceptions of 

assistant principals regarding their beliefs on which characteristics would be present for a 

school to be considered good.  The sample of 371 assistant principals provided 525 total 

responses.  The open nature of the question allowed respondents to provide multiple 
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answers in their responses.  Each answer to the question was categorized in one of six 

categories, and the following is a breakdown of the data into each category:  Student 

Achievement (181, 34.5%); Professional Learning Communities (117, 22.3%); Positive 

Climate (91, 17.3%); Strong Leadership (68, 13.0%); Parental & Community 

Involvement (53, 10.1%); Student Discipline (15, 2.9%).  As shown in figures 5.1 and 

5.2, Student Achievement is viewed as the gauge by which over one third of the 

respondents believe determines whether a school should be considered good.  This 

coincides with the findings of Williams (2011) in his study involving over 300 principals 

that investigated the perceptions of principals in this same area.  In his study, when asked 

the same question, 34.7% of respondents stated that schools with an academic focus and 

successful results could be considered good.  

Figure 5.1 

Assistant Principals’ Responses – Research Question One 
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The next two categories in the Williams (2011) study of principal perceptions were 

Student Centered and Professional Development, which when combined, produced 

21.6% of the responses.  These findings coincide with this study’s results that produced 

22.3% of the responses for Professional Learning Communities, of which a student-

centered focus and professional development are integral components.   

Figure 5.2 

Assistant Principals’ Responses Percentages – Research Question One 
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current campus Texas Education Agency accountability rating, geographical setting, and 

current grade level. 

 When analyzing the background data of the assistant principals and their 

campuses in regard to research question one, several interesting findings were 

discovered.  While female respondents only made up 63% of the survey group, 80% of 

the responses stating that student discipline was an essential component of a good school 

came from female respondents.  Likewise, 50% of the respondent group was made up of 

assistant principals with three or fewer years of experience as an assistant principal, yet 

nearly 67% of the responses in the student discipline category came from this group.  

Another interesting result in the student discipline category was that 40% of the 

responses came from assistant principals from campuses with a Recognized Texas 

Education Agency accountability rating, yet they only made up 27% of the respondents 

for research question one.   

 Regarding the group of Parental and Community Involvement, 50% of the 

responses in this group came from assistant principals currently working in suburban 

schools, whereas only 39% of the responses came from assistant principals working in 

urban schools.  This is in contradiction with the percentage breakdown of respondents.  

Only 43% of the respondents work in suburban schools while almost 54% work in urban 

schools.   

 Finally, when the data was examined in relation to the respondent’s grade level 

affiliation, almost 42% of the responses describing Professional Learning Communities 

as essential components of a good school were from elementary school assistant 

principals.  The next group was the middle school assistant principals with only 16% of 
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the responses.  In addition, while middle school assistant principals made up 19% of the 

responding group, only 7.5% of the responses indicating that parental and community 

involvement was essential for a school to be considered good came from that group.  The 

final interesting result was that only one high school assistant principal of the 58 who 

participated indicated that student discipline was a component of a good school. 

Research Question Two.  The second research question addressed the perceptions of 

assistant principals regarding their beliefs on what are the characteristics of the culture of 

a good school.  The sample of 371 assistant principals provided 474 total responses.  The 

open nature of the question allowed respondents to provide multiple answers in their 

responses.  Each answer to the question was categorized in one of six categories, and the 

following is a breakdown of the data in each category:  Professional Learning 

Communities (126, 26.6%); Positive Climate (120, 25.3%); Student Achievement (104, 

21.9%); Valuing the Student (57, 12.0%); Parental & Community Involvement (34, 

7.2%); Strong Leadership (33, 7.0%).  As shown in figures 5.3 and 5.4, schools which 

have professional learning communities in place, or components of what would be found 

within professional learning communities, were described as being a part of the culture 

for good schools.   
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Figure 5.3 

Assistant Principals’ Responses – Research Question Two 
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Montgomery (2005) which suggested that a fundamental shift in the habits of mind that 

teachers bring to their daily work in the classroom has a significant impact on a change in 
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Figure 5.4 

Assistant Principals’ Responses Percentages – Research Question Two 
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50% of the respondents only 26.5% of the responses linked parental and community 

involvement to the culture of a good school.  In contrast, almost one-third, 32.4%, of the 

responses that linked parental and community involvement to the culture of a good 

school came from assistant principals with 10 or more years of experience as an assistant 

principal.  Additionally, as related to years of experience, none of the 11 assistant 

principals surveyed who had 16 or more years of experience as an assistant principal felt 

that strong leadership was a necessary component of the culture of a good school. 

Another notable demographic was the Texas Education Agency accountability 

rating.  In relation to the categories of Student Achievement and Parental and Community 

Involvement, at least one grouping’s results were much lower than the overall percentage 

of respondents from the respective group.  In the case of Student Achievement, only 

3.8% of the responses came from assistant principals who work in low performing 

schools.  This is in contrast to the fact that 5.3% of the respondents currently work in low 

performing schools.  When examining the group of Parental and Community involvement 

an even larger disparity was discovered.  Even though the number of assistant principals 

from schools with the TEA rating of acceptable was almost double the number of 

respondents of assistant principals from schools with the TEA rating of recognized, the 

number of responses in relation to whether parental and community involvement was a 

necessary component of the culture of good schools was the same. 

The only other notable result illustrated by the data was the impact that high 

school assistant principals placed on the belief of valuing the student as being an 

important component to the culture of a good school.  Despite the fact that only 15% of 

the respondents to the survey were high school assistant principals, they accounted for 
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25% of the responses stating that valuing the student was an important factor in the 

culture of a good school. 

Future Research 

During this study, additional areas were found in which future research could 

potentially add significant insight to our understanding of the characteristics that are 

consistently found in good schools along with the values and beliefs which translate into 

the culture of those schools.  The following recommendations for research in this area are 

suggested: 

1. While this survey collected responses from a large sample of respondents, it is 

important to note that all respondents were from the same relatively small 

geographical region.  Future research should be considered in order to move the 

collection of data out to a larger geographical area.  Data from a larger region 

would be a nice addition to this study and could be used in a comparative nature.  

It would be interesting to see if the perceptions of assistant principals on this topic 

are universal or localized to one region of the country. 

2. This data is in addition to a principal’s survey on the same topic, but it would be 

interesting to see data from surveys of all stakeholders within schools.  Studies on 

the perceptions of teachers, students, and parents would also be a great addition to 

this compilation of data.  To compare the perceptions of the leadership against the 

perceptions of those whom they manage may illustrate some common themes 

within good schools that could then be duplicated by others. 

3. One interesting observation here is that Texas is currently undergoing significant 

changes in funding.  As these adjustments are made, and should there be a shift in 
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the recommendation of student to assistant principal ratio along with the extra 

managerial responsibilities that would be inherited due to there being fewer 

assistant principals to manage the day to day operations of the campuses, it would 

be interesting to see if the perceptions of the assistant principals change as a result 

of the continuing evolution of the role that the assistant principal would be asked 

to play.  Two separate studies could go forward: 1) An identical study as this one 

but with the new funding variables in place or; 2) an examination of the 

perceptions of these same respondents on similar questions but asked at a time 

after the new set of working responsibilities had been added to their respective 

roles. 

Conclusions and Recommendations 

 Role ambiguity means that the assistant principal’s roles and duties include “ill-

defined, inconsistent, and at times incoherent responsibilities” (Marshall & Hooley, 

2006). The comprehensive nature of the roles asked of them puts the assistant principal in 

a position to be qualified, almost uniquely so, to render a perspective on what is good in 

schools and what good schools look like. 

 The perceptions of the assistant principals, which are derived from their beliefs, 

will significantly impact how they conduct the normal business of the day, and, as we 

have seen in the literature review, the modeling that they do during the course of 

completing their tasks establish the normal routines of the school which ultimately form 

and maintain the culture of the school (Leithwood & Louis, 2011).  

 This study was conducted to gain a better understanding of assistant principals’ 

perceptions of what comprises a good school, and their descriptions of school culture.  
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One of the interesting findings was the consistency with which the respondents described 

a good school and good school culture.  Each research question used a categorization 

system for the responses and remarkably both questions generated the categories of 

Student Achievement, Professional Learning Communities, Positive Climate, Strong 

Leadership and Parental & Community Involvement.  The demographic groups examined 

by research question one and those of research question two were the same with the 

exception of one group.  Student Discipline was used more often by assistant principals 

when describing a good school whereas the idea of Valuing the Student was used when 

describing the culture of a good school.  This demonstrates a strong correlation between 

the qualities of a school’s culture and the quality of that school while also demonstrating 

a subtle difference between culture and climate, while illustrating the fact that they are 

intertwined.     

Figure 5.5 

Categories of Assistant Principals’ Responses by Research Question 

Characteristics of a Good School Good School Culture 

    

1.  Student Achievement 1.  Professional Learning Communities 

2.  Professional Learning Communities 2.  Positive Climate 

3.  Positive Climate 3.  Student Achievement 

4.  Strong Leadership 4.  Valuing the Student 

5.  Parental & Community Involvement 5.  Parental & Community Involvement 

6.  Student Discipline 6.  Strong Leadership 

 

 To reinforce this concept, and by way of comparison, the categories established in 

this study (i.e. Student Achievement, Professional Learning Communities, Positive 

Climate, etc.) were very similar to those established by a similar study conducted with 

principals by Williams (2011).  This demonstrates a consistency in the perceptions of 
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principals and assistant principals, which when taken together, constitute the top two tiers 

of leadership at most schools.  This is significant in that the role of school leadership is 

considered second only to classroom instruction as the main variable which determines 

student success (Leithwood & Louis, 2011).   

 Interestingly, however, the one category difference between the two research 

questions is significant on its own merit.  Research question one concentrated on the 

characteristics of a good school which aligns essentially with the climate of a school, and, 

as such, student discipline was one of the categories chosen when cataloging the data.  In 

contrast, research question two focused on the characteristics of the culture of a good 

school.  The one change in categories from question one was the lack of responses 

focused on student discipline and a higher focus on what was eventually termed “valuing 

the student.”  This represents a strong shift from the management of the climate to the 

establishment of the culture of a school.  The significance is that it reinforces the 

perceptive nature of the assistant principals surveyed as well as aligns very nicely with 

the prevailing research, which suggests that the climate of the school results from the 

tangible aspects of the day to day activities while the culture is driven more by the central 

and core values of the organization (Deal & Peterson, 2002). 

 Given these findings, and when used in conjunction with previous studies, a very 

strong argument can be made in regards to the relationship between a school’s culture 

and whether that school is considered “good”.  Both past and present literature and 

studies, written by and conducted by Bandura, Senge, Maslow and Dufour, suggests that 

for an organization to be successful it must first address the basic needs of both the 

individuals within the organization and the needs of the organization as a whole.  This 
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study demonstrates, through the perceptions of assistant principals, that for a school to be 

considered “good,” it must do so by first establishing a strong, healthy culture that is 

conducive to not only learning but to the well being of the whole individual, both adult 

and student.  Once this culture is in place, it must be maintained by the school leadership, 

of which the assistant principal is an integral component, in order to allow the 

organization to flourish.    

 Based on these conclusions and findings several strong recommendations can be 

made for practitioners of education to make some positive changes to the culture and 

climate of schools.  First, schools are missing cultural alignment.  There is a gap between 

what has been found in research on culture and climate and what is done in schools today 

to build capacity towards a positive and healthy culture and climate.  This research 

supports the recommendation that we access and pay attention to the perceptions of 

school assistant principals.  These perceptions are readily accessible and will give school 

and district leaders insight into the most important level of the school, the classroom and 

day to day lives of the students and teachers.  Building principals and school district 

leaders should make a concerted effort to build organizational structures and system 

procedures which are not only open to assistant principals but actively and overtly engage 

the assistant principals in the development and maintenance of the school’s culture and 

climate.   

 Secondly, school districts need to develop campus specific and district-wide 

systems which focus resources on building and maintaining positive and healthy culture 

and climate.  This research, along with much of the research on culture and climate, 
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supports this allocation of both human and material capital towards the alignment of the 

core values of the organization with the instructional leadership of the school.   

 Finally, these perceptions have significant implications for succession planning 

within schools and districts.  Since most of the principals and district leaders begin their 

administrative careers as assistant principals, it is important to know and understand their 

perceptions. Engaging the assistant principals in the overt establishment and management 

of the organization’s culture and climate allows supervisors valuable insights into the 

values, vision, work ethic, and ability to work within a structured framework of these 

potential future leaders within the organization.   
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