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Abstract 

          Illiteracy in America is one of the key correlates for poverty (Roman, 2004).  Far 

too often, students graduate from high school without having basic literacy skills 

(Alliance for Excellent Education, 2011).  Coupled with this fact, many teachers at the 

secondary level fail to understand how to teach literacy at that level (Harmon, Hedrick, 

Wood, & Vintinner, 2011).  Significant research addresses how early readers learn how 

to read; however, the studies on high school literacy are scarce. There is a disconnect 

between how literacy is approached at the primary level compared to the secondary level 

(Hill, Holmes-Smith, & Rowe, 1993).  Many secondary teachers do not feel it is their 

responsibility to teach literacy (Allen, 2000). Schools that have successful literacy 

programs show evidence of strong principal leadership with a focused literacy agenda 

(Booth & Roswell, 2007).   

         The purpose of this case study was to examine teachers’, administrators’, and a 

principal’s perceptions regarding how the early literacy background of the principal 

influences their decisions and practices in literacy development in a successful 

turnaround high school.  This study was a qualitative case study that was descriptive and 

explanatory in nature.   

       One principal, six administrators, and approximately 18 teachers from one successful 

turnaround comprehensive high school in Southeast Texas were selected for this case 

 
 



study.  One principal and six administrators from this high school were interviewed using 

a semi-structured approach.  Additionally, three semi-structured teacher focus groups 

containing six teachers in each group were conducted.  Teachers participating in the focus 

groups were selected from different content areas within the turnaround high school to 

gain multiple perspectives from different content areas.  The interviews were transcribed 

and analyzed using a general inductive approach. Emerging themes were identified based 

on the repetition of the text and connections to the broader theme.  Once themes were 

identified, they were triangulated based on commonalities between the responses of the 

three groups interviewed.   

       Findings from this study indicated that, while the principal, teachers, and 

administrators each sensed the presence of an environment that promoted literacy, each 

group perceived the influence of the principal’s early literacy background differently.  

The principal perceived her early literacy background as positively influencing her 

decisions and practices.  Two themes emerged when interviewing the principal: (1) 

School wide literacy practices and (2) Allocation of human resources to promote literacy. 

The school administrators perceived that the principal’s early literacy background had 

influenced her decisions and practices.  Three salient themes emerged: (1) School wide 

literacy, (2) Allocation of human resources, and (3) Data-based decision making.  While 

the teachers each spoke about the presence of literacy in the school environment, they 

were less likely to attribute this to the principal’s early literacy background.  In many 

cases, the teachers were unaware of her background. However, when interviewing the 

teachers through focus groups, four themes emerged: (1) School wide literacy practices, 

(2) Allocation of resources, (3) Delegated/diffused leadership, and (4) Positive school 
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culture and climate focused on high expectations.  All three groups had common themes 

that emerged through the interviews and focus groups.  The common themes were: (1) 

School wide literacy practices, (2) Allocation of resources, and (3) Diffusion of 

leadership. 

         Implications for school leadership include the need to utilize more principals with a 

successful elementary background to help turnaround struggling secondary schools; 

utilize models of diffused leadership in struggling schools to create environments that 

focus on literacy; provide necessary human resources and material resources for 

struggling schools to assist in promoting literacy; and, utilize a school wide 

comprehensive approach to promoting literacy through common school wide practices 

and approaches.
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Chapter 1:  

Introduction 

One of the greatest challenges facing secondary educators is the growing literacy 

gap for impoverished students.  Therefore, many middle and high school educators may 

feel “caught in the middle” between educational mandates and best practices in literary 

education (Elish-Piper & Tatum, 2006).  As a result, students from poverty-associated 

backgrounds continue to perform poorly on literacy-based exercises in comparison to 

their peers (Bhattacharya, 2010).  Additionally, these students are more likely to attend an 

underperforming school (NEA, 2014).  According to Greene & Anyon (2010), schools 

that serve students from low-income families are being offered disadvantaged learning 

environments. However, there are schools that manage to defy the odds while serving the 

at-risk population (AEIS).  Turnaround High School (pseudonym) in the Urban 

Independent School District (pseudonym) serves as a positive model, since the school 

produces high levels of student achievement even though at least eighty-percent of the 

students are from lower socioeconomic status.  Previously, Texas Assessment of 

Knowledge and Skills (TAKS) reading scores at Turnaround High School revealed that 

only approximately two-thirds of the students could read proficiently. Consequently, a 

new principal with a background in elementary literacy was appointed in 2007. In 

association with this change, TAKS reading scores experienced a 16% increase between 

the years of 2007 and 2012 and a similar positive score increase was observed with the 

Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT; 17 point gain during the same period). Likewise, 

Turnaround High School saw huge gains on TAKS math (28%), science (37%), and 

social studies (16%).  With this increasing positive trend, it would now be hard to 
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convince anyone that Turnaround High School was listed by the US News as a “Dropout 

factory” based on data associated with 2004, 2005, and 2006.  “Dropout factory” was a 

name given to schools where no more than 60% of the students who started as freshmen, 

made it to their senior year (Associated Press, 2007). 

Secondary literacy is a topic that warrants an increased focus.  While most 

secondary students do not possess the skills to be considered proficient readers, most 

secondary teachers do not possess the skills required to teach reading at the levels needed 

to support secondary literacy (Harmon, Hedrick, Wood, & Vintinner, 2011). In a survey 

conducted in Northern Ireland (Collins & Dallat, 1998), it was determined that many 

English teachers believe they do not have the necessary training or skills to meet the 

needs of the weak and failing readers in their classes.  While there is increasing evidence 

that school-wide approaches result in enhanced literacy skills for K-3 learners, studies 

suggest that successful secondary initiatives would require a similar school-wide focus 

(Allen, 2000). Allen (2000) further suggests that success in solving the comprehension 

issues of older students depends on their inclusion in a strategic framework that will 

improve the understanding of the material these students read.  

Although there are efforts to enhance literacy, illiteracy still exists and the effects 

of this illiteracy are broad.  For example, Bynner and Parsons (2006) found that 30 year 

old men and women with poor literacy had the lowest full-time employment levels.  

Therefore, literacy is the link to a more financially stable middle-class lifestyle (Roman, 

2004).   

Literacy must be viewed as a social issue that is linked to class, gender, race 

oppression, and it must be linked to efforts that redress social inequities (Auerbach, 
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1993).  While the societal cost for illiteracy is great, the benefit of a literate society is 

worth more.  According to Corley (2003), “In the prevailing and traditional definition, 

literacy is regarded as central to helping people obtain and retain employment, which is 

key to moving them from dependency toward greater self-sufficiency” (p. 2). 

Literacy is a national challenge, especially for students that come from 

economically disadvantaged families. Key findings from the National Literacy Trust 

Research Review (2011) support this claim as children who grow up in poverty are more 

likely to do worse on a number of outcomes, including literacy.  Eamon (2002) studied 

the effects of poverty on the reading achievement of adolescents (aged 12 through 14) 

and found that poverty was “indirectly associated with reading achievement through its 

connection with cognitive stimulation and emotional support at home” (p. 50).  Poverty 

elicits a type of stress that alters the brain’s ability to synthesize complex tasks requiring 

a multitude of information (Farah, Noble, & Hurt, unknown).  Moreover, material learned 

in class will be harder to remember for children who are faced with the associated 

extreme stress of poverty (Schibli & D’Angiulli, 2011).  

A significant correlation between race and poverty exists.  Black and Hispanic 

Americans are three times more likely to be impoverished than white Americans (Proctor 

& Dalaker, 2002). Literacy is key to alleviating this poverty and schools play a vital role.  

This study examined teacher, administrator, and principal perceptions in a turnaround 

high school and how the early literacy background of the principal influences her 

decisions and practices in the promotion of literacy throughout the school.  
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Background of the Problem 

Merriam Webster Dictionary (2014) defines literacy as the ability to read and 

write.  According to Goldman (2012), to be literate means being able to use reading and 

writing to acquire knowledge, solve problems, and make decisions in academic, personal, 

and professional arenas. More than ever, advanced reading and writing skills are required 

to succeed in a fast-paced global economy (Alliance for Excellent Education, 2010).  

Research demonstrated that students who lack these literacy skills ultimately drop out, 

making up a sizeable portion of the approximately 7000 students who drop out of high 

school each day (Alliance for Excellent Education, 2011). In the same study, it was 

determined that the majority of students who graduate from high school are doing so 

without the necessary reading and writing skills needed to succeed in college and/or their 

careers.  Between 1993 and 2008, the share of jobs in the United Stated requiring 

postsecondary education increased from 28% to 59% (Carnevale, 2010), and therefore, 

being exposed to enhanced literacy teachings is imperative to student development.   

According to Casey’s (2011) report, students who are not proficient readers in 3rd grade 

are four times more likely not to have a high school diploma by age 19 when compared 

with their peers who are proficient readers. Additionally, in comparison to spending one 

year in poverty, low reading skills are a stronger predictor that a student will not receive a 

high school diploma (Sparks, 2011).   

Illiteracy has its effects in multiple segments of society.  Illiterate adults are more 

likely to produce illiterate children (Costa, 1988).  Margo (1990) found that African 

American children of illiterate parents were less likely to be in school than those of 

children from literate parents.  Illiterate adults are also more likely to be on welfare 
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(Roman, 2004).  According to the Employment Policies Institute (1997), there are 

roughly four million welfare-dependent adults in America and one-third of them are 

functionally illiterate. Additionally, illiterate adults have greater healthcare expenses 

(Baker et al, 2002). Illiteracy significantly limits a person’s ability to access, understand, 

and apply health-related information and messages. This results in poor living conditions 

and poor personal health, hygiene, and nutrition (Cree, Kay, & Steward, 2012).  

  Those who are illiterate are also more likely to commit a crime (NIL, 1998).  In 

1979, the U.S. Bureau of Prisons estimated that approximately 50% of adult inmates in 

federal and state facilities could neither read nor write. Furthermore, at least 90% of all 

inmates had not completed high school and the majority had less than an eighth grade 

education.  Education has been cited as the best means of overcoming illiteracy-induced 

poverty (Martinez & Fernandez, 2010). However, schools have not adequately addressed 

the needs of students who live in poverty. Noguera and Wells (2011) explained that a 

fundamental reason schools have not improved substantially in the United States is 

because “federal education policy has not adequately addressed the ways in which 

poverty and inequality influence student learning and school performance” (p. 11). Thus, 

it is incumbent upon national politicians and educators that there is more research 

pertaining to effective methods of educating students from and out of poverty. 

Currently, there is a disconnect between how literacy is approached at the primary 

level (e.g. elementary school) compared to the secondary level (e.g. middle and/or high 

school).  In a study by Hill, Holmes-Smith, & Rowe (1993), it was found that there is a 

“discontinuity between primary and secondary schooling, for reading and spoken 

language especially with a dip in the rate of progress of students in their first year of 
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secondary school” (p. 9). The differences lie mainly in fewer opportunities for reading for 

pleasure, reduced access to textbooks, and fewer opportunities for extended writing in the 

first year of secondary school compared with the last year of elementary/primary school. 

The best case scenario for improved literacy would be for every child to move on from 

elementary to secondary school with reading skills at or above grade level.  However, 

half of the incoming ninth graders in urban and economically disadvantaged high schools 

read three or more years below grade level (Balfanz, McFarland, & Shaw, 2002). 

Additionally, 71% of English language learners scored below “Basic” in reading on 

National Assessment of Education Progress (NAEP).  This evidence suggests that if 

schools plan on increasing the percentage of students who graduate as proficient readers, 

then secondary educators are recommended to assume roles as leaders in literacy. 

  While some progress has been made at the secondary levels with more intensive 

intervention to teach basic reading skills across content areas, few districts and schools 

have implemented a comprehensive approach to school wide literacy (Covey, 2004).  

Moreover, while secondary students often have difficulty interpreting text, secondary 

teachers have little or no training in how to give students the skills they need for reading 

comprehension (Sturtevant, 2002).  Even many English teachers, who may be excellent 

literature teachers, do not know the basic elements of reading comprehension (Symonds, 

2002).  An additional challenge at the middle and high school levels is that secondary 

teachers maintain the assumption that elementary educators teach reading while their job 

is to teach content (Allen, 2000; Cziko, 1998).  In a survey conducted on secondary 

teachers’ views on literacy, three quarters of secondary teachers said they had received 

little or no literacy training during their initial teacher training courses.  Respondents also 
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overwhelmingly (87.5%) felt that literacy work should be a compulsory part of secondary 

teacher training (Lewis & Wray, 1999).  According to Chehayl (2008), teachers without 

an English/Language Arts background find it challenging to incorporate reading into their 

lesson plans, since many were not trained in literacy instruction during their pre-service 

preparation.  This lack of training makes teachers feel inadequate to handle reading 

problems in their classrooms (Park & Osborne, 2006).  According to Nourie and Lenski 

(1998), “the attitude of classroom teachers toward content area literacy can be one of the 

most important factors in reading achievement and reading practice of secondary 

students” (p. 372). 

 Research demonstrates that implementation of a balanced literacy approach to 

early reading and writing instruction supports diverse learners to maximize their 

academic abilities (Bergeson, Ciardi, & Miller, 1998).  Balanced literacy is characterized 

by four components:  read-alouds, shared reading, independent reading, and guided 

reading (Brown & Fisher, 2006).  Daily read-alouds refers to teachers reading passages to 

the class.  Shared reading refers to teachers reading a text aloud while students follow 

along in their copies of the text.  Independent reading is used to help students practice 

their independent reading skills learned through the read-alouds and shared reading 

components.  Lastly, guided reading is employed.  Allen (2000) calls guided reading “the 

heart of the balanced literacy program” (p. 80).  In guided reading, the students read 

orally and the teacher intermittently stops them for questioning, connecting, strategizing, 

predicting, and reinforcing. If secondary schools fail to respond to the literacy needs of 

secondary students at school-wide and classroom levels, then the probability of secondary 

students graduating with below level literacy skills will only be compounded. Therefore, 
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high school teachers are to begin to see themselves as literacy teachers and take equal 

responsibility in helping students to read proficiently.  If teachers are to make literacy a 

priority, principals must lead the charge as literacy leaders (Allen, 2006). 

 Leadership is a very important component in schools.  Visionary leadership is 

necessary if schools are to have a comprehensive approach to literacy.  Edmonds (1979) 

found that strong leadership is vital to a successful school.  Former school leaders had the 

primary tasks of discipline, textbooks, and transportation.  However, today’s leaders have 

to be instructionally adept.  Through time, the principal’s role has moved through many 

changes, each of which emphasized a different form of leadership (White-Ship, 2012).  In 

addition, leaders of schools with high percentages of economically disadvantaged 

populations would benefit by being transformational leaders.  The transformational leader 

provides followers with a cause around which they can rally (Bass, 1995).   

Instructional leadership and transformational leadership are vital for the 

leadership of at-risk schools.  The two, however, are not synonymous.  In operational 

terms, transformational leadership attempts to build capacity by delegating leadership 

tasks to skilled individuals and raises the commitment level of school community 

members to achieve organizational goals.  Leithwood & Jantzi (2000) found that 

approximately 67% of reviewed studies reported significant relationships between 

transformational leadership and some measure of achievement. Furthermore, while there 

are many variables that contribute to positive school progression, the single most defining 

factor is that of leadership (Edmonds, 1979).  This concept was confirmed by the United 

States Senate Select Committee on Equal Educational Opportunities where it was stated 

that:  
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In many ways the school principal is the most important and influential individual 

in any school. It is his/her leadership that sets the tone of the school, the climate 

for learning, the level of professionalism and morale of teachers, and the degree 

of concern for what students may or may not become. If a school is a vibrant, 

innovative, child-centered place; if it has a reputation for excellence in teaching; 

if students are performing to the best of their ability, one can almost always point 

to the principal’s leadership as the key to success (United States Senate, 1972, p. 

305). 

Statement of the Problem 

 There is a gap in the knowledge pertaining to successful instructional leadership 

practices at high poverty, high schools and how the principal’s knowledge of early 

literacy may influence the decisions and practices employed.  It is incumbent upon high 

schools to operate differently and address the students whose reading levels are not on 

level.  In the past, these students have been ignored, leaving the development of their 

advanced literacy skills to chance. Therefore, further studies pertaining to the literacy 

background knowledge of the principal and how it influences literacy decisions and 

practices is needed. 

Purpose of the Study 

  The purpose of this case study was to examine teachers’, administrators’, and a 

principal’s perceptions in a turnaround high school regarding how the early literacy 

background of the principal influences the decisions and practices in literacy 

development in a successful turnaround high school. Additionally, this study examined 
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teacher perceptions of how the decisions and practices of the leader have influenced their 

own decisions and practices.  

Significance of Study 

 The study was significant because it examined the perceptions of how a leader 

with an early literacy background influenced the promotion of literacy in urban high 

school students.  Since most high schools do not possess a comprehensive approach to 

literacy, it is important to examine what a successful turnaround principal does and how 

their background in early literacy influences decisions and practices. This research will 

also add to the body of knowledge on instructional leadership decisions and practices and 

the influence that an early literacy background may have on successful high school 

turnaround. Lastly, if literacy is instrumental in influencing high school dropout rates, 

graduation rates, and college/career readiness, then it is necessary to explore the practices 

of leaders who are successful in this area. 

Primary Research Questions 

The primary research questions for this study were: 

1. How does a successful turnaround principal perceive her early literacy 

background influencing instructional leadership decisions and practices 

to promote literacy development in a comprehensive high school? 

2. How do teachers perceive the decisions and leadership practices of the 

turnaround leader with an early literacy influencing literacy development 

in a comprehensive high school?  
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3. How do campus administrators perceive the decisions and leadership 

practices of the turnaround leader with an early literacy background 

influencing literacy development in a comprehensive high school?  

4. How do the perceptions of the principal, other campus administrators, 

and teachers regarding decisions and practices of the principal in literacy 

development in a comprehensive high school compare? 

Research Design 

When examining schools to conduct a case study, the AEIS reports associated 

with the last ten years of school data were reviewed.  The first criterion for finding a 

school was having an economically disadvantaged population of at least 75% with at 

least 50% of the students from an underrepresented ethnic group. Second, schools that 

exhibited consistent growth on Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS) 

between the years 2007 and 2011 were noted (Table 1 and Table 2).  Lastly, high schools 

that received a TEA “Recognized” rating at least once were used to narrow the choices. 

While there were several schools, Turnaround High School in Urban Independent School 

District (pseudonym) was selected because of the principal’s early literacy background. 

The participants in this study were teachers, administrators, and the principal from 

Turnaround High School.  This single case study employed qualitative methods including 

focus groups and open-ended, semi-structured interviews.  There were three focus groups 

consisting of six teachers in each and they answered questions regarding perceptions 

associated with the turnaround leader’s early literacy background and how instructional 

decisions and practices may influence high school literacy development. The focus 

groups included teachers from all disciplines:  math, English/language arts, science, 
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social studies, and physical education and electives.  There were a maximum of six 

participants per focus group to enable each member to fully participate in the 

conversation.  Participants were randomly chosen using a diverse cross section approach 

based on content area taught at Turnaround High School. Furthermore, administrators 

participated in one-on-one interviews to discuss their roles and how they perceive 

leadership instructional practices influencing teacher instructional practices toward 

literacy improvement. The interviews consisted of leading and interpretative questions.  

The information obtained from these interviews was analyzed using an inductive 

approach. An emergent framework was identified, then relationships were classified 

thematically (Yin, 2009).   

Table 1.   

Turnaround High School Reading Student Achievement 

 

Academic Year TAKS Reading Reading 
Commended  

School 
Enrollment 

Average 
SAT 

2003-2004 64% 2% 1683 861 
2004-2005 63% 4% 1720 857 
2005-2006 80% 7% 1720 830 
2006-20071 77% 11% 1707 807 
2007-2008 87% 17% 1574 853 
2008-2009 88% 14% 1730 863 
2009-2010 91% 16% 1846 836 
2010-2011 91% 18% 1991 871 
2011-20122 94% 18% 2041 878 
 
 

 
 
 
  

1 The year that turnaround leader was assigned as principal.      
2 Measures only 10th and 11th grade students.                                                                          
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Table 2.   

Turnaround High School Math, Science, and Social Studies Student Achievement  

 

Academic Year TAKS Math TAKS Science TAKS Social  
Studies 

Economically 
Disadvantaged 

2003-2004 40% 49% 80% 87.9% 
2004-2005 37% 34% 75% 87.6% 
2005-2006 45% 47% 82% 83.9% 
2006-20073 57% 51% 82% 73.4% 
2007-2008 69% 62% 87% 74.8% 
2008-2009 67% 63% 88% 81.5% 
2009-2010 72% 75% 92% 74.5% 
2010-2011 77% 83% 97% 79.8% 
2011-20124 85% 88% 98% 78.9% 
 

Theoretical Framework 

It is suggested that students from poverty lack equal literacy skills in comparison 

to their peers who do not come from impoverished backgrounds.  In school, literacy 

equals the acquisition of reading and writing skills, but it is also a key to social mobility 

(Gee, 1991).  Statistics from the National Assessment of Adult Literacy (NAAL; 2003) 

suggest that 43% of adults at level 1 literacy skills live in poverty compared to only 4% 

of those at level 5.  Three out of four food stamp recipients perform at the two lowest 

literacy levels (NAAL, 2003). Lauer (2010) states that, “Unfortunately poverty and 

illiteracy are closely connected” (p. 11).  Research shows that first graders from low 

income families have 50% smaller vocabularies than their peers from higher income 

families (Lauer, 2010).  According to United Nations Educational, Scientific, and 

Cultural Organization, literacy is universally linked with poverty, redirection, economic 

3 The year that turnaround leader was assigned as principal. 
4 Measures only 10th and 11th grade students 
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growth, and wealth creation (2014). When looking at world maps, areas of high illiteracy 

occurrences overlap with areas of high poverty. Illiteracy and poverty present themselves 

as infamously synonymous terms in many cases. Research indicates that literacy is one 

key to unlocking the cycle of poverty and school leaders play an integral role in 

enhancing literacy activities and creating school cultures that prioritize literacy.  More 

specifically, researchers have found that principal leadership, through its effect on 

teachers, can positively affect student outcomes (White-Smith & White, 2009).  

Transformational leadership allows principals to create urgency in others to focus on 

moving organizations forward. 

According to Bass (1990), transformational leadership occurs when leaders: 

broaden and elevate the interests of their employees, generate awareness and acceptance 

of the purposes and mission of the group, and stir their employees to look beyond their 

own self-interest for the good of the group.  If school leaders succeed at creating learning 

environments where literacy is prioritized, then it is priority that teachers be convinced of 

the urgency around literacy.   Oftentimes, in schools with high numbers of economically 

disadvantaged students, the commitment of the teachers is needed to go beyond the initial 

expectation.  Transformational leaders motivate and inspire followers to go beyond 

expectations for a shared vision (Bass & Riggio, 2006). Since many secondary educators 

do not view themselves as being responsible for literacy, transformational leadership at 

the high school level is vital to changing behaviors.  

The sole implementation of transformational leadership will not be sufficient to 

change the nation’s high schools to become literacy environments.  The principal is 

highly recommended to have a command of literacy and effective literacy practices. 
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However, if literacy is to be infused into a school’s culture, the principal cannot act alone 

and the distribution of leadership around literacy is imperative (Bean & Dagen, 2012).   

Principals can create literacy environments based on how they model the importance of 

literacy. According to Booth and Roswell (2007), schools that successfully implement 

literacy programs have strong principal leadership with a focused literacy agenda, 

building capacity to produce further growth in the staff.   As important as it is for 

principals to demonstrate their commitment to literacy through the way they allocate 

school resources, the school community will also perceive their leadership in terms of 

what they say and how they spend their professional time (Taylor & Collins, 2003). Due 

to the critical role that the leader plays in creating school culture, the need exists to 

further study the perceptions of a high school principal with an early literacy background 

and how this background influences leadership decisions and practices. 

Assumptions 

  Each focus group contained six participants who were representative of each 

content offered at the school.  Thus, the assumption in this study was that the focus 

groups were representative of all teachers.  Additionally, the assumption was that the 

teachers selected gave honest feedback. Lastly, there was an assumption that the time 

given for the interviews allowed all of the questions to be answered thoroughly. 

Limitations 

         There were several limitations offered in the present study. This case study was 

conducted at a predominately Hispanic high school.  This makes it one-dimensional and 

the findings may not be representative of other sub-groups.   Generalizations cannot be 

made based on the findings of one school. Additionally, the study is being conducted in a 
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large, urban district.  The challenges of students in a large, urban district may present 

themselves to be different from those in other settings.  The focus groups only contained 

six participants for a total of eighteen participants.  This was a small sample of 

Turnaround High School and a small sample of the overall high school teaching staff in 

the district.  Lastly, participants chosen were from the present school year.  Thus, they 

may not be representative of the teachers who were at Turnaround High School 

throughout the years of improvement. 

Definition of Terms 

AEIS (Academic Excellence Indicator System) - Accountability system in the state of 

Texas that measures each school’s scores and gives an accountability rating.  The ratings 

are as follows:  Academically Acceptable, Academically Unacceptable, Recognized, and 

Exemplary. 

Dropout Rate - The number of students who have not successfully completed high 

school in four or five academic years. 

Economically Disadvantaged - Refers to students who receive federal free or reduced 

lunch. 

Graduation Rate - The percentage of students who graduate from high school within 

four or five years. 

Poverty - The official poverty definition uses money income before taxes and does not include 

capital gains or noncash benefits (such as public housing, Medicaid, and food stamps).  Poverty is 

a state of privation, or a lack of the usual or socially acceptable amount of money or material 

possessions. 
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Primary Level - Refers to grades kindergarten through fifth and is sometimes referred to 

as elementary school. 

Secondary Level - Refers to grades six through twelve and is sometimes referred to as 

middle and/or high school. 

Socio-Economic Status (SES) - A term used to identify students based on the federal 

lunch program.  Students who receive free or reduced lunch will represent “low” SES”. 

TAKS (Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills) - A criterion referenced test 

administered to students in grades 3rd-11th in the state of Texas.  This test is composed of 

Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills (TEKS). 

Turnaround School – A term used to describe a school that was low performing and 

failing based on data (ie, dropout rate, test scores, attendance rates, etc.), but based on 

leadership decisions and data, is now a higher performing school in these areas. 

Summary 

 While illiteracy continues to be a major concern in America, schools are to rise to 

the challenge.  It is widely known, and has long been a concern to U.S. policymakers, 

that the majority of students from low income urban families score poorly on 

standardized tests, particularly in literacy (Lipman, 2004).  Students of poverty are more 

likely than their peers to graduate high school with reading abilities that fall below their 

grade level.  According to Greene and Anyon (2010), the current system is not assisting 

the vast majority of students living in urban poverty to attain high, or even proficient, 

levels of reading achievement.  Urban schools with large numbers of impoverished 

students are reported to have higher teacher turnover rates, less experienced teachers, less 

resources, along with a myriad of other challenges.  School leadership is the most 
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important factor in combating these issues, since leaders can determine and heavily 

influence the focus and priority for schools.  Instructionally adept literacy leaders share 

the responsibility for improving literacy through distributed and transformational 

leadership.  Through these approaches, literacy leaders share the mission for literacy with 

others and create a passion for the mission.  How does a successful turnaround principal 

in a high school use an early literacy background to influence leadership decisions and 

practices?  How do teachers at a successful turnaround high school perceive the principal, 

who has a background in early literacy?  Further, how do the leadership decisions and 

practices of the principal influence teacher practices?  The answers to these questions are 

integral to understanding how turnaround leaders with a background in early literacy 

influence decisions and practices at the high school level.   

          Chapter two of this study includes a review of literature.  The review presents data 

on illiteracy and its effects.  It further illustrates the correlation between poverty, race, 

and illiteracy.  It ultimately displays the principal’s role in instructional leadership and 

how the leader’s decisions and background influence the quality of the school.  Chapter 

three describes the methodology:  the research design, instruments, data collection, and 

the analysis procedures of the study.  Chapter four presents the research findings 

describing the research questions.  Chapter five presents the conclusions of the study and 

discussion of the results.  It will also discuss implications for school leaders and for 

further research. 

 
 



 
 

Chapter 2:  

Literature Review 

Education is a fundamental human right and essential for the implementation of 

nearly all other human rights.  The Declaration of Independence states that, “We hold 

these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by 

their Creator with certain inalienable rights that among these are life, liberty, and the 

pursuit of happiness.”  Where education is considered a human right, the right to be 

literate is a civil right.  However, illiteracy trends in America are alarming.  According to 

Kozol (1985), 25 million American adults cannot read the poison labels on a can of 

pesticide, a letter from their child’s teacher, or the front page of a daily newspaper.  Even 

more alarming, the National Center for Education Statistics (2007) reports that 21 to 23% 

or some 40 to 44 million of the 191 million adults in this country demonstrated skills in 

the lowest level of prose, document, and quantitative proficiencies (i.e. also known as 

Level I).  To minimize this illiteracy, education is considered the primary vehicle which 

economically and socially marginalized adults and children can lift themselves out of 

poverty and obtain the means to participate fully in their communities (Singh, 2010).  

Illiteracy has its roots from long before the industrial days when literacy was 

primarily intended to assist with only certain endeavors but not universally required. 

Very few individuals possessed basic literacy skills, because reading and writing were 

not necessary in early industrial and agricultural occupations (Costa, 1988).  However, 

the responsible citizenship necessary for a viable democracy requires a literate society, 

not just literate individuals (Johnson, 1985).   
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Today, the definition of literacy is based on what is called functional literacy. 

That is, someone is literate if they are able to function properly within society (Rassool, 

1999).  However, illiteracy constitutes a growing population of individuals who cost 

society lots of revenue.  As illustrated in both present day and previously, the effects of 

illiteracy have large consequences for individuals, families, and society.  In an APL-

based (1975) study, the cost of welfare and unemployment compensation due to illiteracy 

was estimated at $6 billion annually. By every statistical measure, illiteracy correlates 

highly with low income level, unemployment, public assistance, and crime (APL, 1975). 

In the prevailing and traditional definition, literacy is regarded as central to helping 

people obtain and retain employment, which is the key to moving them from dependency 

toward greater self-sufficiency (Corley, 2003).  Many illiterate adults are not gainfully 

employed and many of those who are employed, are oftentimes underemployed.  Bynner 

and Parsons (2006) found that men and women with poor literacy had the lowest levels of 

fulltime employment at the age of 30. However, beyond these individual effects, 

illiteracy poses significant societal threats (Romans, 2004).   

Cost of Illiteracy 

Society continues to grapple with the cost of large illiteracy rates.  Illiteracy 

affects society through the financial burden that it imposes via lost productivity and 

increased taxes for welfare programs, prisons, and crime prevention programs (NIL, 

1998). These crime prevention programs are integral because as long as there are illiterate 

members of society, there will continue to be crime.  Studies have found that seven out of 

ten inmates perform in the lowest two literacy levels (NIL, 1998), with inmate-associated 
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prison care costs being immense. However, when there are less illiterate adults in society, 

the economic burden is less.        

Beyond crime-associated issues, illiteracy even has economic effects on 

healthcare.  Some studies suggest that this is the largest societal burden (Roman, 2004).  

Moreover, Roman (2004) asserts that people with low literacy skills are more likely to 

receive healthcare through public services and the cost is often much higher. Studies have 

found that adults with literacy problems have poorer health, are more likely to take 

medications incorrectly or not at all, are less likely to have regular medical examinations, 

are more likely to work in hazardous occupations, have poor health habits, and are more 

likely to lack health insurance (Baker et al., 1997).   Illiteracy even affects voter 

participation with ninety percent of the adults at the highest literacy level reporting 

regular voting compared to just fifty percent of adults at the lowest level (Barton, 2003). 

Though illiteracy has effects in many aspects of society, its occurrence is often 

centralized among those who live in poverty. According to Johnson (1985), while 

illiteracy is widespread, it is not spread evenly.  It is disproportionately higher among the 

economically disadvantaged and minorities.  While Kozol (1991) indicates that the 

largest numbers of illiterates in America are white and native-born, proportionally, more 

African Americans and Hispanics are illiterate:  16% white adults, 44% African 

American adults, and 56% Hispanic adults.  Society has largely not addressed the 

illiteracy challenge because many believe that it happens more due to the choices of the 

individual.  According to Wolfrom (2010), the Welfare Reform Act has failed to alleviate 

poverty because it blames the individual instead of social structures that perpetuates 

poverty through generalizations and racism.  
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The Intersection of Poverty, Race, and Illiteracy 

Poverty, illiteracy, and race are interrelated.  Two persistent factors that are 

suggested to have historically hindered literacy acquisition in America are economic 

status and race/ethnicity (Mikulecky, 1986).  Almost half of the adults who scored in the 

lowest literacy level were living in poverty, compared to only four to eight percent of 

those in the highest two literacy levels (NIL, 1998).  In a recent article, Cunningham 

(2006) stated that poverty is the largest variable influencing reading achievement.  Race 

creates an interesting dynamic between poverty and literacy.  According to Proctor and 

Dalaker (2002), a significant correlation between race and poverty exists, with black and 

Hispanic Americans being three times more likely to be impoverished than white 

Americans.  Although illiteracy is present in every demographic group, African 

Americans exhibit the highest prevalence of illiteracy, followed by Hispanics, Native 

Americans, and whites of lower socioeconomic status (Sissel, 1996).   The roots of 

African American illiteracy date back to slavery.  Slavery provided the circumstances 

necessary to produce large-scale illiteracy among a subpopulation (Cohen, White, & 

Cohen, 2012).  Illiteracy among slaves was estimated to have characterized roughly 90% 

of the population (Cornelius, 1991).  Both impoverished African American and Hispanic 

subgroups struggle with learning English and literacy due to the fact that, oftentimes, 

they speak other dialects of English which delay their early development of English 

literacy (Carlisle, Beeman, Davis, & Spharo, 1999). 

  While there are many factors that play a role in the illiteracy of certain 

socioeconomic groups, some feel that differences in home environments may play a 

critical role in student literacy (e.g. Eamon, 2002).  Eamon (2002) studied the effects of 
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poverty on adolescent reading achievement. This study revealed a relationship between 

poverty and the amount of cognitive stimulation and support at home.  It was therefore 

concluded that the economic hardships of parents who live in poverty produced stress and 

depression, which significantly lowered their ability to provide “cognitive stimulation 

and emotional support”.   

 Although the definition and cause of illiteracy has been argued by various 

political parties, such as conservatives, neo-conservatives, liberals, and neo-liberals, all 

parties agree and believe in the principle that reading is a tool for economic success.  At 

their core, most arguments about literacy education in the United States are predicated on 

the idea that learning to read will prevent or overcome poverty (Edmonson & Shannon, 

1998).  Some conservatives locate causes of poverty within the individuals who are poor 

(Sowell, 1993). Other neo-conservatives suggest that the flawed moral character of the 

poor keeps them from economic success and poses a threat to the status quo (Wilson, 

1993).  However, liberals and neo-liberals argue that restricted opportunities to prosper 

have limited the ability of the poor to succeed economically (Reich, 1991).  The political 

philosophy is important because it gives indication as to how poverty and literacy will be 

addressed.  For example, the New Deal of the 1930s and the War on Poverty were both 

governmental policies that served to alleviate poverty.  The government, in each case, 

took an active stance on making it a social issue and not an individual issue.  Thus, both 

policies protected the poor and gave them programs that served to equalize their 

opportunities. 

 Poverty is seen differently depending on whose analytical perspective is being 

assessed.  When looking at poverty from a socio-political perspective, its root causes are 

 
 



 
      

 

24 

viewed differently.  Edmonson and Shannon (1998) explored the various mainstream 

reasons for poverty as perceived by three different political groups.  It was found that 

conservatives saw poverty as low income without achieving personal satisfaction through 

civic involvement.  Neo-conservatives viewed it as the inability to be responsible for self 

or family.  It further asserts that poor life choices are attributed to low incomes.  On the 

converse, Neo-liberals define poverty as income below the poverty line and lack of job-

related skills.  Liberals not only define poverty as income below the poverty line, but see 

its cause as discrimination based on race, class, and gender, and further define it as more 

of a social problem.  The perspective from which poverty is seen is important because it 

attributes to the manner in which it is addressed.  If literacy education is expected to 

eliminate poverty, then it must be tailored theoretically and practically to fit various 

conceptions of poverty and its causes (Edmonson and Shannon, 1998).   

Historical Perspective 

 Through time, literacy has continued to be redefined. It has emerged in latter 

years as a skill that is highly needed for individual success.  However, in its former 

definition, it was only necessary in order to maneuver certain needs in society.  While 

many philosophers have argued over the question about what the proper age for 

introducing literacy is, the need for a literate society has never been debatable.  Dating 

back to the 1600s, literacy has been a part of mainstream society.  Comenius (1592-1628) 

and Pestalozzi (1746-1827) in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries advocated that 

education should begin at birth with the mother being the first teacher. 

 In Colonial America in the 1600s and 1700s, the goal of reading instruction was 

focused around bible scriptures.  This instruction started at a very young age with the 
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primary teacher being the mother (Cremin, 1970; Hall, 1989).  At this time, mothers did 

not work outside the home.  Moreover, in the medieval times, during infancy through the 

first seven years of life, most children were left almost exclusively in the care of women 

and the Renaissances “great intellectual foment did not engender any new considerations 

of children” (Shahar, 1992, p. 2).  Society, particularly the citizens of the early New 

England Colonies, thought that the ability to read scriptures at an early age was 

paramount to colonial development. This is evident in the Massachusetts Law of 1642 

which required that parents ensure that children, servants, and apprentices acquire the 

“ability to read and understand the principles of religion and the capital laws of this 

country.”  

 Reading in the 1600s was taught using synthetic phonics (Venezky, 1987). This 

technique consisted of a code-centered approach that taught children letters and sounds 

first.  Then, children subsequently learned how to synthesize and combine syllables into 

words.  Even though this method persisted for centuries, the responsibility for teaching 

children how to read began to shift. 

 In the mid-1700s in England and in the 1800s in United States, industrialization 

began.  During this time, working class women commenced working in factories which 

initiated the first formal shift in child care. This shift involved the invention of “infant 

schools” for toddlers through 5 year olds and came to fruition (Beatty, 1995).  It was felt 

that these “infant schools”, or nurseries, were preserving the family since they were an 

alternative to the institutionalization of unsupervised children (Reed, 2010).  During the 

inception of “infant schools”, it was believed that other forms of play should be 
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introduced rather than reading education.  Therefore, these schools mainly emphasized 

the acquisition of motor skills. 

 As the transition from mothers being at home with children to children receiving 

care outside the home between 1852 and 1918 continued, state-facilitated compulsory 

education laws were passed (van Kleeck & Schuele, 2010).  In order to develop a strong 

and intellectual community, it was believed that education had to be at the forefront.  

More specifically, it was believed that children needed to learn the “mature ways of their 

community” now that parents no longer worked at home (Rogoff, 2003).  This movement 

shifted the responsibility for literacy from mothers to schools and thus, the burden of 

reading-based education was left to the school. In 1874, the Michigan Supreme Court 

ruled that all boys and girls had a right to comprehensive and advanced education.  This 

set the precedence for education on through the 1900s. 

 Literacy continued to be a challenge throughout the 20th century.  Based on 

research by van Kleeck & Schuele (2010), though many United States presidents saw the 

need for literacy policy, it was not until the late 1990s that literacy was addressed in 

federal policy.  In the 1960s, former President Lyndon B Johnson saw a need for a more 

literate society and thus addressed this in his War on Poverty. Part of President Johnson’s 

War on Poverty was to create better learning environments for students who were 

economically disadvantaged and establish programs to help lessen the effects of this 

financial divide.  For example, Sesame Street and Head Start were developed with partial 

federal funding to expose and prepare pre-schoolers from socioeconomically 

disadvantaged backgrounds to learning and literacy. 
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By the 1980s, major literacy research was conducted.  During this time, 

“Becoming a Nation of Readers” (1985) was a highly publicized document that 

researched the parallel between reading and family activity.  These findings associated 

with this document illustrated that the single most important activity for building the 

knowledge required for eventual success in reading is reading aloud to children 

(Anderson et al., 1985).  While this could be a reality for middle and upper class children, 

it was quite an anomaly for children who were economically disadvantaged because their 

parents lacked the literacy skills needed to provide support from home. 

  In the late 1980s, a literacy movement, orchestrated by the superintendent of 

education, Mr. Bill Honig, was on the rise in California.  This movement was called 

“whole language” and was an approach that did not rely on syllables and phonetic 

sounds.  Instead, children learned through word recognition and associations with the 

world around them. However, this movement proved to be unfruitful for California as 

reading scores from 1994-based assessments declined, thus ranking California in last 

place among the 39 states that tested. (Davenport & Jones, 2005). Meanwhile in Texas, 

literacy policy was taking shape.  Unlike California, Texas looked more at testing and 

accountability as the means to improve learning and the obtained results were more 

encouraging and supported accountability.  By this time, literacy was also on the radar of 

the Governor of Arkansas, former President Bill Clinton.  After he was elected president, 

he tried unsuccessfully to launch literacy legislation in 1997.  Although it did not pass, he 

was still able to get funding for some of his initiatives. 

 After the championed literacy reform efforts in Texas, former President George 

Bush was heralded as a pioneer in education reform.  While president, he successfully 
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passed the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 2001, which merged the two concepts, 

literacy and accountability.  NCLB had the goal of every student reading by third grade.  

This goal was measured by state testing for every third grader which created 

accountability for public schools.  Since the NCLB Act of 2001, there has been no 

significant literacy legislation.   However, the Head Start program has continued over the 

years to be a social reform effort to equalize learning among economically disadvantaged 

children.  The effects of the Head Start program on children’s literacy skills are great.  In 

1965, less than 20% of children were enrolled in pre-school (Bowman, Donovan, & 

Burns, 2001); however, statistics from 2001 show that 56% of children were enrolled in 

pre-school (Federal Interagency Forum on Child & Family Statistics, 2002).  Since more 

students are utilizing pre-school early childhood programs, the questions regarding its 

effectiveness with latter years of literacy development and how teachers can utilize this 

as a launch for future literacy persists.  NCLB was never meant to address the 

deficiencies in high school students who read below grade level.  Nowhere in its 

discourse did it even consider the possibility of the existence of a growing secondary 

group of students who were non-readers. It was primarily meant to address students in the 

early years of literacy. 

Early Literacy 

As the concept of nurseries spread, agreement on the type of cognitive instruction 

the nursery was to provide became a challenge for many adults.  Some felt that nurseries 

were to provide access to play.  “Creativity”, “personal growth”, and “social adjustment” 

were key phrases as early childhood educators sought to substitute academic training for 

sympathetic interest and insights into children (Reed, 2010).  Some feared that nurseries  
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would overtax the child’s intellectual capacities (Berlyne, 1965), whereas others felt that 

play worked well for the middle class children who came to school and were well-

educated, curious, and well-organized by the “hidden” curriculum inherent in their home 

life (Omwake, 1966). However, it was believed that a child from a disadvantaged 

background required more than play to have an adequate learning experience.  By all 

accounts, it was confirmed that early childhood education was beneficial for children of 

all backgrounds.   

Over the last several years, research has made it increasingly clear that if children 

have not learned to read proficiently by the age of eight, they will have continued 

struggles with their reading skills throughout their lives (O’Shaughnessy, Lane, Gresham, 

& Beebe-Frankenberger, 2003).  Leiter (1971) confirmed in his study on early learning 

programs that children’s personalities are not damaged by their participation in an 

academically-oriented early childhood educational program.  It was also concluded that 

there may be a positive advantage for children who participate in early learning 

experiences (Leiter, 1971).  Based on his study results, students with early learning 

experiences demonstrated significantly greater achievement at the end of first grade than 

the group with no prior learning experience. In early childhood literacy research based on 

the Forum on Public Policy, Reed (2010) concluded that: 

The positive long-term effects of pre-school education include: increased 

achievement test scores, decreased grade repetition and special education rates, 

increased educational attainment, higher adult earnings and improvements in 

social and emotional development and behavior.  Evidence is so clear that the 

opportunities to learn, and learning that takes place, in this age range are simply 
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more important than at other ages, for the long-term well-being of individuals, 

families, and communities (p. 5).  

If disadvantaged children were to read at the same levels as their peers, it was 

believed to be beneficial for them to have early learning experiences.  A study conducted 

by Hillerich (1963) revealed that children who had a pre-reading program in kindergarten 

demonstrated significantly greater reading achievement at the end of first grade as 

compared to children who had no pre-reading program in kindergarten.  According to 

Juel (1988), children who are identified as poor readers in first grade are more likely to 

remain poor readers in fourth grade. In fact, poverty experienced in early childhood has 

been reported to have far more detrimental effects on academic achievement than poverty 

experienced during middle childhood and adolescence (McLoyd, 1998). Although early 

learning is fundamental for literacy, it is also necessary for teachers to be skilled in 

literacy to ensure children are on the appropriate level literacy. 

 In another study conducted by Menzies, Mahdavi, and Lewis (2008), a group of 

42, first grade students at risk for reading difficulties were taught using research-based 

reading strategies targeted to their needs.  There were three research-based components 

composed in the program design:  (a) a system of ongoing assessment implemented to 

monitor student progress and skill acquisition (Deno, Fuchs, Maston, & Shin, 2001), (b) 

high-intensity instruction through the use of groups with a low student-teacher ratio 

(Foorman & Tongeson, 2002), and (c) an explicit instructional approach used with 

children who lacked phonemic awareness or an understanding of the alphabetic principle 

(Coyne et al, 2001; Torgeson, 2002). 
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 The study was predicated on the foundation that the knowledge of the teacher was 

the key component in literacy. Menzies, Mahdavi, and Lewis (2008) indicated that 

without an understanding of the components of effective reading instruction, teachers 

may not have the skills necessary to prevent reading failure for at-risk students. 

Therefore, instruction was given to the teachers in this study on practices that have the 

potential to prevent reading difficulties. The students were placed in three instructional 

groups based on their difficulty in reading. The groups were one that focused on 

phonemic awareness, another emphasizing decoding and fluency, and the third group 

utilized guided reading techniques.  Composition of the groups sometimes shifted based 

on data and observations by the teacher.  At the end of this study, all but four students 

had notable proficiency.  Three of the four qualified for special education services due to 

specific learning disabilities. The fourth student did not attend kindergarten and moved 

mid-semester of his first grade year.  This further supports the need for at-risk learners to 

receive early literacy instruction prior to first grade.  Even when they struggle with 

reading, students with early learning experiences fare better with interventions.  This 

study further proves that targeted, differentiated literacy instruction by a skilled teacher 

has benefits for all readers.  However, the reality that all students are not able to read on 

grade level by the end of their elementary years needs acknowledgement.  After fourth 

grade, students begin to read to learn and are exposed to longer, more varied reading 

materials that are more factual in nature, requiring underlying curriculum knowledge and 

containing more advanced vocabulary and more complex sentence structures (Kitson, 

2011).  Moreover, in the middle and high school years, literacy generally focuses less on 
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reading skills and more on getting students to comprehend and make meaning of higher 

level text. 

Secondary Literacy 

 Secondary literacy is a topic that has not received as much research attention.  

The need for more complex reading skills and the fact that reading is embedded into a 

variety of other subjects, make the task of improving literacy at the secondary level more 

challenging (Biancarosa & Snow, 2004). According to Wise (2009) of the Alliance for 

Excellent Education, about six million middle and high school students read below grade 

level.  There is estimated to be 5-10% more students which require intensive and massive 

extra help because they read only at the second or third grade level.  There seems to be 

evidence from a variety of sources that secondary schools need to give greater 

consideration to supporting student literacy development (HMI, 1997).  Biancarosa and 

Snow (2006) assert that there is yet another group that, while they can read at middle 

school levels, fail to be able to master the more advanced reading skills which are 

increasingly required for challenging high school work.  The NCLB Act of 2001 included 

six billion dollars in funding for foundational literacy; however, little effort or money was 

allocated to secondary literacy initiatives.  Yet as previously mentioned, secondary level 

students struggle with reading. Most secondary level students engage in very limited 

sustained reading, engage in few discussions over what they have read, and spend little 

time on how to interpret or analyze texts (Greenleaf & Hinchman, 2009). Thus, more 

secondary students need support in acquiring advanced literacy skills.  Elementary 

educators have integrated reading into every aspect of instruction and made reading the 
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cornerstone of reform but unfortunately, the same is not true for students in these 

secondary levels (Biancarosa & Snow, 2006). 

 Research clearly illustrates that there is an inherent need for quality reading 

instruction in the secondary levels to not only ensure students with poor reading skills can 

excel, but to also prevent readers categorized as excellent in the elementary grades from 

falling behind (Biancarosa & Snow, 2004).  In early 2007, the Striving Readers Act was 

introduced to improve adolescent literacy.  This Act had two major components, which 

were:  a) initiating a targeted intervention for students reading two or more grade levels 

behind, and b) involving literacy integration support for teachers in core subjects to 

enable them to teach literacy skills in their content areas.  The Striving Readers Act was 

only launched in eight sites; however, the preliminary results from 2009 suggested early 

signs of success.  The reauthorization of NCLB would be critical in expanding the scope 

of funding for the Striving Reader’s Act.  Since the scope of implementation was so 

narrow for the Stiving Reader’s Act, it would be hard to assess its effectiveness on a 

broad level.  Moreover, more programs like this are needed at the secondary level.  Yet, 

because so many secondary readers graduate into society without the necessary literacy 

skills, adult literacy has become a great challenge. 

Adult Literacy 

Literacy is to be viewed as a continuum and not merely as a goal with an 

endpoint, since the progression of life yields a progressive need for enhanced literacy. 

Adult literacy has been an issue since the days of slavery in the United States.  The fact 

that most slaves were denied education provided impetus for the first national adult 

literacy campaign which occurred after Emancipation (Foner, 1988).  Many Northern 
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liberals prioritize the need and importance for literate citizens, since literate adults were 

more likely to have literate children (Chisman, 2002) and therefore, teachers and books 

were sent to the southern U.S.  With a focus on adult literacy, the immediate challenge 

was identifying the adults who were illiterate. Identifying literacy problems in older 

adults is a difficult task because many of them hide their illiteracy and have a lifetime of 

practice in doing so (Weiss & Coyne, 1997).  Nevertheless, adult illiteracy began 

receiving a national spotlight.   In the 1960s, former President Lyndon B Johnson used 

adult literacy as one of the catalysts for his War on Poverty and several grants were given 

to the states to assist with the issue.  However, results were nominal due to the limited 

funding opportunities and poor participation rates.   

In 1991, adult literacy was re-addressed by the National Literacy Act.  This 

movement was somewhat more successful due to the fact that it received more support, 

funding, and it reached into more households.  Without massive campaigns for adult 

literacy, it is possible that national literacy will continue to be a challenge. Funding for 

adult literacy can be pivotal for society because the cost of illiteracy is enormous.  

Addressing primary literacy for children cannot be successful without the tackling of 

adult literacy because adult literacy education may promote the development of literacy 

not only in one life cycle but in multiple life cycles (Sticht, 2010).  According to Costa 

(1988), it has long been recognized that illiteracy is an intergenerational trend that is 

passed on from parent to child.  Thus, ending the cycle of illiteracy will require schools 

that teach impoverished children to accept responsibility for their literacy.  
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Poverty and Under-Performing Schools 

 Kozol (1991) describes numerous scenarios where impoverished children are 

exposed to less than acceptable school environments.  Kozol (1991) speaks about how he 

had witnessed the woes of inferior schooling for economically disadvantaged children.  

Kozol taught a fourth grade class which contained 35 students who were below grade 

level and took place within an auditorium that was shared with another fourth grade class, 

the choir, and a group that was having rehearsal  for a never produced Christmas play.    

Even though Kozol was the thirteenth teacher for that school year, he was fired at the end 

of the school year for exposing the students to literature that was suggested to be outside 

curriculum requirements.  However, after being recruited to teach in suburban Boston, 

Kozol found an opposite scenario.  He had 21 students in his class inside a building that 

he describes as “Cheerful with a principal who welcomed innovation.”  Far too often, this 

is the story of the inequality of public school education. 

 Schools with high rates of impoverished students are what educators call “hard to 

staff” schools.  Oftentimes, these schools have high rates of teacher turnover, teachers 

with less experience and preparation, and fewer resources (Education Commission of the 

States, 2004).  Additionally, they have overwhelmingly more minority students.  Jacob 

(2007) states that roughly 64% of students in central cities are minority, as compared to 

only 32% in areas on the urban fringe or large towns.  Staffing is more difficult in these 

schools.  For example, according to federal statistics in the Schools and Staffing Survey 

(SASS), 34.7% of central city schools had difficulty hiring a math teacher, compared 

with only 25.1%of suburban schools. According to the Education Commission of the 

States (2007), at low poverty schools, 27% of mathematics teachers and 51% of physical 
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science teachers lack a major or minor in their teaching field.  These numbers increase to 

43% and 65% respectively, in high poverty schools. Many studies have found that 

teachers in schools serving poor and minority children in large cities are more likely to be 

inexperienced, less likely to be certified, and less likely to have graduated from 

competitive colleges than are suburban teachers (Jacob, 2007).  The teacher is the most 

important ingredient in schools and when teachers are effective, students learn at high 

rates.   

High turnover has plagued schools with high rates of poverty.  Oftentimes, 

teachers leave these schools for opportunities to teach in less difficult environments.  

Minority and poor children have more unqualified and ineffective teachers who tend to 

leave the teaching profession within the first five years (Berry, 2004). The data from 

SASS shows that high-poverty public schools, especially those in urban communities, 

lose over 20% of their faculty each year (Jacob, 2007).  A recent study based in New 

York City found that teachers with high scores on state certification exams are much 

more likely to leave low-performing schools than their colleagues, even after controlling 

for factors, such as student and teacher race.  In another report, it was found that African 

American students are more likely to be taught by novice teachers.  Also, an additional 

report found that even within schools, more highly qualified teachers tend to teach more 

advantaged children (Ingersoll, 2004).  

  Since literacy is indeed linked to social mobility and escape from poverty, it is 

essential that the best qualified teachers are placed in environments with high poverty. 

Fostering an environment that allows innovation and then supporting teachers would help 

in the retention rates.  Significant numbers of teachers who have left these schools report 
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that they left because they feel “hampered by inadequate support from the school 

administration, too many intrusions on classroom teaching time, student discipline 

problems and limited faculty input into school decision-making” (Ingersoll, 2004, p. 2).   

Retaining effective teachers in high-needs schools requires a fundamental 

understanding as to the reasons why some choose to stay.  Gehrke (2005) found that 

successful teachers in high-needs schools were aware of their personal beliefs, 

understood the differences in students’ backgrounds, and understood the living conditions 

of most of their students.  These teachers also had high expectations for the students and 

did not accept poverty as an excuse for low performance.  Beyond understanding the 

expectation-driven approach, leadership in high-needs schools is also an important factor.  

Principals and school leaders play an important role in improving school conditions and 

retaining teachers (Deal & Peterson, 2009).  Principals have to understand the needs of 

teachers in high-needs schools and hire those who embody the beliefs that are required to 

be successful in these schools.   

The pervasiveness of illiteracy in generational poverty is an indicator that 

systemically, more is needed.  Failed schools, inadequate teachers, and poor conditions 

for learning environments are all reasons that go beyond the scope of what can be 

controlled by economically disadvantaged children.  Unfortunately, race and socio-

economic status have played such a critical factor in the quality of education that in order 

for education to be equalized, it is important that it not only be discussed, but addressed. 

Concerns over student performance in schools have persisted as the continued disparity 

between academic achievement of minority and non-minority students continues to exist 

(Hollins, 1996; Kuykendall, 1996; Lee, 2002).  It is not the responsibility of 
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economically disadvantaged students to address, but the responsibility of society as a 

whole.   

Critical Race Theory (CRT) and its Role in Education 

In spite of state policy, racism persists in various areas of society.  Perhaps the 

most damaging is when racism appears in education.  Critical Race Theory (CRT) asserts 

that racism is a normal and permanent fixture in American society and that racism exists 

in all aspects of life in this society of which schools are no exception (Parker, Beynle, & 

Villenas, 1999).  In the Brown versus the Board of Education case in 1954, large 

inequalities in public schools were exposed. Many of these inequalities created ethnic 

divisions and further divided the educational levels of African Americans and whites.  

These divisions created an underclass of people who did not have the means or education 

to bring themselves to a place of self-sufficiency.  Bell (2008) argues that the Brown vs. 

Board of Education case has become a historical artifact without contemporary 

significance given the re-segregation of American schools.  When viewing the population 

that is illiterate, it is overwhelmingly clear that African Americans and Hispanics 

compose the majority of illiterate adults.  Schools in many cases are not relevant to these 

populations, as the voices of African Americans and Hispanics have been silenced and 

erased when they challenge dominant culture authority and power (Ladson-Billings, 

1998).  Teacher preparation programs play an integral part in creating the environment 

for complex conversations around Critical Race Theory and how it affects the education 

of poor and minority students. 

Teacher education programs are needed to tackle race and the part that race plays 

in the systematic oppression of children of color.  Many critical multicultural and anti-
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racist theorists, researchers, and practitioners strongly suggest that teacher education 

move beyond the surface level diversity approach to deeper issues of multicultural 

education which address complex racism issues (Banks & McGee-Banks, 2006). In the 

past, multicultural education has included teaching children surface items, such as the 

contributions of various races and how they affected history.  However, according to 

Nieto and Bode (2008), while it is important to sensitize students through multi-cultural 

teachings, this approach alone does not examine the underlying relations of power that 

produce inequitable outcomes in our schools and society. 

Oftentimes, in teacher educator programs, white students avoid discussing race.  

McIntyre (1997) found that white pre-service teachers employed a host of tactics to avoid 

discussions on race.  This tactic further augmented the issue of inequality by allowing a 

mainstream ignorance to exist.  Many of these aforementioned teachers are being 

deployed to schools that largely consist of children of color and economically 

disadvantaged children.  The overt dismissal of critical race talk will not alleviate any of 

the institutional issues faced by children of color.  Furthermore, LaDuke (2009) found 

that white students resisted the “multicultural content and assignments in a multicultural 

class by remaining silent” (p. 39).  These white teachers often argued whether certain 

scenarios could actually be attributed to racism.  Additionally, there was negotiation 

when classroom assignments required students to engage in uncomfortable “border 

crossing” projects (LaDuke, 2009).  This is the case because many whites tend to look at 

racism as being an individual prejudice instead of a system of racism. 

Bonilla-Silva (2006) explains “Whereas for most whites racism is prejudice, for 

most people of color racism is systematic or institutionalized” (p. 8).  In most instances, 
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white people believe that racism is housed within individuals.  Many believe that racism 

belongs to individual people and it is a prejudice that emerges in overt thoughts and 

behaviors (Bonilla-Silva, 2006).  Contrastingly, while many people of color acknowledge 

individual acts of racism, they also understand the functions of racism within everyday 

aspects of society.  This function of racism within society contributes to the 

marginalization of, and overall illiteracy of poor and minority children. In many forums, 

racism is expressed covertly in the form of institutional and discursive forms.  These 

philosophies have been captured in Critical Race Theory research.   

Critical Race Theory emerges in school curriculum, instruction, assessment, 

funding, and other educational aspects.  Moreover, Critical Race Theory no longer labels 

unequal education as discrimination, but sees it as “privilege.” Critical Race Theorists 

examine ways that racism and white “privilege” operate together to dominate institutions 

and systems (Bell, 1992a, 1992b). It is crucial that schools take the position of 

eradicating the effects of this “privilege” that perpetuates the cycle of poor and minority 

students being under-educated.  School inequity and illiteracy cannot be discussed 

without allowing the topic of race to play a role in the conversation since racism has 

played such a detrimental role in the literacy of poor and minority students 

Teacher Preparation in Early Literacy 

 There is an overarching challenge in education that not only contributes to the 

lack of teacher skill regarding their ability to incorporate literacy, but more importantly, 

to the lack of preparedness for teaching kids at any grade level.  This broader challenge is 

the low number of students who enter college with education as a major or minor.  Thus, 

many teachers are graduating in other areas then entering alternative certification 
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programs.  There has been ongoing debate about the level of training needed to 

successfully instruct children.  Advocates of stronger preparation argue that teachers need 

to understand how children learn (National Commission on Teacher for America’s 

Future, 1996), especially teachers who serve low income students of color.  However, 

there are opponents of teacher preparation who only see this as a barrier for getting the 

best and the brightest to pursue education as a career.  Furthermore, these opponents 

argue that strong subject matter knowledge is the primary indicator for teacher 

effectiveness instead of specialized training (Ballou & Podgursky, 2000).  However, with 

the prevailing issue of illiteracy, effective early literacy instruction as a solution through 

improved teacher effectiveness warrants further examination. 

 Mather, Bos, and Babus (2001), conducted a study on two groups of teachers: 

preservice teachers and inservice teachers.  The preservice teachers had completed all 

their preparatory coursework as elementary education majors.  The inservice teachers 

were more experienced teachers (e.g. 3 or more years) and most took one to six literacy 

courses.  Data were collected on two measures, a perception survey and a knowledge 

assessment.  The results demonstrated that while inservice teachers were significantly 

more knowledgeable about literacy than preservice teachers, both groups had insufficient 

knowledge about concepts of English language structure.  When relating these results to 

the acquisition of early literacy, it is clear that because of the insufficient grasp of spoken 

and written language structure, many teachers are not equipped to teach reading explicitly 

to children who struggle.  Thus, this study recommends teacher preparation and 

professional development programs as critical for reducing the incidence of reading 

failure (American Federation of Teachers, 1999; Brady & Mouts, 1999). 
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 There is overwhelming evidence that children who are identified as poor readers 

in first grade are more likely to remain poor readers in fourth grade (Juel, 1988).  

Therefore, effective and early intervention is necessary.  In order for teachers to meet the 

needs of all learners, especially students at risk for early reading failure, a comprehensive 

and focused approach is necessary whereby teachers are able to accurately assess student 

needs and subsequently plan and deliver instruction based on their assessment (Menzies, 

Mahdavi, & Lewis, 2008).  Therefore, Menzies, Mahdavi, and Lewis (2008) 

implemented a program that contained three research-based components: (a) a system of 

ongoing assessment, (b) high intensity instruction with low student-teacher ratios, and (c) 

explicit instructional approaches used with kids who lacked specific skills, such as 

phonemic awareness, decoding and fluency, and guided reading techniques to assist with 

comprehension.  In the study, the reading ability of a group of at-risk first graders (who 

failed to make adequate progress in reading) was evaluated over a time period with listed 

interventions.  At the end of the study, only four of the 42 students remained below grade 

level.  Two of these four qualified for special education, the third child received English 

Language Learner (ELL) instruction and was found to be eligible under the specific 

learning disability category.  The fourth child was referred for special education but did 

not qualify due to irregular school attendance.  Thus, future implications from this study 

suggest that focusing financial and personnel resources on early reading intervention for 

at-risk students may be the best hope for preventing unnecessary reading failure.  Yet, 

many districts are exploring early literacy instruction and viewing effective reading 

instruction by well-skilled teachers as the best prevention for reading failure. 
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 Dicembre (2002) wrote about the reform of 18 elementary schools associated with 

the Baltimore City Public Schools in Maryland.  These schools represented the lowest 

achievers in the district and were set to be reconstituted by the state of Maryland.  

However, a whole school reform model that focused on a balanced literacy program, 

intense professional development, and monitoring was implemented.  The team of area 

staff, school administrators, and various offices and departments reviewed research, 

conducted interviews, visited successful schools, and reviewed literature from proponents 

of various reform models in order to develop their own reform package.  The package 

they decided on consisted of the following (Dicembre, 2002): 

“1. A three hour literacy block; 

2. Two reading coaches in each school, one was for primary grades (K-2) 

and one for intermediate grades (3-5); 

3. Summer school for 1st, 2nd, and 4th graders reading below grade level; 

4. Accelerated programs for students not promoted after summer school; 

5. Focused professional development in literacy for teachers and 

administrators; 

6. Mentors for all first and second year teachers; 

7. Leadership training for all administrators; 

8. School rounds were used to continually evaluate the process;” 

The results of this school literacy reform were positive in all grade levels.  

Median National Percentile Scores for reading doubled and in some grade levels, and 

tripled over the course of three years for others.  This work demonstrates that providing a 
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whole school framework along with sustained professional development yields positive 

results for student achievement. 

 In another study associated with California public schools conducted by Fisher, 

Frey, and Nelson (2012), literacy achievement was viewed over a number of years (2002-

2011) as teachers received professional development on various components of a literacy 

framework.  In the focal school district, the Academic Performance Index (API) was 689, 

with a state required minimum score of 800 or above.  To address this issue, the district 

purchased a new basal reading program; however, after two years, API scores only 

increased to 722, a number still short of the expected 800.  The district understood that 

exclusive focus on the use of reading curriculum was limiting student achievement and 

began the search for a more comprehensive plan.  The focus for the district was on a 

system-wide structure for literacy instruction.  The framework had the purpose of 

building capacity in teachers to make instructional decisions.  The framework was 

predicated on the gradual release of a responsibility model of instruction (Pearson & 

Gallagher, 1983).  The components were: 

1. Establishing purpose by discussing the content and written and oral 

language skills to be used. 

2. Teacher modeling through demonstrating the cognitive and metacognitive 

skills needed to perform a task. 

3. Guided instruction where the cognitive shift of responsibility from the 

teacher to the student was to occur with teacher support and scaffolding. 

4. Student engagement in productive group work as they work with small 

groups of peers. 
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5. Moving students to an independent level of mastery of the concept or skill 

being taught. 

Each component received intense professional development, but not all in the 

same school year since a 3-year systematic approach was implemented.  The results from 

this approach were consistent with Peck’s (2010) findings, which illustrated that when 

schools move from textbook-led instruction to responsive teaching, achievement 

improves.  The API scores went from 745 at program implementation to 861 in 2011 at 

complete program implementation.  This data supports the implementation of school-

wide frameworks that focus on developing teachers to support interactions between 

students, students and the teacher, and students and the curriculum.  Although, there are 

many successful models for early literacy, there is less research on teacher preparedness 

for secondary learners. 

Secondary Teacher Preparation in Literacy 

Oftentimes, secondary teachers do not have the tools to adequately teach 

struggling readers (Campbell & Kmiecik, 2004).  Teacher preparation for students who 

read below grade level when advancing to secondary levels is questionable.  Moreover, 

most teacher preparation programs fail to offer course work for secondary teachers to 

lead literacy in their classrooms.  Lewis and Wray (1999) revealed that three quarters of 

secondary-level teachers who were surveyed said they had received little or no mention 

of literacy teaching during their initial teacher training courses.  However, these 

secondary-level teachers overwhelmingly (87.5%) felt that literacy work should be a 

compulsory part of secondary-level teacher training. Efforts to improve literacy learning 

for secondary students must seriously consider the realities and challenges persistent in 
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today’s high schools (Campbell & Kmiecik, 2004).  If students are to achieve high 

literacy standards, evidence strongly suggests that teacher knowledge and capabilities is 

one of the most important factors that influence student achievement (Darling-Hammond, 

1999).  Providing a sound set of instructional practices that allow secondary students to 

practice literacy and teachers to adjust based on the skill level of their students is 

paramount.   

Too often, secondary students have below average reading skills and graduate as 

illiterate adults. Research illustrates that gaps between reading levels and grade levels 

increase at a faster rate once adolescents reach seventh grade (Schumacker et al., 2006). 

In many middle and high schools, literacy is seen as secondary to school reform and is 

often perceived as being a problem for only a few students.  In many cases, schools seek 

to solve these literacy challenges by offering more workshops.  However, the depth of 

what is required to teach content-area literacy in secondary schools requires more than 

one course, and/or a few standards (Campbell & Kmiecik, 2004). 

  In a study conducted by McKenna, Kear, & Ellsworth (1995) to identify the 

problems that impede literacy learning and to yield information that may inform the 

preparation of future secondary teachers, several relevant issues were exposed.  First, 

secondary teachers cited the greatest literacy challenge for their students is motivation, 

interests, and attitudes.  However, these teachers additionally stated that much of the 

class-assigned reading is often boring and not relevant to the student’s own interest.  A 

child’s unwillingness to read can be just as much of a challenge as the child’s inability to 

read.  Addressing attitudes towards reading is a necessary component in inducing 

motivation.  It is during the adolescent years when reading motivation and attitudes 
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appear to worsen, especially for poor readers (McKenna, Kear, & Ellsworth, 1995). This 

study revealed that non-core content-based teachers (e.g. art, music, and other electives) 

did not rank student motivation as the greatest challenge.  This finding indicates a need at 

the secondary level for students to better understand the relevance of what they are 

reading and to connect it with a personal interest.  If efforts to enhance low-performing 

secondary schools are to succeed, educators and policymakers must take their cue from 

elementary schools and make literacy the cornerstone of school reform (Wise, 2009). 

According to Wise (2009), teachers felt that the most urgent need is to revise 

secondary teacher preparation.  The following were implications for secondary educators: 

1. Engage in partnerships between secondary teacher preparation and 

practicing secondary teachers. 

2. Revise the secondary teacher preparation curriculum to include more 

opportunities for prospective teachers to experience real-life literacy 

challenges. 

3. Create secondary teacher preparation curriculum that gives significant 

attention to motivational practices. 

4. Reform the secondary teacher preparation curriculum that divides subject 

matter and methods courses. 

5. Align and teach pedagogical practices, critical thinking skills, study skills, 

and vocabulary within subject matter content. 

6. Teacher educators need to provide students with more sustained and 

guided experiences. 
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Finally, it is obvious that there exists a gap between what secondary teachers should do to 

enhance the literacy of their students and what practices are actually being implemented.  

If students are to graduate with the maximized requirements of adult literacy, all 

secondary teachers are recommended to see themselves as teachers of their content in 

addition to being leaders of literacy. 

 Developing secondary teachers to be leaders of literacy requires comprehensive 

professional development that challenges traditional secondary practices (O’Brien & 

Stewart, 1992).  One of the major difficulties between early and later literacy teaching is 

that early literacy teachers focus more on a student’s ability to learn how to read.  

However, by fourth grade, readers are expected to read to learn.  Yet, in many cases, 

secondary students have not learned how to read proficiently, but are expected to read 

and analyze texts for information (Blanton & Wood, 2009).  However, without the 

prerequisite skill of reading, analyzing texts is impossible and requires the secondary 

teacher to learn ways to teach reading education. 

 One middle school sought to teach reading using the primary school strategy of 

balanced literacy.  Brown and Foster (2006) conducted a study in association with 

Monroe Middle School in Tampa, Florida to assess how teachers utilized balanced 

literacy.  The study revealed that classes participated in daily read-alouds, shared reading 

sessions, independent reading and guided reading.  Balanced literacy was also used in 

Social Studies and Science to support literacy across the curriculum.  After four years of 

implementation, the study revealed that the school had positive academic gains with the 

biggest gains made by the lower quartile students where 76% of them made several years 

of growth.  While balanced literacy can be used as an approach to teach literacy to 
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secondary learners, other approaches have proven to be effective in gaining the support of 

adolescent readers. 

 In another study conducted by Leko and Mundy (2011), the implementation of 

reading knowledge and strategies acquired during a two-year preparation program 

entitled Project PRESS were examined.  Project PRESS consisted of 36 hours of online 

graduate coursework in Special Education and reading which then led to a Master’s in 

Special Education with a reading endorsement.  The goal of Project PRESS was to 

expose three teachers to reading instruction for secondary students with disabilities 

through research-based effective professional development.  The teachers involved in 

Project PRESS learned about five areas of reading.  The areas were:  how to assess 

students’ reading instruction, the use of data to inform instruction, difficulties students 

with disabilities and struggling readers face in reading, and how to provide direct, explicit 

instruction, particularly in comprehension.  Each of the PRESS courses included 

evidence-based practices.  The findings of this study revealed that in most instances, the 

teachers made instructional decisions based predominately on their teaching contexts and 

individual belief systems.  In many situations, this meant that teachers reverted back to 

what they were comfortable with, citing fear of the strategies not working and fear of 

students being ill-prepared for state-level testing.  The implications were two-fold.  First, 

secondary teachers need support in condensing and accelerating reading instruction to 

support students who are significantly behind in reading.  Second, teachers need to be 

provided with strategies that are age appropriate for secondary students.  Moreover, it 

was determined that there is a substantial need to help teachers compartmentalize new 

knowledge into their instruction using specific examples within the curriculum.  
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Therefore, leaders of today require a sophisticated skill set.  Yet, developing teachers in 

this manner has not been the historical practice of educational leaders in the past.  

Moreover, understanding the historical evolution of leadership from educational 

leadership to instructional leadership is important. 

Educational Leadership and its History 

While it can be dated as far back as 1565, there exist specific notions of how 

schools can meet the needs of students.  In 1795, Benjamin Rush and Samuel Knox won 

a prize from the American Philosophical Society on how to organize a public education 

system. (Pulman, 1976)  Furthermore, Benjamin Rush desired an extensive education 

system.  This enhanced education from the one-room school approach to a system with 

various grades.  According to English (1992), Horace Mann was also in favor of having 

grade levels and his writing is one of the first to discuss the role of the principal in 1835 

(Williams-Boyd, 2003).  By the 1900’s, the role of the principle had been defined and 

listed the principal as the “head teacher.”   

The principal’s role has broadened over the years, due in part to increased 

accountability.  At one time, principals focused mainly on the “Bs”- buses, boilers, and 

books- managing the staff, creating rules and procedures, and ensuring smooth school 

operation (Louis, Leithwood, Wahlstrom, & Anderson, 2010).  However, the way schools 

were managed began to make a shift in the 1970s.  At this time, policymakers began to 

correlate school leadership with student achievement.  In a study by Louis et al., 2010, 

leaders from the Universities of Minnesota and Toronto confirmed that other than 

classroom instruction, leadership is the foremost school-related influence on student 

learning.  These researchers further reported that, “To date, we have not found a single 
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case of a school improving its student achievement record in the absence of talented 

leadership” (Louis et al., 2010, p. 9). According to Bottoms and O’Neill (2001), “The 

principal’s job description has expanded to a point that today’s school leader is expected 

to perform in the role of ‘chief learning officer,’ with ultimate responsibility for the 

success or failure of the enterprise” (p. 5).  This expectation requires principals to have a 

multi-dimensional knowledge of the school.  In addition, the 1977 United States Senate 

Committee Report on Equal Education Opportunity (US Congress, 1977) saw the 

principal as the “most important and influential individual in a school” (p.56).   

According to Leithwood, Louis, Anderson, and Wahlstrom (2004), a school 

seldom transforms unless the principal has been a strong and relentless leader.  Marzano, 

McNulty, and Waters’ (2003) work demonstrates the relationship between effective 

school leadership and school improvement.  Their research included a meta-analysis of 

over 5,000 studies over a 30-year period which dates back to the 1970s.  This analysis 

drew sixty-nine studies that were chosen as the basis for their leadership framework.  The 

findings revealed that there existed a strong correlation between school leadership and 

student achievement.  A major finding in their study was that principals who focused on 

things not related to the characteristics of effective school leadership seriously impeded 

their impact on student achievement (Marzano, McNulty, & Waters, 2005). 

Principals are responsible for the daily decisions that are meant to improve 

schools.  In a study conducted by Leithwood, Louis, Anderson, and Wahl-Strom (2004), 

it was found that as much as one-quarter of all “school effects” on achievement can be 

attributed to principals-second only to teachers and far ahead of factors like composition 

of student body.  The previous thirty years of literature on educational leadership argued 
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that the principal is the key to a school’s success (Edmonds, 1979; Miller, 1998).  Terry 

(1960) stated, “Leadership is the activity of influencing people to strive willingly for a 

group goal” (p. 77).  Thompson (1983) defines leadership as, “Getting the job done 

through people” (p. 3).  In every definition, the common theme involves people and how 

they respond to the leadership.  Hersey and Blanchard (1993) stated that, “The successful 

organization has one major attribute that sets it apart from unsuccessful organizations: 

dynamic and effective leadership” (p. 85).  Leadership is not a unitary effort.  If leaders 

are unable to inspire people to follow, then organizations will remain stagnant.  It is the 

capacity of the leader that makes the difference. 

Effective leadership is one key to student success.  In a previous study, five areas 

were identified as being practices of effective leadership (Wallace, 2012).  The five 

practices are:      

1. “Shaping a vision of success for all students.  This includes setting high 

standards and expectations for all students; 

2. Creating a climate hospitable to education.  Effective leaders shape the 

culture that supports achievement of vision; 

3. Cultivating leadership in others.  Sharing leadership and allowing all 

stakeholders to influence decision creates an effective school community; 

4. Improving instruction.  The continual improvement of classroom 

instruction is the foundation to a successful school.  This happens through 

the tracking of teacher professional development needs, fostering teacher 

collaboration, and monitoring classroom instruction, and 
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5. Managing people, data, and processes to foster school improvement.  

Effective principals manage staff well and utilize the strengths of their 

faculty and staff” (p. 4); 

Leadership is such a key component to school improvement that in 2010 almost 

half of the nation’s state legislatures passed laws to bolster school leadership (Shelton, 

2011).  The systematic improvement of schools must first start with leaders.  Educational 

leadership has been defined primarily by the lens of the principal’s role.  Work done in 

the 1970s by Ron Edmonds defined correlates for school effectiveness.  The correlates 

were: 

1. Positively promote an atmosphere that is orderly, without being rigid, 

2. Frequently monitor pupil progress, 

3. Ensure that staff members are instructionally effective for all pupils, 

4. Set clear goals and learning objectives, 

5. Develop and communicate a plan for dealing with reading and 

mathematics achievement problems, and 

6. Demonstrate strong leadership with a mix of management and 

instructional skills. 

This research introduced many instructional leadership components, though this 

research never actually used “instructional” leadership to describe a style of educational 

leadership.  However, all of the correlates point to creating effective schools. In recent 

years, schools are more accountable for student results than they have been in the past, 

requiring principals to know more instructionally. With this accountability has also come 
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some positive change; the traditional role of school principal as a manager has been 

replaced by that of an instructional leader - a teacher of teachers (Barton, 2013).   

Instructional Leadership 

Leadership is the most important element in organizations.  Leaders set the 

expectations and determine the focus.  In schools, instructional leadership can be 

categorized as the glue that can hold schools together.  The literature on educational 

leadership asserts that the principal is the key to a school’s success (Edmonds, 1979).  

Over the past several decades, the definition of instructional leadership has consistently 

changed and evolved (Odonell & White, 2005). Leaders must be skilled at managing 

tasks while leading the instructional program at schools.  According to O’Donnell and 

White (2005), although campus principals must occupy many leadership roles, their 

primary role is to facilitate effective teaching and learning with the overall mission of 

enhancing student achievement.   

Instructional leadership is “Improving instruction to enable teachers to teach at 

their best and students to learn their utmost” (Wallace Foundation, 2012, p. 4).  With the 

enactment of the No Child Left Behind Act mandates, there was an expanded emphasis 

on school accountability.  Schools were required to produce results and promote high 

expectations for all students.  This required educational leadership to shift focus.  

Managerial tasks could no longer consume the time of principals.  The manner in which 

principals led their instructional programs was paramount to student outcomes. 

Between the 1990s and 2000s, plenty of researchers began to highlight behaviors 

of principals that led to school improvement.  Hallinger (2003) observed that, 

“Instructional leadership influences the quality of school outcomes through alignment of 
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school structures with the school’s mission” (p. 333).  Effective instructional leaders 

review school data in order to continually analyze alignment with the school mission and 

goals.  According to Wilson (2011), effective principals analyze multiple sources of data 

and use this to identify needs and improve instructional practices.  These principals 

realize that the success or failure of the school lies in their hands and they accept 

responsibility for the overall quality of the school’s instructional program. 

Instructional leadership is essential to moving teacher learning into the classroom 

and promoting changes in instructional practices (Bredeson & Johansson, 2000).  Since 

all learning happens in classrooms, it is important for instructional leadership to focus on 

classroom behaviors and how to improve them.  Instructional leaders create environments 

that make learning a priority and foster safe environments for teacher collaboration and 

growth.  The National Association of Elementary School Principals (2001) defines 

instructional leadership as “leading learning communities.”  Rick Dufour’s work on 

professional learning communities defines structures needed for schools to become places 

where adult learning takes precedence over managerial tasks.  Administrators have a vital 

role in influencing the culture and vision of the school community (Quinn, 2002).  

According to Dufour and Eaker (1998), there are six characteristics of professional 

learning communities: 

a. Shared mission, vision, and values, 

b. Collective inquiry, 

c. Collaborative teams, 

d. Action orientation and experimentation, 

5. Continuous improvement, and 
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6. Results oriented 

 The product for all instructional leaders rests in student results.  Haberman (2004) argues 

that learning outcomes should be the primary criteria for teacher and schools to measure 

their success.   

 Blasé and Blasé (2000) conducted a survey of 800 teachers about their 

perspectives of effective instructional leadership and how the campus principal helped to 

enhance their instructional practices.  In this qualitative study, two themes emerged 

which were the principal’s “talking with teachers to promote reflection and promoting 

professional growth” (p. 1).  The teachers documented the effective principal who 

promoted professional growth as having used six strategies: 

a. Emphasizing the study of teaching and learning, 

b. Supporting collaboration efforts among educators, 

c. Developing coaching relationships among educators, 

d. Encouraging and supporting redesign of programs, 

e. Applying the principles of adult learning, growth, and development to all 

phases of staff development, and 

f. Implementing action research to inform instructional decision-making. 

Effective instructional leaders understand that developing adults directly relates to 

student outcomes.  Successful schools have systems in place that intentionally create 

learning opportunities for the adult learners.  The principal as the instructional leader is 

responsible for the culture and climate.  The knowledge of the instructional leader usually 

flows over into the knowledge and skills of the teachers.  When instructional leaders 
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understand the importance of various skills, it is usually evident all around their school 

buildings. 

Literacy Leadership 

If principals are to establish cultures that will advance literacy, it is important that 

they lead the instructional charge.  In the broad view, principal instructional leadership 

encompasses any actions that have an impact on student learning (Leithwood, 1994).  

Thus, if secondary teachers are to create literacy environments within every content 

classroom, then it is important that the leader model actions, provide professional 

development, and create urgency around literacy.  This is especially true since content 

reading at the secondary level is nonexistent in many cases.  However, of even greater 

relevance is the lack of ability for the students to understand the content.  At the 

secondary level, low reading comprehension ability often prevents students from 

mastering multiple subjects (ACT, 2006).  These challenges require a masterful school 

leader. 

 Principal leadership profoundly affects what happens at schools.   Schmoker 

(1997) states that, “Unless the administrator expresses pride and interest in the success of 

the project, unless the teacher leaders are carefully selected and given supports and 

encouragement, the effort will probably die” (p. 128).  Literacy work in secondary 

schools requires intentional efforts. Oftentimes, this work requires changing the culture 

of a school and teacher beliefs about learning (Cral, unknown).  Literacy leaders are those 

who make the acquisition of literacy for students a priority. Schools that have successful 

literacy programs show evidence of strong principal leadership with a focused literacy 

agenda (Booth & Roswell, 2007).   
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 Creating literacy environments in schools requires calculated and strategic efforts.  

According to Rolheiser (2007) and her team, literacy-based school change has five 

categories of change determined to be foundational and fundamental.  Those categories 

are: 

i. Principal leadership; 

ii. Teachers knowledge, skills, and disposition; 

iii. Professional community; 

iv. Program coherence; and 

v. Technical resources;  

Principals of schools with strong literacy focus are instructional leaders, facilitators of 

professional development, and they share their leadership with other members on their 

team.  Coupled with these things is the need for the principal to give the literacy efforts 

time and space for change.  Teachers need time to work both alone and collaboratively on 

increasing knowledge and skills.  In schools where principals have made time for change, 

a more dedicated staff is the product, which is paramount for any successful initiative 

(Booth & Roswell, 2007).  Another form of literacy implementation is through the 

instatement of literacy coaches.  

  There are several things that are necessary when leading change using the literacy 

coach model.  According to Cral (unknown), principals must first support the change. 

Change can become very arduous in implementation, but the principal must understand 

this and prepare for it.  Second, principals must actively participate in the change.  They 

must demonstrate to the teachers that they are learners as well. Third, principals must 
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 model collaboration.  Principals who model collaboration by allowing collegial 

conversations break down barriers of misunderstanding between themselves and 

colleagues.  They set a stage for teachers to discuss their practices and admit when they 

are unclear about instructional expectations.  Finally, principals build relational trust.  

There should be mutual trust between the coach, the leader, and the teachers. The 

environment should not be one that is punitive based on the observations, but one of 

support. Literacy conversations at the secondary level can be difficult.  However, it is the 

approach of the principal that will determine the depth of implementation and the 

sustainability. 

 The Carnegie Corporation of New York (CCNY) has called in a new report for 

improvements in adolescent literacy if students are to succeed in college and careers.  

The report offers research-based steps to reforming literacy instruction.  Literacy leaders 

will ultimately guide this reform.  There are three main keys listed for successful reform 

(Armistead, 2010) 

1.       Give teachers literacy focused instructional tools and formative   

           assessments, 

            2.        Encourage schools and districts to collect and use information about  

                       student literacy performance more efficiently, and 

            3.        Call upon state-level leaders to maximize the use of limited resources for 

                       literacy efforts in a strategic way. 

Secondary teachers need to understand the literacy challenges faced by students 

as well as have a thorough understanding of their content.  Equipping teachers in all 

content areas with literacy focused instructional tools is the collective responsibility of 
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school principals, universities, central office administrators, and superintendents.  If the 

leader does not have a background in literacy, it is their role to lead the literacy learning.  

Although the leader is to lead the charge, creating a literacy environment can become the 

role of every campus leader through diffused leadership. 

Diffused/Shared Leadership 

 According to Merriam-Webster dictionary (2014), diffusion is defined as the 

process by which there is a net flow of matter from a region of high concentration to one 

of low concentration.  Similarly, diffused leadership ensures that leadership does not only 

happen from the top, but it is spread throughout the organization.  Collective leadership is 

defined by the degree to which control of teaching and learning is based on collective 

responsibility and shared influence among school role groups (Adams & Jean-Marie, 

2010).  Studies from rural Sociology, Political Science, Healthcare, and even evaluation 

research have used diffusion theory to identify social factors that motivate individuals or 

organizations to adopt an innovation (Ashley, 2009).  School leadership diffusion is more 

about planned practices entrenched throughout the school culture.  The leader is not the 

primary point of focus in this style and the leadership is shared.  

  The difference between shared leadership and other models of leadership is that 

the influence process involved includes both lateral influence and, more traditionally, 

upward and downward hierarchical processes (Bligh et al., 2006).  According to Fletcher 

and Kaufer (2003), the shared leadership model has three unique shifts in thinking from 

more traditional forms:  leadership is dispersed and shared by others with unique 

strengths and skills, leadership is collaborative so it needs to be embedded in social 
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interaction, and it is a collective activity that takes place in and through individuals who 

have common interests and goals resulting in greater productivity. 

Effective secondary schools have leaders who diffuse campus level goals 

throughout departments.  If literacy is to be a component of campus improvement, then it 

cannot rest with the principal only.  Lambert (2012) identified an effective principal as 

one capable of constructing a shared vision, insisting on a student learning focus, 

supporting leadership in others, participating in collaborative practices, posing questions, 

and facilitating dialogue that addresses educational issues.  Printy and Marks (2003) 

further support shared leadership by contending that the best school improvement results 

are found in schools where principals are strong leaders who share leadership with 

teachers whom they deem as professional and full partners in the domain of teaching and 

learning. Creating literacy environments needs to be intentional.  Although, creating 

urgency with literacy is to start with the principal, it certainly cannot end with the 

principal, but is to be diffused. 

Literacy skills are paramount for student success in school and in life (Bitter, et al, 

2009).  It is ultimately the responsibility of schools to ensure that all students are 

acquiring these skills.    According to Cohen and Ball (1999), “the heart of instruction 

takes place in the classroom and is situated in the interaction of teachers and students 

around content or instructional materials.” (p. 12). Far too many students are leaving 

early literacy classrooms without acquiring literacy skills. It then becomes incumbent 

upon secondary educators to fill in gaps and to help students learn to read complex texts.  

Since the focus has been almost entirely on primary literacy and how children learn to 

read and write, the literacy needs of older learners in secondary schools has been put on 
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hold (Vaca, 1998). The concern with a dependence on secondary educators teaching 

literacy is their lack of capacity to do so.  Thus, secondary principals are recommended to 

not only be instructional leaders, but leaders of literacy.  As literacy leaders, the charge is 

for principals to lead the learning and build capacity in their staff members in order to 

create a literacy environment.  As written by Booth and Roswell (2007), “While the 

principal choreographs shared leadership, it is important to acknowledge and encourage 

individuals in leadership positions within the school.” (p. 10) In conclusion, the success 

of society depends on the literacy of all learners. Thus, it is a mandate for educators to 

accept the challenge.

 
 



 
 

Chapter 3:  

Methodology 

Research Design  

 Qualitative research aims to explore a host of factors influencing a situation 

(Hancock & Algozzine, 2011 p.9).  Further, Hancock & Algozzine (2011) defines 

qualitative research as, “any kind of research that produces findings not arrived at 

through statistical procedures or other means of quantification.”(p. 92).  A qualitative 

research approach was used to collect and analyze data for this study because the research 

was conducted in order to examine teacher, administrator, and principal perceptions in a 

turnaround high school regarding how the early literacy background of the principal 

influences their decisions and practices in a comprehensive high school..   

 The research design was a qualitative case study.  Qualitative case study 

methodology provides tools for researchers to study complex phenomena within their 

contexts (Baxter & Jack, 2008).  Since this study looked at the perceptions of the 

decisions and practices of the principal within one specific context, a case study was the 

most fitting option.  According to Yin (2003), “a case study should be considered as a 

method of study design when: 

a) The focus of the study is to answer “how” and “why” questions; 

b) You want to cover contextual conditions because you believe they are relevant 

to the phenomena; or 

c) The boundaries are not clear between the phenomenon and context; 
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The study was conducted at the school using semi-structured interviews and focus 

groups.  The first interview was with the principal.  The second was individual interviews 

with the school administrators.  Last, there were three teacher focus groups conducted 

using interview format.  In his book Interviewing as Qualitative Research Irving Seidman 

(1998) states, 

Interviewing provides access to the context of people’s behavior and 

thereby provides a way for researchers to understand the meaning of that 

behavior. A basic assumption in in-depth interviewing research is that the 

meaning people make of their experience affects the way they carry out that 

experience. Interviewing allows us to put behavior in context and provide access 

to understanding their actions. (Seidman, 1998, p. 4). 

This case study was descriptive in nature because it was used to describe a 

phenomenon and the real life context in which it occurred (Yin, 2003).  According to 

Hancock & Algozzine (2011, p.37), descriptive designs attempt to present a complete 

description of a phenomenon within its context. Moreover, this case study ultimately 

looks for the relationship, based on the staff perceptions, of the turnaround principal and 

how her decisions and practices have influenced the promotion of literacy at Turnaround 

High School. 

Research Questions 

 The purpose of this case study was to examine teachers’, administrators’, and a 

principal’s perceptions in a turnaround high school regarding how the early literacy 

background of the principal influences the decisions and practices in literacy 

development in a successful turnaround high school. Additionally, this study examined 
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teacher perceptions of how the decisions and practices of the leader have influenced their 

own decisions and practices.  

The principal at Turnaround High School was a successful elementary school principal.  

She was then promoted to the high school level as principal.  Many of the students in the 

school were English language learners, economically disadvantaged, or both.  Yet, 

Turnaround High School has experienced academic growth in every tested area on the 

Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS) from 2007 until 2011.  Within this 

context, this study examined the following research questions: 

1. How does a successful turnaround principal perceive her early literacy   

background influencing instructional leadership decisions and practices to 

promote literacy development in a comprehensive high school? 

2. How do teachers perceive the decisions and leadership practices of the 

turnaround leader with an early literacy background influencing literacy 

development in a comprehensive high school? 

3. How do campus administrators perceive the decisions and leadership practices 

of the turnaround leader with an early literacy background influencing literacy 

development in a comprehensive high school?  

4. How do the perceptions of the principal, other campus administrators, and 

teachers regarding decisions and practices of the principal in literacy 

development in a comprehensive high school compare? 

 Setting  

 Turnaround High School is located in the Urban Independent School District 

(pseudonym).  Urban ISD is a large urban district located in southeast Texas covering 
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301 square miles and has an enrollment of over 210,000 students. It is currently the 

seventh largest public school district in the United States and is the largest district in 

Texas.  Urban ISD is made up largely of ethnic minorities.  The enrollment is comprised 

of 24.7% African American, 62.7% Hispanic, 8.2% White, 3.4% Asian, and 1% other.  

Since 79.9% of the student population is economically disadvantaged, Urban ISD is a 

Title I district.  The English Language Learner population comprises 29.9% of the 

student population and 56.8% of the students are considered “At-risk.” 

 Turnaround High School was built in 1926.  It is located in an inner city 

neighborhood within Urban ISD.  The community was formerly white and middle-class.  

The school had a very diverse, middle class student body zoned from a wide radius area 

around the school prior to the 1980s.  However, in the 1980s the school demographics 

began to shift to a more of a blue collar Hispanic population.  There were challenges 

within the school that came with the new and emerging immigrant population who were 

largely English Language Learners and economically disadvantaged.  Turnaround High 

School had pedagogical challenges with educating the new student body, as many 

teachers had no experience teaching English Language Learners.  This was evident in the 

low test scores, low attendance rates, high dropout rates, and low graduation rates.  In 

fact, US News called Turnaround High School a “Dropout factory.”  Currently, 

Turnaround High School boasts of being a school of choice for many students within 

Urban ISD and has a reputation for having thriving academics as evidenced by tables 1 

and 2.  Recently, Children at Risk listed Turnaround High School as one of the best 

comprehensive high schools within the United States. 
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 TAKS scores were used to measure school effectiveness.  In deciding upon a 

school for this study, comprehensive high schools that contained a student body having 

more than 50% ethnic minority and at least 75% economically disadvantaged students 

were reviewed.  While there were several schools that fit this profile, the additional 

criteria that helped to narrow schools for this study was  having consistent academic 

growth, as evidenced by TAKS, in every tested area between the years 2007 and 2011 as 

noted in Tables 3 and 4.  It was also necessary to have received a TEA “Recognized” 

rating at least one of these years.  There were few schools that fit this profile.  Yet, 

Turnaround High School was chosen because of the background of the principal.  She 

had been a successful principal at the elementary level prior to becoming the principal of 

Turnaround High School.  

Table 3.   

Turnaround High School Reading Student Achievement 

 

Academic Year TAKS Reading Reading 
Commended  

School 
Enrollment 

Average 
SAT 

2003-2004 64% 2% 1683 861 
2004-2005 63% 4% 1720 857 
2005-2006 80% 7% 1720 830 
2006-2007 77% 11% 1707 807 
2007-2008 87% 17% 1574 853 
2008-2009 88% 14% 1730 863 
2009-2010 91% 16% 1846 836 
2010-2011 91% 18% 1991 871 
2011-2012 94% 18% 2041 878 
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Table 4.   

Turnaround High School Math, Science, and Social Studies Student Achievement  

 

Academic Year TAKS Math TAKS Science TAKS Social  
Studies 

Economically 
Disadvantaged 

2003-2004 40% 49% 80% 87.9% 
2004-2005 37% 34% 75% 87.6% 
2005-2006 45% 47% 82% 83.9% 
2006-2007 57% 51% 82% 73.4% 
2007-2008 69% 62% 87% 74.8% 
2008-2009 67% 63% 88% 81.5% 
2009-2010 72% 75% 92% 74.5% 
2010-2011 77% 83% 97% 79.8% 
2011-2012 85% 88% 98% 78.9% 

 Table 5 reflects a breakdown of staff composition at Turnaround High School.  

Administrators comprise only a small percentage of the staff population. 

 
Table 5.   

Turnaround High School Staff Composition 

Staff Category n Percent of  
Staff  

Total Staff 134 100% 
   
   
Professional 
Staff 
 

128 95.6% 

Teachers 
 

113 14% 

Professional 
Support 
 

9 6.7% 

Campus 
Administrators 

6 4.5% 

   
 

 
 



 
      

 

69 

The staff ethnic composition was quite diverse according to table 6.  The racial make-up 

of the teaching staff does not resemble the composition of the student body.  The 

percentage of male staff members was close to the percentage of female staff members.  

These numbers show an even divide between male and female staff. 

Table 6.   

Turnaround High School Teachers by Ethnicity and Sex 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 7 shows the years of experience of the teacher staff.  The majority of the 

teachers at Turnaround High School had between 11 and 20 years of experience.  There 

was a very small percentage of teachers who were new to the profession.   The majority 

of the staff had more than six years of experience.  

Ethnicity n Percent of  
Staff  

African 
American 

38 33.6% 

   
   
Hispanic 
 

12 10.6% 

White 
 

53 46.9% 

American Indian 
 

0 0% 

Pacific Islander 
 
 

1 0.9% 

Two or More 
Races 
 

3 2.7% 

Males 54 47.8% 
 
 

Females 59 52.2% 
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Table 7.   

Turnaround High School Staff Years of Experience 

 

Years of 
Experience 

n Percent of  
Staff  

Beginning 7 6.2% 
   
   
1-5 Years 
 

25 22.1% 

6-10 Years 
 

18 15.9% 

11-20 Years 
 

40 35.4% 

Over 20 Years 23 20.3% 
   
 

Subjects  

 The principal chosen for this study had been in education for over 25 years. Her 

career began as a high school history and psychology teacher.  She later began her 

administrative career as a middle school assistant principal. Her first principal assignment 

was as an elementary school principal. She was principal of a successful elementary 

school that was named a United States Department of Education Blue Ribbon School, a 

Texas TBEC Honor Roll school, and was consistently rated TEA “Exemplary” under her 

leadership.  She was hired as the principal at Turnaround High School in 2007.  She has 

been the principal there for eight years.   

  The campus currently had six administrators.   All assistant principals from the 

administrative team were chosen to participate and categorized based on the following: 

•  0 years of experience on campus. 

• 1-5 years of experience on campus 
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• More than 5 years of experience on campus 

This sampling was important to the study because having administrators who 

have been at the school for various amounts of time strengthened the trustworthiness of 

the data collected regarding how decisions and practices influence literacy development. 

There were six administrators interviewed in this study. The question in the study to be 

addressed by the campus administrators was, how do campus administrators perceive the 

decisions and leadership practices of the turnaround leader with an early literacy 

background influencing literacy development in a comprehensive high school? Each 

administrator had a diverse background and brought with them a variety of experiences. 

Administrator #1 was formerly an English teacher.  He had also taught elementary 

school.  So, his experiences ranged from kindergarten through twelfth grade.  He had a 

vast knowledge of literacy at the varying levels with numerous hours of professional 

development on literacy. His current assignment included the oversight of the English 

Language Arts department at Turnaround High School.  Administrator #2 started in 

education as an elementary bilingual teacher.  He formerly taught second, third, and 

fourth grades.  His knowledge of literacy was based on his experience with teaching 

students to read at the elementary school level.  He has worked with the principal while 

she was an elementary school principal.  Administrator #3 had a Bachelors of Arts degree 

in Theater Arts and a Masters degree in Divinity.  He did not feel that he had much 

experience in teaching literacy at any level other than the basic skills needed to be a 

successful teacher in a classroom.  He formerly taught the primary grades as well as high 

school. Administrator #4 was working in her second career in life.  She went back to get 

her Bachelors degree later in life after working in corporate America as an office 
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assistant.  She got a degree in English.  In her first career, she realized that new people 

entering had a “real problem reading and understanding complex technical and other 

types of material.”  She taught English and had a passion for literacy, especially students 

whose first language was something other than English.  In her current assignment, she 

was responsible for the English as a Second Language (ESL) department at Turnaround 

High School. Administrator #5 received a Bachelors degree in English and a Masters 

degree in English.  She formerly taught middle school English Language Arts and has her 

Master Reading Teacher certification.  She worked with the principal at the middle 

school level. Administrator #6 was formerly an elementary school teacher and a middle 

school teacher.  He taught second grade where his experience with literacy was on 

teaching reading skills and he taught fifth and sixth grades. 

The campus currently had 113 teachers with the largest group being in the category  

 between 11 and 20 years of experience. Purposeful sampling was used to choose teacher 

participants for the focus groups.  Therefore, the sample for teacher focus groups was 

representative of the teacher composition based on content taught (See Table 8). 
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Table 8.   

Turnaround High School Focus Group Composition  

 

Content Taught n Percent of  
Staff  

Mathematics 2 11.1% 
   
   
English 
 

4 22.2% 

Science 
 

2 11.1% 

Social Studies 
 

6 33,3% 

PE/Electives 4 22.2% 
   
 

Procedures 

 Approval to conduct the study was obtained from the University of Houston 

through the Institutional Review Board process prior to conducting the research in order 

to safeguard the rights and welfare of all persons participating in this research project. 

Additionally, permission was received from the district to use the selected school as a 

research site. 

The study was first introduced to the principal (See Appendix A) at an agreed 

upon time.  Once she consented to participate, she signed the consent form (See 

Appendix D) and she was told that she could withdraw from the study at any time during 

the process.  Next, the study was presented to the administrators (See Appendix B) at an 

administrative team meeting and they were told that they could withdraw from the study 

at any time during the process.  Lastly, the study was presented to teachers through 
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common planning periods to allow them to ask questions.  A script (see Appendix C) was 

used to present the study to the teachers.  Then, they were given consent forms if they 

agreed to participate.  They were told that they could withdraw from the study at any time 

during the process.  

This qualitative case study was conducted using semi-structured one-on-one 

interviews on campus with the principal and assistant principal in their office spaces and 

conducted teacher focus groups in a comfortable and private conference room. The data 

was analyzed using an inductive approach. According to Wolcott (1990), the vast array of 

words, sentences, paragraphs, and pages have to be reduced to what is of most 

significance and interest.  The intent of the inductive approach is to begin with a broad 

context, then build smaller themes around the broader context. 

 The participant interviews and focus groups were audio recorded and transcribed 

by a person trained by the researcher to transcribe audio recordings.  Then, the transcript 

was analyzed for repetitious words and phrases that can be grouped into themes.  One 

goal of a researcher in studying transcripts is to reduce and then shape the material into a 

form in which it can be shared or displayed (Miles & Huberman, 1984).  Individual 

responses were grouped in categories and thematic connections among them were 

identified based on the repetition of the text and connection to the broader theme.  

 Step one:  Meeting with the principal of Turnaround High School to gather 

consent and gain approval for next steps.  The first meeting was held with the principal 

in her office.  She was introduced to the study (See Appendix A).  Approval was solicited 

to conduct the study on campus and visit the administrative team meeting and to meet 
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with groups of teachers during their 45 minute off periods to introduce the study and gain 

consent. 

 Step two:  Meeting with the administrative team and the teachers to gather 

consent for participation in the study.  The school was visited and the study was 

discussed with the leadership team during the administrative meeting and small groups of 

teachers during their 45-minute off-periods.  Teachers and administrators were asked to 

sign a consent form (See Appendix E) if they agreed to participate. Once consent forms 

were received from the administrators, the forms were separated based on content taught 

at Turnaround High School.  In order to choose teachers, the consent forms were 

separated based on subject taught at Turnaround High School.  The teacher focus groups 

were representative of the campus teacher make-up for content taught. 

Step three: Conducting the focus groups and interviews.  The principal was 

interviewed first.  The script (See Appendix D) was read to the principal, allowing her to 

withdraw from the study at any time during the process.  She was told that the semi-

structured interview would be recorded and transcribed.  The setting for this interview 

was the principal’s office.  She had five questions to answer, although additional probing 

questions were included to expand on her responses to the questions. The five questions 

are reflected in the following “Instrument” section. 

  The administrators participating in the study were read a script (See Appendix 

D). allowing them to withdraw from the study at any time.  The interviews of the 

administrators were held separately.  Each interview was recorded.  The administrators 

were asked six questions for this study.  The setting was the administrator’s office.  

Teacher focus groups consisted of six teachers during a 45-minute off-period.  There 
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were snacks and drinks for their convenience and to make them feel comfortable.  They 

were read the script (See Appendix D) prior to the beginning of the questions.  The 

interviews were recorded and later transcribed by a trained individual.  The setting for the 

teacher focus groups was the administrative conference room.  The teachers had six 

questions to answer during their focus groups. 

Step four:  The data from the interviews and focus groups were transcribed 

and the data was coded inductively in order to find emerging themes.  Once the 

scripts from the recorded interviews and focus groups were transcribed, color coding was 

used to identify the emerging themes throughout the interview process.  Thematic 

analysis was used. According to Liamputtong (2009), “Thematic analysis is a method for 

identifying, analyzing, and reporting patterns (themes) within the data.”  The themes 

were identified and then triangulated based on commonalities between the responses of 

the three groups interviewed.    

Instruments  

Principal interview.  The principal was interviewed using five questions.  The 

questions were reviewed by a team of professors at University of Houston.  Questions for 

the principal regarding her perceptions of how her early literacy background has 

influenced her decisions and practices at a successful comprehensive high school 

included: 

• When you were an elementary principal, how did you promote literacy at the 

elementary level?  What were the leadership decisions and practices that helped 

you promote literacy? 
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• As principal of a comprehensive high school, how have you promoted literacy at a 

comprehensive high school? What specific leadership decisions and practices 

have you employed to promote literacy development in a comprehensive high 

school? 

• Thinking back on both your elementary principal background and current high 

school principal, what literacy decisions and practices that you employed at the 

elementary level have you also employed at the high school level?  Why?  Which 

decisions and practices did you choose not to employ at the high school level that 

you employed at the elementary level?  Why not? 

• Thinking about your transition as a principal from an elementary school to a 

comprehensive high school, how do you perceive your leadership decisions and 

practices to promote literacy at the elementary level have influenced your 

decisions and practices to promote literacy at a comprehensive high school? 

• When reflecting on your instructional leadership decisions and practices that you 

have made to promote literacy development at your comprehensive high school, 

do you feel like your early literacy background has helped you to be a better 

instructional leader and decision maker? If so, why?  If not, why not? 

Interviews were also held with all campus administrators.  These questions were piloted 

with two or three administrators to assure that the questions were interpreted as the 

researcher intended and the questions generated the rich data the researcher needed to 

answer the research questions.  Questions for the campus administrators regarding their 

perceptions of how the decisions and practices of the principal with an early literacy 

background have influenced the promotion of literacy on the campus included: 
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• Tell me about your educational and professional background as it relates to 

literacy.   

• From your perspective, how has your principal promoted literacy at a 

comprehensive high school? What specific leadership decisions and practices has 

she employed to promote literacy development in your comprehensive high 

school? 

• Your principal has an early literacy background.  When reflecting on her 

instructional leadership decisions and practices to promote literacy development 

at your comprehensive high school, do you feel like her early literacy background 

has influenced her decisions and practices to promote literacy development at the 

comprehensive high school?  If so, how?  If not, why? 

• Thinking about your principal’s background as an elementary school principal, 

how do you perceive her leadership decisions and practices to promote literacy at 

the elementary level have influenced her decisions and practices to promote 

literacy at a comprehensive high school? 

• Based on your perception, do you believe that the early literacy background of the 

principal has helped her to be a better instructional leader and decision maker?  If 

so, why?  If not, why not? 

• What practices do you now employ as a result of the decisions and practices of 

your principal with an early literacy background?   

Focus Groups.  Focus groups organized into groups of six teachers were asked a set of 

six questions that were piloted by a group of random teachers to ensure clarity.  The 
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questions for teachers regarding how the decisions and practices of the principal with an 

early literacy background have influenced their own practices to promote literacy were: 

• Tell me about your educational and professional background as it relates to 

literacy.   

• From your perspective, how has your principal promoted literacy at a 

comprehensive high school? What specific leadership decisions and practices she 

employed to promote literacy development in a comprehensive high school? 

• Your principal has an early literacy background.  When reflecting on her 

instructional leadership decisions and practices to promote literacy development 

at your comprehensive high school, do you feel like her early literacy background 

has influenced her decisions and practices to promote literacy development at the 

comprehensive high school?  If so, how?  If not, why? 

• Thinking about your principal’s background as an elementary school principal, 

how do you perceive her leadership decisions and practices to promote literacy at 

the elementary level have influenced her decisions and practices to promote 

literacy at a comprehensive high school? 

• Based on your perception, do you believe that the early literacy background of the 

principal has helped her to be a better instructional leader and decision maker?  If 

so, why?  If not, why not? 

• What practices do you now employ as a result of the decisions and practices of 

your principal with an early literacy background?   
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Limitations 

There were some biases that existed in this study.  This study used a small sample of 

teachers and administrators at Turnaround High School.  Consequently, a limitation could 

be that the views of the small sample are not representative of the entire group of teachers 

and administrators.  Additionally, since the study was qualitative in nature, it allowed for 

the misinterpretation and biases of the researcher when interpreting transcribed interview 

answers. Bogdan and Biklen (1982) defined qualitative data analysis as “working with 

data, organizing it, searching for patterns, discovering what is important and what is to be 

learned, and deciding what you will tell others.”   Lastly, since participation was not   

mandatory, the degree of participation on the part of the teachers due to absences, having 

additional duties, etc. was a limitation. 

 
 



 
 

Chapter Four:  

Results 

 The purpose of this study was to examine teachers’, administrators’, and a 

principal’s perceptions in a turnaround high school regarding how the early literacy 

background of the principal influences the decisions and practices in literacy 

development in a successful turnaround high school. Additionally, this study was to 

examine teacher and administrator perceptions of how the decisions and practices of the 

leader have influenced their own decisions and practices.  The study took place at 

Turnaround High School.  There were six administrators interviewed along with the 

principal’s interview.  Additionally, there were three focus groups with six teachers in 

each group.  The teachers represented a wide array of subject disciplines and experience.  

Each participant was asked a series of questions around decisions and practices that the 

principal made to promote literacy at Turnaround High School and how her early literacy 

background influenced these decisions and practices. 

Principal Perceptions 

 When interviewing the principal of Turnaround High School, she was asked, 

“When you were an elementary principal, how did you promote literacy at the elementary 

level?  What were the leadership decisions and practices that helped you promote 

literacy?”.  As an elementary school principal, she understood the importance of literacy. 

She understood the need to listen to her staff because she did not have an elementary 

early literacy background at that time.  Listening to the elementary staff was a practice 

that allowed her to make achievement driven decisions to help students.  She reiterated, 

“I’d just sit and listen to the teachers because elementary teachers are experts in my 
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eyes.”  One decision made to promote literacy based on her listening to her staff was a 

decision on whether to departmentalize the subjects or not.  Her teachers felt strongly 

about not departmentalizing the predominately English Language Learner (ELL) 

population and providing consistency in literacy strategies in one self-contained 

classroom.  Additionally, in order to promote literacy, her teachers conveyed the 

importance of providing extra help for students who did not read on level.  As a response, 

she hired intervention teachers to do pullouts for students that did not read well.  She 

stated, “The teachers (pullout) were very strong in ELA, particularly reading, as we 

would sit and have the pullouts and get that small number (of students) working with 

teachers.”  Listening was instrumental for Turnaround High School’s principal.  

However, it was not her only strategy used to promote literacy at the elementary level.  

She regularly modeled the value of reading to her students.  When interviewing her, she 

confirmed, “And then I as a building principal, it was important for me to get out and 

read to the classes.  And that way the students would understand or see the building 

principal out and about, reading stories and having dialogue about the stories that I would 

choose to come in and read to them… They could see me as the building leader valuing 

how important reading was.” 

 When examining how Turnaround High School’s principal has promoted literacy 

at her comprehensive high school, she has done this through a variety of ways.  Many of 

her practices to promote literacy were directly patterned after her early literacy 

experience developed as an elementary principal.  There were three themes that emerged.  

The first theme was school wide literacy practices that she employed throughout the 

school.  The second theme involved the provision of opportunities for students to utilize 
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literacy. The third theme that emerged was the allocation of human resources based on 

literacy needs.   

Theme #1:  School Wide Literacy Practices 

The school wide literacy practices were indicated by the following: 

Vocabulary word walls and charts. “We would do the basic literacy, I guess the 
charts, where you put vocabulary words, where teachers- because every teacher to 
me when you’re teaching your own subject, it’s really, it’s really a foreign 
language on its own is how I look at it, and has its own challenges with the 
vocabulary.  So, we did our word walls, charts, something that you’d see at the 
elementary school.” 

• Pull-outs for struggling learners. “I knew immediately I needed to have pull-out 

teachers come in and help with struggling students in small groups.” 

• Vocabulary as a pre-review for the lesson. “Kind of having teachers include at the 

beginning of classes, vocabulary. If the students don’t understand the vocabulary 

in the subjects, they’re (students) never going to get what you’re speaking about.”  

Theme #2:  Opportunities for Students to Utilize Literacy Skills 

Turnaround High School’s principal was consistent in creating opportunities for students 

to utilize their literacy skills.  Some examples included: 

• Promoting literacy by creating a creative writing class. “Writing, especially 

understanding and creating a creative writing class was very important to us.” 

•  “Getting students out into different writing contests, that was very important to 

us.” Additionally, she adds that encouraging academic UIL competition was 

important.   

• “Also, within the UIL academic piece, the school did not always participate…so 

that UIL academic piece out there was very important to us as well.” 
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•  “We do also have a newspaper that we brought back to our campus here, and so 

having students write articles has been very important.” 

Theme #3:  Allocation of Human Resources 

Turnaround High School principal overwhelmingly understands the value of literacy and 

respects the importance of the early literacy skills obtained at the elementary level.  

When she transitioned back to the secondary level after being an elementary principal, 

staffing was very important to her.  She carefully planned her staffing and aligned her 

resources to support this effort.  She realized that many elementary schools were 

successful, so she thought, “I need elementary people to come with me as I move into 

high school. And that was really, really important to me.”  She promoted literacy through  

allocation of human resources as follows: 

• Providing a reading teacher. “Even as of last year, I was able to receive an 

elementary teacher that wanted to come and teach reading at the high school. She 

finished her first year and did a great job.” 

• Providing teachers to do pull-outs for struggling students. “I knew immediately I 

need to have pull-out teachers to come in and work with the struggling students in 

small groups.” 

Many of her administrators and staff in a leadership role share an early literacy 

background. She has made this evident in the following statement: 

• “…but as I brought them (elementary background) and placed them in various 

other positions here, they’re in a leadership type of role, so they too were able to 

have those conversations (literacy) with all teachers in what’s important.” 
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When discussing practices that may not have translated from the elementary level to a 

comprehensive high school, Turnaround High School’s principal stated that she no longer 

reads to classes.  However, this does not indicate that the high school students don’t have 

the opportunity to see her promoting literacy.  She confirmed, “But do students ever see 

me reading?  I’m going to say that well certainly they do.  Do they ever see me in some 

type of writing mode?  Well certainly, and especially at this level.  I’m constantly 

involved in writing recommendation letters." 

 Turnaround High School’s principal does not limit what she does in fostering 

student growth to the promotion of literacy only. She looks at serving the “whole child.”  

She understands the need that children, more importantly high school children, have for 

adult guidance.  She emphasized, “High school children need their hands held- you have 

to hold them more than what we did in elementary school.  In elementary school your 

little kids want to be independent.  They want to open their chocolate milk carton, for 

example, by themselves.  They want to show that they’re independent.  High school kids, 

they may be bigger than you, they may have more tattoos than you, and they may have 

more children than you.  But, they need our guidance in all areas, and we have to really 

look at test results, we have to help them and guide them in the right direction.”  

Moreover, she definitely believes in the relationships that the adults have with the 

students as being critical. “You’ve got to get to know them (students)…we kind of have 

this saying at Turnaround High School that all students need to be known. “ In order to 

support this statement, it is her expectation at Turnaround High School that the 

counselors and administrators know their students, “I want them to not only know about 
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their discipline.  I want them to know the whole child and that’s really important.  I want 

them to know everything about them and I hold them accountable.” 

 Turnaround High School’s principal really believes that her early literacy 

background has helped her to be a better instructional leader and decision maker.  Since 

she has had the opportunity to work in elementary, middle, and high school, it has given 

her a more comprehensive view.  She stated, “I know where the babies start in pre-k and 

kindergarten, but I also know where they end.”  She further believes that more educators 

with an early literacy background should be chosen to lead in high needs secondary 

campuses.  When asked if leaders with an early literacy background could be successful 

at a comprehensive high school, she emphatically answered, “I definitely think so!” 

Administrator Perceptions 

The administrators at Turnaround High School assist in leading the charge to 

promote literacy. When the administrators were asked about their perspective about how 

the principal has promoted literacy at Turnaround High School, most of them felt that the 

principal had promoted literacy and were able to discuss specific leadership decisions and 

practices that she has employed to promote literacy development.  When discussing 

leadership decisions and practices, there were three emergent themes.  They were, the 

allocation of human resources for the promotion of literacy, specific school wide 

programs and practices that promote literacy, and decisions are grounded in data to 

promote literacy development.   
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Theme #1:  Allocation of Human Resources 

When discussing the allocation of human resources, the administrators were able 

to add the following statements: 

• “I think a couple of ways in which that (promotion of literacy) has been 

accomplished is by having someone designated as a literacy coach to work 

directly with teachers in helping them understand best literacy practices 

for classroom instruction.” 

• “The things I know for sure about (in allocating resources) is that we have 

a literacy coach.” 

• “When I first arrived at Turnaround High School, I was the literacy 

coach…At first, the position was a grant-funded position.  I came in on the 

tail end and there was a year left in the grant. But, she (the principal) 

thought literacy was so important that she continued (funding) the 

position.” 

• “…Having someone designated as a literacy coach to work directly with 

teachers in helping them understand best practices for classroom 

instruction.” 

• “..Developing the master schedule so, obviously, ensuring that the 

opportunity for the full-time reading teacher to practice her craft 

effectively is built into that.” 

Theme #2:  School Wide Programs and Practices 

The principal of Turnaround High School promoted literacy through her leadership 

programs and practices.  The administrators had many items to add to the collection of 
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things done at Turnaround High School.  Some of the school wide programs and 

practices were: 

• “We speak literacy in every classroom in all subject areas and throughout 

the curriculum that we deliver to students.” 

• “She’s (principal) been wonderful in the practices because we are now an 

IB (International Baccalaureate) school of integrating cross-curriculum 

teaching and learning.” 

• “We started a program last year or the year before during our homeroom, 

we call it T-A-G period which is Targeted Action Group period; Not just a 

homeroom, but we do other things and we have literacy exercises in those 

twice a week.” 

• “Each year, we have book studies that we do as a faculty.  One year we 

had a book that focused on checking for understanding.  Another year, we 

had one on making reading authentic and purposeful.” 

• “A lot of the literacy skills are something that can and should be 

reinforced within all content areas. We seek to create a culture in which 

teachers understand that, and then we implement instructional strategies 

that give opportunity to support the literacy development of students.” 

• “She (principal) didn’t want literacy to be limited to select certain 

positions like English teachers; She wanted to promote that (literacy) 

school wide.” 
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• “It’s just promoting, you know, the writing and the literacy in each 

classroom as far as subjects go. The writing, recording, the cross-

curriculum, just as much writing as can be done.” 

• “I don’t know if it’s really necessarily by choice or just by coincidence, 

but the majority of administrators are elementary, who taught elementary 

levels.” 

Theme #3:  Data-based Decision Making 

Data-based decision-making was a practice that the administrators perceived was present 

and integral in the principal’s promotion of literacy.  Some of the data-based strategies 

discussed were: 

• “The second (practice) would be instituting a reading class for incoming 

freshmen who are seen by their prior assessment scores to be struggling 

with reading.” 

• “She (principal) has followed the reading Student Success Initiative (SSI), 

and so all incoming freshmen, if they have not obtained a certain level, 

like if they haven’t passed their STAAR reading but have been promoted 

anyway, they are required to take a reading class as a companion to 

English.”  

          All of the administrators felt that the early literacy background of the principal had 

influenced her decisions and practices. Several administrators added that they felt a 

person’s experiences always shape their outlook and how they promote various initiatives 

and future decisions.  This was definitely the case at Turnaround High School.  As they 

reflected on her decisions and practices, they attributed the principal’s early literacy 
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background to creating an environment that promoted literacy at the high school level.  

Some of the noted comments made by the administrators that support the influence of the 

principal with an early literacy background were: 

• “Often she, when we talk about teaching and learning, we use some of the 

fundamental strategies that they use at the early levels of elementary 

school.” 

• “Everything kind of leans toward elementary learning.  When we speak 

about elementary strategies, we kind of have a common language that 

we’ve all used in the classroom at one time or another.” 

• “She kind of understands where students are coming from.” 

• “She is very sensitive to the needs and importance of literacy development 

because of her experiences in the primary grades as an instructional 

leader.” 

• “At the elementary level, they kind of teach thematically.  They come up 

with interdisciplinary units…. A lot of word walls that were being used, 

thinking maps, which are like graphic organizers.  So, when she came to 

Turnaround High School, everyone had a thinking map, everyone had a 

word wall.” 

• “I think knowing where the kids were and where they started, and even 

often seeing the kids as she has seen them grow from K through five years 

through to high school- she was able to see, to bridge those gaps from 

what they have learned.” 
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• “We brainstorm the best practices that we know work from elementary 

and we say, okay, let’s try to incorporate one of those best practices that 

we know works.” 

• “Even having programs of one-on-one pull-outs, helping the kids that 

really need the help, helping to identify them.  We’ve had mass tutors that 

were hired when there was a greater need, which there always is a need, 

but I do remember specifically just giving that one-on-one help when the 

students needed it.” 

          Moreover, not only do the administrators feel that the early literacy background of 

the principal has attributed to the promotion of literacy in Turnaround High School, they 

also feel that her early literacy background has helped her to be an overall better 

instructional leader and decision-maker.  In fact, many of the administrators felt that the 

principal’s early literacy background has influenced their own decisions and practices.  In 

support of how the principal’s decisions and practices have influenced their own 

decisions and practices, the following comments were made by the administrators: 

• “When I’m working with the English team, we still put students in group 

settings similar to the elementary level.” 

• “We continue to visit those lesson plans and revisit what’s working well and 

what’s not as a collaborative.” 

• “To make sure in every lesson, there is some component of the literacy where 

there is an article related to the lessons that the teacher is disseminating.” 

• “We do projects here.  A lot of teachers, instead of finals being paper and 

pencil, the students are assigned projects.” 
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• “When developing the master schedule, obviously ensuring that the 

opportunity for the full-time reading teacher to practice her craft effectively is 

built into that.” 

• “It’s a filter-down effect, you know. It’s the principal, pyramid effect, coming 

down to the deans, then the administrators, and then we go down to the 

teachers.  And you know as long as we’re all kind of hearing the same thing 

and then we’re saying the same thing and incorporating literacy, the writing, 

you know, the journal writing in science, whatever it might be, everyone is 

kind of hearing the same thing and we’re able to say the same thing with the 

teachers.” 

• “In working with the instructional coaches within the four content areas, we 

often talk about literacy, literacy strategies.” 

• “I promote academic vocabulary.  We promote academic vocabulary.” 

It is clear that the principal’s early literacy background has influenced her decisions and 

practices as perceived by the administrators.  Additionally, her early literacy background 

has influenced their personal decisions and practices.  Diffused leadership can clearly be 

seen through the influence of the principal on her administrative team.  In order to further 

diffuse literacy leadership, the teaching staff must also play a role in the promotion of 

literacy to the students. 

Teacher Perceptions 

          Teacher roles on campuses are the ones that directly influence student 

achievement.  Every student will be influenced by a teacher on a daily basis versus 

having direct interaction with the principal or other administrators daily.  The teachers 
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had varying perceptions regarding the influence of the principal on their daily literacy 

practices.  However, all of the teachers could agree that the promotion of literacy 

occurred on campus. There were just different perceptions regarding who influenced the 

promotion of literacy.  Some of the responses regarding the influence of the principal’s 

early literacy background on the promotion of literacy included: 

• “I just can’t show that cause and effect because I’ve never considered it.” 

• “The fact that she got to work in elementary school at all allows her to see that 

there needs to be a good foundation there, and that we can’t just stop in 

elementary school.” 

• “It’s a broader perspective from which to draw when making decisions.” 

• “It gives her a foundation.” 

• “It’d be really hard for me to say exactly, I mean, having never- I don’t personally 

have any experience in elementary level education.” 

• “It’s hard to say that she does or she doesn’t, it’s just that I don’t see it.” 

• “I couldn’t begin to answer that question.” 

• “If you know where they come from you can better lead.” 

• “Just well-rounded, that she’s seen all the different sides.” 

• “Anything you do is going to be a combination of all the experiences you’ve had, 

so by the very fact that she was an elementary principal, I think you can’t help but 

have that influence your decisions.” 

• “Once again, that’s impossible to answer, because we don’t have the perspective 

from both.” 

 
 



 
      

 

94 

• “She understands that anything you do, you need it (literacy), and she was at the 

beginning level so when she got here she still knew that in order for you to be 

successful, this has to be important first.” 

• “I think she’s fostered a foundation based on literacy.” 

• “I don’t know if I can ascribe cause and effect as far as the background and 

training, but there does seem to be a lot of support for literacy.” 

Although in some cases, the teachers could not directly attribute the principal’s early 

literacy background to the promotion of literacy at Turnaround High School, none 

responded negatively regarding her influence. When discussing literacy practices that 

occur at Turnaround High School and how their own practices had been influenced, there 

were many.  Four themes emerged from the teacher responses. The first theme was the 

allocation of resources.  The second theme was school-wide literacy practices. The third 

theme was diffused leadership.  The fourth theme was the promotion of a positive 

campus culture for students and teachers focused on high expectations.   

Theme #1:  Allocation of Resources 

     The items that principals spend resources on give indication of what they value.  

Teachers in this study perceived overwhelming financial support for literacy. Some of the 

responses included: 

• “This is the first school where I’ve taught where each student- the school bought 

all my students all the books they were going to read this year.” 

• “We bought the books for the kids to actually write annotations right on the page.  

That was such great support, and again, when a lot of pedagogy (AP exams) is 

going the other way, it was nice to have this system to support pen and paper.” 
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• “They (administrators) encourage professional development and they will 

generally pay for you to attend the professional development that you want to 

attend, and just willing to purchase the other things you need in order to bring that 

literacy into the room.” 

• “We just hired a librarian, a real librarian in an age when a lot of schools are 

jettisoning their librarians.” 

• “I don’t know if her willingness to like, you know, allow us to do all this 

professional development stems from her being involved in early literacy…” 

• “Most of my requests have been completely approved.” 

• “They (history resources) were like almost two thousand (dollars), I believe, and 

that was to get a class set for all the geography teachers.  It was approved and they 

got that.” 

Theme #2:  School Wide Literacy Practices  

When discussing literacy as a systematic approach at Turnaround High School, the 

teachers could definitely discuss school-wide classroom practices that they felt promoted 

literacy.  Their perceptions were that these practices existed, but they could only link 

them to the other campus leaders in most events.  Some of the approaches discussed 

were: 

• “I’ve just always been encouraged to teach them root words and make sure they 

understood everything that was going into next steps.” 

• “One of the big, I guess, initiatives and pushes for the summer will be the summer 

reading assignment.” 
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• “For the English department, one thing that we’ve been working on for the last 

couple of weeks is just making sure that all of the grade levels are aligned so they 

know what to expect the next grade level and just sharing common practices as 

well for different literacy strategies such as short answer response or expository 

writing.” 

• “And, you know, we talked about making sure that between like ninth, tenth, and 

eleventh, we understand that everyone should be doing evidence-based writing.” 

• “Like as far as vocabulary, there’s the old way, we’ve had them all to switch to 

vocabulary.com, which makes a list and basically they have to master it before 

they can go on.” 

• “I do think we use less, no multiple-choice, and (more) writing.” 

• “But, we do require summer reading assignments, not just in English, but I know 

History requires it.” 

• “I know here at Turnaround High School, a lot of teachers employ a writing 

component, including math- I’ve seen math teachers include a written component 

in their curriculum…. So I think that helps- it’s not just restricted to one subject, 

it’s across the board.” 

• “I agree with it being across discipline….cross-disciplinary focus on literacy 

helps the kids tremendously.  What they learned in their English class, they take 

into my class and what they learn in my class they take into English as well.” 

• “One thing I noticed was that it was really stressed (in the school) to have word 

wall type things up on the walls, like things to promote literacy up on the walls.” 
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• “The setting time aside to just read- everybody.  Not just the students, it was the 

teachers also…” 

• “Here, we meet once a week and develop lesson plans together.  It keeps us all on 

the same page, and we are able to bounce ideas off of each other.” 

Theme #3:  Diffused Leadership   

       Although principals are responsible for communicating vision and leading schools in 

a direction to fulfill that vision, they cannot do this alone.  Principals communicate 

expectations and hire people that they know can meet and exceed those expectations.  By 

diffusing leadership, it is possible for the vision of the principal to be infused in all 

aspects of the campus through others.  Some examples of diffused leadership at 

Turnaround High School include: 

• “She (the principal) lets us alone.  She assigns team leaders to work within that 

and she knows she can trust the team leaders to carry through what we need to 

do.” 

• “They’ve arranged it so that the so-called department heads have a lot of extra 

time to help us and guide us so I think that’s a good focus to promote literacy 

• “They’re the career pathways instructional guidance coaches…they teach three 

periods and then they have four periods off to work with their departments.” 

• “Instructional coaches are the department chairs, and then you have PLC leaders 

for each subject area.” 

• “There’s an approach where you’re supposed to be working with your teams.” 

• “There is central planning, but there’s also very much a team oriented, like PLC-

oriented planning.” 
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• “It wouldn’t be weird to have her come into our PLC meetings or anything, but I 

kind of see her as delegating a lot of those responsibilities, which I think is 

appropriate.” 

Theme #4:  Positive Campus Culture Focused on High Expectations 

       Creating an environment with high expectations and a culture that promotes learning 

and involvement is evident in high performing schools (Wallace, 2012).  There is a direct 

correlation between student involvement and student success.  By creating student 

ownership of the campus, it creates a positive environment for the students and adults.  

The principal at Turnaround High School has created a positive campus culture focused 

on high expectations.  Some examples stated by the teachers are: 

• “Because it’s a comprehensive high school, but I think that she’s really 

encouraged or allowed- or I think encouraged the, I guess, a way for students to 

connect in school with what’s going on.  There’s a phenomenal amount of sports 

and all the teams seem pretty dedicated.  There’s a lot of clubs, there’s a lot of 

extracurriculars.” 

• “But I do think there’s a very positive atmosphere here.” 

• “Kids want to transfer into this school.” 

• “Yeah, we had a bigger problem with people trying to get in (the school) which is 

good, and I think she’s really promoted a positive atmosphere that way.” 

• “I grew up in a suburban district, and there was nearly the amount of school spirit, 

this idea of wanting to have- being involved in school activities even out there as 

there is here.” 
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• “There’s a big push for all students to go to college.  And in order for them to be 

college-ready, they have to be able to write.  They have to be able to understand, 

analyze, summarize, all this.” 

• “I guess the encouragement of AP as well because there is a literacy component to 

every AP class.” 

• “I think the expectation is that the kids should be coming to us with skills, and if 

they don’t have them, they need to get them in your class.” 

        Although there were four emerging themes from the teacher interviews, teacher 

thoughts were not limited to these themes.  By all accounts, an overarching theme is 

leadership and its ability to shape school culture and determine direction.  When 

evaluating the perceptions of the principal, administrators, and teachers, there are 

common themes that emerge.  The principal and administrators both perceived 

emphatically that the early literacy background of the principal influenced her decisions 

and practices at Turnaround High School.  However, the teachers did not necessarily 

attribute the early literacy background of the principal for the promotion of literacy.  In 

fact, many of them were unaware of her early literacy background.  Overall, all of the 

teachers were still able to agree that literacy was, somehow, a focus at Turnaround High 

School.   

          Areas that shared common perceptions were the school wide literacy practices, the 

allocation of resources, and the diffusion of leadership through effective delegation.  All 

three groups agreed on many of the same school wide literacy practices such as: 

• Emphasizing literacy across the curriculum through department collaboration. 

• Isolating vocabulary as a skill to introduce prior to reading complex texts. 
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• Utilizing word walls in every content 

• Providing pull-outs for tutoring students needing additional support in small 

groups. 

• Providing opportunities for students to write in all content areas. 

• Creation of a reading success course for incoming ninth grade students who failed 

the state assessment as eighth graders.  

When discussing leadership practices that promoted literacy, the three groups perceived 

the principal’s allocation of resources, specifically human resources, directly influenced 

the promotion of literacy.  Common resources discussed were: 

• The principal utilizes her budget to purchase any needed materials for staff.  In no 

instance did they feel that resources impeded the work. 

• Allocation of a literacy coach to provide coaching on strategies and resources to 

promote literacy across contents. 

• Allocation of a librarian in a time when most schools within the district were 

eliminating librarians due to budget constraints. 

• Professional development is supported and encouraged.  Resources are allocated 

for teachers to attend any professional development that they feel will improve 

their practices. 

• Provision of instructional coaches who only teach three to four classes and utilize 

the remaining time to support teachers. 

          Lastly, all three groups perceived that the principal was an effective delegator and 

efficiently diffused leadership to qualified campus leaders. The administrators tended to 

have more direct contact with the school principal. Therefore, they were able to gain a 

 
 



 
      

 

101 

literacy focus from her directly through leadership team meetings.  However, the teachers 

had less direct contact with the principal and had to rely on the campus leaders for the 

direction and focus on literacy.  Whichever direction that was taken for literacy to be 

infused in daily practices, it was obvious that the campus valued literacy and had 

intentional practices to diffuse leadership throughout the campus. The organization of the 

campus allowed leaders at all levels to discuss literacy and provide opportunities for 

teachers to plan their content with literacy as a core component. 

          There were perceptions within the groups that were not shared in every group.   

One of the perceptions of the principal was that of her ability to listen to teachers who she 

deemed as “experts” influencing her decisions and practices to promote literacy. The fact 

that the teachers perceived a positive campus culture may attribute to the fact that she 

listens.  However, the teacher perception had more to do with the campus leaders 

influencing literacy with little contact from the principal.  The administrators 

undoubtedly perceived the principal’s early literacy background as an influence. They 

noted the many conversations held around literacy within team meetings that influenced 

their individual practices. 

      One of the emerging themes shared by teachers only was the positive campus culture 

that had been created with high expectations.  Neither the principal nor administrators 

noted this through their conversations.   However, it was apparent that the principal and 

administrators valued the teachers and held high expectations for the students and 

teachers.  This, perhaps, was the catalyst for the positive campus culture that the teachers 

described.

 
 



 
 

Chapter Five:  

Conclusions and Discussions of the Results 

Introduction 

          Literacy at the secondary level has continued to be a challenge.  The principal at 

Turnaround High School has tackled this challenge of secondary literacy in her high 

school.  Having an early literacy background has created sensitivity for the need to help 

secondary students develop literacy skills and become proficient readers.  The need for 

more complex reading skills and the fact that reading is embedded into a variety of other 

subjects, make the task of improving literacy at the secondary level more challenging 

(Biancarosa & Snow, 2004).  Teaching reading is more arduous at secondary levels 

because oftentimes, teachers at this level do not see themselves as reading teachers nor do 

they possess the skill set to teach reading.  According to Campbell and Kmiecek (2004), 

oftentimes, secondary teachers do not have the tools to adequately teach struggling 

readers.  Therefore, it is incumbent upon secondary leaders to make intentional efforts to 

ensure that teachers gain literacy knowledge as a skill set to help secondary learners.  The 

principal at Turnaround High School has influenced the promotion of literacy in a 

number of ways.  Her early literacy background has created grounding for her to diffuse 

literacy throughout the school.  The principal’s perceptions and those of her teachers and 

administrators indicate a literacy focus at Turnaround High School. 

Discussion of Results  

          This study examined the teachers’, administrators’, and principal’s perceptions of 

how the early literacy background of the principal influences her decisions and practices 
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in the promotion of literacy in a successful turnaround high school.  This study included 

interviews with the principal and administrators.  It further included three teacher focus 

groups.   

Research Question #1 

          The first question in this study addressed the perception of the principal and asked, 

how does a successful turnaround principal perceive her early literacy background 

influencing instructional leadership decisions and practices to promote literacy 

development in a comprehensive high school?  There were two emerging themes: 

1. Promotion of school wide literacy practices and 

2. Allocation of human resources to promote literacy. 

Turnaround High School’s principal regularly discussed literacy with her school leaders.  

She taught them various literacy strategies that were expected to be utilized by all 

teachers throughout the school.  She relied upon her early literacy background for these 

strategies.  Additionally, she hired people that she knew would help with the promotion 

of literacy.  She hired a literacy coach with a middle school reading background who also 

possessed a Master Reading Teacher certification.  Coupled with this, four of her six 

administrators shared an early literacy background with her and she had personally hired 

four of the six administrators.  The other two administrators were English majors and had 

sensitivity to literacy as a necessary component of student learning.  These findings are 

consistent with research done by Booth and Roswell (2007) stating that schools that 

successfully implement literacy programs have strong principal leadership with a focused 

literacy agenda, building capacity to produce further growth in staff.  Additionally, 

Taylor and Collins (2003) assert that, as it is important for principals to demonstrate their 
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commitment to literacy through the way they allocate school resources, the school 

community will also perceive their leadership in terms of what they say and how they 

spend their professional time.  

Research Question #2 

          The second question addressed in this study was, how do teachers perceive the 

decisions and leadership practices of the turnaround leader with an early literacy 

background influencing literacy development in a comprehensive high school?  In most 

cases, the teachers were unaware of the principal’s early literacy background.  However, 

they could add that literacy was a focus at Turnaround High School.  When conducting 

teacher focus groups to discuss decisions and practices to promote literacy, four salient 

themes emerged: 

1. School wide literacy practices, 

2. Allocation of resources,  

3. Diffused/delegated leadership, and 

4. Positive campus culture and climate focused on high expectations 

The teachers communicated several school wide literacy practices that were part of the 

campus expectations.  Resources never presented a challenge for teachers as they felt that 

they always had everything they needed to adequately promote literacy including 

supplies and personnel.  Although they felt that the principal’s early literacy background 

could have given her a broader literacy perspective, they could not identify any specifics 

regarding how the principal’s early literacy background affected their practices in 

promoting literacy.  The principal’s ability to delegate leadership was a factor in the 

promotion of literacy.  The added positive for the teachers was the positive school culture 
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with a focus on high expectations for all.  These findings support what literature says 

about school wide literacy practices.  According to Allen (2000), while there is increasing 

evidence that school wide approaches result in enhanced literacy skills for K-3 learners, 

studies suggest that successful secondary initiatives would require a similar school wide 

focus.  Moreover, when advancing literacy, the leadership is diffused throughout the 

school.  Based on research by Fletcher and Kaufer (2003), the shared leadership model 

has three unique shifts in thinking from more traditional forms:  leadership is dispersed 

and shared by others with unique strengths and skills, leadership is collaborative so it 

must be embedded in social interaction, and it is collective activity that takes place in and 

through individuals who have common interests and goals resulting in greater 

productivity.  These elements can all be found at Turnaround High School. 

Research Question #3 

          The third question in the study was how do campus administrators perceive the 

decisions and leadership practices of the turnaround leader with an early literacy 

background influencing literacy development in a comprehensive high school? When 

interviewing the administrators, it was found that four out of the six administrators shared 

an early literacy background with the principal of Turnaround High School.  They 

resoundingly agreed that the early literacy background of the principal influenced her 

decisions and practices in a comprehensive high school.  They were able to cite various 

literacy strategies that were parallel to those of elementary early literacy strategies.  Two 

of the six administrators could not specifically cite areas where the principal’s early 

literacy background had influenced her decisions and practices.  However, they perceived 

(as did the other four), that the principal’s early literacy background had given her an 
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obvious sensitivity to the needs of secondary students.  There were three themes that 

emerged in the administrator interviews.  They were: 

1. School wide literacy practices, 

2. Allocation of human resources, and 

3. Data-based decisions 

The administrators cited examples of how the principal at Turnaround High School 

utilized these items to influence the promotion of literacy at Turnaround High School.  

Each of these themes can be grounded with current literature.  The research on school 

wide literacy practices and allocation of human resources were previously mentioned.  

The third theme, data-based decisions, is also consistent with research on practices of 

effective leaders.  According to Wilson (2011), effective principals analyze multiple 

sources of data to use this to identify needs and improve instructional practices. 

Research Question #4 

          The final question in this study was how do perceptions of the principal, other 

campus administrators, and teachers regarding decisions and practices of the principal in 

literacy development in a comprehensive high school compare?  When triangulating the 

themes from the three groups used for this study, there were three re-occurring themes 

that overlapped between the groups.  Those themes were: 

1. School wide literacy practices, 

2. Allocation of human resources, and 

3. Diffusion of leadership 

In each group, the evidence of school wide literacy practices was present.  The principal 

at Turnaround High School articulated a set of literacy expectations that she regularly 
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discussed with her administrative team such as word walls, intentional vocabulary 

teaching, writing across contents, etc. When interviewing the administrators, they were 

able to discuss each of these and implemented the strategies in their daily expectations 

and practices.  The teachers discussed some of the same strategies in their focus groups.  

They understood the campus expectations around literacy.  They implemented many 

literacy practices in their daily work. Most of the teachers agreed that there was a 

“literacy focus” at the school. 

          Each group discussed how the allocation of human resources has promoted literacy 

at Turnaround High School.  The principal discussed how hiring school leaders with an 

elementary background helped with the promotion of literacy.  She had hired a literacy 

coach that played a great role in promoting literacy.  Additionally, she discussed how 

hiring a reading teacher with an elementary background helped the students that came to 

Turnaround High School with reading skills below grade level.  In each instance, there 

was intentional placement of human resources purposed to bring literacy knowledge to 

the campus.  The administrators discussed the strategic placement of human resources on 

campus to promote literacy.  They saw the allocation of funds to purchase a literacy 

coach for the school as a great asset in the promotion of literacy.  The literacy coach 

worked with teachers in all content areas and taught them literacy strategies. The 

administrators perceived this as a positive.  The teachers perceived the allocation of 

human resources and the allocation of funding for needed supplies as tools in the 

promotion of literacy.  They discussed all of the support from campus personnel 

pertaining to literacy.  Literacy coaches, departmental instructional coaches, and a 

librarian were all human resources that they perceived as beneficial in promoting literacy.  
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Additionally, teachers felt that, in most cases the principal was very supportive of 

providing for them all needed resources. This created an environment that allowed them 

to promote literacy in their classrooms.  There is current research by Cral (unknown) that 

reveals several things are necessary when using the literacy coach model.  They are, the 

principal must support the changes, they must actively participate in the change, model 

collaboration, and finally principals must build relational trust in order for this model to 

be effective.  The approach of the principal will determine depth of implementation and 

the sustainability.  This literature on the implementation of literacy coaches directly 

aligns with the practices reportedly found in Turnaround High School. 

          Lastly, diffusion of leadership was apparent in all three groups.  The principal at 

Turnaround High School realized that she could not promote literacy by herself.  She 

understood the role that the other campus leaders had to play in infusing literacy 

throughout the campus.  She regularly discussed literacy practices and made leadership 

decisions that promoted literacy with key personnel.  The administrators understood their 

roles in helping to diffuse leadership around literacy throughout the building.  They saw 

this as paramount to the promotion of literacy.  They received their “marching orders” 

from the principal as she modeled for them the importance of literacy through 

conversations, book studies, article reading, etc.  They, in turn, worked with the 

instructional coaches/department chairs for the various departments within the school to 

further diffuse the leadership.  Literacy strategies and approaches were discussed to 

incorporate into the classrooms throughout the building.  The teachers definitely 

understood the roles of the administrators and instructional coaches.  They saw these 

people as the front line leaders who promoted literacy in the building.  They had no clue 
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that the building principal was ultimately responsible.  The teachers spoke of the same 

strategies incorporated into their classrooms as the principal and administrators 

discussed.  This is evidence of a true school wide diffusion of leadership as Merriam-

Webster dictionary (2014) defines diffusion as the process by which there is a net flow of 

matter from a region of high concentration to one of low concentration.   According to 

Spillane (2005), from a distributed perspective, leadership is a system of practice 

comprised of a collection of interacting components: leaders, followers, and situation. 

These interacting components must be understood together because the system is more 

than the sum of the component parts or practices. 

Theoretical Framework 

          There are two theoretical frameworks that can be seen in the research conducted in 

this study.  They are diffused leadership and the principal as a literacy leader. In the 

broad view, principal instructional leadership encompasses any actions that have an 

impact on student learning (Leithwood, 1994).  Principals have the ability to set the tone 

in the building, determine focus, and create culture and climate.  Literacy has been a 

focus in primary schools.  However, secondary schools have oftentimes, not made 

literacy a focus.  In a study by Hill, Holmes-Smith, & Rowe (1993), it was found that 

there is a “discontinuity between primary and secondary schooling, for reading and 

spoken language especially with a dip in their first year of secondary school” (p.9).   In 

order to remedy this issue, literacy has to become a focus in high schools.  Principals as 

literacy leaders are paramount.  Schools that have successful literacy programs show 

evidence of strong principal leadership with a focused literacy agenda (Booth & Roswell, 

2007).  According to Rolheiser (2007) and her team, literacy-based school change has 
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five categories of change to be foundational and fundamental.  Those categories are: 1) 

Principal leadership, 2) Teacher knowledge, skills, and disposition, 3) Professional 

community, 4) Program coherence, and 5) Technical resources.  When studying the 

principal at Turnaround High School and evaluating the components of literacy-based 

school change, an important theme that is evident is that of literacy leadership.  As a 

leader, she has successfully created an environment that places a focus on literacy and 

she demonstrates the importance of literacy in her decisions and practices based on her 

perceptions and the perceptions of her teachers and administrators.   

          The knowledge of literacy and sensitivity to literacy needs of students alone cannot 

drive change in schools.  Leaders need to be able to gather support from those around 

them and create purpose around the daily work.  Transformational leaders motivate and 

inspire followers to go beyond expectations for a shared vision (Bass & Riggio, 2006).  

Findings show the principal at Turnaround High School adequately delegates and shares 

leadership with others around her.  She has created urgency around a central theme of 

literacy.  When talking with others throughout the school, there is an awareness and 

acceptance of promoting literacy as a purpose and mission of the group.  According to 

Bass (1990), transformational leadership occurs when leaders: broaden and elevate the 

interests of their employees, generate awareness and acceptance of the purpose and 

mission of the group, and stir their employees to look beyond their own self-interest for 

the good of the group.  Literature suggests that a shared leadership orientation is more of 

an invitation for all staff to assume greater responsibility and influence (Misra, Allison, & 

Perry, 2014). It can clearly be seen at Turnaround High School a model that gives 

responsibility to all staff for the implementation of literacy.  
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Implications for School Leaders 

          The principal at Turnaround High School possessed an early literacy background.  

This study examined the perceptions of how the principal’s early literacy background 

influenced the promotion of literacy in an urban high school.  One important finding that 

was revealed in this study was the evidence of school wide practices around literacy.  It 

was obvious that the principal’s teachers and administrators understood her expectations 

regarding literacy, and she provided the necessary conditions and resources for them to 

successfully promote literacy.  Her early literacy background gave her sensitivity to the 

literacy needs of secondary students and she was more instructionally adept in the area of 

literacy strategies as a result of her early literacy background.  An area that made the 

principal of Turnaround High School unique was that she had been a high school teacher 

and a middle school assistant principal prior to becoming an elementary school principal.  

Perhaps, these combined experiences allowed her to have a broader perspective around 

literacy.  However, her most impactful experience in literacy was as an elementary 

principal.  Based on results from this study, the following recommendations are 

presented: 

1. Secondary principals need to utilize the literacy knowledge of elementary 

principals. 

2. Utilize models of diffused leadership in struggling schools to create environments 

that focus on literacy. 

3. Provide necessary human resources and material resources for struggling schools 

to assist in promoting literacy. 
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4. Utilize a school wide comprehensive approach to promoting literacy through 

common school wide practices and approaches. 

Implications for Further Research 

          The findings of this study can only be generalized in the environment in which was 

studied.  Turnaround High School had a predominately Hispanic demographic and was 

located in an urban setting. Larger scale studies and additional case studies would be 

recommended in order to see if similar results are revealed.  The suggestion would be to 

look at other schools in neighboring districts and in varying geographic locations such as 

suburban and rural.  Additionally, look at other schools with different demographics such 

as those with a predominately African American population.  The following are specific 

recommendations for further research: 

1. More research is needed on other successful turnaround high schools that 

do not have a leader with an early literacy background.  Literacy is a 

foundational challenge in many struggling high schools.  However, all are 

not equipped with a leader that has an early literacy background.  An 

examination of the systems and school wide practices that they have 

utilized to turn these schools around would help in finding answers to 

effective practices in turnaround high schools. 

2. More research is needed on successful turnaround high school models 

with a predominately African American student population.  This is the 

student group that has continued to lag behind other sub-populations.  

Further examination on systems and approaches that are specifically 

 
 



 
      

 

113 

effective in schools with high percentages of African American students 

would assist in helping to increase student achievement for that sub-group. 

Conclusion 

          Principals at turnaround schools across the country, face many challenges in the 

areas of student achievement, student motivation, and hiring and retaining quality staff.  

One of the key challenges they face is that the majority of the students read below grade 

level.  The initial thoughts in this study were to examine a successful turnaround high 

school and see if literacy was a foundation for the turnaround.  Turnaround High School 

had a leader with an early literacy background who was perceived as an effective 

principal.  When listening to the interviews and focus groups, it became apparent that her 

leadership made the difference in the school.  Even though, in many cases, the teachers 

could not directly see the influence of her leadership, it was apparent that she had 

influenced the promotion of literacy in her school.  It could be argued would have more 

than likely been successful even without an early literacy background because she was a 

transformational leader that valued relationships with people.  However, her early literacy 

background gave her heightened sensitivity to the literacy needs of secondary students. In 

conclusion, the principal at Turnaround High School has indeed influenced the high 

school through her early literacy background.  On most occasions, she is not the front line 

person who champions literacy.  However, it is obvious that behind the scenes, she 

creates urgency around literacy with her campus leaders.  The campus leaders are then 

well trusted to do their job of influencing literacy throughout the school.  This, in turn, 

creates the urgency in the teaching staff.  The findings from this study further reinforce, 

and contribute to the body of knowledge, that leadership matters.  Turnaround High 
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School is greatly influenced by a principal who understands the broader perspective of 

the importance literacy has on learning at every grade level while having a keen 

knowledge of transformational leadership. 
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Appendix A:  

Introductory Statement to the Principal 

Guidelines for Initial Contact In Person 

To: _____________________________Title ____Principal____________________ 

My name is Marla Sheppard and I am asking for your participation in a research 

study I am conducting for my doctoral thesis titled “High School Literacy:  A Case Study  

of the Perceptions of an Urban High School Turnaround Principal with an Early Literacy  

Background and the Influence.”  I would like to briefly share with you the outline of my  

proposal. 

 High school literacy has been a growing concern in education.  Literacy is   

viewed as a social issue that is linked to class, gender, race, and oppression.  The societal  

cost for illiteracy is great.  However, schools can play a vital role in reversing trends of  

illiteracy within families by providing effective teachers for students. 

There is little research on high schools and how they address students who are  

illiterate.  There are few schools that have defied the odds of having a large minority and  

economically disadvantaged population, yet still seen gains in student achievement.  This  

study will look at your perceptions as the principal regarding how your early literacy  

background has influenced the promotion of literacy through your decisions and  

practices. 

The proposal is a qualitative study involving the case study of this high school  

and the influence of the leader with an early literacy background.  The study consists of  

interviews and teacher focus groups. I will interview teachers during off periods and will  

provide snacks. If you choose to participate, I will record the interview and a trained  

person will transcribe it.  I will try to gather the information as efficiently as possible. I  
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would like to share as much with you at the onset of the study so that you are aware of all  

details regarding processes and participants.  This research is being conducted under the  

direction of Dr. Robin McGlohn. All names will be masked to ensure confidentiality and  

the entire study proposal will be reviewed by the University of Houston committee for  

the Protection of Human Subjects at (713)743-9204. 

I would appreciate your involvement and if you choose to participate, please sign 

your consent form. 

 

Thank you 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 



 
 

Appendix B:  

Introductory Statement to the Assistant Principals 

Guidelines for Initial Contact In Person 

To: _____________________________Title ____Assistant Principal_____________ 

My name is Marla Sheppard and I am asking for your participation in a research 

study I am conducting for my doctoral thesis titled “High School Literacy:  A Case Study  

of the Perceptions of an Urban High School Turnaround Principal with an Early Literacy  

Background and the Influence.”  I would like to briefly share with you the outline of my  

proposal. 

 High school literacy has been a growing concern in education.  Literacy is  

viewed as a social issue that is linked to class, gender, race, and oppression.  The societal  

cost for illiteracy is great.  However, schools can play a vital role in reversing trends of  

illiteracy within families by providing effective teachers for students. 

There is little research on high schools and how they address students who are  

illiterate.  There are few schools that have defied the odds of having a large minority and  

economically disadvantaged population, yet still seen gains in student achievement.  This  

study will look at  your perceptions as the assistant principal, regarding how  

the early literacy background of the principal has influenced the promotion of literacy  

through her decisions and practices. 

The proposal is a qualitative study involving the case study of this high school  

and the influence of the leader with an early literacy background.  The study consists of  

interviews and teacher focus groups. I will interview you at a time that is convenient for 

 you. If you choose to participate, I will record the interview and a trained  

person will transcribe it.  I will try to gather the information as efficiently as possible. I  
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would like to share as much with you at the onset of the study so that you are aware of all  

details regarding processes and participants.  This research is being conducted under the  

direction of Dr. Robin McGlohn. All names will be masked to ensure confidentiality and  

the entire study proposal will be reviewed by the University of Houston committee for  

the Protection of Human Subjects at (713)743-9204. 

I would appreciate your involvement and if you choose to participate, please sign 

your consent form and list times that are most convenient for you. 

 

Thank you 

 

 
 



 
 

Appendix C:  

Introductory Statement to the Teachers 

Guidelines for Initial Contact In Person 

To: _____________________________Title ____Teacher____________________ 

My name is Marla Sheppard and I am asking for your participation in a research 

study I am conducting for my doctoral thesis titled “High School Literacy:  A Case Study  

of the Perceptions of an Urban High School Turnaround Principal with an Early Literacy  

Background and the Influence.”  I would like to briefly share with you the outline of my  

proposal. 

 High school literacy has been a growing concern in education.  Literacy is  

viewed as a social issue that is linked to class, gender, race, and oppression.  The societal  

cost for illiteracy is great.  However, schools can play a vital role in reversing trends of  

illiteracy within families by providing effective teachers for students. There is little  

research on high schools and how they address students who are illiterate.  There are few 

 schools that have defied the odds of having a large minority and economically  

disadvantaged population, yet still seen gains in student achievement.  This  

study will look at your perceptions as teachers regarding how the early literacy  

background of your principal has influenced the promotion of literacy through her  

decisions and practices. 

The proposal is a qualitative study involving the case study of this high school  

and the influence of the leader with an early literacy background.  The study consists of  

interviews and teacher focus groups. I will interview teachers during off periods and will  

provide snacks. You will be asked six questions.  If you choose to participate, I will  

record the interview and a trained person will transcribe it.  I will try to gather the 
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 information as efficiently as possible. I would like to share as much with you at the onset  

of the study so that you are aware of all details regarding processes and participants.  This  

research is being conducted under the direction of Dr. Robin McGlohn. All names will be  

masked to ensure confidentiality and the entire study proposal will be reviewed by the  

University of Houston committee for the Protection of Human Subjects at (713)743- 

9204. 

I would appreciate your involvement and if you choose to participate, please sign 

your consent form and list your subject and off period. 

 

Thank you 

 
 



 
 

Appendix D:  

Consent to Participate in Research (Teachers) 

 

 
 
 
 

UNIVERSITY OF HOUSTON 
CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH (TEACHERS) 

 
 
 
PROJECT TITLE: 
 
You are being invited to take part in a research project conducted Marla Sheppard from 
the Department of Education at the University of Houston. This project is part of a 
doctoral thesis and is being conducted under the supervision of Dr. Robin Mc Glohn, 
faculty advisor. 
 

NON-PARTICIPATION STATEMENT 

 
Taking part in the research project is voluntary and you may refuse to take part or 
withdraw at any time without penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise 
entitled. You may also refuse to answer any research-related questions that make you 
uncomfortable.  

 

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

 
The purpose of this case study is to examine your perceptions as a teacher in a 
turnaround high school regarding how the early literacy background of the principal has 
influenced the decisions and practices in literacy development in a successful 
turnaround high school. Additionally, this study will examine your teacher perceptions of 
how the decisions and practices of the leader have influenced your own decisions and 
practices. This study will last approximately one week.  Each of the focus groups will be 
scheduled within this week.  The focus groups will not last more than 45 minutes. 
 

PROCEDURES 
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You will be one of approximately 25-35 subjects invited to take part in this project.       
 
  
 
This research will involve the following procedures over a one week time frame. 
 

• All teachers, administrators, and the principal will be introduced to the study 
and invited to participate. 

• One-on-one semi-structured interviews will take place with the principal and 
all administrators who agree to participate in the study.  The interviews will 
take place in their individual offices. 

• Subjects who express interest in focus group participation will be notified of 
the time and place of the focus group based on their availability 

• Focus group participants will engage in a discussion lasting about 45 minutes 
on a specific day and time. 

 

CONFIDENTIALITY 

 
The identity of all participants will be held in confidence. 
 
Every effort will be made to maintain the confidentiality of your participation in this 
project. Each subject’s name will be paired with a code number by the principal 
investigator. This code number will appear on all written materials. The list pairing the 
subject’s name to the assigned code number will be kept separate from all research 
materials and will be available only to the principal investigator. Confidentiality will be 
maintained within legal limits. 

 

RISKS/DISCOMFORTS 

 
There are no foreseeable physical, psychological, social, or legal risks, discomforts, or 
inconveniences involved in this study. 

 

BENEFITS 

 
While you will not directly benefit from participation, your participation may help 
investigators better understand how the role that a principal with an early literacy 
background influences decisions and practices in the promotion of literacy in a 
successful turnaround high school.  This knowledge is important because it can inform 
districts in hiring effective principals in turnaround high schools. 

 

ALTERNATIVES 
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Participation in this project is voluntary and the only alternative to this project is non-
participation. 
 

INCENTIVES/REMUNERATION 

 
Subjects who participate in either an interview or focus group will receive $5 Starbucks 
gift cards. The principal will receive a $100 Visa gift card. 

 

PUBLICATION STATEMENT 

 
The results of this study may be published in scientific journals, professional 
publications, or educational presentations; however, no individual subject will be 
identified.   

 

AGREEMENT FOR THE USE OF AUDIOTAPES 

 

If you consent to take part in this study, please indicate whether you agree to be audio 
taped during the study by checking the appropriate box below. If you agree, please also 
indicate whether the audio tapes can be used for publication/presentations. 
 

� I agree to be audio taped during the interview. 
� I agree that the audio tape(s) can be used in publication/presentations. 
� I do not agree that the audio tape(s) can be used in 

publication/presentations. 
� I do not agree to be audio taped during the interview. 

 

Subjects may not participate in the study if they do not agree to the audio taping. 

 
 
 
 
SUBJECT RIGHTS 
 
1. I understand that informed consent is required of all persons participating in this 

project.  
 

2. I have been told that I may refuse to participate or to stop my participation in this 
project at any time before or during the project. I may also refuse to answer any 
question. 
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3. Any risks and/or discomforts have been explained to me, as have any potential 
benefits.  
 

4. I understand the protections in place to safeguard any personally identifiable 
information related to my participation. 
 

5. I understand that, if I have any questions, I may contact Marla Sheppard at 713-397-
0695. I may also contact Dr. Robin McGlohn faculty sponsor, at 713-743-5046. 
  

6. Any questions regarding my rights as a research subject may be addressed to 
the University of Houston Committee for the Protection of Human Subjects 
(713-743-9204). All research projects that are carried out by Investigators at the 
University of Houston are governed be requirements of the University and the 
federal government.  
 

 
SIGNATURES 
 
I have read (or have had read to me) the contents of this consent form and have 
been encouraged to ask questions. I have received answers to my questions to 
my satisfaction. I give my consent to participate in this study, and have been 
provided with a copy of this form for my records and in case I have questions as 
the research progresses.  
 
 
Study Subject (print name): _____________________________________________________  
 
Signature of Study Subject: _____________________________________________________  
 
Date: ______________________________________________________________________  
 
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
I have read this form to the subject and/or the subject has read this form. An 
explanation of the research was provided and questions from the subject were 
solicited and answered to the subject’s satisfaction. In my judgment, the subject 
has demonstrated comprehension of the information.  
 
 
Principal Investigator (print name and title): _________________________________________  
 
Signature of Principal Investigator: _______________________________________________  
 
Date:

 
 



 
 

Appendix E:  

Consent to Participate in Research (Administrators) 

 
 
 
 

UNIVERSITY OF HOUSTON 
CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH (ADMINISTRATORS) 

 
 
 
PROJECT TITLE: 
 
You are being invited to take part in a research project conducted Marla Sheppard from 
the Department of Education at the University of Houston. This project is part of a 
doctoral thesis and is being conducted under the supervision of Dr. Robin Mc Glohn, 
faculty advisor. 

NON-PARTICIPATION STATEMENT 

 

Taking part in the research project is voluntary and you may refuse to take part or 
withdraw at any time without penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise 
entitled. You may also refuse to answer any research-related questions that make you 
uncomfortable.  

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

 

The purpose of this case study is to examine your perceptions as an administrator in a 
turnaround high school regarding how the early literacy background of the principal has 
influenced the decisions and practices in literacy development in a successful 
turnaround high school. Additionally, this study will examine teacher perceptions of how 
the decisions and practices of the leader have influenced their own decisions and 
practices. This study will last approximately one week.  Each of the interviews will be 
scheduled within this week.  The interviews will not last more than 30 minutes. 
 

PROCEDURES 

 
 
You will be one of approximately 25-35 subjects invited to take part in this project.       
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This research will involve the following procedures over a one week time frame. 
 

• All teachers, administrators, and the principal will be introduced to the study 
and invited to participate. 

• One-on-one semi-structured interviews will take place with the principal and 
all administrators who agree to participate in the study.  The interviews will 
take place in their individual offices. 

• Subjects who express interest in focus group participation will be notified of 
the time and place of the focus group based on their availability 

• Focus group participants will engage in a discussion lasting about 45 minutes 
on a specific day and time. 

CONFIDENTIALITY 

 
The identity of all participants will be held in confidence. 
 
Every effort will be made to maintain the confidentiality of your participation in this 
project. Each subject’s name will be paired with a code number by the principal 
investigator. This code number will appear on all written materials. The list pairing the 
subject’s name to the assigned code number will be kept separate from all research 
materials and will be available only to the principal investigator. Confidentiality will be 
maintained within legal limits. 

 

RISKS/DISCOMFORTS 

 
There are no foreseeable physical, psychological, social, or legal risks, discomforts, or 
inconveniences involved in this study. 

 

BENEFITS 

 
While you will not directly benefit from participation, your participation may help 
investigators better understand how the role that a principal with an early literacy 
background influences decisions and practices in the promotion of literacy in a 
successful turnaround high school.  This knowledge is important because it can inform 
districts in hiring effective principals in turnaround high schools. 

 

ALTERNATIVES 

 
 
Participation in this project is voluntary and the only alternative to this project is non-
participation. 
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INCENTIVES/REMUNERATION 

 
Subjects who participate in either an interview or focus group will receive $5 Starbucks 
gift cards. The principal will receive a $100 Visa gift card. 

 

PUBLICATION STATEMENT 

 
The results of this study may be published in scientific journals, professional 
publications, or educational presentations; however, no individual subject will be 
identified.   

 

AGREEMENT FOR THE USE OF AUDIOTAPES 

 

If you consent to take part in this study, please indicate whether you agree to be audio 
taped during the study by checking the appropriate box below. If you agree, please also 
indicate whether the audio tapes can be used for publication/presentations. 
 

� I agree to be audio taped during the interview. 
� I agree that the audio tape(s) can be used in publication/presentations. 
� I do not agree that the audio tape(s) can be used in 

publication/presentations. 
� I do not agree to be audio taped during the interview. 

 

Subjects may not participate in the study if they do not agree to the audio taping. 

 
 
 
 
SUBJECT RIGHTS 
 
7. I understand that informed consent is required of all persons participating in this 

project.  
 

8. I have been told that I may refuse to participate or to stop my participation in this 
project at any time before or during the project. I may also refuse to answer any 
question. 
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9. Any risks and/or discomforts have been explained to me, as have any potential 
benefits.  
 

10. I understand the protections in place to safeguard any personally identifiable 
information related to my participation. 
 

11. I understand that, if I have any questions, I may contact Marla Sheppard at 713-397-
0695. I may also contact Dr. Robin McGlohn faculty sponsor, at 713-743-5046. 
  

12. Any questions regarding my rights as a research subject may be addressed to 
the University of Houston Committee for the Protection of Human Subjects 
(713-743-9204). All research projects that are carried out by Investigators at the 
University of Houston are governed be requirements of the University and the 
federal government.  
 

 
SIGNATURES 
 
I have read (or have had read to me) the contents of this consent form and have 
been encouraged to ask questions. I have received answers to my questions to 
my satisfaction. I give my consent to participate in this study, and have been 
provided with a copy of this form for my records and in case I have questions as 
the research progresses.  
 
 
Study Subject (print name): _____________________________________________________  
 
Signature of Study Subject: _____________________________________________________  
 
Date: ______________________________________________________________________  
 
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
I have read this form to the subject and/or the subject has read this form. An 
explanation of the research was provided and questions from the subject were 
solicited and answered to the subject’s satisfaction. In my judgment, the subject 
has demonstrated comprehension of the information.  
 
 
Principal Investigator (print name and title): _________________________________________  
 
Signature of Principal Investigator: _______________________________________________  
 
Date: 

 

 

 
 



 
 

Appendix F:  

Consent to Participate in Research (Principal) 

 
 
 
 

UNIVERSITY OF HOUSTON 
CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH (PRINCIPAL) 

 
 
 
PROJECT TITLE: 
 
You are being invited to take part in a research project conducted Marla Sheppard from 
the Department of Education at the University of Houston. This project is part of a 
doctoral thesis and is being conducted under the supervision of Dr. Robin Mc Glohn, 
faculty advisor. 

 

NON-PARTICIPATION STATEMENT 

 

Taking part in the research project is voluntary and you may refuse to take part or 
withdraw at any time without penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise 
entitled. You may also refuse to answer any research-related questions that make you 
uncomfortable.  

 

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

 
The purpose of this case study is to examine your perceptions as principal in a 
turnaround high school regarding how your early literacy background has influenced the 
decisions and practices in literacy development in this successful turnaround high 
school. Additionally, this study will examine teacher perceptions of how the decisions 
and practices of you, the leader, have influenced their own decisions and practices. This 
study will last approximately one week.  Your interview will be scheduled within this 
week.  The interview will not last more than 30 minutes. 
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PROCEDURES 

 
 
You will be one of approximately 25-35 subjects invited to take part in this project.       
 
  
This research will involve the following procedures over a one week time frame. 
 

• All teachers, administrators, and the principal will be introduced to the study 
and invited to participate. 

• One-on-one semi-structured interviews will take place with the principal and 
all administrators who agree to participate in the study.  The interviews will 
take place in their individual offices. 

• Subjects who express interest in focus group participation will be notified of 
the time and place of the focus group based on their availability 

• Focus group participants will engage in a discussion lasting about 45 minutes 
on a specific day and time. 

 

CONFIDENTIALITY 

 

The identity of all participants will be held in confidence. 
 
Every effort will be made to maintain the confidentiality of your participation in this 
project. Each subject’s name will be paired with a code number by the principal 
investigator. This code number will appear on all written materials. The list pairing the 
subject’s name to the assigned code number will be kept separate from all research 
materials and will be available only to the principal investigator. Confidentiality will be 
maintained within legal limits. 

 

RISKS/DISCOMFORTS 

 
There are no foreseeable physical, psychological, social, or legal risks, discomforts, or 
inconveniences involved in this study. 

 

BENEFITS 

 
While you will not directly benefit from participation, your participation may help 
investigators better understand how the role that a principal with an early literacy 
background influences decisions and practices in the promotion of literacy in a 
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successful turnaround high school.  This knowledge is important because it can inform 
districts in hiring effective principals in turnaround high schools. 

 

ALTERNATIVES 

 
 
Participation in this project is voluntary and the only alternative to this project is non-
participation. 
 

INCENTIVES/REMUNERATION 
 
Subjects who participate in either an interview or focus group will receive $5 Starbucks 
gift cards. The principal will receive a $100 Visa gift card. 

 

PUBLICATION STATEMENT 

 
The results of this study may be published in scientific journals, professional 
publications, or educational presentations; however, no individual subject will be 
identified.   

 

AGREEMENT FOR THE USE OF AUDIOTAPES 

 

If you consent to take part in this study, please indicate whether you agree to be audio 
taped during the study by checking the appropriate box below. If you agree, please also 
indicate whether the audio tapes can be used for publication/presentations. 
 

� I agree to be audio taped during the interview. 
� I agree that the audio tape(s) can be used in publication/presentations. 
� I do not agree that the audio tape(s) can be used in 

publication/presentations. 
� I do not agree to be audio taped during the interview. 

 

Subjects may not participate in the study if they do not agree to the audio taping. 

 
 
 
 
SUBJECT RIGHTS 
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13. I understand that informed consent is required of all persons participating in this 
project.  
 

14. I have been told that I may refuse to participate or to stop my participation in this 
project at any time before or during the project. I may also refuse to answer any 
question. 
 

15. Any risks and/or discomforts have been explained to me, as have any potential 
benefits.  
 

16. I understand the protections in place to safeguard any personally identifiable 
information related to my participation. 
 

17. I understand that, if I have any questions, I may contact Marla Sheppard at 713-397-
0695. I may also contact Dr. Robin McGlohn faculty sponsor, at 713-743-5046. 
  

18. Any questions regarding my rights as a research subject may be addressed to 
the University of Houston Committee for the Protection of Human Subjects 
(713-743-9204). All research projects that are carried out by Investigators at the 
University of Houston are governed be requirements of the University and the 
federal government.  
 

 
SIGNATURES 
 
I have read (or have had read to me) the contents of this consent form and have 
been encouraged to ask questions. I have received answers to my questions to 
my satisfaction. I give my consent to participate in this study, and have been 
provided with a copy of this form for my records and in case I have questions as 
the research progresses.  
 
 
Study Subject (print name): _____________________________________________________  
 
Signature of Study Subject: _____________________________________________________  
 
Date: ______________________________________________________________________  
 
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
I have read this form to the subject and/or the subject has read this form. An 
explanation of the research was provided and questions from the subject were 
solicited and answered to the subject’s satisfaction. In my judgment, the subject 
has demonstrated comprehension of the information.  
 
 
Principal Investigator (print name and title): _________________________________________  
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Signature of Principal Investigator: _______________________________________________  
 
Date: 
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