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Abstract  

The roles and responsibilities of school leaders continue to expand, with increasing demands 

placed on principals. At the same time, the primary role of the principal as instructional leader 

has been well-documented, presenting principals with the ongoing tension between expanding 

external demands and the need to focus on teaching and learning for student success. This paper 

reports on a shadow study which captured how novice principals allocated their time and how 

they shared duties and responsibilities with others. The principal’s job description was analyzed 

through various lenses. Qualitative data from interviews with the shadowed principals and their 

district administrators provided perceptions of the inherent challenges of the principalship and 

suggested supports to engage others in sharing leadership. Quantitative data captures the amount 

of time and type of activity principals spent over a three-day period. Novice principals expressed 

reluctance to share leadership and may benefit from mentoring and training to shift some of their 

duties with their colleagues. Professional learning in models of distributed leadership would 

enhance principal understanding of engaging others in a positive, non-threatening way. Finally, 

district level administrators need to provide adequate support to prevent burnout and frustration 

at the early stages of leadership. 
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Lessons Learned from Shadowing Principals 

 

Introduction 

This paper reports on the results of a shadow study of 19 Catholic elementary novice principals in 

a large urban setting. Principals, with varying years of teaching experience, were shadowed for 

three consecutive days to identify their primary daily activities, understand how their time was 

impacted by external demands, and gather principal perceptions of job performance and their 

leadership. Results were compared with the principal job description and evaluation framework 

used by district leaders to assess performance. Using the lens of distributed leadership, principal 

and district staff were interviewed to compare how the principal role was understood by 

stakeholder groups and to identify perceived areas of support or interference with the principal’s 

day-to-day responsibilities. The following broad questions guided the study: 1) What are the major 

daily activities and responsibilities of principals?  2) What factors interfere with the principal’s 

daily leadership efforts? and 3) What factors support the principal’s daily leadership efforts? 

Review of the Literature 

Literature on the principal’s allocation of time and its impact on student achievement has 

increased over the past two decades, highlighting the critical role of the school leader (Horng, 

Klasik, & Loeb, 2010; Leithwood, Seashore-Louis, Anderson, & Wahlstrom, K., 2004). Time and 

use studies examined the activities the principal engaged in and the direct effect of these activities 

on student learning. Analysis has led to consideration of the multiple roles and responsibilities 

ascribed to the principal while considering supports and models for sharing in decision-making 

within the school.  

Roles and responsibilities 

The principal’s role has dramatically expanded in recent decades with a range of 

responsibilities which include vision setting, aligning curriculum, instruction, and assessment to 

foster learning, addressing workplace needs, establishing school-community partnerships, and 

promoting meaningful participation by parents (Ahmed & Al-Dhuwaihi, 2020). Principal activities 

have been delineated by instruction, people, and the organization, attempting to understand the 

principal’s impact in one of these areas. Hitt & Tucker, (2016), identified multiple dimensions of 

school leadership in five overarching domains which include establishing and conveying the 

vision, facilitating a high-quality learning experience for students, building professional capacity, 

creating a supportive organization for learning, and connecting with external partners. Daniels, 

et.al in Wu (2022) identified five categories of effective principal leadership: focus on curriculum 

and instruction, maintain good internal and external relations, shape organizational climate and 

culture, define and sustain school vision and mission, and give feedback and recognize 

accomplishments.  Similarly, Grissom, Egalite & Lindsay’s leadership categorization aligns with 

four main categories of responsibility that include engaging in instructionally focused interactions 

with teachers; building a school climate; facilitating productive collaboration and professional 

learning communities; and managing personnel and resources strategically (Grissom, Egalite & 

Lindsay, 2021).  Considering the multiple classifications of a principal’s role and responsibilities, 

the focus of analysis examined the principal’s primary function as the instructional leader 

(Seashore-Louis & Wahlstrom, 2011; Wallace Foundation, 2013).   
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Organizational models 

An increased call for principal accountability has heightened interest and examination of 

the leader’s impact on student achievement (Hallinger, 2011; Hallinger & Heck, 1996; Leithwood, 

Seashore-Louis, Anderson, & Wahlstrom, 2004, 2009; Wallace Foundation, 2013, Grissom et al., 

2021). Identified as more than a critical link to student learning, the principal’s impact on student 

achievement was second following the impact of the classroom teacher (Leithwood, et al., 2004, 

Hitt & Tucker, 2016; Leithwood, Harris & Hopkins, 2009;  Shen et al., 2020). Related to the 

principal’s impact on student learning, several studies have examined the organizational model a 

leader uses to determine its impact on student success. Understanding the impact of 

transformational, instructional, or distributed leadership models has helped categorize effective 

leadership practices and the principal’s effect (Daniëls, Hondeghem, & Dochy, 2019; Gumus et 

al.,2018; Shen et al., 2019). While extensive research has examined organizational models and 

their direct connections to effective principal, our study did not directly examine these factors. We 

were, however, interested in the principal’s understanding and perceptions of the distributed 

leadership model and how it might be implemented in her school.  

 

The Lens of Distributed Leadership 

Spillane describes distributed leadership as a practice constructed through the interactions 

of leaders, followers and aspects of the context or setting (Spillane, 2006, 2009).  This framework 

helps principals understand how to share and build their own leadership capacity and build 

capacity in others. Spillane suggests leadership practice as central, evolving from the interactions 

of leaders, followers and their situation or context. The leader-plus concept suggests the existence 

of multiple leaders who perform leadership functions and activities. Framing leadership in this 

way allows the leader to identify key stakeholders to engage in leadership decision and roles.  

 

Shadow studies 

In a shadow study, the researcher can accompany the participant and observes how he 

behaves in their natural environment. The shadow as a data collection tool provides a methodology 

from which to capture the daily activities and experiences of a principal in real time.  Shadowing, 

as a research method, originated from 1950’s Management Studies and Henry Mintzberg’s 1970’s 

iterations on structured observation (Mintzberg, 1973). Shadow methodology is used to gain a rich 

understanding of an individual’s motivation and capture their actions rather than what they say 

they do. The shadowing method is used to gain understanding of an individual’s behaviour, 

opinions, and drivers. enables one to understand a person’s role and paths through an organization 

or interactions with other people in each setting. For this study, the shadowing method provided 

an authentic view into the work of the principal while taking into consideration the unique 

characteristics of the school, leadership style, and demographics. Shadowing has been used as a 

powerful method for better understanding the work of principals, (Wolcott, 1973; Earley, 2012; 

Tulowitzki, 2017, Hoyer & Sparks, 2017) informing about daily practice for their own reflection 

and as a means of professional development for emerging leaders. 

Shadow studies captured the interactions of school leaders through direct observation. 

Previously used self-reporting techniques such as diaries, journals, or interviews were replaced 

with a shadow. Wolcott’s two-year ethnographic study of an elementary principal is credited for 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1747938X21000464#bib32
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1747938X21000464#bib60
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the reference to “shadow” in the literature (Wolcott, 2003, Tulowitzki, 2017). Pollock & 

Hausman’s work characterized principal observations on a continuum of structured, unstructured 

time or continuous. An observer and principal with little or no contact represented a structured 

observation while the participant observing and recording his own behaviour was described as 

continuous. Glesne’s participant observation continuum considered both the observer and the 

behaviour being observed. Observations of principals in real time with less structured informal 

observations has been the observation method most frequently used in the past decade. (Glesne, 

1999; Horng, Klasik & Loeb,2010; Pollock & Hausman, 2017; Tulowitzki, 2017). 

Results of shadow studies indicated principal time devoted to certain activities was 

associated with positive school outcomes, student test score gains, and positive teacher and 

parent assessments of the instructional climate (Horng et al., 2010). In contrast, day-to-day 

instruction activities, defined as informal teacher coaching, observing instruction, and 

conducting formal observations were marginally or not at all related to improvements in student 

performance and often had a negative relationship with teacher and parent assessments. Horng et 

al. suggested the single focus on principals as instructional leaders operationalized through direct 

contact with teachers may be detrimental if it forsakes the important role of principals as 

organizational leaders. 

Tzulowski’s shadow study indicated learning by shadowing transferred into some 

positive changes in participants, at both cognitive and practical levels, when shadowing was 

conducted in high-performing schools. However, orientations for learning and relationships 

during learning were weakly established in most of the programmes, which could hardly support 

participants to internalise and contextualise their learning into practice for strategic or systematic 

changes. (Tzulowski, 2019; Shan, 2022).  An updated review of the literature conducted by 

Tzulowski, Köferli & Krein (2024), reveals unclear methods in shadow data collection, and 

concerns the lack of a precise definition of shadowing. Additionally, ethical considerations were 

cited as researchers collecting observational data may be privy to conversations and information 

that they should not have access to.  

Our study used the lens of distributed leadership to determine if principals identified 

capacity and leadership in others as a reflective and evolving practice (Johnson, Rochkind & 

Doble, 2008; Spillane, 2009). Knowledge, familiarity, and a shared practice of leadership 

provided principals with tools to engage teachers in key aspects of leading, which may be a 

support to the multiple roles and expectations placed on the principal.  The observation type was 

unstructured, or less structured and continuous (Pollock & Hausman, 2017). As researchers our 

goal was to capture and share with principals how their time was allocated via a shadow process, 

allowing further consideration and reflection for ways to adjust and redirect their time. As such, 

it was essential for principals to distinguish areas of responsibility that supported student 

learning while at the same time recognizing areas within their roles that detracted from this 

central focus. 

 

Method 

This study applied a mixed method to analyse qualitative and quantitative data to answer 

the study questions. A shadow observation process captured principals’ activity and time spent. 

The analysis of the time distribution was aligned with the roles and responsibilities outlined in 
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their job descriptions. Interviews with principals and district staff elicited perceptions of the how 

the principal role was situated within the larger district and external demands placed on their 

time. Additionally, principal supports and demands that interfered with the principal’s day-to-

day routines and responsibilities were identified. Principals were observed for three school days. 

Principals who agreed to participate in the study selected the observation days based on their 

schedules and days with the least amount of disruption from a typical schedule. When possible, 

the days were consecutive. An observation tool was developed by the research team, followed by 

training for interrater reliability with coding activities. The observation data was compared with 

principal schedules and perceived demands to capture a complete picture of the multiple roles of 

the principal. This method was used to eliminate bias often associated with self-reports, and 

allowed for a more detailed description of time than is possible in surveys. Data and coding logs 

were sent to the principal to review and invite member checking to clarify regarding how 

behaviour was recorded and coded. Follow-up interviews with principals took place by phone to 

gather perceptions about the experience, answer questions and provide an additional opportunity 

to confirm accuracy of data.  

 

Data collection and analyses 

Three data sources were utilized to understand principal activities, behaviours, attitudes, 

and perceptions. Shadow observations documented principal activities using the Shadow 

Observation Tool, (Appendix A), developed by the research team to align observed activities 

with the principal job description. Predetermined categories included academic excellence, 

school viability, general administrative and organizational, Catholic identity, Service and Other, 

aligning with the principal job description and areas evaluated in annual performance reviews. 

The observer recorded the activity every 30 minutes and indicated any interactions with others. If 

more than one category was observed, multiple categories were recorded. Principal interviews, 

(Appendix B) followed the shadow experience. Additional data included interviews with district 

office personnel, (Appendix C) stakeholders who interacted with the principals on a regular 

basis.    

All interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim. The data were initially 

analysed through open coding, followed by more focused or selective coding, from which 

patterns resulted in emerging themes across the data (Bailey, 2018; Saldana, 2016). Pseudonyms 

were assigned to each of the participants. Each researcher reviewed the data and identified first 

and second level themes. All data sources were analysed and triangulated in relation to the study 

questions.  

This study examined how principals spent their time and elicited their perceptions of the role by 

describing the factors that hindered and supported their work. The first research question 

collected quantitative data on how principals spent their time, by recording major daily activities 

and tasks.  The shadow logs and coding system identified how participants allocated their time 

and duties throughout the school day. The coded logs were shared with principals to confirm the 

data accurately represented their observed activities.  The research team reviewed the logs 

individually and as a group to identify activities that occurred more frequently and those that 

were less prominent. As new principals in Catholic schools, the frequency of Catholic identity in 

their logs aligned with their roles. The logs revealed time spent in other areas was consistent 
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across these categories. A review of the logs indicated in some cases there were multiple codes 

for a single period suggesting more than one category was observed at the same time, confirming 

the complexity of the principal’s role.         

    

 The second research question examined those factors that interfered with the principal’s 

daily leadership efforts. Qualitative data was gathered through interviews with principals and 

district staff. These perceptions sought to understand how the principal role was situated within 

the larger district structure and to identify external demands that took them away from their 

primary duties. The final research question considered what factors support the principal’s daily 

leadership efforts. Interviews with principals and district staff yielded qualitative perception data 

on the available supports or suggested supports for novice principals. 

Results 

Schools 

Nineteen elementary principals leading nineteen schools within a large urban diocese agreed to 

participate in the study. School enrollments ranged from 155 to 518 students. Twelve schools 

were located with the city limits, and the remaining in counties surrounding the city. Eleven of 

the schools qualified for Title I financial support, based on percentage of income below poverty 

level. Five of the schools were classified as turnaround schools and received additional resources 

to improve instructional quality and target measurable learning benchmarks. Principals of these 

schools received intensive mentoring and coaching, and additional funds for teacher professional 

development.  Table 1 and 2 provide information about the schools studied and their enrollment 

sby vicariate, or local geographic location.  
Table 1: Number of Schools studied by Vicariate  

 
Table 2: Student Enrollment by Vicariate 
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Profiles of Principals 

Nineteen principals completed a Qualtrics survey indicating gender, age, degree, years of 

experience at the current school, years of experience as principal at other schools, prior teaching 

experience (as a teacher) within the school, school alumnae status, and parish membership. 

Tables 3, 4 and 5 provide a summary of the data.  

Table 3: Years of Experience as Principal 

 
Table 4: Age Range of Principals Studied 
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Table 5: Academic Degree of Principals Studied by Gender

 
Shadow Observation Data 

Each principal was observed for three days. Using the shadow tool, researchers 

documented the principal activities, recording the minutes spent in each category. Table 6 

indicates a compilation of the shadow data of daily activities of the 19 principals for three 
Table 6: Shadow Data of Daily Activities of 19 Principals for three days  
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Analysis of shadow data indicated trends of principals engaged in diverse activities across 

all six defined categories.  The average time spent in each of the categories ranged from 1.5 hours 

across 5 of the categories and 2 hours related to Catholic identity. Examples for this category 

included revising the school’s mission statement or preparation for a religious activity or event. 

As such, this category was connected to the unique role of Catholic principals.  There was a 

potential overlap noted in the categories labeled as Other and Service.  

Table 7 indicates the aggregate total hours of categories across the various regions by 

vicariate and designated turnaround schools.  

 

 

Table 7: Aggregate Total Hours of Categories Across Vicariates and Turnarounds  

 
Shadow data indicated the following trends: Shadow Study Trends 

An analysis of the quantitative, observational data identified the following trends: Diverse 

activities across the principal vicariate groups were identified in the pre-assigned six job 

description categories. Consistencies were noted in the activities observed in the Catholic Identity 

category. Activities observed in the Other and Service categories did not indicate overlapping 

tasks principals were engaged in. Leadership attributes were identified across categories and have 

emerged as an area for further consideration. 

 

Interview Data 

Data collected from principals and district staff interviews was analyzed using content 

analysis (Saldana, 2016). To begin to form a coding structure for the interview data, and to reach 

consensus, one researcher initially coded one transcript for major themes of principal leadership 

experience from each perspective. With consensus from the other two researchers, a code 

structure was developed for the researchers to use with the remaining transcripts.  
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The transcripts and coding structure were uploaded into Dedoose, an online qualitative 

analysis software system. Initial coding categories were determined and further refined into 

themes. Themes were discussed by the research team to understand principals’ perceptions of 

their roles and responsibilities and compare such perceptions with district staff who served in 

external supporting roles. The initial analysis of interview data from principals and district staff 

distributed across four broad categories which include District, Faculty Support, Principal 

Personal Satisfaction (Professional/Personal Satisfaction) and Student Learning (Instruction), 

however there were notable differences across the two groups. Tables 8 and 9 indicate the 

frequency for the emergence of the four broad categories.  

Table 8: Principal Interview Theme Frequency 

 
 

Table 9: District Staff Interview Theme Frequency 

 
 

Principal Interview Data 

Interview responses from principals showed agreement regarding the multiple demands to attend 

events, meetings and outside obligations that took them away from their schools. Principals 

expressed frustration repeated data requests from the district office. They perceived a lack of 

support from district staff for student learning, marketing, finances, and enrollments. Broad 

categories from the interviews indicated concerns in four areas: district level, 72 references, 
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faculty support, 48 references, principal personal satisfaction, 38 references, and student 

learning, 43 references (Table 8).  

District Expectations: 

Principal participants expressed concerns and pressures regarding district expectations 

that kept them away from their schools.  Most participants were not concerned with the number 

or value of the meetings, but rather how off-site responsibilities impeded leading inside the 

school:   

I know they try every year, but it is just very unwieldy and not realistic 

at all. Find a way to meet online… try to find a way to meet online for  

meetings that we go to such as the curriculum advisory council or the principal   

 association meetings… more webinars instead of meetings. Especially, now that we               

have live webinars or Google Hangouts, Skype and Zoom (Marie) 

 

Principals suggested improvements to the district system and processes for introducing 

new initiatives or principal development:   

 

I believe the process that would be helpful would be if in fact,     
  decisions are made at the Archdiocesan level ... in very timely fashion 

so that I could work to implement those processes and those expectations 

in my school in a timely fashion... enough to make true change really 

occur at my school not necessarily just reacting to demands. Moreover,  

principal participants felt that communications from OCS could be     
  overwhelming and at times confusing (Halley). 

Principals expressed frustration with the demands placed upon them:  

Usually in spring… we get all these forms to fill out whether for our own evaluations,  

 whether it’s for the Office of Protection of Young Children and that audit report. There    

just always seems to be paperwork that we need to complete, and it gets in the way of the 
 time that I could be spending in the classroom, the time I could be spending with teachers.    

All the work that we must do in the springtime with observations, evaluations, contracts  and the 

abundance of paperwork is probably the thing that interferes most. (Bruce) 

 

Faculty Support: 

Principals identified supporting and providing resources to faculty were essential roles for 

them. Teacher salary and limited resources were described as mitigating factors that principals 

had no control over.  

Supporting the teachers is really important cause you want to keep good    
 teachers because just like the young teachers. I’m losing another Physical    
 Education teacher... the third gym teacher in 4 years ...they can’t support themselves on  

  this salary so if they get a public school offer they’re going to jump. So, it’s hiring 

 teachers it’s just everything. (Jean) 

 

Principal participants found training for new initiatives, such as implementing the 

Danielson framework to evaluate teachers, could interfere with the support of their teachers: 
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This is a busy time of year [April]. So, I think they need to think    
  through the initiatives that they have like this whole Danielson thing. Why did we have to 

 do this in one year? With no help. With no release time to do it. That’s the problem  

 they don’t give you any release time to do anything because you can’t be away from your    

schools. (Jan) 

 Limited resources and the need for an assistant principal were suggested to take over 

responsibilities that they could not complete which included operational and maintenance issues, 

administrative, social-emotional support, day-to-day mediation, all which negatively impacted 

principal effectiveness. 

Principal Personal Satisfaction: 

Principal interviews demonstrated strong dedication to the schools and the Catholic 

mission.  Shadow data and interviews indicated the demands on the principal are exhaustive and 

require significant time beyond the school day. Principals spoke of the importance of their work 

serving in Catholic schools, indicating their pride and satisfaction it brought to them in spite of 

long hours and salaries not commensurate with their public-school counterparts.  

Student Learning: 

Student learning was identified as the top priority by principals.  Ensuring that the school 

provided the environment, resources, and teaching to secure the best learning opportunity for 

students was consistent for all principals interviewed.  

I focus on students and student learning that promotes a     

 positive school environment if decisions are fair and just for my students...  

I would define success by the success of the students… I think the definition of  

 success for a school is to look at the student body and their growth. And are 

 we turning out students with strong executive skills who have a positive outlook 

 on education, global leaders? I think if we can turn out a student body that’s 

 defined by those things, that would be the definition of a successful school. Not 

 at the expense of culture, tradition...not at the expense either of social or    

 emotional learning because that should be that should be in the forefront with  

 the academics.  (Bethaney) 

The four broad categories were further delineated into three additional subcategories, 

highlighting the principals’ perceptions of the multiple roles and expectations within each of the 

roles.  Mission, Stakeholders and Expectations were additional lenses with to understand multiple 

principal roles and how they set the priorities for their work. 

Mission 

     Responses from all nineteen principals evoked a strong sense of mission to the Catholic 

Church, their students, families and the parish. They identified with the role of the faith leader of 

the school. The following comments highlighted the sense of mission: ‘...reminding families that 

our schools are Catholic which has to do with our faith’; “Values are what drive us.” “We should 

reach out to those who can’t afford a Catholic education.” [Other should] “Just listen and 

appreciate every single school and what they bring to the table.” 

Stakeholders 

The role of multiple stakeholders in the school community was perceived as important to 

the success of the principal. Students and teachers were the stakeholder groups most often 
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discussed with their well-being identified as the priority. Additionally, school families, parents 

and other school community members played a significant role and contributed to the demands of 

the principal’s time and attention, suggesting the complexity of the role and the competing 

demands. Principals identified school alumni, parish support and staff as all integral to their 

success and that of their schools implying their success was measured by the success of the 

various stakeholders. Comments from principals included descriptions of success for each of 

these groups: 

        Student success was described in the following ways: happy kids, students succeed, 

enrollment growth and retention, improving test results, feeling safe at school, joy on their faces, 

seeing them grow as servant leaders, seeing the hard work pay off, students thriving, discovering 

learning and being fulfilled. Success with parents was described in happy, satisfied parents, and 

new parents joining the school community. Teacher success was described by seeing teachers 

improve through academic gains, and how well they have done with the Danielson evaluation 

rubric. Community and parishioner success was indicated via positive feedback and working well 

with people.  Success with outside groups was evidenced to the principals when external 

agencies provided financial or other types of resources. Overall success was described as a 

positive culture that is caring and accepting, and involved meaningful collaboration that leads to 

change; Doing an all-round good job, working well with other people, solving a myriad of 

problems and doing outreach so others will reach out when they need assistance 

Expectations  

   The principals described their perceptions that demands and expectations placed upon 

them from various stakeholder groups set the agenda for their work. Examples from leaders 

included responding to immediate needs which disrupted their planned schedules. Time set aside 

for observing in classrooms was taken up by a student, parent or teacher emergency. While many 

of the examples provided represented typical disruptions to a school leader’s schedule, the 

principals in this study were impacted by the expectations of others to respond immediately with 

either short or long-term solutions.  Comments from principals related the expectations of others. 

Examples include the following: You must manage all those relationships-the principals is so 

many things to so many people. It’s hard to compete with the public schools…push from 

downtown to support the parish, staff and students. We try to do everything and everything falls 

on us. It is important for people to recognize how hard our job is. My job is more than 8-4 and 

never ends. Most people work very hard, and the failure is due to a lack of resources and not due 

to an individual. The district sometimes forgets that things happen to interrupt the flow …that is 

how schools operate. 

 

District Staff Interview Data 

District staff interviews yielded concerns about providing the kind of support principals 

needed and a lack of clarity about the type of support needed. In contrast to the principal 

interviews, district staff made 29 references to district and faculty support, 24 references to 

principal personal satisfaction, and 36 references to student learning. In sharp contrast, the 14 

district staff members viewed the roles and responsibilities of the principal differently and 

seemed to compartmentalize the work. Their descriptions of the principalship came from a 

managerial perspective, with the principal role as multifaceted and vast. Principals were 
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described “in charge of” so many facets of the school, from marketing to enrollment, teacher 

supervision and maintenance.  

Rosemary:   

I think that they wear too many hats … and I would say limited resources    
  interfere, for example, they all don't have a marketing person. They all don't have a  
 dedicated business manager… I would say the discrepancy of resources [interferes with  
 their work]. District staff who had prior principal experience seemed to have a clearer  
 understanding of what the role entailed and  defined it in a similar way to the   

 principals. Safety emerged as a critical role from many of the staff interviewed –“our job  

 is to keep a safe and healthy environment…We are there to take care of children and their       

safety.”  

   District staff acknowledged the importance of support for faculty which meant 

 including identifying additional resources.  

The principal needs someone else that they can rely on for additional duties and     

    responsibilities. And for, perhaps, some of our regional directors to take on some of the  
 workload…..they come out and see us, but they usually   come out to tell us to  

 do more work or something that we didn’t’ finish or didn’t   do... perhaps there’s a way  
 that someone else can complete some of this paperwork and data and surveys and all that  
 kind of stuff. It just gets to be overwhelming. (Ryan) 

Principals need more training with the personnel [HR}management stuff to  

 empower them to deal with some of those issues. ... like periodic training for the long

 -term [veteran] principals (Shawn). 

 

District staff indicated the discrepancy of resources as an indicator of student learning 

success.   

 

Availability of resources was aligned with data on student success:    

…academics is obviously incredibly important, and it is the purpose of school,   

  but we have to create the conditions for it… However we don’t have the   
  resources to put people in place nor do we have the leadership resources at this  
 moment to put, you know, effective leadership in place and then programs to  
 support the social-emotional learning that needs to happen ... really firmly rooted  

 in our schools so that the culture and climate is creating these conditions for         

learning. So right now, I think there is an awareness of the need but there are               

limited financial resources, and certainly limited leadership resources. (Sonia) 

Two additional themes emerged when analysing the comments and perceptions of district 

staff about the principalship. These included a view of leadership as accountability, and 

challenges to their own work in providing necessary support.  

Leading As Accountability 

District staff recognized the multifaceted role of the principalship and the many 

responsibilities that fell to them; however, their perceptions suggested a more traditional, 

managerial approach to leadership. While two of the fourteen interviewed described building a 

school culture and a faith community as integral to the principal’s work, the majority saw the 
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principal as one who ensures a safe and secure environment, is responsible for learning and all 

that goes on in the schoolhouse. 

Comments suggested that district staff recognize the principalship job may be too much 

for any one person. District staff did not identify the collaborative, relational aspects of the 

principal’s job and did not seem to acknowledge the importance of time spent with stakeholders 

as essential component to building a school community. In contrast, the principal role related to 

issues of accountability, such as school improvement planning, Virtus training, fingerprinting, 

teacher evaluation and the need for principal development and training in personnel management.  

“Instructional leadership is hard; it is very hard-they have to be so knowledgeable.” 

District staff recognized the hardships in the position and often described their own challenges in 

supporting principals. 

 

Challenges in Supporting Principals 

District staff described their own roles and responsibilities in relation to supporting the 

principals. Comments indicated their perspectives on the amount of work: We have one person in 

charge of special “education, school improvement and accreditation…how could one person 

positively impact 180 schools in any way? “We try to find a way to provide assistance on some 

of the mandated things. We don’t provide enough support. We put stuff out and it’s not one size 

fits all…we default to that and know that is what we tell teachers not to do. We try to make 

templates but then lose the uniqueness of the building.  

The district staff offered suggestions and possible solutions for the challenges including more 

group training and streamlining processes and procedures. They recognized some of the 

duplication of their efforts and considered ways to  

Limitations 

The sample size of 19 makes it difficult to generalize results to a wider audience. While the 

researchers hoped to obtain a larger sample of principals, the willingness to be observed for three 

days did not appeal to all potential participants in the system. Additionally, the methodology 

required some interpretation of what the principal was doing and may not have accurately 

represented their activity at the time it was logged. The data collection occurred late in the 

academic year and may have impacted the range and type of activities observed. A few of the 

principals expressed concern about their participation in the study being used to harm their 

employment. These concerns may have impacted responses to the interview questions.  

 

Discussion and Implications 

This study was conducted to examine the leadership behaviours of elementary school principals. 

The researchers collected data on principals’ allocation of time, identified tasks and activities 

principals engaged in throughout the school day, gathered principals’ perceptions about how their 

time is spent, and examined supports and interferences to their work. Shadow data provided the 

quantitative analysis of the time principals spent on each of the areas outlined in their job 

description and represented on the shadow tool. The shadow tool highlighted a lack of alignment 

between the instructional leadership role and day-to-day duties and responsibilities of overseeing 

and managing a school. Multiple external demands placed on the principals’ time interfered with 

their primary function as instructional leaders. Financial, operational and management areas were 
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observed and reported as taking priority of both time and resources. A lack of clarity surrounding 

district level, building level and external funder obligations and priorities emerged. At times, 

upholding the mission of a Catholic school interfered with or added a layer of complexity 

surrounding decision making processes.  

Numerous district staff provided individual principal or group support to the school 

leaders. Regional directors and district staff shared examples and perceptions of ways they 

supported principals. However, this study suggests an additional process to align supports could 

increase the intended outcomes for principal success. Beginning with a review of the current job 

description, steps can be taken to improve principal effectiveness, alleviate some of the 

additional and duplicative responsibilities, and allow collaboration within the shared mission. 

Creating an agreed upon understanding of the current role of the principalship, its demands and 

expectations will enhance the work for principals and the district staff who support them. A 

positive and supportive relationship between district staff and principals will enhance school goal 

attainment and identify areas of expertise of the district level staff who can collaborate and 

support on key projects and assignments. While district level perceptions of leadership focused 

on accountability and a more traditional managerial style of leading, this contrasted with the 

principals' perceptions of their roles. These gaps can be addressed with a clearly defined, shared 

understanding of expectations for the principal position and specific details about who can 

support the principal in each area of leadership. Without this defined template, it will be hard to 

assess the principals’ strengths and growth areas.  

The shadow process allowed principals the opportunity to reflect upon how their time was 

spent. Capturing real time data provided leaders a picture of the tasks and activities for which 

they allocated their time and  attention (Polite, McClure & Rollie, 1997). Used for early career 

leaders, principal mentoring or principal preparation programs, this data can help identify areas 

for improvement and encourage more intentionality about their behavior. Shadow data will allow 

principals to determine if they are spending time on those activities that lead to positive outcomes 

and can improve student learning (Horng, Klasik, & Loeb, 2010). Additionally, it gives principals 

an increased awareness of time management skills (Grissom, Loeb, & Mitani, 2015).  Principals 

in our study were reluctant to delegate activities to others in their schools. They perceived sharing 

leadership and administrative duties with others marked a sign of weakness in their leadership. 

We suggest familiarizing principals with the model of distributed leadership to help them 

understand how shared leadership can build capacity in others and invite teachers to take a more 

active role in the school’s operation. Applying Spillane’s model of distributed leadership, 

principals can better understand leadership as a practice and how the ‘leader-plus’ concept can be 

applied to their settings (Spillane, 2006, 2009).  District staff can assist principals in a method for 

identifying current staff and teacher leaders in their schools. Together they can outline a plan for 

building teacher capacity over a two-to-three-year period. 

Finally, the process of principals shadowing each other can serve as useful professional 

development. In much the same way that classroom walkthroughs (Boudett, City & Murnane, 

2013), invited teachers to observe each other teach, leaders observing each other engaged in 

leadership activities can have similar outcomes (Shan, 2022; Service, Dalgic & Thornron, 2016). 

Shadowing principals, while engaged in the authentic work of leading schools, can provide 

insights in better understanding the role's complexities and multiple demands of the position.   
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A shadow study of Catholic school principals indicates the uniqueness of the role of a 

Catholic school leader and the distinct features within their settings. In this study, principals 

recognized the need for growth and development in regard to the delegation of authority, 

building capacity in others, the need for health and wellness, and maximizing their time. 

Interestingly though, principals were not as confident in their ability to develop a process for 

shared leadership practice and its evolution in their schools. Overall, this study contributes to a 

body of research regarding the principal role, increasing demands placed on Catholic school 

leaders and the potential impacts of those demands on length of service, principal burnout and 

difficulty filling leadership positions.  

Important implications from this study inform the work of current Catholic school 

leaders, university leadership programs aimed at developing and preparing Catholic school 

leaders, and those responsible for mentoring and coaching new and aspiring leaders (Darling-

Hammond et al, 2010).  Principals can learn from each other and from the process of shadowing. 

The shadow experience allows principals to engage in deep reflection of their work and the 

priorities or areas they make time for. Additionally, the experience creates a context from which 

leaders may make lasting and positive change in their own capacity to lead. Shadowing is a 

method for research but also as an instrument for professional development (Tulowitzki, 2017). 
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Appendix B: Principal Interview Questions 

1. Describe your school and its culture. 

2. What are the responsibilities of the job of the Catholic school principal? 

3. What aspects of your position are the most important for positively impacting student 

learning? 

4. What processes could provide support for your work as a Catholic school principal? 

5. What processes interfere with your work as a Catholic school principal?  

6. What suggestions do you have for reducing the workload placed upon a Catholic school 

principal? 

7. How do you define success for yourself? 

8. How do you define success for your school? 

9. What additional information will help in understanding your work? 

Appendix C: District Interview Questions 

1. What are the key responsibilities of the job of the Catholic school principal? 

2. What aspects of the principal position are the most important for positively impacting 

student learning? 

3. What current resources and support does the district provide to principals to support the 

priority named above? 

4. What future processes could provide support for the work of a principal?  

5. What current processes interfere with the work of a Catholic school principal? 

6. What suggestions do you have for reducing the workload placed upon a Catholic school 

principal?  

7. How do you define success for a principal? 

8. How do you define success for a Catholic school? 



 

Journal of Educational Leadership and Policy Studies (JELPS) Volume 9 Fall 2025 Issue                                  22 

 

9. Describe the manner in which Catholic school principal success is measured, 

communicated and fostered. 

10. What additional information will help in understanding the principal’s work? 

 

 


