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A CASE STUDY OF LEADERSHIP TRAITS OF AWARD-WINNING MISSOURI  

ELEMENTARY PRINCIPALS FROM 2002 TO 2013 

Erica Stephenson 

Dr. Carole Edmonds, 

Dissertation Supervisor 

ABSTRACT 

  The role of the principal has been complex since its origin (Rousmaniere, 2013). 

The publishing of the National Commission on Excellence in Education’s A Nation at 

Risk in 1983 stated, “principals must play a crucial leadership role in the development of 

school and community for reform” (Weiss, 1992). Accountability was placed on the 

principal for the overall effectiveness of their school (Weiss, 1992) in the areas of 

climate, personnel, curriculum, student achievement, and change agents. Within the next 

two decades, reform concerning student achievement would continue to have an impact 

on the role of the principal. 

 The No Child Left Behind Act, signed into law in 2001 (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2010), ignited school reform efforts for more accountability based upon 

student achievement. All stakeholders in the educational field were looking at ways to 

ensure students were achieving by exploring programs and resources to promote student 

achievement, closing achievement gaps between low socioeconomic schools and higher 

socioeconomic schools, and paying high costs for these efforts (Barton, 2004; Reeves, 

2004; Rothstein, 2004; Whitaker, 2003). The leadership of school buildings, or the 

principalship, was now more critical than ever to lead through school reform (Kafka, 

2009).  



viii 

 

Today, the many demands on educational leaders have evolved into a complex 

role for the principal position (Kafka, 2009). Defining a leader as successful, by student 

achievement alone, is not reflective of the traits of successful leaders (Chastain, 2007). 

Identifying the traits of award-winning leadership at the elementary level provides school 

leaders and school district administration a guide for selecting the best candidates 

possible for principal positions (McEwan, 2003). 

Eight Missouri Distinguished Principals were interviewed, provided documents 

reflecting their leadership, and took the Leadership Trait Questionnaire (Appendix D; 

Appendix E) in regards to their leadership traits. The researcher triangulated the data 

from the participants and found the common themes of leadership traits among them: a) 

building relationships with all school stakeholders, b) communication is key, c) belief 

systems build culture, d) seeking the right traits in teachers, and e) the structured leader. 

The author of this study was a subordinate of one of the participants, but used an 

etic perspective when conducting research with this participant. The participants were 

selected using purposeful sampling (Merriam, 1998). The researcher designed the 

research, collected data, and constructed themes through the collective case study 

approach (Merriam, 1998). 

The research of this study adds to the body of knowledge about traits of effective 

principals. Research implications could assist school leaders designing instruments and 

interview questions for hiring principals, to assist principals in revitalizing their practice 

with mentoring and coaching, or university or college level programs using the data to 

implement curriculum design. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

 It was August 2008. Teachers were nervous, as well as parents and students in the 

hallways of the recently re-named West Elementary. The bell rang in the newly painted 

halls with sparkling tiles dating back to 1990s in tropical pastels. The floors were old, but 

shone with a new coat of wax. It was a flagship day, the first day of West Elementary in 

Freedom Public Schools. It had been a part of Metro Public Schools for years. Hand-

selected by Dr. Super from over 100 teachers and applicants, teachers waited outside the 

door for the first batch of students to enter their rooms. This leader, a Missouri 

Distinguished Principal, was an award-winning principal in Missouri. His leadership 

compared to the leadership of other award-winning principals could provide insight for 

new principals, school district administration, the research community, and leadership 

programs through universities. What leadership traits did he possess that others could 

utilize? 

Background 

 The role of the principal has been complex since its origin (Rousmaniere, 2013). 

The publishing of the National Commission on Excellence in Education’s A Nation at 

Risk in 1983 stated, “principals must play a crucial leadership role in the development of 

school and community for reform” (Weiss, 1992). Accountability was placed on the 

principal for the overall effectiveness of their school (Weiss, 1992) in the areas of 

climate, personnel, curriculum, student achievement, and change agents. Within the next 

two decades, reform concerning student achievement would continue to have an impact 

on the role of the principal. 
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 The No Child Left Behind Act, signed into law in 2001 (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2010), ignited school reform efforts for more accountability based upon 

student achievement. All stakeholders in the educational field were looking at ways to 

ensure students were achieving by exploring programs and resources to promote student 

achievement, closing achievement gaps between low socioeconomic schools and higher 

socioeconomic schools, and paying high costs for these efforts (Barton, 2004; Reeves, 

2004; Rothstein, 2004; Whitaker, 2003). The leadership of school buildings, or the 

principalship, was now more critical than ever to lead through school reform (Kafka, 

2009).  

Today, the many demands on educational leaders have evolved into a complex 

role for the principal position (Kafka, 2009). Defining a leader as successful, by student 

achievement alone, is not reflective of the traits of successful leaders (Chastain, 2007). 

Identifying the traits of award-winning leadership at the elementary level, may provide 

school leaders and school district administration a guide for selecting the best candidates 

possible for principal positions (McEwan, 2003). 

Leadership Theory 

A theoretical framework was used to frame the researcher’s dissertation. Through 

the leadership theory lens (Northouse, 2010), the following approaches and conceptual 

underpinnings led the research: skills, style, situational, and most specifically traits; the 

vision and criteria for the National Association of Elementary School Principals 

(NAESP) and the Missouri Association of Elementary School Principals (MAESP) 

Distinguished Principal Award; and the history and evolution of the principalship and 

their pertinence to the elementary principalship.  
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The leadership theory (Northouse, 2010) served as the lens to view the leadership 

approaches guiding the research. The approaches leading the study consisted of the skills 

approach, style approach, situational approach, and specifically, the trait approach of 

leadership. The traits approach to leadership was the main concept utilized for the 

research. Skills, style, and situational approaches were also reviewed in the study due to 

their possible emergence in the data collected through interviews, documents, and the 

Leadership Trait Questionnaire (LTQ).  

 Various studies and theorists have tried to define leadership, however, Stogdill, as 

cited in Northouse, asserted, “there are almost as many different definitions of leadership 

as there are people who have tried to define it” (Northouse, 2010, p. 2). However, the 

various definitions from these studies and theorists conceptualized leadership as having 

four components: leadership as a process, leadership involving influence, leadership 

occurring in groups, and leadership involving common goals (Northouse, 2010). 

Northouse (2010) described the process of leadership as “a transactional event that occurs 

between leader and followers” (p. 3). The influence of leadership “is concerned with the 

how the leader affects and is affected by followers” (Northouse, 2010, p. 3). Leadership 

occurring within groups “involves influencing a group of individuals who have a 

common purpose” (Northouse, 2010, p.3). Leadership in the context of a group involved 

“leaders and followers have a mutual purpose” (Northouse, 2010, p3). Through the four 

concepts of leadership, Northouse (2010) derived the definition of leadership: 

“Leadership is a process whereby an individual influences a group of individuals to 

achieve a common goal” (p. 3).  The conceptualizing of leadership into a definition 

allowed descriptions of leadership to emerge (Northouse, 2010).  
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 Descriptions of leadership involved the issues between leaders and followers 

(Northouse, 2010). Northouse (2010) emphasized the importance on addressing “how 

leadership as a trait differs from leadership as a process; how appointed leadership differs 

from emergent leadership; and how the concepts of power, coercion, and management 

differ from leadership” (p. 4). The researcher viewed the leadership traits of award-

winning elementary principals through the trait approach, therefore distinguishing trait 

leadership from a process, appointed and emergent leadership, and power and 

management concepts was necessary. 

Trait Leadership is not a Process 

Trait leadership involved the belief that leaders were born with leadership 

qualities, whereas, process leadership “can be learned” and “makes leadership available 

to everyone” (Northouse, 2010, p.5). The qualities of trait leadership were viewed in the 

research data from participants and the researcher sought to find common themes among 

the participants. 

Assigned and Emergent Leadership 

Assigned or appointed leadership gave individuals a formal organizational role, 

whereas, emergent leadership was acquired by people following a natural leader through 

their effective communication (Northouse, 2010). The researcher distinguished assigned 

and emergent leadership from leadership traits in the study. 

Power, Coercion, and Management 

The concept of power manifested in organizations as positional by having a rank, 

or personal by being likeable or knowledgeable (Northouse, 2010). Northouse (2010) 

suggested power is related to the influence component of leadership and “should be used 
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by leaders and followers to promote their collective goals” (p. 8). The process or 

interactions, influence, and groups achieving a common goal can be seen between 

principal and teachers because, “it is the role of instructional leader that principals have 

the greatest impact on student achievement, mediated through their affective influence on 

teachers” (Houchens & Keedy, 2009, p. 53).  

 Coercion was a descriptor that must be distinguished from leadership because it 

“involves the use of force to effect change” (Northouse, 2010, p. 9), whereas, leadership 

“is reserved for those who influence a group of individuals for a common goal” 

(Northouse, 2010, p. 9). The coercive description was viewed by I and I (2004) as the 

control orientation and was seen as “ineffective instructional leadership” by “limiting 

teacher involvement in decision-making, unilaterally directing a wide range of 

instructional aspects of teachers’ work, and manipulating teachers to control classroom 

instruction” (p. 146). 

 The final description of leadership compared management and leadership where 

Northouse (2010) asserted “management is about seeking order and stability; leadership 

is about seeking adaptive and constructive change” (p. 10) However, one could also have 

viewed the principalship through the description of management through leadership 

theory by the “common issues as scheduling, staffing, budgets and financing and 

facilities operations” (Houchens & Keedy, 2009, p. 53). The concepts of power, coercion, 

and management were distinguished from leadership traits by the researcher.  

The researcher viewed the principal position through the leadership theory lens to 

seek traits of award-winning elementary principals. Viewing the principalship through 

the lens of leadership theory allowed one to see the four components Northouse (2010) 
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described through his definition of leadership. This allowed the researcher to distinguish 

leadership traits from a process, assigned and emergent leadership, power, coercion, and 

management. 

Viewing leadership traits or behaviors through the leadership theory allowed one 

to see “instructional leadership as principal behaviors which were meant to promote 

higher levels of student achievement through the principal’s interactions with teachers” 

(Houchens & Keedy, 2009, p. 56).  Houchens and Keedy (2009) suggested one view the 

approaches to leadership through leadership theory in for the trait approach to be used to 

identify leadership traits of the Missouri Distinguished Elementary Principal Award. In 

order for the researcher to view the leadership traits of award-winning principals through 

the lens of leadership theory the skills, style, and situational approaches were viewed as 

well  to differentiate these approaches from the trait approach (Northouse, 2010) due to 

their possible emergence in the interviews, documents, and Leadership Trait 

Questionnaire (Northouse, 2010). 

Skills Approach 

The skills approach was a leader-centered theory with the fundamental that skills 

were abilities that fall into three basic categories: technical, human, and conceptual 

(Northouse, 2010). Technical skill was knowledge in a particular area, thus making it 

specialized; human skill was knowledge in regards to working with people to achieve 

goals; and the conceptual skill was knowledge and working with ideas and concepts 

(Northouse, 2010). The skills approach emerged in the research on award-winning 

leadership in elementary schools and was important for the researcher to distinguish from 

the style, situational, and trait approaches when making meaning from interviews. 
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Style Approach 

The style approach to leadership concerned the behavior of the leader (Northouse, 

2010). “The style approach focuses on what leaders do and how they act” (Northouse, 

2010, p. 69). This approach was divided into two components of behaviors: task and 

relationship (Northouse, 2010). Setting and making goals were the facets of task 

behaviors, and feeling comfortable with others was a facet of the relationship behaviors 

of the style approach. Participants utilized the style approach to divide their behaviors 

into the task and relationship levels to reflect upon actions. The style approach was 

evident in this study’s results, and the researcher needed an awareness of its existence for 

data analysis and to differentiate from the skills, situational and trait approaches.   

Situational Approach 

The situational approach to leadership’s main focus was on the leader’s handling 

of different situations. “The premise for the theory is that different situations demand 

different types of leadership” (Northouse, 2010, p. 89). The situational leadership 

approach allowed leaders to evaluate their own leadership during different situations by 

distinguishing their response as either directive or supportive. This allowed leaders to 

assess situations and decide if the subordinates need direction or support (Northouse, 

2010). The situational approach was necessary for review because its emergence in the 

data analysis of the research needed to be distinguished from the other leadership skills, 

style, and trait approaches. 

Trait Approach 

 The trait approach was selected by the researcher to view the award-winning 

leadership of elementary principals due to the lack of prior research on traits of 
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educational leaders. When looking at traits of leadership, Northouse (2010) suggested the 

use of the trait approach to view the “innate qualities and characteristics possessed by 

great social, political, and military leaders” (p.15). Various studies conducted on 

leadership traits from Stogdill, Mann, Lord, DeVader, and Alliger, Kirkpatrick and 

Locke, and Zaccaro, Kemp, and Bader (in Northouse, 2010) have shown consistent traits 

of “intelligence, self-confidence, determination, integrity, and sociability” (p. 36).  

Modern research. Kirkpatrick and Locke “postulated that leaders differ from non-

leaders on six traits: drive, motivation, integrity, confidence, cognitive ability, and task 

knowledge” (Northouse, 2010, p. 18). Kirkpatrick and Locke (1991) found that leaders 

could learn these leadership traits or inherit them. Zaccaro, Kemp, and Bader (2004) 

found traits concerning conscientiousness, emotional stability, social intelligence, and 

emotional intelligence as effective traits common in leaders and social intelligence as a 

leadership trait emerged in recent years. Characteristics of the traits of Kirkpatrick and 

Locke (1991) and Zaccaro, Kemp, and Bader (2004) were used to seek common traits of 

award winning elementary principals.  

Leadership trait questionnaire. The leadership trait questionnaire (LTQ) 

(Northouse, 2010) was an instrument that allowed the researcher to see the perceptions on 

how participants viewed themselves on their own leadership traits (Northouse, 2010). 

The traits measured fourteen traits with a Likert scale ranging from strongly disagreeing 

to strongly agreeing to the degree which these individuals had these traits. These 

leadership traits could have manifested themselves into more traits when viewing the 

leadership in a school. Comparing the leadership traits of Dr. Super to other MAESP 
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award recipients could have suggested leadership traits for others to consider when 

leading a school. 

Elementary Principal Award Programs 

 There were two award programs for elementary school principals pertaining to the 

study, the National Association of Elementary School Principals Award Program and its 

affiliate, the Missouri Association of Elementary School Principals Award Program. The 

honorees received the distinguished principal award for Missouri and one honoree was 

recognized at the national level. Missouri Distinguished Principal elementary honorees 

shared common leadership traits in this study. 

The National Association of Elementary School Principals’ Award Program 

 The National Association of Elementary School Principals (NAESP) was the 

creator of the National Distinguished Principal Award (NDP). NAESP was the national 

affiliate of the Missouri Association of Elementary School Principals. NAESP was 

established in 1921 by 51 principals to “raise the standard” (NAESP website, 2014) of 

the principalship. Currently, membership was represented by elementary and middle 

school principals and had nearly 20,000 members. The mission and vision of NAESP 

centered on student success creating a culture (Bolman & Deal, 2003) of achievement. 

The NDP award, created in 1984, recognized outstanding principals representing the 

different states, overseas chapters, and the public and private sector. The distinguished 

principals shared in the common culture of creating high standards for student 

achievement within their buildings (NAESP website, 2014). The researcher investigated 

Missouri Distinguished Principal Honorees at the state affiliate level, MAESP. 
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The Missouri Association of Elementary School Principals’ Award Program 

 The Missouri Association of Elementary School Principals (MAESP) was formed 

to “serve the needs of elementary and middle school principals, assistant principals, and 

those educators with an interest in becoming principals” (MAESP website, 2014). 

MAESP had over 1,000 members. MAESP was an affiliate of the NAESP organization. 

The organization selected one of the Missouri Distinguished Principals each year to 

represent Missouri at the national level as a National Distinguished Principal. Each year 

12 honorees were selected from MAESP’s districts. The guidelines for application 

required criteria in the areas of operation, high expectations of staff and students, 

contributions to educational community, vested five years in the position, active member 

of MAESP and NAESP, respected by all stakeholders in the educational community, and 

a leader outside of the school in the public community (MAESP Website, 2013). 

 The rigorous guidelines MAESP employed for selection of honorees reflected 

leadership traits consistently observed in the honorees chosen each year. The traits of the 

award-winning elementary principals in this study provided insight for school leaders, 

teachers aspiring to be administrators, the research community, and school administration 

programs. 

Evolution of the Principalship 

 “The position of school principal as it currently exists is a relatively new 

phenomenon within the broader history of public education” (Kafka, 2009, p. 320). The 

principalship emerged in the early 1800s as populations began to grow in the United 

States and one-room school houses shifted to multi-level classrooms (Kafka, 2009). 

“Principal teacher” emerged as the needs of larger schools formed. The individual 
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assumed clerical and administrative duties, but also remained a teacher. In the latter part 

of the century, “the principal teacher lost his teaching responsibilities and became 

primarily a manger, administrator, supervisor, instructional leader and increasingly a 

politician” (Kafka, 2009, p. 321). The evolution of the principalship had the duties of the 

principal of the late 1800s, but the position had assumed more roles. The modern day 

principal was heavily tasked with student achievement and the components to ensure 

student success (Brown, 2009). The principalship roles and duties were viewed for the 

research inquiry, considering the history and evolution of the position. The various 

components of the position emerged in the data analysis. 

Problem Statement 

 The evolution of the principalship has created a complex position in today’s 

schools (Lattuca, 2012). School reform laws, such as the No Child Left Behind Act in 

2001(U.S. Department of Education, 2010) centered around student achievement and 

outside political and social factors have added more roles and expectations (Rousmaniere, 

2013). School leaders wore many hats: psychologist, teacher, facilities manager, 

philosopher, police officer, diplomat, social worker, mentor, public relations director, 

coach, and cheerleader (Trail, 2000). “Policymakers have discovered that teachers, tests, 

and textbooks can’t produce results without highly effective principals to facilitate, 

model, and lead” (McEwan, 2003). Exemplary leadership was studied to view successful 

principals. McEwan (2003) posed a question in her research on leadership traits of 

principals 

What kind of principal is able to get results with scarce resources, raise 

 achievement and maintain it while building a supportive and caring culture, 
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 nurture and mentor novice teachers, energize experienced staff members and 

 spontaneously leap tall buildings in a single bound? (p. 12) 

McEwan (2003) defined ten leadership traits of effective principals, however, DeVita 

(2004, in Leithwood, 2004) claimed, “There is still much more to learn about the 

essentials of quality leadership, how to harness its benefits, and how to ensure that we 

don’t continue to throw good leaders into bad systems that will grind down even the best 

of them” (p.5) As stated by DeVita (2004, in Leithwood, 2004), there was a lack of 

information concerning the traits of award-winning elementary principals (Figure 1). 

Purpose Statement 

 The elementary principalship is a complex role in modern times with 

management, serving as a facilitator of teacher leaders, and adhering to the teaching and 

learning mission of schools (McEwan, 2003). Lattuca (2012) claimed, “It has become 

increasingly difficult for public schools to attract, hire, and retain qualified individuals for 

the principalship” (p. 227). Qualified principals not only have the certification criteria 

required by the state to practice as an administrator, but they must have the leadership 

abilities and traits to move their building forward with goals pertaining to teaching and 

learning (McEwan, 2003). Principals served as many different roles in schools: 

facilitator, teacher, collaborator, liaison between the school and central office, analyst, 

evaluator, manager, and disciplinarian. The researcher studied leadership traits of 

successful principals due to their important role in education (McEwan, 2003). 

Successful leadership could be defined by the award-winning leadership traits exhibited 

by those that have won the Missouri’s Distinguished Principal Award. The purpose of 
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this collective case study was to describe the leadership traits of Missouri award-winning 

elementary principals.  

Research Paradigm 

 The researcher used a phenomenological approach to identify the “’essence’ of 

human experiences concerning a phenomenon, as described by participants in a study” 

(Creswell, 2003, p.15). The researcher used the social constructivist paradigm to 

approach the study from a social and historical stance through the conceptual 

underpinnings to understand the multiple participant meanings from interviewing with 

open-ended questions to gather the interviewees’ stories of leadership experiences in the 

roles of a manager, facilitator, mentor, coach, and leader. The researcher made “sense of 

(or interpret) the meanings others have about the world” (Creswell, 2003, p. 9). With 

phenomenological research, the researcher had to “bracket” personal experiences 

(Creswell, 2003) to understand the experiences of the interviewees. 

Research Question 

 The grand tour question leading the inquiry was: “What leadership traits do 

Missouri award-winning elementary principals exhibit?”  

Design and Methods 

 The design and methodology with which the researcher framed the research was 

led by the social constructivist view. The social constructivist used a lens to “seek 

understanding of the world in which they live and work” (Creswell, 2003, p. 8). 

Subjective meanings experienced by the researcher were “leading the researcher to look 

for the complexity of views rather than narrowing meanings into a few categories or 

ideas” (Creswell, 2003, p. 8). The researcher interviewed eight participants to gain a 
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complexity of views and to generate themes on leadership traits of award-winning 

elementary principals. The study looked at the views through the storytelling of the 

participants. A qualitative approach to research was selected due to understanding 

meaning constructed through identifying how component parts form a whole picture; the 

participant’s view creating key phenomena; the researcher as the instrument for data 

collection and analysis; the fieldwork; concept building; and the rich, descriptive data 

(Merriam, 1998). The interpretive data from interviews allowed the researcher to 

construct meaning of the traits award-winning leaders share. The phenomenological 

research method was selected to provide a lens into the experience and interpretation of 

the qualitative research (Merriam, 1998). Creswell (2003) described, “understanding the 

‘lived experiences’ marks phenomenology as a philosophy as well as a method, and 

procedure involved studying a small number of subjects through extensive and prolonged 

engagement to develop patterns and relationships of meaning” (p. 15). The small number 

of participants in the collective case study (Merriam, 1998) allowed the researcher to 

develop patterns and meaning of the traits associated with award-winning leadership. 

 Data was collected through semi-structured interviews of eight Missouri 

Distinguished Principal Honorees with open-ended questions. Two participants were 

Missouri Distinguished Principal Honorees and served on the selection committee to 

select the National Distinguished Principal. Survey questions for the interview were 

created using the Leadership Trait Questionnaire (Appendix D; Appendix E), Stogdill’s 

(1974) ten characteristics of positive leadership traits (Table 1), Kirkpatrick and Locke’s 

(1991) six traits associated with distinguishing leaders from non-leaders (Table 1), and 

Zaccaro, Kemp, and Bader’s (2004) eleven traits emerging from their social intelligence 
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findings (Table 1). The researcher ensured comfort of the participants by allowing them 

to select a location for the interview (Creswell, 2003). The researcher tape recorded the 

interviews and followed-up with participants for necessary clarification of transcription 

(Stake, 1995) (Figure 1). Limitations were present in the researcher being a former 

subordinate of one of the participants, where the researcher had to use an etic perspective 

(Merriam, 1998) while interviewing this participant. Delimitations were present in the 

limited number of participants and selection committee members partaking in the study. 

The researcher collected personal documents and public documents. The researcher had 

participants fill out the Leadership Traits Questionnaire (Northouse, 2010) where they 

reflected upon their own traits. The interviews, personal and public documents, and 

survey were triangulated by using open and axial coding to understand and construct 

meaning and then selective coding to interconnect (Creswell, 2003) the traits award-

winning elementary principals shared.  
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Figure 1. Concept map of the case study on leadership traits of award winning 

elementary principals. 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Delimitations, Limitations, and Assumptions 

 A delimitation of the inquiry was the confinement to a qualitative collective case 

study. Delimitations of the study were present in the study by interviewing a limited 
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Defining a leader as 
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achievement alone, is not 
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leadership. B
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School district 

leaders need a guide 

for selecting the 

best principals 

possible for principal 

positions. 

Conceptual 

Underpinning 

Purpose 

The overall focus is on leadership 

traits of award-winning elementary 

principals though leadership theory, 

the vision and criteria for the National 

Association of Elementary School 

Principals and affiliate, the Missouri 

Association of Elementary School 

Principals, and the history and 

evolution of the principalship in 
relationship to the elementary 

principalship. 

Research Question 

What leadership 

traits do Missouri 

award-winning 

elementary principals 

exhibit? 

Problem 

The evolution of the 

principalship has created a 

complex position in today’s 

schools. There is a lack 

information concerning the 

traits of award-winning 

elementary principals. 

Participants 

Selected through purposeful 

sampling from urban, suburban 

and rural school districts from 

the years 2002 to 2013. 

Data Collection 

Data collected on leadership 

traits through interviews, public 

and personal documents, and 

the Leadership Trait 

Questionnaire. 

Data Analysis 

Triangulation of data 

from interviews, 

documents, and the 

Leadership Trait 

Questionnaire will 

take place after 

open, axial, and 

selective coding has 

been used to 

construct themes. 

Limitations 

The position of the researcher as a 

subordinate of one of the participants is 

a limitation to the study. The researcher 

must use an etic perspective when 

interviewing this participant. 

Delimitations 

The limited number of honorees 

and selection committee 

members is a delimitation to the 

study. 
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number of honorees of the Missouri Distinguished Elementary Principal Award as well as 

members of the selection committee. Interviewing more honorees could have enhanced 

the validity of the research. Delimitations were evident in the narrow scope of the study 

on Missouri honorees as opposed to honorees from other state affiliated organizations to 

the National Association of Elementary School Principals and National Distinguished 

Principal Award Winners. 

 A weakness of the qualitative study was the limitation of the researcher teaching 

for one of the participants. The position of the researcher as a subordinate of one of the 

interviewees could have potentially biased the research. The researcher must have used 

an etic (Merriam, 1998) perspective when interviewing this principal.  

 Assumptions presented themselves during the interview process by establishing a 

trust between interviewer and interviewee. Trust allowed the interviewee to express their 

leadership traits and stories freely so research was optimal. Open-ended questions during 

the interview process allowed information emerge on award-winning leadership traits and 

stories. An assumption of the researcher was to “identify any biases, values, and personal 

interest about their research topic and process” (Creswell, 2003, p. 184). Statements 

regarding background with the participants needed to be explicitly identified. The actions 

taken to obtain permission from the Institutional Review Board to protect participant’s 

rights were indicated (Creswell, 2003). 

Definition of Key Terms 

The following definitions of key terms will be used in the study. 

 Leadership. A process whereby an individual influenced a group of individuals to 

achieve a common goal (Northouse, 2010) 
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 MAESP award. The Missouri Association of Elementary School Principal’s 

award for Missouri Distinguished principals. (MAESP website, 2014) 

 NAESP award. The National Association of Elementary School Principal’s award 

for National Distinguished Principal. (NAESP website, 2014) 

 Situational approach. Leadership depended upon the demands of different 

situations (Northouse, 2010). 

 Skills approach. Leadership effectiveness depended upon the knowledge and 

abilities of the leader (Northouse, 2010). 

 Style approach. Leadership depended upon what leaders do and how they act 

through a combination of task and relationship behaviors (Northouse, 2010). 

 Trait approach. Leaders had innate qualities and characteristics and concerned the 

traits leaders exhibit (Northouse, 2010). 

Significance to the Study 

 A study of the leadership traits of award-winning elementary principals was 

important for several reasons. First, understanding the traits of successful leadership 

could add to the body of knowledge for human resource heads during the hiring process. 

Second, understanding the traits of successful leadership could have helped design 

interview questions involved in the hiring of future principals. Third, research had been 

conducted in the field of the trait approach, but never pertaining to the stories and traits of 

successful, award-winning elementary principals. 
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Summary 

 Successful, award-winning leadership was needed in the complex world of the 

principalship. Principals had taken on more roles than ever in the modern era. There was 

a lack of information regarding the leadership traits through leadership theory of award-

winning elementary principals. The qualitative inquiry was designed as a 

phenomenological collective case study to explore the leadership traits exhibited by 

award-winning principals through storytelling and open-ended questions. Missouri 

distinguished principals as well as members of the selection committee were interviewed 

to find common leadership traits of award-winning elementary principals. The purpose of 

the inquiry was to add to the body of knowledge through research on the traits of 

successful leadership in the ever-changing, complex world of the principalship. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 

Introduction 

 Leadership is the force behind all organizations (Bolman & Deal, 2003). When 

considering leadership in educational settings, one viewed the approaches and traits of 

successful leadership (Northouse, 2010; Yukl, 2006). In an elementary setting, the 

principal position was viewed to see the various approaches and traits of a successful 

leader. Determining the characteristics and traits of a successful leader in educational 

organizations may be seen in award-winning leaders. The Missouri Association of 

Elementary School Principals recognizes distinguished principals annually where one 

honoree was selected to be recognized at the national level with the National 

Distinguished Principal Award. This award process may lead to the discovery of common 

leadership traits exhibited by honorees of the Missouri Distinguished Elementary 

Principal Award. 

 Chapter 2 explored current literature to support the development of the study, 

which sought common leadership traits of award winning elementary principals. The 

literature review consisted of the framework of the leadership theory used to view the 

leadership approaches: skills, style, situational and traits. An emphasis was placed on the 

trait approach due to the significance of the study focusing on traits of award-winning 

principals. The literature review explored the history and evolution of the principal 

position geared towards the elementary level. The final piece of the literature review 

examined the National Distinguished Principal Award’s history, criteria, and traits looked 

for at the state level to become an honoree. The researcher’s study sought common 



21 

 
 

 

leadership traits through documentation of interviews of principals honored with the 

Missouri Distinguished Elementary Principal Award.  

Approaches to Leadership 

 Viewing leadership is a complex process. A variety of leadership approaches lend 

themselves to “improve leadership in real situations” (Northouse, 2010, p.13). 

Considering leadership of award winning principals through the leadership approaches of 

the skills approach, style approach, situational approach, and trait approach allowed 

educators to improve leadership. The trait approach was used in a broader spectrum as a 

lens into the leadership traits of award winning principals. The skills, style, and 

situational approaches were reviewed in order differentiate the traits approach through 

the lens of leadership theory. 

The Skills Approach 

 The skills approach within educational leadership was considered through the 

skills and abilities lens, rather than looking at personality characteristics the researcher 

saw “knowledge and abilities are needed for effective leadership” (Northouse, 2010, p. 

39). Morgan (2006) suggested we view the skills approach to leadership as mechanistic, 

“as a consequence we tend to expect them to operate as machines: in a routinized, 

efficient, reliable, and predictable way” (p.13). Through the machine lens, one viewed the 

skills approach as a division of labor, harboring skills and abilities towards tasks in the 

educational field.  

 Northouse (2010) found the three-skill approach as technical, human, and 

conceptual and the use of each skill depending upon a hierarchy of management: upper, 

middle, and lower. Yukl (2006) further defined the skills approach “as the ability to do 
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something in an effective manner” (p.181). Yukl (2006) interchanged the terminology of 

the human category with interpersonal, and added a fourth category of skills, 

administrative. Bolman and Deal (2003), viewed this hierarchy of management as 

structural, however declared, “leadership is also different from management, though the 

two are easily confused” (p. 337).  

The machine lens (Morgan, 2006), suggested one view the technical skills as 

being specialized in a certain area of work or activity. Through Bolman and Deal’s 

(2003) structure frame, one saw technical skills when organizational management 

“realign roles and responsibilities to fit tasks and environment” (p.306). The human skills 

were considered to be “knowledge about and ability to work with people” and “quite 

different from technical skill, which has to do with working with things” (Northouse, 

2010, p. 40). Bolman and Deal (2003) suggested using the human resource frame to view 

the human skills. Findings from a series of studies focusing on the two styles of 

consideration and initiating structure by Fleishman and Harris (1962, in Bolman & Deal, 

2003) proposed, “higher consideration for employees is generally associated with lower 

turnover, fewer grievances, and less absenteeism” (p.170). When considering educational 

leadership, the conceptual skill or, “ability to work with ideas and concepts,” (Northouse, 

2010, p. 42), could have manifested itself through knowledge-seeking school leadership. 

Northouse also concluded, “Whereas technical skills deal with things and human skills 

deal with people, conceptual skills involve the ability to work with ideas” (p. 42). 

Leaders through the brain metaphor (Morgan, 2006), could have used the double-loop 

feedback model to change the operational norms of any educational setting when one 

considered the use of conceptual skills.  Knowledge and feedback were components of 
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conceptual skills. Implications the three-skill approach could have manifested themselves 

in the day-to-day operations of a school, the human resource area of empowering staff, 

and the conceptual knowledge sharing in meetings to make and meet goals for buildings. 

An empirically-based skills approach emerged from the three-skill approach (Northouse, 

2010). 

Northouse (2010) found a four-skill model (Mumford, Campion, & Morgenson, 

2007, in Northouse, 2010) assessing the cognitive, interpersonal, business, and strategic 

skills showed that “managers at the junior, middle, and senior levels of an organization,” 

(p.53) were required to use more interpersonal and cognitive skills than business and 

strategic skills for lower management. Findings also showed, the higher one ascended 

into upper management, the more they used all four of the skills equally (Northouse, 

2010). Yukl (2006) examined a fourth skill, administrative, which “usually involve a 

combination, of technical, cognitive, and interpersonal skills” (p. 181). This could be 

seen in educational leadership as individuals moved from positions of assistant principal, 

principal, assistant superintendent, and superintendent.  

Northouse (2010) also looked at the skills model from Mumford, Zaccaro, 

Harding, et al. (2000, in Northouse, 2010) to view the “more complex picture of how 

skills relate to the manifestation of effective leadership” (p. 53). “Their skills model 

contends that leadership outcomes are the direct result of a leader’s competencies in 

problem-solving skills, social judgment skills, and knowledge” (Northouse, 2010, p. 53). 

The implications of the skills model on school leadership were the everyday occurrences 

that come into the office with budget problems, student behavior problems, parent 

concerns, and basic knowledge of effectively running a school. Viewing school 
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leadership though the skills approach was necessary, because most administrative 

training programs in education had a curriculum immersed in the skills approach 

(Northouse, 2010).  

The Style Approach 

Another approach to examine leadership in an educational setting was the style 

approach, which “emphasizes the behavior of the leader,” and “focuses exclusively on 

what leaders do and how they act” (Northouse, 2010, p. 69). The style approach consisted 

of two interacting behaviors, task and relationship (Northouse, 2010). Task behaviors 

were utilized to achieve goals, and relationship behaviors made co-workers feel comfort 

in the work environment (Northouse, 2010). Yukl (2006) associated task behaviors to 

“planning, coordinating,  and organizing operations…supervising subordinates (directing, 

instructing,  monitoring performance)” whereas, relationship behaviors are associated 

with “establishing and maintaining good relationships with subordinates…superiors, 

peers, and outsiders…assuming responsibility for observing organizational policies, 

carrying out required duties, and making necessary decisions” (p. 58-59). A combination 

of task and relationship behaviors in the workplace could be seen in leadership styles of 

school administrators. Administrators had everyday tasks and goals to meet for school 

operations to run smoothly. Yukl (2006) referred to the style approach as the behavior 

approach and recognizes “leadership effectiveness depends in part on how well a 

manager resolves role conflicts, copes with demands, recognizes opportunities and 

overcome restraints” (p.13). The framework with the style approach added the dimension 

of the relationship with subordinates and leaders. Ferree (2013) completed a study on 

school leadership style of elementary administrators and school climate and suggests: 
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School leaders have been expected to build trusting relationships, act consistently, 

 monitor and assess needs while celebrating success and holding high 

 expectations. An instructional leader in the school system facilitated change, 

 motivated others, and demonstrated dedicated to lifelong learning. This standard 

 created a frame for the leadership style of the principal to impact the school 

 climate. (p. 19) 

The relationship piece in the style approach was also a necessary component for school 

administrators to establish trust between themselves and the staff. The human resource 

frame (Bolman & Deal, 2008) suggested through the style approach, “Higher 

consideration for employees is generally associated with lower turnover, fewer 

grievances, and less absenteeism” (p. 170). The style approach of award-winning 

principals could manifest itself though a study on the traits of leadership. 

The Situational Approach 

 The situational approach to leadership theorized, “different situations demand 

different kinds of leadership” (Northouse, 2010, p.89). This was a dimensional approach 

on how a leader handles situations and involves the leader having to gauge and change 

for subordinates’ needs (Northouse, 2010). Yukl (2006) claimed: 

The situational approach emphasizes the importance of contextual factors that 

 influence leadership processes. Major situational variables include the 

 characteristics of followers, the nature of the work performed by the leader’s unit, 

 the type of organization, and the nature of the external environment. (p. 14) 

One situational approach sector of research looked at comparing different leaders 

processes and actions with two or more situations (Yukl, 2006), whereas the other sector 
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“attempts to identify aspects of the situation that ‘moderate’ the relationship of leader 

attributes to leadership effectiveness” (p.14). The latter research sector on situational 

approaches to leadership could have manifested in research on award-winning principals 

with their response to different situations. 

Bolman and Deal (2003) suggested the researcher use frames to address a 

situation, where the frames served as a lens to see situation from various aspects. Bolman 

and Deal (2003) claimed, “choosing a frame, or understanding others’ perspectives, 

involves a combination of analysis, intuition, and artistry” (p. 309). In a school setting, 

Bolman and Deal (2003) articulated, “A new curriculum in a school district will fail 

without teacher support” (p.309). This suggested that situational leadership was 

applicable to school leadership, the needs of the teachers must be met to implement new 

curriculum such as Common Core Standards. The principal must have gauged the needs 

of the change agent, and addressed it accordingly through professional development or 

collaboration (Reeves, 2010).  

The different levels of management could have required different situational 

skills. Yukl (2006) asserted the leadership situation determined the different skills they 

used based upon management position: top, middle, and lower. Situations became more 

complex at different levels of the organization. Yukl (2006) claimed, “Relevant 

situational moderator variables include managerial level, type of organization, and the 

nature of the external environment” (p. 204). The hierarchal structure of management 

through scientific management theory (Morgan, 2006), allowed one to view the 

situational approach at different levels of authority in the educational field. An 

elementary principal will have handled situations as middle management, or an actor 
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between central office authority (superintendent) and the staff at the school. The different 

situations occurring at the school level and the central office level have varied. Studies on 

award-winning leadership of elementary principals could have found the situational 

approach manifested through the research. 

The Trait Approach 

 The trait approach was selected through the leadership theory lens as the concept 

to view award-winning leadership of elementary principals since there was a lack of 

research pertaining to this area. Trait approach was viewed through Northouse’s (2010) 

research centering on studies by Stogdill (1948, in Northouse, 2010); Mann (1959, in 

Northouse 2010); Stogdill (1974, in Northouse, 2010); Lord, DeVader, and Alliger (1986, 

in Northouse, 2010); Kirkpatrick and Locke (1991, in Northouse, 2010); and Zaccaro, 

Kemp, and Bader (2004, in Northouse, 2010). When considering the leadership of award-

winning principals through achievement, whether or not their buildings meet the criteria, 

one could have assumed they exhibited some of the leadership traits within the trait 

approach (Northouse, 2010).  

Early trait research. This approach was initially studied in the 1900s, “to 

determine what made certain leaders great” (Northouse, 2010, p.15). For leaders in every 

field, the traits of effective leadership could be replicated. The grassroots of research on 

the trait approach initially were “great man theories” and “that only the ‘great’ people 

possessed them” (Northouse, 2010, p.15). “The trait approach was one of the first 

systematic attempts to study leadership” (Northouse, 2010, p.15). This approach was the 

foundation for studying, “the innate qualities and characteristics possessed by great 

social, political, and military leaders (e.g., Catherine the Great,  Mohandas Gandhi, Indira 
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Gandhi, Abraham Lincoln, Joan of Arc, and Napoleon Bonaparte)” (Northouse, 2010, 

p.15). Yukl (2006) claimed, “Underlying this approach was the assumption that some 

people are natural leaders, endowed with certain traits not possessed by other people” (p. 

13). The traits approach might have allowed one to view an award-winning school leader 

as a model for future principals. 

Stogdill’s trait research. An evolution of leadership theory and leadership traits 

stemmed from Great Person Theories of the early 1900s (Northouse, 2010). It was 

thought great social and political leaders possessed “innate qualities” which later evolved 

into the 1948 Stogdill study on traits interacting with situational demands in leaders in the 

1930s to 1950s (Northouse, 2010). Earlier theories of the trait approach were later 

challenged by Stogdill (1948), suggesting “no consistent set of traits differentiated 

leaders from non-leaders” (Northouse, 2010, p. 15).  

Simulations were studied and leadership was considered situational for different 

leaders (Northouse, 2010).  Leaders’ decisions hinged upon situations because all 

situations were different and response could have been related to the different emotions 

and social factors. Yukl (2006) claimed early massive research in the 1930s and 1940s 

“failed to find any traits that would guarantee leadership success” (p. 13). However, Yukl 

(2006) asserted, “as evidence from better designed research slowly accumulated over the 

years, researchers made great progress in discovering how leader attributes are related to 

leadership behavior and effectiveness” (p. 13). 

Mann’s trait research. Subsequently, Mann’s 1959 study suggested personality 

traits factoring into “distinguish leaders from non-leaders” (Northouse, 2010, p. 17). 

Mann found leaders possessing the six main traits of “intelligence, masculinity, 
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adjustment, dominance, extraversion, and conservatism” (Northouse, 2010, p. 17). 

Personality traits found during the Mann study could have been reflected in the 

leadership of award-winning elementary principals, if one placed a lower emphasis on 

situational factors affecting leadership (Northouse, 2010). 

Lord, DeVader, and Alliger and Kirkpatrick and Locke’s trait research. The 

significance of leadership traits emerged from Kirkpatrick and Locke’s (1991) findings 

and stated “leaders differ from non-leaders on six traits: drive, motivation, integrity, 

confidence, cognitive ability, and task knowledge” (Northouse, 2010, p. 18). Further 

research by DeVader and Alliger (1986, in Northouse, 2010), “found that personality 

traits were strongly associated with individuals’ perceptions of leadership” (Northouse, 

2010, p. 15). This suggested that personality could be a strong factor when measuring the 

trait approach. Kirkpatrick and Locke (1991) declared “effective leaders are actually 

distinct types of people in several key respects” (Northouse, 2010, p. 16). In their study, 

Kirkpatrick and Locke proclaimed, “the study of leadership traits has a long and 

controversial history” (Kirkpatrick & Locke, 1991, p.48). The Kirkpatrick and Locke 

(1991) findings suggested traits that emerge from the leadership studies they conducted. 

Kirkpatrick and Locke (1991) state: 

Key leadership traits include: drive (a broad term which includes achievement, 

 motivation, ambition, energy, tenacity, and initiative); leadership motivation, 

 (the desire to lead but not to seek power as an end itself); honesty and 

 integrity; self-confidence (which is associated with emotional stability); 

 cognitive ability; and knowledge of the business. (p. 48) 
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Kirkpatrick and Locke (1991) explained these traits can be inherited, learned, or both. 

Kirkpatrick and Locke (1991) suggested that any person could have reflected these traits 

observed in other school leaders in their own practice.  

Zaccaro, Kemp, and Bader’s trait research. Recent studies by Zaccaro, Kemp, 

and Bader (2004, in Northouse, 2010) suggested effective leadership had a correlation 

with social intelligence, conscientiousness, emotional stability, and emotional 

intelligence. Yukl (2006) suggested leaders with emotional stability, “maintain more 

cooperative relationships with subordinates, peers, and superiors” (p. 191). The emotional 

intelligence trait surfaced from the Zaccaro et al. study (2004, in Northouse, 2010) and 

was necessary for effective leadership due to how it “can help leaders solve complex 

problems, make better decisions, plan how to use their time effectively, adapt their 

behavior to the situation, and manage crises” (Yukl, 2006, p. 202). Yukl (2006) also 

declared the social intelligence trait (Zaccaro, et al., 2004, in Northouse, 2010) had two 

components: social perceptiveness and behavioral flexibility. The social perceptiveness 

component of social intelligence (Yukl, 2006), was the capability of understanding “the 

functional needs, problems, and opportunities that are relevant for a group or 

organization, and the member characteristics, social relationships, and collective 

processes that will enhance or limit attempts to influence the group or organization” (p. 

202). The behavioral flexibility (Yukl, 2006) component of the social intelligence piece 

was the “ability and willingness to vary one’s behavior to accommodate situational 

requirements” (p. 203). Yukl (2006) suggested the research on social intelligence and 

emotional intelligence is limited and how “more research is needed to clarify how these 

two competencies are interrelated and to assess the relevance of their component skills 



31 

 
 

 

for leadership effectiveness” (p. 203). Subsequently, the emergence of social intelligence 

traits (Zaccaro, et al., 2004, in Northouse, 2010) coupled with the traits found by 

Kirkpatrick and Locke (1991) were used to view the leadership of award-winning 

leadership due to the lack of research in the area. Table 1 displayed the emergence of 

different traits from Northouse’s (2010) synthesized research on the trait approach from 

trait research’s emergence in the Stogdill studies (1948, in Northouse, 2010) to the 

Zaccaro, Kemp, and Bader (2004, in Northouse, 2010) research. Mann’s leadership trait 

of masculinity (1959, in Northouse 2010) and Lord, DeVader and Alliger’s leadership 

trait of dominance (1986, in Northouse, 2010) are included in the trait research pertaining 

to this study due to their emergence in the history of the principalship, although 

contemporary research has questioned their validity (Northouse, 2010). 

Table 1 

Northouse’s (2010) Studies of Leadership Traits and Characteristics 

Stogdill  
(1948) 

Mann 
(1959) 

Stogdill 
(1974) 

Lord, DeVader, 
and  
Alliger 
(1986) 

Kirkpatrick and  
Locke 
(1991) 

Zaccaro, Kemp, and 
Bader (2004) 

Intelligence Intelligence Achievement Intelligence Drive Cognitive abilities 

Alertness Masculinity Persistence Masculinity Motivation Extroversion 

Insight Adjustment Insight Dominance Integrity Conscientiousness 

Responsibility Dominance Initiative  Confidence Openness 

Initiative Extroversion Self-confidence  Cognitive ability Agreeableness 

Persistence Conservatism Responsibility  Task  knowledge                  Motivation 

Sociability  Cooperativeness   Social intelligence 

Self-confidence  Tolerance   Self-monitoring 

  Influence   Problem solving 

  Sociability   Emotional stability 

     Emotional intelligence 

Adapted from P.G. Northouse, 2010. 
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Evaluations of trait research. Evaluations of trait research have shown conceptual 

and methodical limitations (Yukl, 2006) due to the “abstract nature of most traits limits 

their utility for understanding leadership effectiveness” (p. 207). Studying one trait at a 

time proved to be limited and challenging to interpret (Yukl, 2006). Yukl (2006) 

suggested, “One possible remedy is to use cluster analysis to develop typology of leaders 

based upon distinct trait (or skill) profiles” (p. 207). Another suggestion was to balance or 

temper “one trait with another, which gets back to the analysis of trait patterns” (Yukl, 

2006, p. 207). In educational administration, this type of clustering or balancing the trait 

approach could have lent itself to studying effective leadership by testing  to see if a 

“curvilinear relationship is supported by the data” (Yukl, 2006, p. 207) as opposed to a 

linear approach on one trait. 

Leadership trait questionnaire. Northouse (2010) found a central list of leadership 

traits “include intelligence, self-confidence, determination, integrity, and sociability” 

(p.19). These traits combined provided a rationale for observing the leadership traits 

central to effective leadership of award-winning school administrators. The Leadership 

Trait Questionnaire (LTQ) was a survey designed to quantify “the perceptions of the 

individual leader and selected observers, such as subordinates or peers” (Northouse, 

2010, p. 33). The survey administered to school leaders used a Likert scale of one to five, 

from strongly disagreeing to strongly agreeing, respectively. The LTQ measured the 

following trait characteristics of leadership: articulation, perceptiveness, self-confidence, 

self-assurance, persistence, determination, trustworthiness, dependability, friendliness, 

outgoingness, conscientiousness, diligence, sensitivity, and empathy. The traits measured 

by the LTQ contributed to the study of award-winning leadership of elementary 
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principals through development of the interview questions and administering of the 

survey to participants. 

The traits approach was selected as the focus of this study over the skills, style, 

and situational approach since the research (Northouse, 2010) states that these traits may 

be learned or inherited. The skills, style, and situational approaches could have been be 

embedded in the research. A qualitative collective case study concerning the leadership 

traits of MAESP award winners have provided emergent themes which school leaders 

could have utilized for hiring effective leaders for school districts. 

The National Association of Elementary School Principals 

 The National Association of Elementary School Principals (NAESP) has served 

elementary and middle school principals for over 90 years. NAESP is the national 

affiliate of the Missouri Association of Elementary School Principals (MAESP). The 

following section discusses the history of NAESP, as well as the purpose and vision of 

NAESP. 

History 

 Established in 1921, The National Association of Elementary School Principals 

(NAESP) is a professional organization serving elementary and middle school teachers 

(NAESP website, 2014). A group of 51 elementary school principals established the 

organization to “promote their profession and to provide a national forum for their ideas” 

(NAESP website, 2014). After five years, there were 3,000 members and today’s 

membership is nearly 20,000 elementary and middle school principals (NAESP website, 

2014). Members can be found throughout the United States, Canada, and oversees 

(NAESP website, 2014). 
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NAESP Purpose and Vision 

 The purpose of NAESP is viewed within the evolution lens of the organization as 

organisms metaphor (Morgan, 2006) and organizations as flux and transformation 

(Morgan, 2006), as NAESP (2014) claimed, “Principals face many challenges in leading 

for the 21
st
 century. Transformations in school systems and communities in the U.S. and 

around the world have greatly expanded the leadership role of principals” (NAESP 

website, 2014). NAESP serves as an advocate for principals to be successful and have 

high achievement for children, families and communities (NAESP website, 2014). The 

original vision behind NAESP was “to help the nation’s schools by ‘raising the standards 

of professional services they rendered’” (NAESP website, 2014). Today’s vision has 

evolved into much more as the organization evolved and experienced flux and 

transformation. 

 When one considered the vision behind NAESP, Morgan (2006) suggested 

viewing NAESP through the shared reality lens of the organization as culture metaphor, 

“Shared values, shared beliefs, shared meaning, shared understanding, and shared sense-

making are all different ways of describing culture” (p134). The shared values of NAESP 

are embedded within the vision: 

 The Association believes that the progress and well-being of the individual child 

 must be at the forefront of all elementary and middle-school planning and 

 operations. Further, NAESP supports elementary and middle-level principals as 

 the primary catalyst for creating a lasting foundation for learning, driving school, 

 and student performance, and sharing the long-term impact of school 

 improvement efforts.    
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  As a national organization, NAESP operates through a network of 

 affiliated associations in every state, the District of Columbia, Canada, and 

 overseas. 

  As the representative of principals who serve 33 million children in grades 

 pre-kindergarten through 8, the Association seeks to:  

  Serve as an advocate for children and youth by ensuring them access to an  

 excellent education;  

  Sustain and promote high professional standards and leadership among 

 principals;  

  Heighten public awareness of elementary and middle school education as 

 the foundation for all future academic achievement; 

   Serve as a national representative for elementary and middle-school 

 education to Congress, the Executive Branch, state and federal agencies, the news 

 media, researchers, educators, and other education and child advocacy groups;  

  Serve as an advocate for the professional tenets and priorities of 

 elementary and middle-school principals; and  

  Ensure that education continues to be recognized as a matter of national 

 priority. (NAESP website, 2014) 

The vision of NAESP creates shared beliefs to include and promote the well-being and 

achievement of students as a culture among principals. Through the symbolic frame’s 

culture lens, Bolman and Deal (2003) referred to “every organization develops distinctive 

beliefs, values, and patterns…many of them are unconscious or taken for 

granted…managers who understand the power of symbols are much better equipped to 



36 

 
 

 

understand and influence their organizations” (p. 244). NAESP’s National Distinguished 

Principal Award serves as a symbol through the cultural lens that supports the vision of 

the organization so the Association and can be reminded of the vision.  

The NAESP Award and Criteria 

The symbolic frame within the culture frame (Bolman & Deal, 2003) allowed the 

researcher to view the National Distinguished Principal (NDP) program as a celebration 

to reward excellence among principals. Every year the NDP event occurs in Washington 

D.C. to honor outstanding elementary and middle school principals: 

 Each year, NAESP congratulates principals from across the nation in both public 

 and private schools and schools from the United States Departments of Defense 

 Office of Educational Activity and the United States Department of State Office 

 of Overseas Schools for their exemplary achievements. (NAESP website, 2014) 

The NDP was formed in 1984 to “recognize and celebrate elementary and middle-level 

principals who set high standards for instruction, student achievement, character, and 

climate for the students, families, and staffs in their learning communities” (NAESP 

website, 2014). The NDP program is based on these ideals: 

 Children’s attitudes towards learning and their perceptions of themselves  as 

 lifelong learners are established in the beginning school years. 

The scope and quality of children’s educational experiences are 

determined primarily by the school principal, who establishes, through the 

important work of teachers and the support of caring parents, the character of a 

particular school’s program. 
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  The dedication and enthusiasm of all outstanding principals who guide 

 children’s early education experiences should be acknowledged to both show 

 appreciation for their work as well as to allow them to serve as models for others 

 in the field. (NAESP website, 2014) 

Every year elementary and middle school principals are nominated by peers within their 

state. “Final selections are made by committees appointed by each of NAESP’s state 

affiliate offices. Honorees from private schools and overseas schools are selected by 

special committees” (NAESP website, 2014). The framework of the criteria requires the 

principals to be a practicing principal of five years, planning to stay a practicing 

principal. Criteria for the NDP: 

 The principal must demonstrate evidence of outstanding contributions to the 

 community and to the education profession and should lead a school that: 

  Must be a member of NAESP at the time of the award;  

  Is clearly committed to excellence; 

Has programs designed to meet the academic and social needs of all 

students; and 

  Has firm ties to parents and the community. (NAESP website, 2014) 

 Through the symbolic frame (Bolman & Deal, 2003), the celebratory nature of the NDP 

Award reminds members of the vision of NAESP. The symbolism of the celebration of 

the NAESP award may provide insight for establishing a commonality of traits exhibited 

by award-winning leaders. 
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The Missouri Association of Elementary School Principals 

The Missouri Association of Elementary School Principals (MAESP) is “the only 

statewide association in Missouri that exists for the purpose of serving the needs of 

elementary and middle school principals, assistant principals, and those educators with an 

interest in becoming principals” (MAESP website, 2013). MAESP is the state affiliate of 

the NAESP organization. Currently, MAESP has over 1,000 members. MAESP’s key 

services offered counsel and solutions by “understanding the needs, concerns, and 

problems of elementary and middle school principals” (MAESP website, 2013). 

MAESP Purpose and Vision 

 

 Bolman and Deal (2003) suggested viewing the purpose and vision of the MAESP 

organization through the symbolic frame of the culture frame. The purpose of MAESP: 

 To form closer relations with persons concerned with the education of children; 

 To bring about a greater unity of action among the elementary and middle school 

 principals of Missouri, with particular emphasis on elementary and middle school 

 education; and to foster activities that permit increased professional growth of all 

 elementary and middle school principals. (MAESP website, 2013) 

Through the purpose, a culture is created in the MAESP organization through members 

forming closer relations and creating a sense of unity. The mission statement for MAESP 

states, “MAESP will assist in the development of effective elementary school principals 

by providing creative resources and high quality opportunities for leadership, learning 

and networking” (MAESP website, 2013). The community that is shared through a 

common culture of the mission statement provides the foundation for MAESP’s vision: 
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 Principals have the vision, courage, wisdom and professional knowledge to lead 

 learning communities that create opportunities for all children to achieve their 

 highest potential. Principals ensure that all children have a meaningful 

 foundation for learning. We empower children to become global citizens who 

 can learn and work together. 

  Principals are recognized as advocates for learning in a society that 

 depends on knowledge, character and talent. We accept that responsibility and 

 utilize leadership to facilitate change. Principals are trusted to speak passionately 

 for schools and effective systems of learning that serves all children. 

  Principals promote excellence in a profession that values collaboration and 

 diversity. We seek knowledge and share best practices through a network of 

 colleagues. Principals mentor each other and celebrate accomplishments together. 

 We inspire other leaders to follow in a career rich in its contributions to all 

 children and society. (MAESP website, 2013) 

The association and members are immersed in the culture of the organization, but could 

disconnect from the purpose, mission, and vision. The MAESP award program provides 

one with a symbol to recognize and honor principals adhering to the ideals of MAESP. 

The MAESP Award Program 

 Each year twelve or thirteen honorees are selected from the Missouri Association 

of Elementary School Principals’ (MAESP) districts. The guidelines for application 

required the following criteria:  

The individual must be an active principal of a school in which a commitment to 

excellence is clearly evident, in which programs have been designed to meet the 
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academic and social needs of all students and in which community ties with 

parents and local business organizations have been firmly established.  

There should be evidence of outstanding contributions to the well-being of 

the educational community, including: ways in which curriculum, staff morale, 

community support, student interest and  the learning environment have benefited 

from the principal’s leadership; ways in which the principal provides creative 

leadership in inspiring and motivating teachers and others to achieve and 

contribute to the school environment; examples of service or achievements above 

and beyond what is expected in the usual school program; and how others have 

recognized the principal as a force for constructive change. 

 The individual should have been an active principal for at least five years 

and is in his or her sixth year as a principal.  

The individual should show a strong commitment to the principalship by 

active membership in MAESP and NAESP.  

There should be evidence that the individual is respected by students, 

colleagues, parent organizations and the community at large.  

The individual should be active and fulfill useful roles in the community 

as well as in the school, distinguishing himself/herself as a leader in civic, 

religious or humanitarian activities.  

The individual should show strong educational leadership and operate 

orderly and purposeful schools, having set high expectations for school staff and 

students. (MAESP Website, 2013) 
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 The rigorous guidelines MAESP employs for selection of honorees could have 

been utilized by school leaders to reflect traits consistently observed in the honorees 

chosen each year. These traits could have provided school leaders with a set of standards 

they look for when selecting elementary principals.  

The Principalship 

 The principal position emerged in the United States as the population grew in the 

nineteenth century. The researcher reviewed the history of the principal position, the 

evolution of the principalship, and the elementary principalship. These components of the 

principalship provided the researcher with an understanding of the complexity of the 

modern principal position. 

History of the Principal Position 

The term principal originally referred to a leader, ruler or foreman in the mid-

1400s (Lattuca, 2012). “The word ‘principal’ that appeared in the 1835 Common School 

Report of Cincinnati and again in the writings of Horace Mann in 1841 defined both a 

person and a role with a set of expectations” (Lattuca, 2012, p. 225).  

The principal position did not emerge until the late nineteenth century when a 

“shift of the administrative leader from ‘head teacher’ to ‘principal’” (Brown, 2009, 

p.609). The head teacher was appointed to supervise students and teachers as buildings 

shifted from one-room schoolhouses to multi-classroom buildings (Brown, 2009). These 

principal teachers answered to the school board and “were expected to teach the highest 

class in their school, to implement specific board policies, and to perform certain clerical 

and janitorial tasks” (Brown, 2009, p. 609). Lattuca (2012) claimed, “as cities and 

schools continued to grow, a form of job specialization emerged as a way to achieve 
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managerial control” (p. 224). This was followed by a movement towards scientific 

management, professionalizing the principalship (Brown, 2009). Kafka (2009) claimed 

“By the 1920s, the modern school principalship had been established and looked 

markedly similar to the position today: Principals had bureaucratic, managerial, 

instructional, and community responsibilities” (Kafka, 2009, p. 324). Morgan (2006) 

suggested one view the scientific management of the principalship in this era as a 

machine though Taylorism operating on five principles: 

Shift all responsibility for the organization of work from the worker to the 

manager. Use scientific methods to determine the most efficient way of doing 

work. Select the best person to perform the work designed Train the worker to do 

the work efficiently. Monitor the worker performance to ensure that appropriate 

work procedures are followed and that appropriate results are achieved. (p. 23) 

Scientific management allowed the principal position to professionalize because “the 

main responsibility of the principal teacher was instructional leader, but principal 

teachers were also responsible for monitoring and directing the work of other teachers, 

hiring staff, maintaining the school building, and handling the building’s finances” 

(Lattuca, 2012, p. 225).  

Morgan (2006) suggested one viewed new school systems at this time with the 

classical management theory. Brown (2009) described the growing trend of school 

districts: 

 The development of eight-year, graded elementary school and the district system,  

 combined with the common school ideal of a uniform curriculum for all children,  

 the desire of the middle-class and native groups to protect their values and power,  
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 the need for the socialization of students for an industrial workplace, and the 

 position of principal and his accompanying “pedagogical harem” were all 

 elements in the early development of a hierarchical, bureaucratic organization for 

 administration of American education. (p.609) 

Classical organizational theorists put forth the “idea that management is a process of 

planning, organization, command, coordination, and control” (Morgan, 2006, p. 18). 

Modern management has followed suit with “a pattern of precisely defined jobs 

organized in a hierarchal manner through precisely defined lines of command or 

communication” (Morgan, 2006, p. 18). The following chart adapted from Morgan 

(2006), allowed us to see this chain of command in a school district from the classical 

theory perspective: 

Figure 2. Classical Theory chart illustrating an adapted hierarchy of command in a school 

district.
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Classical theory and scientific management from the early 1900s have influenced the 

structure of modern day school district structure. There was a chain of command 

throughout districts and some of the chains overlap in different components. Teachers 

were under the supervision in many components of the hierarchal structure because of 

different committees. A transition period in the principalship occurred after the Great 

Depression and World War II. 

 A shift in paradigm from the scientific management to human resource 

management occurred from 1940 to 1950 (Brown, 2009). Brown (2009) described this 

shift through the human resource frame: 

A pivotal shift from top-down managerial philosophy to more of a democratic 

facilitative process of developing, supporting, and cooperative group efforts as 

both the end and the means of reform in schools. As a result, the principal’s role 

changed from authority figure to process helper, consultant, curriculum leader, 

supervisor, public relations representative, and leader on the home front. ( p.610) 

For centuries the managerial assumption of work had been “workers had no rights 

beyond a paycheck; their duty was to work hard and follow orders” (Bolman & Deal, 

2003, p. 113-114). Morgan (2006) suggested one view the principalship though the 

organization as flux and transformation lens: 

 The organization is typically viewed as an open system in constant interaction 

 with its context, transforming inputs into outputs as a means of creating the 

 conditions necessary for survival. Changes in the environment are views as 

 presenting challenges to which the organization must respond. (p. 243)  
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Kafka (2009) asserted, “the 1920s and 1930s principals were considered spiritual and 

scientific leaders, as both the church and scientific management played important roles in 

American political life” (p. 325).  

The shift to the human resource frame occurred at a time when the United States 

was moving from conservative realm to democratic ideology following World War II. 

“The 1940s, however, brought World War II and fears of fascism and communism, and 

principals’ role as democratic leader was elevated over previous expectations” (Kafka, 

2009, p. 325). Principal positions through flux and transformation (Morgan, 2006) had to 

change with the environment. Reform in schools was initializing by a shift to human 

resources. The human resource frame’s founders “argued that people’s skills, attitudes, 

energy, and commitment are vital resources that can make or break an enterprise” 

(Bolman & Deal, 2003, p. 114). School districts reframed the principalship through the 

human resource frame with the principal becoming a leader instead of a manager. 

Elements of this have been seen in the daily interactions between principal and staff in 

modern times. The principal served as a facilitator of collaboration, implementer of new 

processes and initiatives, and motivator through empowerment.  

During the 1950s, principals’ roles fluxed and transformed (Morgan, 2006) back 

to administrator and school operations. Kafka (2009) asserted, “Principals were still 

expected to function as instructional leaders and use the professional training they 

received and the scientific theories they were presumed to have mastered to bring about 

the very best classroom teaching and learning” (p. 325). Modern day principals have 

often shifted between management of the scientific theory (Morgan, 2006) to leadership 

through the human resource frame (Bolman & Deal, 2003). Today’s principals have been 
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leading collaborative meetings and had to wear management lenses with school finances 

and operations. 

The 1960s and 1970s brought about federal entitlement programs and principals 

took on this duty as well as curricular initiatives (Kafka, 2009). Through the flux and 

transformation lens (Morgan, 2006), “as a result of increased federal intervention in local 

policy, principals came to be seen as potential change agents” (Kafka, 2009, p. 325). The 

Brown v. Board of Education decision in 1954 had ramifications on the principal position 

“and the notion of inequitable schooling were not truly dealt with until the 1960s and 

1970s” (Brown, 2009, p. 609). Kafka (2009) explained trends in the 1960s and 1970s 

elementary principalship showed: 

 Women were more likely to be found in positions supervising women than 

 supervising men, and were more likely to occupy lower status and lower paying  

 supervisory positions. As Rousmaniere (2007) explained, the elementary school 

 principalship fit both of these requirements. Not only were elementary school 

 teachers most exclusively women, at the turn of the last century, but elementary 

 school principals were more likely to have teaching and lunchroom duties than 

 their secondary counterparts, and less likely to have clerical help, assistant 

 principals, and their own conference rooms. (p. 327) 

In the context of desegregation (Kafka, 2009), women principal positions declined in the 

early 1970s as “fewer than 20% of elementary schools were women, and less than 2% of 

high school principals were female” (p. 327). Consolidation of rural schools during this 

time also opened more appealing positions to men (Kafka, 2009). Another program, “the 

G.I. Bill also played an indirect role in the decline of female principals, as it opened the 
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door for millions of men to enroll in college and graduate programs” (Kafka, 2009, p. 

328). Principalship studies of this era began to “paint a more expansive and more 

nuanced picture of who the school principal was (or was not) throughout American 

history” (Kafka, 2009, p. 328). A vast amount of the studies pertained to the “race,  

ethnicity, class, and gender into account, as these issues played important roles in 

individuals’ lived experiences” (Kafka, 2009, p. 328). The theme of accountability 

(Brown, 2009) grew out of the 1970s due to growth of social problems. School leaders 

dealing with social issues, had to flux and transform (Morgan, 2006) and the instructional 

arena (Brown, 2009) was neglected. Brown (2009) stated, “The role of the principal 

during this time shifted to that of protector of bureaucracy, user of scientific strategies, 

accountable leader, and inhabitant of a role for a social revolution” (p. 610). More 

external variants came into play with the principal position in this era, adding to the 

performance duties of school leaders. Principals had to change with the environment of 

the political and social arena and school reform was on the horizon.  

 The reform era of education occurred in the 1980s with the publication of A 

Nation at Risk in 1983 by the National Commission on Excellence in Education. English 

(2006) explains, “The purpose of the commission was to advise and make 

recommendations to the president, secretary of education, educational policymakers, and 

state boards of education” (p. 683). English (2006) claimed A Nation at Risk warned, 

“Our nation is at risk. The educational foundations of our society are presently being 

eroded by a rising tide of mediocrity that threatens our very Nation and a people” (p. 

683). The committee recommended four areas of the educational process have top 

priority: content, expectations, time, and teaching (English, 2006). Content of curriculum 
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needed reform, because it had become diluted across the nation, and “New Basics” 

(English, 2006) with foundational skills in English, Math, Science, and Social Studies 

were put forth. Expectations addressed the readiness high school seniors were for post-

secondary education. Time addressed the number of hours students spent in school and on 

educational tasks in comparison to other countries in the world, and how the nation 

lacked in this area. Teaching referred to the shortages of quality teachers and a shortage 

of teachers in specific content areas. The reform movement from A Nation at Risk 

challenged the principalship to become a change agent. Brown (2006) asserted: 

 During this decade, principals were seen as problem-solvers, resource providers, 

 instructional leaders, visionaries, and change agents. They managed people, 

 implemented policies, and provided resources to facilitate the teaching and 

 learning process. Principals also developed and communicated a picture of the 

 ideal school while facilitating the needed changes in educational operations to 

 ensure student learning and school effectiveness. (p. 610-611) 

Principals had to flux and transform (Morgan, 2006) to meet the needs of schools with 

reform challenges through management of school structure, leadership and empowerment 

of teachers, and motivation of students.  

 The 1990s contrasted the reform movement of the 1980s, by transforming the 

principalship to leader of leaders (Brown, 2009). The “restructuring during the 1990s 

brought knowledge needed for school improvement back to the school and the role of the 

principal back to the image of leader, servant, organizational architect, social architect, 

educator, moral agent, and community member” (Brown, 2009, p. 611). This phase in the 
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principalship required school leaders to transition from the bureaucratic to postindustrial 

model of schooling (Brown, 2009).  

 The principalship today had “come full circle from ‘head teacher’ to ‘teacher of 

teachers’” (Brown, 2009, p. 611). There were more duties and roles the principal had 

assumed in the modern day era than ever. “The No Child Left Behind Act, and similar 

measures from states and cities, demands that educators be held accountable for student 

achievement at school and at the classroom level” (Kafka, 2009, p. 328). A shift in the 

principalship in the twenty-first century, required principals to move from a power-over 

to a power-with approach (Brown, 2009). Through the organization as organisms 

metaphor (Morgan, 2009), Brown (2009) emphasized the modern day principalship: 

 Charged with the mission of improving teaching and learning for all children, the 

 position has become progressively more and more demanding and fraught  with 

 fragmentation, variety, and brevity. The role has evolved into a administering a

 highly specialized, extensively regulated, and enormously complex human 

 organization-far more complex than at its emergence a hundred years ago. (p. 

 611) 

Leadership traits commonly found among award-winning school elementary school 

leaders could help pave the way for the complex organism the school principalship has 

become through the evolution of the principalship. 

Evolution of the Principalship 

 The position of principal had evolved from its emergence as a managerial position 

to the role it has become in the modern era (Rousmaniere, 2013). Morgan (2006) 

suggested using the organization as organisms metaphor as a lens for viewing the 
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evolution of the principalship. Morgan (2006) suggested, “Organizations, like organisms, 

are not really discrete entities even though it may be convenient to think of them as such. 

They do not live in isolation and are not self-sufficient. Rather, they exist as elements in a 

complex system” (p. 62). The organism metaphor allowed one to view the principalship 

position in the complex school structure that existed today.  

Morgan (2006) asserted recent biological views on evolution “that organisms do 

not evolve by adapting to environmental changes or as a result of these changes selecting 

the organisms that are to survive” and rather “that evolution is always a pattern of 

relations embracing organisms and their environments” (p. 62-63). Viewing evolution 

through the organism metaphor allowed one to see the principalship position where the 

principal evolved with the environment since the pattern of the school environment 

changes. Through the organism metaphor (Morgan, 2006), the principalship was in 

constant collaboration with the educational leaders at the district and state level. The 

pattern of collaboration allowed all educational leaders, whether local, state, or national 

level, to move along together as new policies and legislation came into the spectrum.  

The historical lens of the principalship, combined with the evolutionary aspect of 

the of organism metaphor (Morgan, 2006), allowed one to view the evolutionary stages 

of the principalship: head teacher, principal teacher, and building principal. Research by 

Geocaris (2004) studied the evolving role of the principal and linked the reality of the job 

and the skills needed to perform the job coupled with support structures. Geocaris (2004) 

suggested through the skills approach and conceptual component (Northouse, 2010), the 

evolved principal displays time management, organizational, and communication skills; 

knowledge of leadership and management theories; and personal skills such as self-
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motivation and resilience. The results of the Geocaris (2004) study suggested ways 

principals could operate with job complexity as the position had evolved with 

environmental patterns through the organisms lens (Morgan, 2006), and defined roles of 

the principal shaping into instructional, managerial, and political duties. Trail (2000) 

defined the roles of the modern-day principal as a psychologist, a teacher, a facilities 

manager, philosopher, police officer, diplomat, social worker, mentor, public relations 

director, coach, and cheerleader. Rousmaniere (2013) offered a view of the evolution of 

the principalship from the historical perspective: 

Contemporary principals work in the midst of modern challenges of ever-

 changing fiscal supports, school law and policy, community values, and youth  

 culture. At the same time the job of the contemporary principal shares many of 

 the characteristics of their predecessors two centuries ago. While social and 

 economic contexts have changed, the main role of the principal has remained 

 essentially the same over time: to implement state educational policy to the school 

 and to maneuver, buffer, and maintain stability of the school culture at the local 

 level. (p.2) 

Despite the principal remaining the liaison between school and the district from a 

scientific management model of classical management theory (Morgan, 2006), the role 

had evolved into a very complex organism assuming the patterns of evolution in society  

and politics (Morgan, 2006). 

Political efforts to reform education have caused the role of the principal to 

evolve with the patterns of the times. Murphy and Hallinger (1992) examined the 

changing environmental impact on the role of the principal and how “the school and the 
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principal have to work and survive in a very complex, changing and turbulent policy 

environment” (p. 3). Innovations to help improve education, have challenged the 

principalship as the evolutionary process continued. “Increasingly, principals are 

expected to display independent initiative and power over their environments to achieve 

both organizational effectiveness and efficiency” (Murphy & Hallinger, 2002, p.3). 

Morgan (2006) suggested, through the evolutionary lens of the organism metaphor, a 

study on traits of award-winning elementary principals could have provided insight as to 

how one selected our school leaders or learned from their traits. 

The Elementary Principalship 

 The National Center for Education Statistics’ (NCES) school and staffing survey 

(Bitterman et al., 2013) showed 50,210 elementary principals in the United states worked 

at traditional public schools and charter schools, and another 14,510 principals worked at 

private schools during the 2011-2012 school-year. The elementary principalship was a 

large multi-faceted profession requiring an average 58.1 hours per week on school-related 

activities according to the NCES study. A great deal has changed since the emergence of 

the elementary principalship. In 1918, Gray completed a study on the work of elementary 

school principals. During the earlier era of the principalship Gray (1918) “concentrated 

on one phase of the principal’s work, that of supervision” (p. 24). Gray’s (1918) study 

found the supervisory elements of the elementary principal: 

That the principal should train his teachers in service; that he should cooperate 

 with his teachers in the making and adaptation of the curriculum; and that in 

 the cooperation with his teachers he should work out a list of outcomes, aims, and 

 skills for the judging of instruction. (p.24) 
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The basic components from the study Gray found in 1918, have resonated in the 

elementary principalship today, however, many other factors from the political and social 

aspects of education have caused the elementary principalship to evolve into much more, 

requiring the principal to be a collaborative leader, facilities manager, teacher, evaluator, 

student and middle management liaison between central office and the school. 

Summary 

 In this chapter, the researcher explored literature related to traits of the honorees 

and winners of the Missouri Distinguished Elementary Principal Award. The literature 

was presented in three areas: leadership approaches through the leadership theory lens, 

the National Distinguished Principal Award and its affiliate, the Missouri Distinguished 

Elementary Principal Award, and the principalship. The three areas provided the 

researcher with a fundamental framework for the study of traits of award-winning 

elementary principals. 

 The skills, style, situational, and trait approaches were reviewed due to the 

significance their framework provides to the study through the leadership theory lens. 

Although an emphasis was placed on the traits approach, the skill, style and situational 

approached could have emerged in this study. Within the leadership theory lens the 

researcher was provided with a view to see the traits approach characteristics emerging 

from the research, along with the skill, style, and situational approaches. 

The reviewing of the principalship through the history, evolution, and elementary 

principalship provided the researcher with insight into the complex organism the position 

was today. The original role of the elementary principal as a supervisor, had evolved into 

a role with many ‘hats’: collaborator, facilitator, site manager, counselor, teacher, 
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evaluator, liaison between central office and school, public relations figure, and 

disciplinary figure. The assorted ‘hats’ of the modern day principal could have 

manifested themselves in the research on award-wining elementary principals. 

The NAESP organization’s vision and criteria for members, coupled with its 

affiliate, MAESP’s vision and criteria, provided insight into the attributes an award-

winning principal must exhibit. The fundamental components in the criteria to win the 

National Distinguished Principal Award or the Missouri Distinguished Elementary 

Principal Award, provided a framework for the researcher to seek the traits of award-

winning principals. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

 There is a lack of information regarding the traits of award-winning elementary 

principals (Leithwood, 2004; McEwan, 2003).The principal position has become a multi-

faceted role since its emergence (Weiss, 1992), and leaders who exhibited the award-

wining criteria to become an honoree or winner of the Missouri Distinguished 

Elementary Principal Award (MAESP website, 2014) have shown their merit in the 

principalship. These award-winning principals demonstrated through the evidence 

supplied during the application process, their impact upon schools and communities. 

However, little is known about the traits these elementary principals exhibit. 

 The researcher framed the methodology around the problem and purpose for the 

study. Next, the rationale for qualitative research through the social constructivist 

approach (Creswell, 2003) was discussed, coupled with the grand tour research question. 

The design for the study was presented with rationale as a phenomenological collective 

case study (Creswell, 2003). A description of participants was presented before data 

collection and data analysis techniques. The researcher’s role and biases were discussed 

to provide validity and trustworthiness (Creswell, 2003). Limitations and assumptions of 

the study were declared to improve the study on common leadership traits exhibited by 

award-winning principals. 

Problem   

 The principalship has evolved into a complex position. Leaders of elementary 

schools have more roles and expectations (Weiss, 1992). Elementary principals meeting 
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those roles and expectations, while providing exemplary leadership, traits needed to be 

studied. Award-winning leadership through the Missouri Distinguished Elementary 

Principal Award provided a basis for studying the traits of highly effective elementary 

principals (MAESP website, 2014). There is a lack of information on the leadership traits 

exhibited by award-winning elementary principals (Leithwood, 2004; McEwan, 2003). 

Purpose   

 As the elementary principalship had evolved since its beginnings as a profession, 

the role of the principal shifting from ‘principal teacher’ to ‘teacher of teachers’ had 

emerged (Brown, 2009). Success of modern-day elementary principals hinged upon many 

different expectations (Mitgang, 2012). The purpose of this paper was to view the success 

of these principals through award-winning leadership and the traits they exhibited. 

Experiences and stories the individuals described allowed the researcher to make 

meaning and construct traits emerging from these participants. 

Grand Tour Research Question 

For the purpose of this study the following research question served as the grand tour 

question: What leadership traits do award-winning elementary principals exhibit? 

Research Design 

 The research design emerged as a phenomenological case study through an 

alternative knowledge claim (Creswell, 2003) where the researcher carried assumptions 

about the knowledge sought to be learned and how the researcher would learn in the 

study. Rationale for qualitative design was presented due to the construction of themes 

through the parts or components of participants’ data creating a whole picture (Merriam, 

1998). Participants were obtained through honorees of the Missouri Distinguished 
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Elementary Principal Award and the selection committee members. The data collection 

was presented through triangulation of interviews, documents, and the Leadership Trait 

Questionnaire (LTQ) (Northouse, 2010) administered to the interview participants. 

Researcher roles and biases were presented, as well as delimitations, limitations, and 

assumptions (Creswell, 2003).  

Methodology: Phenomenological Collective Case Study 

This dissertation was a collective case study.  The collective case study approach 

(Merriam, 1998) was chosen because it is one way to discover patterns in effective 

leadership in a contemporary situation. Stake (1995) suggested the holistic approach of a 

case study could contribute to the body of educational research theoretically and 

pragmatically. The descriptive, interpretive, and evaluative nature of the qualitative 

approach offered itself to view the leadership traits, including the lifetime career and 

achievements of award-winning elementary school principals.  

The study was approached from an alternative knowledge claim, because 

“researchers start a project with certain assumptions about how they will learn and what 

they will learn during their inquiry” (Creswell, 2003, p. 6). The selected paradigm within 

alternative knowledge claims for this inquiry was social constructivism, which allowed 

the researcher “to seek understanding of the world in which they live and work…develop 

subjective meanings of their experiences...look for complexity of views rather than 

narrowing meanings into few categories or ideas” (Creswell, 2003, p. 6). This paradigm 

served as a lens for the researcher to “rely as much as possible on the participant’s views 

of the situation being studied” (Creswell, 2003, p. 6). 
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The concept of phenomenology provided a lens which to view all human 

phenomena as meaningful, because we, as humans, feel, experience, and then commit to 

conscience the phenomenon (Peterson, 1997). The phenomenologist was concerned with 

understanding human behavior from the actor’s own frame and reference (Bogdan & 

Taylor, 1998). The researcher sought to understand the “lived experiences” of the 

participants through story-telling and open-ended questions that would possibly reveal 

leadership traits (Creswell, 2003). 

Rationale 

 When selecting the qualitative research process as opposed to a quantitative 

research approach, “Neither quantitative nor qualitative research is superior to the other, 

regardless of the research problem being addressed” (King, Keohane, & Verba, 1996, p. 

6). This suggested that one looked at the reasoning for selecting qualitative methodology 

instead of quantitative methodology, to seek meaning for the selected research process 

because both were acceptable research designs. Merriam (1998) claimed that data 

collected through qualitative methods such as interviews and observations of participants 

in the study was a fundamental way of doing educational research. Merriam (1998) 

concluded that qualitative case studies were appropriate methods to frame a study around 

multiple qualitative sources, however, in the collective sketch the leaders told their story. 

The procedures of qualitative research design, suggested one viewed the administrative 

leadership careers of award-winning leaders of the Missouri Distinguished Elementary 

Principal Awards through the qualitative process.  

The rationale for selecting a qualitative design for the research was to allow for 

the emergence of themes and subthemes in the data gathered through interviews, 
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documents, and the Leadership Trait Questionnaire (Northouse, 2010). The participants 

were able to answer open-ended questions to share their stories and knowledge regarding 

their thoughts on leadership traits. The data emerging from the interviews and documents 

was compared to the Leadership Trait Questionnaire (Northouse, 2010) to seek common 

traits the award winning Missouri Elementary Principals shared. 

Participants and Sampling Procedures 

 This was a collective case study of Dr. Super’s 25 year career serving as an 

elementary principal as well as the careers of the other award-winning principals chosen 

from the years 2002 to 2013. The researcher also interviewed MAESP leaders regarding 

the process for selecting honorees from the pool of nominations. Non-probable (Merriam, 

1998) or purposeful sampling (Seidman, 1998) was used to select participants to 

“discover what occurs, the implications of what occurs, and the relationships linking 

occurrences” (Honigmann, 1982 in Merriam, 1998, p. 61) and “purposeful sampling is 

based on the assumption that the investigator wants to discover, understand, and gain 

insight and therefore must select a sample from which the most can be learned” 

(Merriam, 1998, p.61). Purposeful sampling (Seidman, 1998) was conducted through 

selecting award-winning elementary principals between the years of 2002 to 2013. Eight 

participants were selected out of 148 honorees for the Missouri Distinguished Elementary 

Principal Award from large and small school districts to represent a range of different 

leaders, from different award years, and from the different regions of Missouri. Large 

school districts consisted of leaders from urban and suburban districts and small school 

districts consisted of leaders from rural districts. MAESP leaders were interviewed as 

experts to provide insight into the selection process. This added to the body of knowledge 
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of the literature review about the selection process and could provide insight into the 

traits award-winning elementary principals exhibit. 

Data Collection 

 The research study sought to identify leadership traits of award-winning 

elementary principals. This section explained the data collection procedures, interview 

procedures, survey procedures for the Leadership Trait Questionnaire (LTQ) (Northouse, 

2010) and collection of personal and public documents. Human subject and ethical 

considerations were explained to protect the participants. 

Data collection procedures. The researcher submitted a proposal for Institution 

Review Board (IRB) approval. After IRB approval, the researcher sent an email to 

potential participants with the participant cover letter (Appendix A) requesting 

participation. Participants responding to the email were contacted within three business 

days to secure participation and were sent the participant signed consent form (Appendix 

B). Participants were informed they were to participate in an hour-long interview, 

completion of the Leadership Trait Questionnaire, collection of personal documents, and 

participation of a quick follow up interview. The participant’s signed consent form 

(Appendix B) informed participants of their rights, their ability to withdraw from the 

study at any time, the purpose of the study, the procedures of the study, the right to ask 

questions and obtain the results, their privacy, the benefits the study will have for them, 

and signatures of the participant and the researcher agreeing to the provisions and tape-

recording of the interviews (Creswell, 2003). Principals were asked for personal 

documents relating to their effective leadership for the researcher to interpret data from 

documents using content analysis (Merriam, 1998). 
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Interviews. Interviews were conducted with eight Missouri Distinguished 

Principal Honorees. Three of the honorees were selected as National Distinguished 

Principals the year they were honored. Two of the participants were also on the Missouri 

Distinguished Principal Selection Committee and helped select National Distinguished 

Principals. Interviews were conducted person-to-person (Merriam, 1998) within an hour-

long time frame. Specialized information (Merriam, 1998) was gained through asking the 

primary question, “What leadership traits do award-winning elementary school principals 

exhibit?” A semi-structured interview (Merriam, 1998), allowed for open-ended 

questions where the “largest part of the interview is guided by a list of questions or issues 

to be explored, and neither the exact wording nor the order of questions is determined 

ahead of time” (Merriam, 1998, p. 74). The views of the participant are freely expressed 

through semi-structured interviews with open-ended questions (Appendix C), allowing 

the researcher through the social constructivist paradigm to make meaning through an 

exploratory phenomenon (Merriam, 1998). Interview questions were cross-referenced 

with the Leadership Trait Questionnaire (LTQ) (Northouse, 2010) to compare the data 

sources of the interview, the LTQ, and document analysis (Creswell, 2003). 

 The researcher used member-checking and follow-up questions to ensure 

trustworthiness and validity (Merriam, 1998). Participants validated their responses 

concerning traits as effective leaders to ensure trustworthiness (Merriam, 1998). 

Corrections were completed if concerns arose from responses.  

Leadership trait questionnaire. The Leadership Trait Questionnaire (LTQ) 

(Northouse, 2010) was used by the researcher for participants to self-reflect on their 

leadership traits. This allowed the researcher to compare responses to interview questions 



62 

 
 

 

and document analysis with the results of the questionnaire. With a combination of 

qualitative and quantitative data, the researcher could cross-reference the data and 

improve the study. Priority of interviews as the primary method for data collection, 

allowed for this to be a qualitative design (Creswell, 2003). However, integration 

(Creswell, 2003) allowed the researcher to compare the LTQ as a cross-reference to the 

interviews and document analysis. 

Human subjects’ protection and other ethical considerations. The Institutional 

Review Board (IRB) existed “because of federal regulations that provide protection 

against human right violations” (Creswell, 2003, p. 64). The researcher submitted the 

proposal to the campus IRB to review any “physical, psychological, social, economic, or 

legal harm” (Creswell, 2003, p. 64). The submitted proposal was low-risk with no 

participants under the age of 19 (Creswell, 2003). IRB protocol was followed in the 

participant cover letter (Appendix A) and the participant signed consent form (Appendix 

B). The signed consent form informed participants of their rights, their ability to 

withdraw from the study at any time, the purpose of the study, the procedures of the 

study, the right to ask questions and obtain the results, their privacy, the benefits the 

study will have for them, and signatures of the participant and the researcher agreeing to 

the provisions and tape-recording of the interviews (Creswell, 2003). Signing of the 

participant consent form occurred before interviews and recordings took place. 

Confidentiality of participants was ensured through use of pseudonyms and coding the 

participants’ names with letters of the alphabet. The researcher was the only individual 

with access to the data which would be discarded after five years after the study’s 

completion (Creswell, 2003). Participants were allowed to decide the location of the 
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interview and the personal documents they wanted to provide. Member-checking and 

follow-up questions (Merriam, 1998) allowed participants to use the transcription of the 

interview to make any explanations or elaborations on their interview. 

Data Analysis 

 The researcher used triangulation (Merriam, 1998) of interviews, personal and 

public document analysis, and results of the Leadership Trait Questionnaire (LTQ) 

(Northouse, 2010) to analyze data. The researcher used the grounded theory’s processes 

of “generating categories of information (open coding), selecting one of the categories 

and positioning it within a theoretical model (axial coding), and explicating a story from 

the interconnection of each of these categories (selective coding)” (Creswell, 2003, p. 

191). Open and axial coding was used to construct meaning from the research on the 

traits the leaders share and selective coding was used to connect the traits of award-

winning leadership. The phenomenological approach (Creswell, 2003) allowed the 

researcher to analyze significant statements of the participants, generate meaning units, 

and develop a description coupled with open, axial, and selective coding. The researcher 

organized and prepared the data for analysis through typing up interview notes, 

transcribing the interviews, and organizing the personal and public documents (Creswell, 

2003) along with the completed LTQ (Northouse, 2010). The researcher read through the 

data and recorded general thoughts in the margins (Creswell, 2003). The coding process 

included “chunking” (Creswell, 2003) the data into categories and labeling those 

categories with a term based on what the participant used to name the phenomena. 

Analysis of textual data (Creswell, 2003) yielded categories or themes on leadership traits 

of award-winning elementary principals. 
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 The interviews, personal and public document analysis, and LTQ (Northouse, 

2010) results were triangulated (Merriam, 1998) to “confirm emerging findings” (p. 204). 

Triangulating the data from multiple sources allowed the researcher to establish validity 

of the study and construct “plausible explanations about the phenomena being studied” 

(Mathison, 1988 in Merriam, 1998). Figure 3 represents the relationship between the data 

sources to triangulate and validate the findings in the study. 

Figure 3. Data collection process-triangulation. 

 

Adapted from J. Gregory, 2012. 

Delimitations, Limitations, and Assumptions 

 The researcher “uses delimitations of the study to narrow the scope of a study” 

(Creswell, 2003, p. 148). The study was confined to a qualitative collective case study. A 

delimitations of the study was interviewing a minimum of seven honorees of the Missouri 

Distinguished Elementary Principal Award. Interviewing more honorees could have 

enhanced the validity of the research. Delimitations could have arisen from the narrow 

Interview 
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Leadership Trait 
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Personal and 
Public Document 

Analysis 



65 

 
 

 

scope of the study on Missouri honorees as opposed to honorees from other state 

affiliations and National Distinguished Principal Award winners. 

 Limitations of the research presented the weaknesses of the qualitative study 

(Creswell, 2003). The position of the researcher as a subordinate of one of the 

interviewees could have potentially biased the research. The researcher as the primary 

instrument (Merriam, 1998) used etic perspective (Merriam, 1998; Creswell, 2003) when 

interviewing this principal to validate the research.  

 Qualitative research “is an effort to understand situations in their uniqueness as 

part of a particular context and the interactions there” (Merriam, 1998, p. 6) and the 

researcher sought to understand the view of the participant, not their own. Assumptions 

presented themselves during the interview process by establishing a trust between 

interviewer and interviewee. Trust allowed the interviewee to express their leadership 

traits and stories freely so research was optimal. Open-ended questions during the 

interview process allowed information to arise on award-winning leadership traits and 

stories. Another assumption was descriptive data arose from the interviews. An 

assumption to the study was the interview process will occur in a natural setting of the 

participant’s choice. The attempt to understand the multiple realities of the participants 

through their experiences and perceptions was an assumption of the researcher (Creswell, 

2003). 

Researcher Role and Biases 

 The primary goal was for the researcher to gather data through a 

phenomenological lens (Peterson, 1997). The researcher worked collaboratively with the 

participants to gather data through interviews. Biases could have emerged through the 
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personal relationship of working for Dr. Super for three years. The researcher eliminated 

bias through securing data collected from Dr. Super by keeping data locked in a cabinet, 

providing a comfortable interviewing environment for all participants at their choice, was 

consistent, was forthright, met deadlines, and was available. The researcher was a teacher 

at West Elementary for four years, three of which were taught for Dr. Super. The 

researcher was aware of the biases and separated themselves from former teacher for Dr. 

Super to role of the researcher using an etic perspective (Merriam, 1998) because the 

researcher was the primary data collection instrument (Creswell, 2003).  

Summary 

 The qualitative inquiry was designed to explore the leadership traits exhibited by 

award-winning principals through storytelling and open-ended questions. Missouri 

Distinguished  principals were interviewed to find common leadership traits of award-

winning leadership as well as MAESP selection committee members for the Missouri 

Distinguished Elementary Principal Award. There was a lack of information on award-

winning leadership traits, and this research study could inform school organizations on 

the interviewing and hiring processes for school leaders. The researcher hoped to add to 

the body of knowledge concerning leadership traits of award-winning principals in an era 

where the principalship is a complex position. In Chapter 1, the researcher posed a 

research question and framed a qualitative collective case study with socially constructed 

and phenomenological stances. In Chapter 2, the researcher reviewed literature relevant 

to the study to understand how the inquiry will add to the body of research. In Chapter 3, 

the researcher framed the qualitative methodology for the inquiry. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

DATA COLLECTION 

 The data collected in this study were interviews with eight Missouri Distinguished 

Elementary Principals exploring the leadership traits of award-winning principals. In 

addition, the researcher was granted permission to give the Leadership Trait 

Questionnaire (LTQ) (Northouse, 2010) survey to Participants A, B, C, D, E, F, G, and H 

(Appendix D; Appendix E) in regards to how they perceive their leadership traits. 

Participants shared personal documents reflecting their leadership, coupled with public 

documents the researcher collected. The researcher used follow up questions and 

member-checking (Seidman 1998) to ensure validity of data. The data collected from the 

interviews, leadership trait questionnaire, and documents were triangulated, coded, and 

organized for the researcher to analyze with open, axial, and selective coding. The 

research question was addressed on leadership traits of award-winning elementary 

principals. In this chapter, the settings of the case study were described, the relationship 

of the researcher to research, participant descriptions and demographics, data collection 

and analysis, and research findings of themes emerging from the data. 

Settings for the Case Study 

 

 The settings for the case study on traits of award-winning elementary principals 

took place in urban, suburban, and rural schools. Each participant came from different 

backgrounds and school settings. Several participants were administrators in more than 

one district. One participant was still in the same area, but had changed positions as a 

principal in a private school. This section sought to describe the settings where each 
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participant was employed as an administrator at the time they received the Missouri 

Distinguished Elementary Principal Award. 

Description of Elementary Schools 

 School A was located in an urban area and changed school districts when voters 

passed the decision to take the school into the suburban district. The student population 

was projected at 450, but over 550 enrolled by the end of the 2008-2009 school year in 

the new school district (DESE website, 2014). The school’s free and reduced lunch rate 

was 87% during the 2008-2009 school year (DESE website, 2014). Under Participant A’s 

administration, School A made Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP), or met state standards, 

in the areas of Math, Communication Arts, and Attendance within three years of 

becoming part of a new school district during the 2010-2011school year. East Elementary 

School, located within the same school district as the newly acquired School A, was 

Participant A’s previous building. Under his administration, East Elementary School had 

a 87% free and reduced lunch rate, a student population of 379, and met Adequate Yearly 

Progress by increasing student achievement in Mathematics and Communication Arts on 

the Missouri Achievement Program (MAP) exams from 24% to nearly 60% Advanced 

and Proficient over his five year tenure there (Appendix J; DESE website, 2014). East 

Elementary and School A were pre-Kindergarten to fifth grade. 

 School B was a Kindergarten through sixth grade building located in a suburban 

area and had a student population of 971 students when Participant B was a Missouri 

Distinguished Principal (Appendix J). The building had a 21% free and reduced lunch 

rate during the 2006-2007 school year (DESE website, 2014). School B had 50% to 52% 
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of students scoring Advanced and Proficient in Communication Arts and Mathematics on 

the MAP exams in 2007, respectively (DESE website, 2014). 

 School C was a Kindergarten through first grade school building located in a rural 

area and had a student population of about 250 students when Participant C was a 

Missouri Distinguished Principal (DESE website, 2014).The building had a 50% free and 

reduced lunch rate during the 2001-2002 school year (DESE website, 2014). Students did 

not take MAP assessments at this building.  

 School D was a pre-Kindergarten through sixth grade school building in an urban 

school district with a student population over 450 kids with a 94% free and reduced rate 

(DESE website, 2014). School D had about 35% of students scoring Advanced and 

Proficient in Mathematics and Communication Arts on the MAP exams in 2002 and 

increased to about 60% of students scoring Advanced and Proficient in Mathematics and 

Communication Arts on the MAP exams in 2004 (DESE website, 2014). 

 School E was a Kindergarten through fifth grade school building in a suburban 

school district with a student population of 471 students with a 50% free and reduced 

lunch rate (DESE website, 2014). School E had 57% to 63% of students scoring 

Advanced or Proficient in Communication Arts and Mathematics on MAP exams in 

2011, respectively (DESE website, 2014). 

 School F was a Kindergarten through fifth grade school building in a suburban 

school district with a student population of 562 students with a 16% free and reduced 

lunch rate (DESE website, 2014). School E had 67% to 82% of students scoring 

Advanced or Proficient in English Language Arts and Mathematics on MAP exams in 

2012, respectively (DESE website, 2014). 
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 School G was a pre-Kindergarten through fifth grade school building in a rural 

school district with a student population of 375 students with a 70% free and reduced 

lunch rate (DESE website, 2014). School G had 36% to 40% of students scoring 

Advanced or Proficient in Communication Arts and Mathematics on MAP exams in 

2005, respectively (DESE website, 2014). In 2006, students scored 62% and 56% 

Advanced or Proficient in Communication Arts and Mathematics on MAP exams, 

respectively (DESE website, 2014). 

 School H was a Kindergarten through fifth grade school building in a suburban 

school district with a student population of 638 students with a 23% free and reduced 

lunch rate (DESE website, 2014). School H had 68% to 81% of students scoring 

Advanced or Proficient in English Language Arts and Mathematics on MAP exams in 

2012, respectively (DESE website, 2014). 

History of the National and Missouri Distinguished Elementary Principal Awards 

  The National Distinguished Principal (NDP) Award was created in 1984 to honor 

outstanding principals in every state, overseas chapter, and for the public and private 

sector (NAESP website, 2014). The NDP award sought principals sharing in a common 

culture of creating standards for high student achievement NAESP website, 2014). The 

Missouri Distinguished Elementary Principal Award was given to 12 honorees selected 

from the different Missouri Association of Elementary School Principal’s (MAESP) 

districts (MAESP website, 2013). One principal was selected from the 12 Missouri 

Distinguished Principals honorees to represent Missouri principals at the national level as 

the National Distinguished Principal (MAESP website, 2013). The Missouri 

Distinguished Principal Banquet was honored in Jefferson City, but moved dates and 
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locations to occur simultaneously with the MAESP Conference at Tan Tara Resort in 

March to increase attendance at the awards ceremony.  

Relationship of Researcher to Research 

 

 As a former teacher for Dr. Super (Participant A), the researcher was part of the 

school data for West Elementary during his three-year principalship there. The researcher 

had knowledge of the building and Dr. Super’s winning a Missouri Distinguished 

Elementary Principal Award for his work in Freedom Public Schools. Following Dr. 

Super’s retirement in 2011, the researcher taught at West Elementary for one more year, 

and then interviewed and moved to a new building in the district. The researcher 

continues to teach in the district at the new elementary building. The researcher’s 

relationship with Dr. Super led to seeking leadership traits of other Missouri 

Distinguished Principals. All participants were informed of the purpose of the research 

and the implications of seeking leadership traits award-winning elementary school 

principals. 

Participants 

Purposeful sampling was used to select participants (Merriam, 1998; Seidman, 

1998). Participants were selected to represent rural, urban, and suburban districts. These 

participants were selected from award years between 2002 and 2013. The researcher 

selected eight participants from the 2002, 2006, 2008, 2009, 2012, and 2013 award years 

(Table 2). Three participants selected were honored as National Distinguished Principals 

out of the 13 Missouri Distinguished Principals the year they won. Two participants 

served on the selection committee at the Missouri Distinguished Principal Banquet and 

were interviewed as Missouri Distinguished Principal participants and as experts on the 
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selection process for choosing the National Distinguished Principal from the 13 Missouri 

Distinguished Principal honorees. 

Interview Participant Demographics 

 A demographic profile of participants was provided for each participant in the 

study. Information included: (a) years of teaching experience, (b) years of administrative 

experience, (c) year honored as a Missouri Distinguished Principal, (d) number of school 

districts they were employed, I the type of school district they were employed, urban, 

suburban, or rural, (f) if they were selected as a National Distinguished Principal, and (g) 

if they were on the selection committee for selecting a National Distinguished Principal 

among the Missouri Distinguished Principal Honorees. 

 Participant A had 34 years combined as a teacher and administrator. Participant A 

was a classroom teacher for nine years. Participant A was a building administrator 25 

years. Participant A was honored as a Missouri Distinguished Principal in 2009. 

Participant A was employed in five districts, three suburban and two urban (Appendix F; 

Appendix J).  

 Participant B had 28 years combined as a teacher and administrator. Participant B 

was a classroom teacher for eight years. Participant B was a building administrator for 20 

years. Participant B was honored as a Missouri Distinguished Principal in 2008. 

Participant B was employed in 3 districts, one rural and two suburban (Appendix G; 

Appendix J).  

 Participant C had 37 years combined as a teacher and administrator. Participant C 

career was a classroom teacher for 17 years. Participant C was a building administrator 
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for 20 years. Participant C was honored as a Missouri Distinguished Principal in 2002. 

Participant C was employed in one district, rural. 

 Participant D had 23 years combined as a teacher and administrator. Participant D 

was a classroom teacher for five years. Participant D was a building administrator 18 

years. Participant D was honored as a Missouri Distinguished Principal in 2002. 

Participant D was employed in two districts, one rural and one urban. Participant D was 

selected as the National Distinguished Principal among the Missouri Distinguished 

Principals in 2002. 

 Participant E had 23 years combined as a teacher and administrator. Participant E 

was a classroom teacher for eight years. Participant E was a building administrator 15 

years. Participant E was honored as a Missouri Distinguished Principal in 2012. 

Participant E was employed in one district, suburban. Participant E was selected as the 

National Distinguished Principal among the Missouri Distinguished Principals in 2012 

(Appendix J). Participant E served on the selection committee for selecting a National 

Distinguished Principal among the Missouri Distinguished Principal Honorees. 

 Participant F had 15 years combined as a teacher and administrator. Participant F 

was a classroom teacher for seven years. Participant F was a building administrator for 

eight years. Participant F was honored as a Missouri Distinguished Principal in 2013. 

Participant F was employed in one district, suburban (Appendix J). 

 Participant G had 30 years combined as a teacher and administrator. Participant G 

was a classroom teacher for two years. Participant G was a building administrator for 28 

years. Participant G was honored as a Missouri Distinguished Principal in 2006. 

Participant G was employed in one district, rural. Participant G was selected as the 
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National Distinguished Principal among the Missouri Distinguished Principals in 2006 

(Appendix J). Participant G served on the selection committee for selecting a National 

Distinguished Principal among the Missouri Distinguished Principal Honorees. 

 Participant H had 17 years combined as a teacher and administrator. Participant H 

was a classroom teacher for seven years. Participant H was a building administrator for 

ten years. Participant H was honored as a Missouri Distinguished Principal in 2013. 

Participant H was employed in one district, suburban (Appendix J). 

Table 2 

Missouri Distinguished Principal Demographics 

 

Data Collection Procedures 

Interview Settings 

 Eight out of eight selected participants chose to participate in the interview 

process. Participants were given the choice of interview location to ensure comfort so 

optimal data would emerge (Creswell, 2003; Seidman, 1998). Participant A selected the 

researcher’s building and classroom due to location by a college where he instructed 

teacher education classes. Participant B selected her home due to comfort and location. 

Participant Total Yrs. 
Education 

Total Yrs. 
Teaching 

Total Yrs. 
Administrator 

Total Districts 
Employed 

Year Honored  
as  MDP 
 

School District 
Demographic 

Participant A 34 9 25 5 2009 Suburban/ 
Urban 

Participant B 28 8 20 3 2008 Suburban 

Participant C 37 17 20 1 2002 Rural 

Participant D 23 5 18 2 2002 Rural/Urban 

Participant E 23 8 15 1 2012 Suburban 

Participant F 15 7 8 1 2013 Suburban 

Participant G 30      2    28      1 2006 Rural 

Participant H 17 7 10 1 2013 Suburban 
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Participant C selected her office in her school building. Participant D was visiting the 

researcher’s school district for professional development and selected to be interviewed 

in a conference room at the school where the professional development was held. 

Participant E selected to be interviewed in her office at her school building. Participant F 

selected to be interviewed in his office at his school building. Participant G selected a 

phone interview on speaker phone for recording purposes and due to her schedule and 

location. Participant H selected to be interviewed in his office at his school building.  

 In the initial contact email, the researcher allowed participants to select their 

interview location or mode of communication due to comfort level so thoughts could 

freely flow (Creswell, 2003). Each location was a private setting with the door closed to 

outside contact to ensure confidentiality and have a distraction-free environment, 

including the phone interview on speaker phone. Prior to the interview questions and 

audio recording, the researcher made casual conversation to build a rapport and comfort 

with the participant (Seidman, 1998). Prior to the interview, participants were told of the 

methods for confidentiality and their choice to withdraw from the investigation at any 

time. Participants signed the consent form prior to the interview and were given the cover 

letter prior to meeting as the researcher purposefully selected and contacted participants 

by phone or email. Participants were told the reason for audio recording the interview and 

how the researcher would use the data. Participants were informed the researcher would 

contact them for follow up questions and member-checking if they wanted to elaborate 

on a statement or change it (Seidman, 1998). 

Interview Questions         

 The interview questions were formed around the Leadership Trait Questionnaire 
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(LTQ) (Northouse, 2010; Appendix D; Appendix E). Open-ended questions regarding 

leadership traits were asked of the participants to allow data gathering and themes to 

emerge on the leadership traits of award-winning elementary principals. The researcher 

asked 15 questions in a semi-structured interview. The participants were also asked a 

question reflecting the grand tour research question: What leadership traits do award-

winning elementary principals exhibit? The interview questions asked the participants to 

consider their top traits and their most important characteristics as an effective leader. 

 At the beginning of the interview, each participant was asked about themselves 

and their backgrounds in education and as an administrator. This established a level of 

comfort for the participants to freely discuss the questions and build a rapport between 

the researcher and participant (Seidman,1998). 

The semi-structured interview format (Merriam, 1998) allowed the researcher to 

ask a few additional questions for more data on the participant’s leadership traits. The 

participants freely expressed their thoughts, opinions, and stories pertaining to each 

question. Each participant was allowed additional response time after each question. At 

the end of the interview, the researcher inquired of there was anything else the participant 

wanted to add. 

The transcription of the interviews referred to participants as Participant A, B, C, 

D, E, F, G, and H (Table 2). Participant’s school buildings were referred to as School A, 

B, C, D, E, F, G, and H. Participant’s school districts were referred to as A, B, C, D, E, F, 

G, and H. This allowed the identity of the participant to remain anonymous throughout 

the interview and data analysis. Participant A was the only participant with a prior 

relationship with the researcher. Participant A is interchanged with the pseudonym, Dr. 
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Super in the study. Participant A’s school district is interchangeably referred to as 

Freedom Public Schools, as well as school buildings interchangeably referred to as East 

Elementary and West Elementary in sections of the study.   

Document Collection 

  Documents were collected during the interview. The researcher asked prior to the 

interview for the participant to gather any documents they wanted to share pertaining to 

their leadership. Documents were copied and sections identifying the name, school, or 

district were blocked out and referred to as Participant, School, or District with the letter 

of the alphabet coordinated with the participant (Table 2). 

Leadership Trait Questionnaire 

 

 The researcher was granted permission to administer the Leadership Trait 

Questionnaire (LTQ) (Northouse, 2010; Appendix D; Appendix E). The researcher asked 

the participants to fill out the Leadership Trait Questionnaire (LTQ) after the interview 

was finished.  The participant was given ample time to reflect on how they perceived 

their own leadership traits in the 14 areas on the LTQ. The researcher collected the 

leadership trait questionnaire, copied the questionnaire, and blocked the name by 

referring to the participant as Participant followed by the letter of the alphabet 

coordinated with their participation. The LTQ was compared to the data that emerged as 

key phrases from the participants’ interviews and documents through triangulation and 

themes emerged from this process. 

Data Analysis 

 

 The researcher used triangulation (Merriam, 1998) of interviews, personal and 

public document analysis, and the Leadership Trait Questionnaire (LTQ) (Appendix D; 
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Appendix E). The researcher paralleled triangulation with a constant comparative method 

(Merriam, 1998) to compare the participants’ data while mining through the interview 

transcripts, documents, and LTQ.  

 Each participant, their school building, and their school district was assigned a 

letter for transcriptions. The researcher assigned each participant a different color of pen 

and to underline each key phrase in the transcription (Figure 4). Notes in this pen color 

were made in the margins of the transcription. The same color of sticky note as the pen 

was assigned to each participant and the key phrases related to the study were written on 

the sticky note. Key phrases were determined by identifying repeated and similar 

statements (Merriam, 1998). Copies of the personal and public documents provided by 

the participant and the LTQ were compared with their interview transcription. The 

researcher made notes of key phrases in the documents and compared these to similar key 

phrases in the interviews. The LTQ was also used to rank where the participants saw 

themselves on their leadership traits. The LTQ was compared to the interview 

transcriptions’ key phrases and documents’ key phrases. The researcher stuck the notes 

on chart paper divided into the different participants (Figure 4). This process was 

completed with all eight transcribed interviews. The researcher then identified the themes 

threaded across the participants’ key phrases related to the study. These threaded themes 

were placed on separate chart paper for recoding to occur. At this time, the researcher 

reread the transcripts to pull any additional key phrases from the interviews. The themes 

generated were subdivided into key traits or subthemes that emerged from the interview 

transcriptions, documents, and LTQ (Figure 4).  
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Figure 4. Themes and subthemes emerging from data. 

 

            

            

            

            

            

            

            

        

 

                  

    

 

 

                                               

                                                

 

 

 

 

The researcher ensured internal and external validity (Creswell, 2003) by utilizing 

the qualitative methods of interviewing, personal and public document analysis, and the 

LTQ to triangulate and compare the data. These methods were mined and coded 

(Merriam, 1998) to identify themes and subthemes embedded within the three sources. 

Interview Data 

Documents LTQ 

Triangulation 

Documents were coded by using 

the same color of pen to mark key 

phrases and the same color of 

sticky note was assigned to each 
participant to record the phrases. 

The LTQ results on how 

participants viewed their own 

leadership traits was compared to 

the key phrases emerging from the 

interviews and documents. 

Interviews were coded by using the 

same color of pen to mark key 

phrases and the same color of 

sticky note was assigned to each 
participant to record the phrases.  

Themes and subthemes emerged 

from the data collected from the 

interviews, documents, and LTQ. 

Interviews and document data were 

coded by using the same color of 

pen to mark key phrases and the 

same color of sticky note was 

assigned to each participant to 

record the phrases. 
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The Institutional Review Board approval to conduct the study was in place before 

research was conducted. The researcher sent the cover letter (Appendix A) and consent 

form (Appendix B) to participants before research was conducted.  The researcher 

collected the cover letters (Appendix C) before the interviews. The researcher ensured 

validity by triangulation of the three sources and the constant comparative method 

(Merriam,1998). The researcher also ensured validity with member-checking and asking 

follow up questions if something was not clear in the interview or documents provided by 

the participant (Seidman, 1998). The researcher used purposeful sampling (Merriam, 

1998; Seidman, 1998) to select the participants and the sample size of eight participants 

was sufficient for the data gathered to support the results and findings of the study. The 

researcher identified potential biases with a prior relationship with a participant to ensure 

reliability (Creswell, 2003). 

RESEARCH FINDINGS 

 

Building Relationships with all School Stakeholders 

 The data gathered through the interviews, documents, and LTQ indicated that 

each participant stressed the importance of building relationships with all school 

stakeholders. Each participant mentioned building relationships in some capacity with 

students, teachers, and parents. Participants mentioned building relationships as their 

most important trait or characteristic in the interview. Participant A stated: 

 Relationships with kids in the classroom is probably the most determining factor 

 for student learning. The relationships that the principal house with staff is 

 probably the most important thing to creating a positive learning environment that 

 is conducive to learning. 
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Some of the leadership traits embedded within building relationships with all school 

stakeholders were the subthemes of empathy, trustworthiness, outgoingness, and 

friendliness. 

Empathy Trait Emerges in Award-winning Principals for Building Relationships 

 

Empathy, the ability to understand and identify with others, emerged as a theme 

from the data gathered by the researcher. Each participant saw themselves as empathetic 

during the interview process. Research indicated empathy emerged as a trait for building 

relationships in each participant’s interview. Participant A mentioned the importance of 

being empathetic and always asking in teacher interviews, “Can a teacher be too 

empathetic? Can you ever put yourself enough in another person’s shoes?” Participant A 

also indicated empathy in his data with the statement, “I have a very deep, sincere 

passion for working with children. And I care about kids and I care about the staff that 

works in the school and I care about parents.” The researcher found commonalities in key 

phrases from participants on empathy. Document A from Participant A’s National 

Distinguished Principal application stated in a school leadership statement regarding 

struggling learners: 

 At the heart of all learning is the motivation of the learner. When considering a 

 student’s motivation to learn, I reflect on a quote from Mike McNight, 

 ‘People (children) don’t care how much you know, until they know how much 

 you care.’ Whether a child is a struggling learner or working above grade level, 

 the relationship of the teacher and the child is crucial. If the child is going to reach 

 their academic potential, a mutual and genuine feeling of caring and respect must 

 exist. (Appendix F) 
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Participant B stated the importance to “put myself in someone else’s position.” 

Participant C stressed, “I think it is important to be empathetic and sympathetic.” Key 

words and phrases such as “empathy” and “understanding” were common in the data. 

Participant E articulated how she sought, “understanding the thoughts of each staff 

member.” Participant F reflected how it was a trait of his to “let people know you care 

about them.”  

 Some thoughts on empathy reflected deeper insight into the leadership trait. 

Participant D felt that she was empathetic and articulated how people “have to be 

human,” but articulated that she is confident and that “can be read as I’m not as 

sensitive.” Participant D also stated, “Am I empathetic to people? Absolutely! But does it 

change expectations? No.” Participant G indicated you have to be empathetic, but 

realistic so people do not take advantage of that empathy. Participant F felt that he was 

very empathetic, but “could be short with people because of time.” Participant D, G, and 

F led the researcher to conclude that empathy can be affected by other traits. 

The researcher compared the data from the interviews and the documents to how 

the participants ranked themselves on empathy within the building relationships with all 

school stakeholders theme on the LTQ. Half of the participants ranked themselves as a 

four (agree), and the other half of the participants ranked themselves as a five (strongly 

agree) on the trait of empathy on the LTQ.  

Leadership Trait of Trustworthiness Lays a Solid Foundation for Relationships 

 The researcher inquired about participants’ feelings on the trait of trustworthiness. 

Each participant felt there was either a large level of trust between themselves and the 

staff or that trust was essential.  Participant H reflected, “Trust is key because everybody 
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wants to succeed” and “trust starts with me and teachers knowing they can trust me.” 

Participant C articulated, “If you don’t trust your leader, you can’t accomplish all of those 

goals I’ve told you about.” The researcher found trust as a critical trait these leaders 

possessed.  

As trust emerged within the theme of relationships, the researcher identified traits 

on how the award-winning elementary felt about and built trust. Participant E stressed, 

“Teachers just have to trust that no matter what the situation is, the principal will walk 

beside them through things, even tough situations.” Two principals felt trust was 

something that had to be built. Participant D felt trust is “critical” and that “you build it 

by delivery” and also that trust had to be reciprocated by other staff. Participant F 

reflected on trust: 

 It is really difficult to build, and very easy to break. And you can build trust over 

 time. You can spend two or three years building trust through 100 different 

 things, but the second you do something wrong, people just don’t forgive that 

 easily…if people don’t trust each other, then it’s going to be really difficult to get 

 things done.  

Participant F also articulated on building trust as a new administrator:  

 So those first couple of years are hard because everyone questioned everything 

 that you did because they didn’t have any trust and I didn’t have any credibility 

 yet. And over seven to eight years, I’d like to think that I’ve built a lot of 

 credibility so that people trust me a lot more to make the right decision.  

The emergence of trust was evident in the data collected through interviews with an 

overall feeling that it was a crucial component that had to be built and maintained. 
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Relationships between the participants and their school constituents were evident from 

the trust established. 

 The researcher compared documents to the data from interviews on 

trustworthiness. Document B from Participant B (Appendix G), the National 

Distinguished Principal application, contained a letter of reference from a staff member 

reflecting that Participant B, “At the end of the day Participant B and I often monitor the 

same hallway. It is there that I noticed the trust and relationships she builds with 

students.” Document C, a school agenda from Participant C, asked teachers, “Make 

positive phone calls and send notes often. Build those relationships with parents and 

students. When you have problems with a student, let me know.” Participant C not only 

wanted relationships built between teachers and students, but had trust established with 

the teachers that she was there to support students in difficult situations. 

 The researcher compared the data from the interviews and the documents to how 

the participants ranked themselves on the trait of being trustworthy within the building 

relationships with all school stakeholders theme on the LTQ. All eight of the participants 

ranked themselves as a five (strongly agree) on the trait of trustworthy on the LTQ. 

Several participants felt that their sharing of ownership and bringing people on board 

with decisions built trust that supported the relationships between the principals and their 

staff.   

Being Approachable through Friendliness and Outgoingness Builds Relationships 

 The traits of being friendly and outgoing were evident in the relationship building 

between the stakeholders in the building. Three of the participants stressed that a sense of 

humor and laughter were important traits for building relationships.  
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 Relationships through friendliness were reflected by Participant G as she reflected 

on her reading and rambling time set aside for two hours a day. She would read with 

students for an hour and a half a day and then walk and talk on their building’s trail with 

students for another 30 minutes a day. Participant G supported her friendly trait by 

explaining the reason she retired: 

 When the evaluation system changed…I was going to have to do 247 evaluations 

 on my staff…I just didn’t want to sacrifice my time with kids. I know it’s critical 

 to be in the classroom as well, I don’t argue that point at all, but I didn’t want to 

 sacrifice the time I had with kids.  

Participant B stressed that a sense of humor was her best characteristic. This allowed her 

staff members to freely approach her within the relationship theme. Document B from 

Participant B (Appendix G) contained a letter of recommendation stating, “Participant B 

has a wonderful sense of humor. With her administrative team at Building B, she 

welcomes her staff back in the fall with some in-house entertainment.” Participant D 

indicated that she was friendly by hosting social events with her staff and how they 

“would always have fun” and laugh. 

 Outgoingness was indicated in each interview as the researcher felt at ease with 

each participant. Participants were open to describing uncomfortable or difficult 

situations, and how they dealt with the situation. The researcher found that the trait of 

being outgoing was reflected by Participant A after he was asked to resign from a 

position towards the end of the year: 

 At the end of the meeting, they (central office administration) said, ‘I know that 

 this is a lot if you just want to take the rest of the day off, a couple of days, you 
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 know it’s okay.’ I looked back at them and said, ‘No, I have three kids, Star 

 Students, and we are off to McDonald’s.’ And I went back to school and took the 

 three kids to McDonald’s for lunch and finished out the school year. 

The researcher identified the outgoingness trait and relationship theme embedded in 

Principal A’s story as he reflected that the relationship he had with those students 

outweighed any distress he had over the situation.  

 The researcher compared the data from the interviews and the documents on 

friendliness and outgoingness within the building relationships with all school 

stakeholders theme to how the participants ranked themselves on being outgoing on the 

LTQ. Half of the participants ranked themselves as a four (agree), and three of the 

participants ranked themselves as a five (strongly agree), and one participant ranked 

herself as a three (neutral) on the trait of being outgoing on the LTQ. 

Communication is Key 

 The data gathered through the interviews, documents, and LTQ indicated that 

each participant valued good communication with school personnel. Participant B’s 

statement, “Communication is key” coupled with Participant G’s statement, 

“Communication is huge,” manifested into a common leadership trait all participants 

shared: the ability to articulate and communicate effectively within their school 

community. In Document A, Participant A reflected on his thoughts of communication in 

regards to student achievement: 

 I can attest through collegiality, open honest communication, establishing and 

 communicating high standards for staff and students, monitoring student progress, 

 and insuring decisions were based on data—East Elementary transformed from 
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 the lowest performing school to a school where student scores on assessments 

 became some of the highest in the school district. (Appendix F) 

Communication was an instrumental trait for all participants. Common subthemes of 

leadership traits through communication were a preference for face-to-face 

communication, the ability to listen, being a people person, and positive praise. 

The Preference of Face-to-Face Communication 

 The researcher inquired about the actions and processes the award-winning 

elementary principals used for communication. Six out of eight participants described 

their preferred method of communication as “face-to face” or “one-to-one” during their 

interview. Participant E reflected: 

 I think emails are overrated and overused. I think that I like to know what’s going   

 with my staff both outside and inside of school. And so I think that those personal 

 conversations in the morning or in the afternoon and just talking with them about 

 kids, families, summer, how was your weekend? They go a long way in building 

 morale in doing things like that.  

Participant F also articulated in regards to communication with staff: 

 If I need something, I just go talk to them. I try to check in the mornings. I 

 try to check in about things more than just school. Check in about their family, 

 learn something about them, and ask them how their kids are doing, and that kind 

 of thing.  

Face-to-face communication was evident in the data emerging from participants’ 

interviews. Participants also maintained relationships with all school stakeholders within 

the communication is key theme through face-to-face communication because it 
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demonstrated they cared about their staff, students, and parents. The extra time it took to 

walk to a classroom, rather than send an email was important. 

A letter in Document B from Participant B (Appendix G) from a sixth grade 

student stating, “Participant B is very approachable and easy to talk to when you have a 

problem. At dismissal Participant B will always stand at her place in the hall to greet the 

students with a smile and give an encouraging word.” Participant B’s students felt her 

approachable and reflected her preference for face-to-face communication. 

The preference for face-to-face communication emerged as a consistent subtheme 

within the communication is key theme throughout the interview process and within the 

documents. The researcher compared participants’ reflections on communication from 

their interviews and documents to how they ranked themselves on the articulation trait on 

the LTQ. Seven out of eight participants ranked themselves as a four (agree) with the 

eighth participant ranking herself a five (strongly agree) on the LTQ trait of articulation. 

The Ability to Listen 

The ability to listen emerged as a common trait among participants. Listening 

skills formed around problem-solving and sharing information. As participant B reflected 

on what made her an effective leader she stated:  

 The listening piece, but also being a decision-maker and tried to look at the whole 

 picture, and put myself in someone else’s position before I jumped to say  

 something or make a recommendation or have answer. Sometimes people don’t 

 want answers. They just want to be heard and that staff, children, parents, 

 whomever it is...Always tried to make sure people knew they were being listened 

 to and that their thoughts were valued.  
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Participant A also mentioned the importance of listening. The listening trait was evident 

with Participant H stating, “Being a good listener…letting everybody be heard” as his 

most important characteristic for being an effective administrator. 

 A letter of recommendation for Participant B in Document B (Appendix G) 

stated, “She always listens with a compassionate ear and is truly focused/present with the 

person.” A letter of recommendation for Participant A in Document A reflected on his 

involvement with students including listening: 

 Every day he is in the lunchroom and on the playground with his students. From 

 the first-grader who has a song to sing to him, hoping her song is food enough for 

 the next ‘American Idol’ assembly at the school to the troubled boy who must sit 

 with him, Participant A is available for his students. (Appendix F) 

The participants’ all felt listening was a necessary trait for being an effective principal 

within the communication is key theme when communicating with staff, students, and 

parents. 

The researcher found participants’ ability to listen within the communication is 

key theme through interviews and the documentation made available. However, the LTQ 

did not have measurable trait for listening besides being articulate. The trait of being 

articulate on the LTQ was compared earlier with face-to-face communication where 

seven out of eight participants ranked themselves as a four (agree) with the eighth 

participant ranking herself a five (strongly agree). 

The People Person 

 Within the communication theme, the trait of being a people person was 

mentioned in half of the interviews. The position of principal interacting with students, 
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staff, parents, and community members was a consistent piece in each of the award-

winning elementary principals’ interviews. When asked about her top traits as an 

effective leader, Participant E stated, “You know, this is a people job and I am a people 

person. I think I work well with others.” Participant F shared his thoughts on what made 

him an effective leader, “I think my ability to work with people. You know I am a huge, 

firm believer that it’s people before programs.” These reflections, coupled with 

Participant H’s thoughts on being reliable and consistent for his school because it is a 

“people business,” allowed the researcher to view the people person trait within the 

communication theme. 

 Document B from Participant B relates the “people person” theme in a 

recommendation letter from a colleague:  

Participant B is one of the most loyal people I know. Her loyalty benefits her 

students and their families, her teachers, fellow administrators, friends, and 

families…Participant B believes in the teachers and staff at her school. She works 

very hard to establish and encourage positive relationships with and among 

members of the Building B employees. Although her school is large, the staff 

presents the perception of a close-knit group, striving to reach common goals. 

Participant B works hard to perpetuate this ‘family’ atmosphere at her school. 

(Appendix G) 

Data from Document B reflects the leader being a “people person” from the perception of 

a colleague.  

The researcher found the subtheme of being a “people person” within the 

communication is key theme. The researcher compared the data from the interviews and 
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documents to how the participants ranked themselves on being friendly or a “people 

person” on the LTQ. Three of the participants ranked themselves as a four (agree), and 

the five of the participants ranked themselves as a five (strongly agree) on the trait of 

being friendly on the LTQ.  

Positive Praise 

 Positive praise was a trait of effective leadership among the participants within 

the communication theme. When asked about reaching her goals and achieving them with 

all of the interferences on the job, Participant C reflected on getting into classrooms: 

 I try to get in and see what the kids are doing. And the teachers need that 

 feedback, because they are working so hard to do a good job. And they need to 

 know that someone notices what they’re doing and how hard they’ve worked. So I 

 think part of just being in the classroom is giving them feedback and cheering 

 them on.  

Participant B stated, “I always tried to make sure praise was given in a sincere manner.” 

Positive praise was evident in Participant E’s leadership as she reflected on her 

communication actions and processes: 

  Teachers work so hard in their classrooms and kids know that and I think their 

 kids appreciate it, but there’s nothing better than having your supervisor or 

 another adult walk into your room and say, ‘Oh my gosh, your room is 

 amazing…how engaging! Your kids are so focused.  The relationships you have

 with your kids and families…’ There’s nothing better than that. And if I can take 

 five minutes and say it versus five seconds to send it in an email, then those five 

 minutes were very much worth it. 
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The positive praise was mentioned as an empowering mechanism by Participant F as he 

discussed Marcus Buckingham’s (2001) work, “Forget about the bad stuff, try to 

accentuate the positive as much as you can.”  

 In Document A, a school leadership statement, Participant A reflects on praise of 

his students: 

Daily, children listen to the announcements recognizing their classmates for 

 ‘doing the right thing, and treating people right.’ I have observed that the students 

 quickly build pride in themselves, their work, and their school-if they believe the 

 adults in the school genuinely care about them and their welfare. (Appendix F) 

Positive praise was evident in the participants’ data and was used to empower students 

and staff members to do their personal best. 

The positive praise subtheme was embedded within the communication is key 

theme. The researcher compared the data from the interviews and in documents and 

related the data to how the participants ranked themselves on being perceptive concerning 

giving positive praise on the LTQ. Five of the participants ranked themselves as a four 

(agree), and two the participants ranked themselves as a five (strongly agree), and one 

participant ranked himself as a three (neutral) on the trait of being perceptive on the LTQ. 

The researcher discovered the power of positive praise through the data collected in the 

research.  

Belief Systems Building Culture 

 Belief systems were evident throughout the data collected in the form of 

interviews, documents, and the LTQ from participants. The belief systems of each 

participant built a culture for each school building where the participant served as an 
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award-winning elementary principal. Research gathered regarding participants’ reasons 

for becoming a principal reflected belief systems. Participant B wanted to become 

building principal to “impact more on a larger level than within a classroom.” Participant 

E “wanted to put my own fingerprint on a building.” Participant G stated she “left a 

legacy for the new leader.” Participant F “wanted to try to positively impact as many 

people as possible.” Participant A stated, “Typically the schools that I walked into, were 

schools that kind of needed to be revitalized. And I really believe I left each school a 

better place for the kids and staff.” These beliefs are evident as traits shared by the 

award-winning elementary principals as they filter throughout schools with the 

subthemes of values, passions, and interests, align with seeing the big picture through 

goals, visions, and missions, and create a positive learning environment. 

Beliefs, Values, Passions, and Interests Filter throughout the Schools 

 The beliefs, values, passions, and interests of each participant filtered throughout 

each school. Data gathered reflected these traits within each participant. Participant A 

reflected on his beliefs: 

I believe all kids deserve a quality education. And as the principal you had the 

opportunity to shape, mold not only the kids, but you really helped teachers grow 

professionally. And that should be one of the most important or most satisfying 

parts of the job of a principal is helping her teachers grow and become the best 

that they can be, which ultimately then impacts kids and their learning. I had some 

very strong values and beliefs of what schools should be…that schools are for the 

kids, and schools aren’t for the teachers or for the parents. And that all decisions 

must be made in the best interest of the child or the student. 
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Participant A was also a firm believer in author, Stephen Covey’s (1998) moral compass 

by stating, “Basically, it’s your integrity and if you don’t have some of those basic skills 

within yourself, you cannot be expected to successfully lead others.”  Participant A also 

shared his values of being a “life-long learner” and valuing “hard work” allowed him to 

be an effective leader within his schools.  

 Participant H shared that he “values teachers and what they bring to the 

profession.” The sharing of values in the staff was also evident in participant C’s 

reflection on her passions for “what we can accomplish for kids” and “sharing good 

practices among teachers.” These passions were also reflected by Participant F’s 

statement, “I have for a very long time been very passionate about this place, these 

people, and the job I do here.” 

 Personal interests in the form of ‘likes’ and ‘loves’ were evident in the data 

gathered from participant’s interviews. Participant D reflected on the reasons for 

becoming a principal because she “likes leadership…likes moving the pieces…serving 

people…likes making jobs easier.” Personal interests of Participant E emerged through 

statements such as “love my job…it’s a great place to work…every day is different…I 

love organizing…I love implementing things…I like the professional development 

piece…” Participant D later describes how she is “relaxed on things…even things I am 

passionate about.” A school leadership statement by Participant A in Document A states 

his beliefs: 

 In assessing what I do to create a positive school climate, my beliefs have been 

 significantly influenced by reading literature by John Maxwell, Steven Covey, 

 and William Glasser. Each individual is an educator, a teacher sharing the 
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 importance of moral character and integrity when developing personal 

 relationships. In education, your relationships involve so many-staff members, 

 students, and parents. (Appendix F) 

This statement reflected the beliefs of this school leader and the determination to make 

those beliefs filter throughout the relationships between all constituents of the school. 

Participant B reflected on school beliefs in Document B’s position statement: 

 The visibility of the administrative team is critical. We strive to be in classrooms 

 on a daily basis. Members of our school community know what we believe 

 because it shows in all we do and say. I keep the following quote visible in my 

 office-it reads: ‘People may not believe what you say but they will always believe 

 what you do.’ (Appendix G) 

Personal interests of the participants filter through the building because they are 

embedded within the leader. The researcher compared the data from the interviews and 

documents on beliefs within the belief systems building culture theme to how the 

participants ranked themselves on being determined on the LTQ. Six of the participants 

ranked themselves as a four (agree), and two of the participants ranked themselves as a 

five (strongly agree) on the trait being determined on the LTQ.  

Seeing the Big Picture through Goals, Visions, and Missions 

 Participant A reflected on the schools he served as a principal. In each school he 

focused on Lezotte’s (1991) seven correlates of an effective school. Participant A stated, 

“When I went into just about every elementary school that I assumed the principalship of, 

I looked at those seven correlates, and I picked out one or two to focus on.” The goals 

formed by Participant A were made by: 
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 Every school that I went into, I went into in a listening mode to get as much  

 information about the school, the environment, the atmosphere that I could. 

 Observations, and then deciding what needed to be addressed first that would 

 ultimately help kids learn, teachers feel good about where they were at, and 

 transform a bad place into a good place for kids.  

Participant A felt like he and the staff shared in those goals and stated, “I really think I 

kind of strengthened my ability to organize and definitely be able to work with people to 

accomplish goals we set for ourselves.” 

 When Participant B reflected on goals she stated she “kept kids at the 

forefront…What’s best for kids?’ and that her goals also were to “make kids feel safe.” 

Participant B also articulated how she initially built community in a school through goal-

setting with 1275 students because she wanted to “break the misconception that a large 

school as being impersonal” by working together and creating a “sense of pride.” 

Participant B stated, “And we built a reputation with the parents and they talked about the 

community being…it may be a big school, but it feels like any other school when you 

walk as far as this, that, or the other.”  Participant B also stayed “loyal to district goals” 

and strived to achieve a “sense of learning” for the entire school community. 

 Participant C considered one of her top traits, “I’m a visionary person , so I see 

the big picture.” She also stated that she was a “change agent and I see because of the 

vision.”  When Participant C assumed a principalship in her district, she saw “an 

opportunity to be a leader in our organization and help everybody work towards goals 

and have a vision.” Her goals within her school were “what’s best for kids” and “I want 
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to make teachers jobs easier and I want to help them accomplish their goals in the 

classroom.” 

 Participant D stated throughout her interview, ‘the central mission of school is 

teaching and learning…and I knew about instruction…and our mission is to help students 

achieve academically.” Participant D’s goals for her building were also centered around 

the low socio-economic status of students, “Our goal was that we put our kids on an even 

playing field with everybody else…so high expectations for low-achieving kids, that was 

our goal.”  

 Participant E reflected why she wanted to become a principal and stated, “I like 

the bigger picture and had great visions of what I wanted things to be.” Participant E’s 

building was at the bottom of the achievement scale for the district and she partnered 

with the police department to establish relationships between the school and the Section 

Eight housing development by the building. Participant E’s goals and visions for her 

building shifted when “we really made a shift of focus on growth, academic growth that 

the students made…and that shift was extremely empowering to the teachers and staff 

here.”  

 Participant F felt like he was “a very kind of visionary and disciplined person…I 

have the ability to stay disciplined and get everyone else to move forward with that and 

stay focused on with what kind of our plan is.” Participant F reflected on goals achieved 

by his building, “I think we always get further, and I feel good about goals that we set out 

for every year and us sticking to those goals.” When he reflected on the accountability 

associated with his goals, Participant F recalled a friend’s phrase: 
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‘Accountability is not a hammer, it’s a flashlight.’ So if you go hounding people 

about this and that they didn’t do, then they’re not going to respond to you very 

much. To help people see how to do things better, that helps a lot. You know as 

quick as a hammer can build something, it can also tear it down.  

Participant G had a goal for “my kids to leave with some life skills that weren’t 

just dealing with achievement…and then for staff, that they were appreciated and that 

they did a good job…even if they weren’t where DESE said they needed to be. I knew 

that they were busting their tails to do the best job that they could do.” Concerning goals 

in his school, Participant H stated he “is patient and watched them unfold.”  

Participant E’s Document E (Appendix I) reflected the teams she formed and their 

meeting agendas. One team, the Lighthouse Team, was also referred to as the Goal 

Champions.  The document reflected the Lighthouse team’s responsibilities as the 

financial team, building school improvement plan, and the school data team. The goals of 

the building were attained through shared leadership as reflected in Document E. 

Participant C shared building Goals through Document C (Appendix H) with educational 

goals:    

As a result of their elementary and middle school coursework, the number of 

students passing Algebra I at the end of 8
th

 grade will increase to 60%; Based on 

the Technology Inventory and student achievement results, resources will be in 

place that enhance student learning by 2017; By 2016, the staff will fully 

implement Common Core Standards in ELS, MA, and Sci. 

 Participant A reflected in a school leadership statement in Document A on how he 

set goals in a building he had assumed: 
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 Within the staff, there appeared to be a lack of a clear and focused mission for the 

 school, and there was a general feeling that the students could not and would not 

 meet the established district and state standards. As school principal, you must 

 assess the strengths and areas of concern within your school. In each of my 

 principalships, I have relied on the Correlates of Effective Schools as a 

 framework for this assessment…Working with our assigned team leader from 

 Accelerated Schools, parents, and community members, we developed a clear 

 sense of purpose which was articulated in both the vision and mission statements 

 of the school. Our vision and mission statements served as a unifying 

 commitment to the instructional goals, priorities, assessment procedures, and 

 accountability we would adhere to as a staff. (Appendix F) 

The participants planning and adherence to goals was evident in the interviews and the 

documents provided to the researcher. 

 The researcher compared the interview data and the documents concerning 

participant’s goals within the belief systems building culture theme to how the 

participants ranked themselves on being persistent on the LTQ. Five out of the eight 

participants ranked themselves as a five (strongly agree) and the other three ranked 

themselves as a four (agree). The researcher discovered a trait of seeing the big picture 

through goals, visions, and missions as important to each participant with their 

leadership.  

A Positive Learning Environment 

 A positive learning environment was a trait the researcher found through the data 

gathered through the interviews and documents provided to the researcher. Participant A 
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attributed to a “positive learning environment that is conducive to learning” through 

relationships with the staff and students. Participant B’s school created a positive learning 

environment by being “visible in the hallways…in the mornings teachers are expected to 

be in their doorways or hallways to greet kids…we would announce birthdays…I 

remember one morning we didn’t have anyone come up and I sang the national anthem 

myself.” Participant C discussed how she creates a positive learning environment, “I 

greet the students when they come down from the gym to classrooms. I think it’s 

important to let them know that I’m happy they’re there.” Participant E reflected on her 

building as “a great place to work. It’s positive, the climate and culture. There is just a 

high level of collective efficacy.”  

 Participant E’s Document E contained a continuous improvement page with 

photos pertaining to the positive learning environment (Appendix I). Pictures depict a 

class mission statement, superstar data bulletin boards, ground rules and expectations 

explained through student photographs, and we can statements throughout the building. 

Participant A’s school leadership statement in Document A asserted: 

To foster a positive school climate, I value the employees of the school. 

 Depending on the situation, I serve as a teacher, facilitator, counselor, and 

 cheerleader for my staff…To build a positive school climate, I have always built 

 very close and caring relationships with all of the students and their parents. 

 (Appendix F) 

The trait of creating and maintaining a positive learning environment was evident in each 

participant’s interviews and documents.  
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The researcher compared the interview data and the documents concerning 

participant’s creating and maintaining positive learning environments within the belief 

systems building culture theme to how the participants ranked themselves on being 

conscientious on the LTQ. Five out of the eight participants ranked themselves as a five 

(strongly agree), two participants ranked themselves as a four (agree), and one participant 

ranked herself as a 3 (neutral). The researcher discovered creating and maintaining 

positive learning environments through each participant with their leadership. 

Seeking the Right Traits in Teachers 

 The data gathered through the interviews, documents, and LTQ indicated that 

each participant mentioned one or more of these three traits concerning their leadership: 

finding teachers with similar traits, creating a sense of shared leadership, and 

collaborative learning. Responses indicating how the participants themselves became 

principals reflected the three traits on their staffing abilities. Participant A was 

encouraged by two other administrators who saw “skills or my relationships with kids 

and people.” Participant B had a friend “suggest administration to get back in touch with 

kids.” Participant C “didn’t think about becoming a principal…and just naturally 

assumed leadership positions.” Participant H was also encouraged by another leader to 

become an administrator. The sense of encouragement was reflected in the participants 

thoughts on their traits of hiring the right people, creating shared leadership teams, and 

collaborative learning. 

Hiring the Right People 

 

  The data the researcher gathered included the leader seeking staff that fit their 

team at each building. Participant A felt he had “an ability to reach out and to select 
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people who have similar beliefs about education in schools.” At School A, Participant A 

was able to hire a new staff and described the interviewing process: 

 My goodness, we spent hours interviewing, and once we built the core nucleus, 

 then we involved the staff hiring other staff. And then we knew what we were 

 looking for. I go to the hours that my assistant principal and I spent interviewing 

 and going through files. And I tell you now the process that they have now for 

 selection of teachers her in this district is the result of all the shortcuts, doing 

 things the way the assistant principal and I wanted to do them, into identifying the 

 staff that we wanted.  

Participant B elaborated that she hired people “who fit our building…and there was low 

transition of staff.” Participant F reflected on hiring his staff during his eight years at 

building F: 

 That’s why when it comes to hiring people, and I’ve probably hired 80% of our 

 staff, you always look for things…You look for traits in people. Such as trust, are 

 they a trustworthy person? Are they collaborative? Are they honest? Are they just  

 a good person? Are they a good, fun person? That’s important, I mean, I always  

 think traits and characteristic of people are much more different to change, then 

 maybe a strategy that they are using in the classroom. So if you start with the right 

 person, despite their experience, you can always teach them to be a good teacher I 

 think.  

Hiring the right people was also evident in Participant G’s building. Participant G 

asserted:  
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 That’s why you have the people that you hire. I have spent a lot of time 

 interviewing. A lot of people would say, ‘You know just get it done and get out of 

 here.’ But I felt that that was one of the critical things. You have to hire the right  

 people instead of the right time and stand back and let them do their job and 

 support them and what they needed. So I think that was one of the biggest keys, to 

 have leaders around you. And we had a very strong, cohesive staff. Because I 

 built them from the time I was there until the time I left.  

 Participant A relayed in Document A about his involvement in hiring an entire 

staff for School A: 

 I was able to interview and select the entire certified and support/classified staffs. 

 Through many hours of interviewing, I believe we have selected a staff that will 

 soon become the strongest instructional staff in the school district. All members 

 of the staff scored high in empathy, and each individual genuinely believes we 

 can make a positive difference in the lives of children who attend West 

 Elementary giving them hope for a better tomorrow. (Appendix F) 

Participant B described her search for the right staff in Document B in a position 

statement: 

 School District B is a school district in which many individuals seek to be 

 employed. School B conducts team interviews when hiring new personnel. We 

 select the most qualified individuals to be members of our learning community. 

 The team strives to find the ‘best fit’ for School B. Staff members are utilized in 

 the grade level or area which will have the most positive impact on student 
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 learning. Authentic, purposeful, and meaningful learning experiences for children 

 are the priority. (Appendix G) 

Participants shared a common trait for hiring the right people within the seeking the right 

traits in teachers theme due to the cohesiveness they sought for their building. 

Hiring the right people emerged as a part of the seeking the right traits in teachers 

theme because it was evident in the participants’ interviews and documents. The 

researcher compared the data from the interviews and in documents and related the data 

to how the participants ranked themselves on being perceptive concerning hiring the right 

people on the LTQ. Five of the participants ranked themselves as a four (agree), and two 

the participants ranked themselves as a five (strongly agree), and one participant ranked 

himself as a three (neutral) on the trait of being perceptive on the LTQ. The researcher 

discovered how participants sought to hire the right people in the data collected in the 

research.  

Shared Leadership Teams 

 Participants expressed shared leadership as a consistent part of seeking the right 

traits in teachers theme. Participant A created and facilitated a site counsel or advisory 

board consisting of certified, non-certified, parents, before-and-after program, and early 

childhood staff where, “monthly we met to discuss various initiatives to strengthen the 

parent involvement in the school, identifying community resources that were available to 

support struggling families, and analyze survey data and feedback gathered from the 

school’s constituents” (Appendix F).  

 Four participants shared their traits on shared leadership by emphasizing the 

strengths of teachers. Participant C stated, “I like to help teachers see their efficacy, see 
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their capacity to help students achieve at high levels…every teacher is different.” 

Participant E reflected on what made her an effective leader, “I think here it was 

recognizing that every staff member I’ve ever had in any building has a skill set. You just 

recognize and know what that skill set is and maximize it.” Participant G also felt her 

effective leadership was partially due to placing staff “in the spot where they were the 

strongest and helped each other.” Participant H reflected on the contributions he made to 

his school that made an impact because he was always “trying to help teachers find their 

niche so that they can also help to be leaders in the building.”   

 Document C from Participant C included committees for every focus area for her 

current building (Appendix H). Participant C had shared leadership through a facilities 

committee, a budget committee, and a technology committee. Participant B reflected in a 

position statement in Document B regarding shared leadership from her teachers through 

Professional Learning Communities, “We are currently beginning our journey becoming 

a professional learning community. We are ready to start interviewing staff members who 

qualify to be trained as PLC coaches” (Appendix G) Participant A articulated in a school 

leadership statement in Document A on shared leadership: 

 The principal should become a leader of leaders, rather than a leader of 

 followers. In reviewing the complexities of the principalship, I support this 

 concept. I believe for the growth of the individuals and the organization, 

 leadership within the school must be dispersed, and teachers are empowered to 

 provide input and feedback on decisions being made within the school. (Appendix 

 F) 
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Participant A’s belief in creating shared leadership was evident in his school leadership 

statement due to seeking the right traits in teachers to be leaders themselves. 

The shared leadership maximizing on strengths was a common part of the seeking 

the right traits in teachers theme in data gathered in the interviews and the documents. 

The researcher compared the data from the interviews and in documents and related the 

data to how the participants ranked themselves on being perceptive concerning shared 

leadership on the LTQ. Five of the participants ranked themselves as a four (agree), and 

two the participants ranked themselves as a five (strongly agree), and one participant 

ranked himself as a three (neutral) on the trait of being perceptive on the LTQ. The 

researcher discovered how participants sought teachers willing to share leadership in the 

data collected in the research.  

Collaborative Learning 

 Collaborative learning among the teachers and administration was evident in 

every participants’ data as part of the seeking the right traits in teachers theme. 

Participant B constantly “gathered input from teachers.” Participant C reflected how she 

enjoyed “sharing good practice among teachers.”  Participant D stated, “We did a lot of 

team-building…We had PLC teams and I would constantly meet…That was protected 

time.” Participant G reflected on how her staff worked as a collaborative team to improve 

student achievement: 

We were always trying to do something better for ourselves. We were always 

analyzing the year we just finished. What did we do well? What can we do better? 

We would analyze our test scores and instead of just stopping there, we said, 
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‘Okay, this is where we are low. And we didn’t say, ‘go forth and fix it.’ We 

asked ourselves how are we going to do that? And as a team we decided how.  

Participant F also used the PLC model in his building. Participant F stated, “I think the 

biggest thing, just how we embedded power, the ideas and ideals of a professional 

learning community (PLC) in our school…just trying to build into the culture that we are 

going to focus on results, focus on student learning, and then focus on building a 

collaborative culture.” Collaborative learning is part of the seeking the right traits in 

teachers because it involves a high level of thinking and sharing among the staff where 

participants needed the right teachers to have success. 

 Document A reflects the use of PLCs in Participant A’s building for collaborative 

learning, “At Building A, as we moved into studying the literature on Professional 

Learning Communities, we involved parents and members of the community in a review 

of the existing school’s vision and mission statement” (Appendix F). Not only did 

collaborative learning include the staff at School A, but it included parents as well. 

Document B demonstrates use of the PLC model in School B as Participant B reflects on 

her building in a position statement: 

Our school’s mission is to ensure the learning of each student. Our mission is 

brief but very powerful. School B is on the road to becoming a true Professional 

Learning Community. We understand we must be able to depend on one another 

and do whatever it takes to help our students be successful learners. All staff 

members have been immersed in a school wide book study about Professional 

Learning Communities. No matter what role a staff member may assigned, a 
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common knowledge base and understanding of PLCs exists within our school. 

This knowledge unites us and maintains our journey. (Appendix G) 

Professional Learning Communities were a common component of collaborative learning 

in many of the participants’ buildings and pertained to the seeking the right traits in 

teachers theme due to the knowledge and trust each member brought to the meetings. 

Collaborative learning was a common subtheme of the seeking the right traits in 

teachers theme in data gathered in the interviews and the documents. The researcher 

compared the data from the interviews and in documents and related the data to how the 

participants ranked themselves on being perceptive concerning collaborative learning on 

the LTQ. Five of the participants ranked themselves as a four (agree), and two the 

participants ranked themselves as a five (strongly agree), and one participant ranked 

himself as a three (neutral) on the trait of being perceptive on the LTQ. The researcher 

discovered how participants sought to find teachers to partake in collaborative learning in 

the data collected in the research.  

The Structured Leader 

 The data gathered through interviews, documents and LTQ indicated that each 

participant was a structured leader through their organization, management, decisions, 

and problem-solving traits. Organization and management emerged as one subtheme of 

the structured leader theme.  Decisions and problem-solving emerged as the other 

subtheme of the structured leader theme.  

Organization and Management       

 Participants A, E, F, G, and H mentioned they were “organized” or “very 
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organized” in every interview. Participant A reflected on a typical day and staying 

organized: 

The amount of paperwork, the phone calls, and a lot of the paperwork and phone 

calls I would do at night, after dinner, before I would go to bed. And I would stay 

up ‘til 10:30 to 11:00 at night, but still I didn’t get it all done, and it would be 

there the next day. 

Participant E had a similar response, “My day job from 7:30 to 5:30 is kids and 

teachers…and then my night job is this, it us emails, it is phone calls, it is returning 

phone calls, it is talking to my colleagues.” Participant G mentioned how she completed 

“paperwork after hours” and “made a list of things to do the next day.” Participant D was 

the only participant who stated, “I never stayed organized. I’m just going to be honest 

with you. I had great intentions. I would have a list every night…There were never two 

days alike.”  

 Each participant reflected the organization trait with the structured leader theme. 

The researcher compared the interview responses of participants to how each participant 

ranked themselves on the trait of being conscientious on the LTQ. Four participants 

ranked themselves as a five (strongly agree), three participants ranked themselves as a 

four (agree), and one participant ranked herself as a three (neutral). 

 The management piece of the structured leader was evident in the data. 

Participant G reflected on when she became the principal she completed a “thorough 

rewrite of the handbook for consistency” and had to find a “balance between instructional 

leadership and management.” Participant G also stated, “If you don’t take time for that 

management piece first, you don’t have time to be an instructional leader because you are 
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putting out fires all of the time.” Participant A concerning management of a building 

stated, “You have to plan out to alleviate situations.” Participant D reflected on 

management:  

 A principalship is kind of like middle management, right? It is. So to put   

 somebody in charge of a middle management position…to watch people 

 produce the product, but don’t know about teaching and learning and then we 

 can’t figure out why achievement doesn’t go up…You can’t get into that cycle of 

 crisis and putting out fires all the time, because if  you do that, that whole cycle 

 never stops. You have to delegate and have processes in place or you get caught 

 in that wheel of putting out fires.  

 Participant E constructed a document reflecting her management and organization 

of teams to help her share leadership in Building E (Appendix I). Her building consisted 

of a leadership team identified as the Lighthouse Team, an academic team, climate team, 

and employee team. This document outlines the meeting dates, times, and content to be 

discussed at each meeting throughout the entire school year. Participant E had each team 

supporting a Comprehensive School Improvement Plan goal with action steps listed to 

achieve or grow towards the goal. Each time these committees met and collaborated, they 

documented their action steps and data. This informed Participant E of the next steps 

each committee would take at the following meeting. 

The organization and management piece of the structured leader piece was a 

common trait from the participants in the data gathered by the researcher. The 

management and organization component was a common part of the structured leader 

theme in the data gathered in the interviews and the documents. The researcher compared 
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the data from the interviews and in documents and related the data to how the participants 

ranked themselves on being dependable concerning shared leadership on the LTQ. All 

eight of the participants ranked themselves as a five (strongly agree) on the trait of being 

dependable on the LTQ. The researcher discovered how participants were structured 

leaders through organization and management in the data collected in the research.  

Decisions and Problem Solving 

  When making decisions for a school building, each participant had a belief or 

process. Participant E described how she treated staff members when decisions were 

made on staff issues outside of school:  

 I have teachers that want to go to their kids’ functions and ‘So can I come in late 

 because I want to take my child to their first day of Kindergarten?’ I say yes to all 

 of them on that, because I know if I say yes to that and they are able to balance 

 that piece of their lives, they’ll give more here. And I’ll get much more then I give 

 in some areas like that.  

Participant A spoke of a similar approach when making decisions with staff and other 

constituents of his school:  

 Covey talks about the emotional bank account, how in relationships it’s kind of 

 give-and-take. And if I’m always taking from you while there’s going to be times, 

 maybe sometimes I need you to maybe help me a little bit. And if I’ve always 

 taken from you, you may not be inclined to do that.  

Concerning decisions made for the staff, Principal A also stated, “I would not ask a staff 

member to do something I wouldn’t do myself.” Principal E had a similar statement, 

“There is nothing that I haven’t done that I would ask them to do and vice versa.” 
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Participant F reflected on decisions, “Sometimes you have to give up a little bit, you have 

to meet them in the middle.” These statements reflect the give-and-take the participants 

used when making decisions.  

 Every participant stressed the importance of being consistent in decisions. 

Participant G asserted, “Staff, parents, kids knew my word was my word.” Participant B 

stated she “weighed each situation” and would listen to get the whole picture. Participant 

C relayed her confidence in decisions because she “thinks of implications.” Participant D 

felt “You have to follow through…expect something, then expect it from everybody” 

when decisions were made. Participant E stated “I am reliable and consistent on the 

decisions I make…want buy-in support…I can’t imagine having to micromanage 

everything…I want it to be a win-win for all of us…a win-win that everybody feels good 

about.” Participant E also felt it was important to “explain why rather than command” on 

the important decisions. Decision making was a trait within the structured leader theme 

because every participant had their way of deciding things. 

 Problem-solving was similar to decision making within the structured leader 

theme. Each participant had a belief or process guiding how they solved problems. 

Principal A believed: 

 The more years that you are a principal, and the more experience that you have,   

 problems are less difficult to take care of…you can fine tune and break down 

 what needs to be done and resolve problems…I always tried to make decisions 

 wearing three hats…I wore the hat of a parent, I wore the hat of a teacher, and 

 then I wore the hat as a principal responsible for everything that went on in that 

 school. 
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Participant C articulated how it was important to “look around before solving problems” 

and having an “awareness of what is working and what is not working.” Participants 

stressed the importance of remaining calm and to “think it through” as Participant H 

claimed. Participant E stated: 

 When problems arise…I don’t get upset about the things I can’t control…give and 

 take with the simple things…I don’t have to react…I have time…bubble in the 

 middle…I can control how I respond to things…there is a space between a 

 stimulus of something and my reaction. 

Participant F felt he was “not always going to make everybody happy…sometimes you 

have to change dysfunctional teams.”  

Some of the participants used their site counsel or leadership teams to help solve 

problems. Participant G reflected on her problem-solving team:  

One of the things that we built and, this is another thing that I did, back as a DP, I 

had what I called the Cares and Concerns Committee, that is not a Gripe and 

Complaint Committee, it’s Cares and Concerns Committee, and it was things that 

people felt were a problem and needed to be addressed. And things wouldn’t 

fester and blowup. We had representatives from K through two, three through 

five, and then special programs. It was all anonymous, so they would turn their 

items in. Anybody in the building could turn their item into their rep, and then 

their rep would bring it to me, and we would discuss it. Because three or four 

heads are better than one. When there was a problem we would ask, ‘How can we 

solve it? How can we beat this?’ An example would be, we would ask how does 

this affect students? If this isn’t just a teacher complaint, how does this affect 
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students? And if we had time and there were teacher complaint or issues we 

would deal with those. Normally it was more student-oriented. And we had a 

traffic problem in the afternoon where older students were running over younger 

students going to the buses and how can we address that? Teachers were with 

them and they were in the hall and walking in lines even but still was an issue. So 

during Cares and Concerns, one of our special program directors said ‘Why don’t 

we take the upstairs out the front door and the downstairs out the end doors?’ And 

if it’s bad weather, they will all be in the hallway otherwise we can divide the 

traffic pattern. And that worked great.  

This description of Participant G’s leadership team captured the essence of how these 

principals solved problems using their teachers. 

Document A describes how Participant A made decisions and solved problems as a team 

in Building A:  

Through many hours of interviewing, I believe we have selected a staff that soon 

 will become the strongest instructional staff in the school district. All members of 

 the staff scored high in empathy, and each individual genuinely believes we can 

 make a positive different in the lives of children who attend giving them hope for 

 a better tomorrow. There have been many unforeseen challenges, however, 

 through collaboration, working together as a team, sound judgment, and common 

 sense we have overcome these small obstacles. The transformation that has 

 occurred over the past seven months has been phenomenal. (Appendix F) 



115 

 
 

 

The history of Building A changing school districts had created some inevitable problems 

for Participant A to overcome, but utilizing his staff in the decisions and problem-solving 

made a difference in fixing those problems in one school year.  

The decisions and problem-solving subtheme of the structured leader theme was 

evident in the data gathered from the participants’ interviews and documents. The 

researcher compared the data from the interviews and documents on decisions and 

problem-solving to how the participants ranked themselves on being determined on the 

LTQ. Six of the participants ranked themselves as a four (agree), and two of the 

participants ranked themselves as a five (strongly agree) on the trait being determined on 

the LTQ.  

Summary 

  Chapter 4 presented descriptions of the settings of each of the participants’ 

schools when the year they were honored a Missouri Distinguished Principal, a history of 

the National Distinguished Principal Award, the relationship of the researcher to the 

research, and participants and their demographics. The researcher shared processes on 

interview setting selection, interview questions, document collection, the administration 

of the LTQ, and data analysis. The researcher then presented the themes that emerged 

from the research in the research findings: building relationships with all stakeholders, 

communication is key, belief systems building culture, seeking the right traits in teachers, 

and the structured leader. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

DISCUSSION 

 The purpose of this case study was to explore the leadership traits of award-

winning principals and the traits they exhibited. The researcher sought to find common 

traits emerging from the data collected through interviews, documents, and the 

Leadership Trait Questionnaire (LTQ). The findings could be of interest to school leaders 

and school district administration for selecting the best candidates for principal positions 

and for development of interview questions. The findings could also filter into selection 

of the best teacher candidates through careful principal selection. This chapter sought to 

relate the findings to the grand tour research question, present limitations of the study, 

discuss implications of research and practice, and generate conclusions. 

Grand Tour Research Question 

What leadership traits do award-winning elementary principals exhibit? 

 The participants of this study were comprised of different demographics of 

principals. Experience ranged from 15 to 20 years in education and employment in urban, 

suburban, and, rural school districts. Collectively, the data triangulated through 

interviews, documents, and the LTQ allowed the following themes to emerge: building 

relationships with all school stakeholders, communication is key, belief systems building 

culture, seeking the right traits in teachers, and the structured leader. The themes below 

(Figure 4) related to literature on building relationships, organizational leadership, and 

organizational learning. 
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Figure 5. Traits of award-winning elementary principals. 

 

Discussion of Findings 
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students, staff, and parents in all of the school settings. Relationships with school 
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outgoingness. The importance of building relationships was evident in the development 

of integrity and following the “moral compass” that is within each leader (Covey, 1989). 

Empathy Trait Emerges in Award-wining Principals for Building Relationships 

 Within the relationship theme, every participant had a sense of empathy for 

students, staff, and parents in the school. Being able to see another school stakeholder’s 

perspective was critical for the success of the school through every facet emergent within 

the data: management, problem-solving, staff collaboration, discipline, and 

communication. The trait of empathy emerged through the “social competence” of the 

participants which “consists of empathy and social skills such as communication and 

conflict management.” 

Leadership Traits of Trustworthiness Lays a Solid Foundation for Relationships 

 Trustworthiness was another component to the relationship theme. The data 

indicated the foundation of trust as a necessary component to successful leadership of 

their building. Trust had to be established with all stakeholders of the building for 

effective leadership to exist. The difficulty to build trust as a new leader was indicated in 

the data, coupled with the easiness of breaking trust. Trust tied in with the “moral 

compass” (Covey, 1989) and that an “important indicator of integrity is the extent to 

which one is honest and truthful rather than deceptive…The trust of followers will be lost 

if they discover the leader exploited or manipulated them in pursuit of self-interest” 

(Yukl, 2006, p. 192-193). 

Being Approachable through Friendliness and Outgoingness Builds Relationships 

 The approachability of the participants was evident in the data associated with 

building relationships. Being friendly and outgoing made these leaders more 
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approachable with students, staff, and parents. Data indicated the staff was likely to have 

higher efficacy if the leader was approachable and the relationship piece was involved. 

One’s capacity to lead can be seen when “leaders who show sociability are friendly, 

outgoing, courteous, tactful, and diplomatic…Social leaders have good interpersonal 

skills and create cooperative relationships with their followers” (Northouse, 2010, p.21).  

Communication is Key 

 The communication is key trait emerged from the data collected from the 

participants. Communication involved a preference for face-to-face talking, good 

listening, being a people person, and giving positive praise. Communication was evident 

in the data as a motivating force for the students, staff, and parents because people have a 

preference to “be heard” by the leader. Communication involved social competence with 

communication and conflict management (Northouse, 2014). 

The Preference of Face-to-Face Communication 

 The component of face-to face communication emerged in the communication is 

key trait as participants mentioned it as their preference. These interactions were 

personalized and allowed the leaders to indicate their cares and concerns for all school 

stakeholders. Technological advances through emails were seen a diminishing force by 

participants although they had to use them. Helgesen (1995, in Bolman & Deal, 2003) 

found “lines of communication were multiplicatous, open, and diffuse” and where a “web 

of inclusion” describes communication as “more circular than hierarchical” (p. 81). Webs 

of inclusion correlates to the preferred communication of the participants because face-

to-face communication builds a strong center, the leader, and it interconnects to the rest 

of the web, the school stakeholders (Bolman & Deal, 2003). 
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The Ability to Listen 

 The ability to listen is a component of the communication is key trait due to the 

data indicating the importance of “being a good listener” with students, staff, and parents. 

People “wanted to be heard” was evident in the data. Concerning interpersonal and group 

dynamics in school settings Bolman and Deal (2003) indicate people must develop “skills 

such as listening, communicating, managing conflict, and building consensus” (p.177)  to 

have an effective team. 

The People Person 

 A component of the communication is key theme is the ability to be a “people 

person.” The participants relayed in the data how they work as a liaison between central 

office and the school, were in constant contact with students, teachers, staff, and parents 

throughout the day, and other colleagues serving as principals in their district. Data 

indicated these contacts with others throughout the day indicated they must be a “people 

person” or have interpersonal dynamics and a high emotional intelligence (Bolman & 

Deal, 2003). Concerning emotional intelligence, Salovey and Mayer (1990, in Bolman & 

Deal, 2003) “found that individuals who scored relatively high in the ability to perceive 

accurately, understand, and appraise others’ emotions could respond more flexibly to 

changes in their social environments and were better able to build supportive social 

networks” (p.168). 

Positive Praise  

 The component of positive praise emerged in the data from the participants as part 

of the communication is key theme. The participants felt praising students and staff was 

instrumental for success of the school with teaching and learning. The positive praise 
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component is necessary for a sense of empowerment for students and staff. The concept 

of transformational leadership where “leaders set out to empower followers and nurture 

them in change” and “created a culture in which employees felt empowered and 

encouraged to freely discuss and try new things” (Northouse, 2010, p. 185) was evident 

in the data gathered from participants giving students and staff praise. 

Belief Systems Building Culture 

 Personal belief systems building a culture in the schools emerged as a theme in 

the data gathered from the participants. Data indicated that the belief systems filtered 

throughout the schools through goals, visions, and missions, and by creating and 

maintaining a positive learning environment. Northouse’s (2010) transformational 

leadership approach correlated to the findings within this theme. Northouse (2010) 

explained: 

 Transformational leadership is a process that changes and transforms people. It is 

 concerned with emotions, values, ethics, standards, and long-term goals. It 

 includes assessing followers’ motives, satisfying their needs, and treating them as 

 full human beings. Transformational leadership involves an exceptional form of 

 influence that moves followers to accomplish more than what is usually expected 

 of them. It is a process that often incorporates charismatic and visionary 

 leadership. (p. 171) 

The concept of transformational leadership emerged with the data gathered constructing 

the theme of belief systems building culture. 

Beliefs, Passion, and Interests Filter throughout the Schools                                    

 The belief systems building culture was evident through the component of beliefs, 
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passion, and interests of the participants filtering throughout their schools. A commitment 

to teaching and learning emerged in the data from participants that resonated through the 

schools. Beliefs emerged in the data from participants centering around how building 

relationships with all school stakeholders was critical for the success of the school. 

Bolman and Deal (2003) asserted that a commitment to core beliefs involved: 

 Leaders must be deeply reflective, actively thoughtful, and dramatically explicit  

 about core values and beliefs. Many of the world’s legendary corporate heroes 

 articulated their philosophy and values in such a striking way that they are still 

 visible in today’s behavior and operations. In government, Franklin Delano 

 Roosevelt, Charles de Gaulle, Margaret Thatcher, and Singapore’s Lee Kuan Yew 

 were as controversial as they were durable, but each espoused a stable and 

 coherent set of values and beliefs. These in turn served as a means of formulating 

 a vision for the direction of their respective nations. (p. 432) 

Every participant brought their set of beliefs to their school building which was evident in 

the data. 

Seeing the Big Picture through Goals, Visions, and Missions 

  The belief systems building culture was evident in the participant’s data by their 

ability to see the big picture, make goals, and having visions and missions for their 

buildings. The goals of academic growth, increasing student achievement, and building 

the character of students were common in the data gathered from participants. 

Transformational leadership (Northouse, 2010) correlated to the seeing the big picture 

through goals, visions, and missions component of the belief systems building culture 

theme. “Authentic transformational leadership is socialized leadership, which is 
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concerned with a collective goal” (Northouse, 2010. P. 173).  Each participant had a goal, 

vision, or mission for their school. The transformational leadership approach (Northouse, 

2010) related to the participants’ commitment to striving and collectively working with 

all school stakeholders to achieve goals. 

A Positive Learning Environment 

 Creating and maintaining a positive learning environment was a shared 

component with data gathered from the participants within the belief systems building 

culture theme. A common feeling from participants stressed the importance of having a 

positive learning environment for students. Some participants acknowledged that creation 

of a positive learning environment began with them and trickled down to the staff level. 

The charismatic leader within the transformational leadership approach (Northouse, 

2010) aligned to the creation of a positive learning environment. Northouse (2010) 

asserted that charismatic leaders demonstrate the following behaviors: 

 First, they are strong role models for the beliefs and values they want their 

 followers to adopt…Second, charismatic leaders appear competent to followers. 

 Third, they articulate ideological goals that have moral overtones…Fourth, 

 charismatic leaders communicate high expectations for followers, and they exhibit 

 confidence in followers’ abilities to meet these expectations…Fifth, charismatic 

 leaders arouse task-relevant motives in followers that may include affiliation, 

 power, or esteem. (p. 174-175) 

The confidence and esteem stemming from building a positive learning environment by 

charismatic leadership was evident in the data gathered from participants. 
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Seeking the Right Traits in Teachers 

 Seeking the right traits in teachers emerged as a theme from the data gathered 

from participants. Each participant related the importance of hiring the right people for 

their building so these teachers could participate in shared leadership teams and 

collaborative learning. Participants tended to hire people with similar traits to their own. 

Within Bolman and Deal’s (2003) human resource frame it is suggested that leaders 

“align individual and organizational needs…by viewing the workforce as an investment 

rather than a cost” (129). This suggestion aligned with the participants’ feelings about 

their teachers and staff. 

Hiring the Right People 

 The component of hiring the right people emerged from the data gathered from 

participants constructing the seeking the right traits in teachers. Participants wanted 

teachers whose belief systems and traits were similar to their own, thus creating a 

cohesive work environment. Bolman and Deal (2003) articulate within the human 

resource frame the concept of hiring the right people: 

 Strong companies are clear about the kinds of people they want. They hire only 

 those who fit the mold. Southwest Airlines became the most successful firm in its 

 industry by hiring people with positive attitudes and interpersonal skills, 

 particularly a good sense of humor. The word is out, enthusiastic applicants 

 clamor for jobs at Southwest. The airline can be selective, with well over a 

 hundred applicants for every job opening. (p. 137) 

Similar to the Southwest Airlines hiring practices, the teaching industry can have similar 

numbers of applicants according to several participants and seeking the right people for 
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the job takes time and thoroughness to ensure the right traits and beliefs are found in 

applicants. 

Shared Leadership Teams 

 Shared leadership emerged in the participant’s data within the seeking the right 

traits in teachers theme. Several participants relayed they could not do the job through 

micromanagement because there was too much to do. Shared leadership was a necessary 

component to accomplish school goals and tasks as well as encouraging buy-in with all 

stakeholders in the school because they had a share in decisions. Spillane (2006, in 

Donaldson, 2008) asserted, “Leadership in schools is ‘distributed’; it succeeds through 

the participation and relationships of many people and results from the ‘leader-plus’ not 

the leader flying solo” (p. 145). The distributed leadership in the participants’ buildings 

was evident in the leadership committees, advisory committees, and vertical teams that 

emerged in the data, where the principal served as the facilitator. Donaldson (2006, in 

Donaldson, 2008) found teacher leaders “often have relational influence that can promote 

innovation and strong professional norms” (p.145). Teachers sharing the leadership with 

the participants was evident in the participants’ data pertaining to seeking the right traits 

in teachers theme. 

Collaborative Learning 

 Collaborative learning was an instrumental component of the seeking the right 

traits in teachers theme. Participants emphasized the importance of collaboration to 

achieve building goals and adhere to the vision of their schools. Collaborative learning 

was often illustrated in participants’ staff meetings or Professional Learning 

Communities (PLCs) (DuFour & Eaker, 1998) and facilitated by teachers sharing 
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knowledge, reviewing data, or collaboratively creating and scoring assessments. I and I 

(2004) found that “successful principals encouraged collaboration to enhance their 

teacher growth and development. This, in turn enhanced their performance, especially 

with regard to implementing innovative ideas and solving student learning problems” (p. 

67).  Participants made collaborative learning a must have trait for all teachers they hired 

or assumed through their principalship.  

Formalized Professional Learning Communities were held in several of the 

participants’ districts, often allotting for time each week set aside for collaborative 

purposes. DuFour and Eaker (1998) defined the characteristics for a Professional 

Learning Community as having a “shared mission, vision, and values,” “collective 

inquiry,” “collaborative teams,” “action orientation and experimentation,” “continuous 

improvement,” and “results orientation” (25-29). Even the participants’ buildings that did 

not adopt a formal Professional Learning Community format, still had every 

characteristic of a PLC embedded within their building. 

The Structured Leader 

 The structured leader theme emerged from data collected from participants 

through their organization and management and processes for decisions and problem 

solving. Morgan’s (2006) machine metaphor for organizations relayed some strengths 

“when there is a straightforward task to perform” and “when the environment is stable 

enough to ensure that the products produced will be appropriate ones” (p. 27). The 

scientific management (Morgan, 2006) of the participants emerged in the data because 

they had to have those pieces in place so they were not putting out fires all day.  
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Organization and Management 

 The organization and management component of the structured leader theme 

emerged from the data as participants relayed they were highly organized and had to have 

the management piece in place before they could be instructional leaders. Bolman and 

Deal’s (2003) structural frame “champions a pattern of well-thought-out roles and 

relationships” (p. 45). Participants’ data reflected they were highly organized and had 

structures in place to have an effective school day. Several participants mentioned they 

returned emails and phone calls after school hours due to the school hours being devoted 

to the students and teachers. “Organizations increase efficiency and enhance performance 

through specialization and a clear division of labor” (Bolman & Deal, 2003, p. 45). 

 Management of the participants’ buildings also included a high division of labor 

(Morgan, 2006) and specialized roles to alleviate the workload of the participants. Some 

participants mentioned they could not do it all themselves if they did not delegate tasks 

and responsibilities among the staff. 

Decisions and Problem Solving 

 Decisions and problem solving was a component of the structured leader theme 

due to each participant having a structured process for dealing with decisions and 

problems. Decisions were often made after time for thinking or with other stakeholders’ 

assistance through collaboration. Participants’ problems were solved after allowing time 

for thinking through solutions, viewing the problem from various perspectives, or sharing 

out solutions among the buildings’ stakeholders through committee meetings. Bolman 

and Deal (2003) shared through the structural frame, “Problems and performance gaps 
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arise from structural deficiencies and can be remediated through analysis and 

restructuring” (p. 45).  

Limitations of the Study 

 There were limitations present in the findings of the study. The research was 

limited to a sample of eight participants, despite various backgrounds and demographics. 

Several of the participants had changed employment and were no longer in the school 

setting where they were honored as a Missouri Distinguished Principal or National 

Distinguished Principal. Documentation was also limited by some of the participants and 

the researcher relied on public documents for data analysis. 

 The researcher also had been a subordinate of one of the participants and had to 

remove any bias through the data collection process. The researcher relied on the research 

procedures to eliminate bias by framing the research with an outside lens with the known 

participant and ensured validity through follow up questions and member-checking 

through email (Seidman, 1998). 

Implications 

 Implications for research and practice emerged in the themes constructed on 

leadership traits of award-winning principals. 

Research Implications 

 There was a lack of information pertaining to the leadership traits of effective 

principals. In this study, effective leadership was measured by principals honored with 

the Missouri Distinguished Elementary Principal Award or the National Distinguished 

Elementary Principal Award. Further research could be duplicated from the study with a 

larger sample size to gain insight into the traits of award-winning principals. Information 
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could also be gathered from the participants to collectively construct research-based 

publications on the methods and ideas these principals use in their buildings. Research 

gathered through the interviews at the Missouri Distinguished Principals’ Banquet could 

also provide more insight into their traits. The research community could also develop 

practices and professional support for school leaders based upon the results of this study. 

Implications for Practice 

 Implications for practice emerging from this study could be utilized by school 

leaders at the district level or by principals. Hiring practices through human resources 

could be shaped by this study due to the traits district administrators seek from 

applicants. School district leaders want to hire the right people for the position and the 

traits identified in the themes of the study could serve as a lens for identifying the right 

candidate. Interview questions for the hiring process could also be formulated around the 

results of this study. Selection criteria and electronic assessments could be designed in 

order to identify traits of effective principals for hiring purposes. 

 An implication from the research could also be used by school principals to 

revitalize their practice. Research could provide principals with insight on how to 

effectively lead their building and reflect upon their practice. School leadership teams or 

principal studies at the district level could also use the research to improve student 

achievement and allow all principals within the district to collaboratively reflect on their 

performance. School district leaders could also mentor principals through the research to 

increase performance. Indicators on the performance-based evaluation system for school 

administration could use the research findings to refine indicators to enhance 

administrator performance. 
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 Another implication could be present in universities and colleges designing 

principal preparation programs implementing curriculum design around the traits 

emerging in the study. Course content and internships could be designed around the 

findings to identify candidates or help candidates see the traits of effective principals. The 

research could also inspire teachers to become administrators and enroll in a program to 

become a school administrator. 

Conclusion 

 Finding common leadership traits of award-winning Missouri elementary 

principals was chosen for this case study due to the principalship becoming a complex 

modern role in schools. Traits of effective leadership were studied to add to the body of 

knowledge for current and future educational leaders and researchers to view common 

traits in award-winning principals. The Missouri Distinguished Elementary Principal 

Award selecting and honoring 12 to 13 principals throughout Missouri was selected due 

to the rigorous application and interview process to become Missouri’s representative for 

the National Distinguished Principal Award. 

 Through interviews, documents, and the Leadership Trait Questionnaire, the 

researcher was able to find the following themes: (a) building relationships with all 

school stakeholders through empathy, trustworthiness, and being approachable through 

friendliness and outgoingness, (b) communication is key through the preference of face-

to-face communication, the ability to listen, being a people person, and giving positive 

praise, (c) belief systems building culture through beliefs, passion, values, and interests 

filtering through schools, seeing the big picture through goals, visions, and missions, and 

creating a positive learning environment, (d) seeking the right traits in teachers through 
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hiring the right people, creating shared leadership teams, and collaborative learning, and I 

the structured leader through organization, management, decisions, and problem-solving. 

 The researcher concluded the following areas in the findings regarding leadership 

traits of award-wining principals: 

 Building relationships is the most important trait an effective principal exhibits 

because of the trust it builds. If there is no trust in a school building, then it tends to not 

be effective with the mission of student achievement through teaching and learning. 

 The participants were all-around “people persons.” Each leader had their own 

personality, but the traits they shared resonated throughout their school communities 

through beliefs. The leaders’ beliefs become the culture of the school building.  

 Finding the right people for a school building is also critical for success. The 

participants were “leaders of leaders.” They could not micromanage and have the same 

results within their schools.  

 Participants had to balance their time effectively, because during school hours the 

teaching and learning was the priority. After-school hours were for management-related 

pieces. 

 There remains to be lack of information pertaining to the leadership traits of 

award-winning elementary principals. Their leadership traits could provide insight for 

current and future principals, educational leaders, researchers, and professional 

development communities. The findings of this study could provide insight to all 

stakeholders in the educational field including principals, superintendents, future leaders, 

and the research community.  
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Appendix A 

Participant Cover Letter 

Date:  

Dear Participant,  

  

Thank you for considering participation in the research study titled, A Case Study of 

Leadership Traits of Award-Winning Missouri Elementary Principals from 2002 to 2013. 

This study serves as dissertation research for a doctoral degree in Educational Leadership 

and Policy Analysis from the University of Missouri-Columbia. It is the researcher’s 

intention that  

information from the study will be useful for leaders of school districts to use for 

developing interview questions and selecting principals with the desired leadership traits 

for schools, as well as a tool for school leaders to reflect upon their leadership traits. 

  

Researcher: Erica Stephenson-Abbiatti, University of Missouri-Columbia Doctoral 

Candidate,  

Erica_Abbiatti@isdschools.org, (573) 999.4101.  

  

Advisor: Dr. Carole Edmonds, 800 University Drive, Northwest Missouri State 

University, Maryville, Missouri 64468-6001 

CAKE@nwmissouri.edu, (660) 562.1231.  

  

Procedures: For the purpose of this study, your leadership traits will be studied  

using qualitative methodology. Three methods will be used to collect data for the study,  

            interviews, document analysis, and the Leadership Trait Questionnaire. Individual 

interviews will be conducted with principals earning the Missouri Distinguished 

Elementary Principal Award, as well as selection committee members from the Missouri 

Association of Elementary School Principals. Interviews will be tape recorded and take  

approximately an hour. The researcher would appreciate the opportunity to collect  

 documents reflecting the effective leadership of the award-winning principals. These 

documents will provide further insight into the leadership traits of award-winning 

principals.  

  

Participation: Participation in the study is voluntary. Participants may choose to withdraw  

their participation at any time, without penalty. Participant’s willingness or refusal to  

participate in the study will not affect employment in any way. Participants may decline  

to answer any question in which they feel a level of discomfort. The researcher will be  

available at all times to answer any questions or address any concerns about participation.  

In addition, participants may contact the dissertation advisor with any questions or  

concerns. Contact information for both parties is provided above.  

  

Confidentiality: Information gathered from participants’ involvement in the study will  

remain confidential. Data collected for the purpose of the study will be kept secure. 

Participant’s identity and employment identity will be made anonymous in the reporting  
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of results. The researcher will not disclose any names of participants, or relative  

information, within the dissertation material or in any future publications of the study. 

Questions regarding participant’s rights may be directed to the University of Missouri-

Columbia Campus Instructional Review Board at (573) 882.9585, or visit 

 http://www. Research.missouri.edu/cirb/index.htm.  

 

Risks and Benefits: Participation risk is minimal. Research gathered through the course 

of the study should be assistive to school district leaders for hiring purposes and for 

school leaders to reflect on their practice through leadership traits. Participants concerned 

with level of risk or potential benefits may contact the University of Missouri-Columbia 

Campus Institutional Review Board at (573) 882.9585, or visit 

http://www.research.missouri.edu/cirb/index.htm. 

 

If you should have any further questions about your involvement, please let me know. 

Thank you for your time and consideration for participation in the study, Leadership 

Traits of Award-Winning Missouri Elementary School Principals. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Erica Stephenson 

Doctoral Candidate  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Adapted from J.M. Gregory, 2012. 
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Appendix B 

Participant Signed Consent Form 

 

I, ____________________________________, agree to participate in the research study 

titled, A Case Study of Leadership Traits of Award-Winning Missouri Elementary 

Principals from 2002-2013, being conducted by Erica Stephenson-Abbiatti. This study 

served as dissertation research for a doctoral degree in Educational Leadership and Policy 

Analysis from the University of Missouri-Columbia. 

 

The act of signing this consent form acknowledges that I am aware of and understand the 

following safeguards are in place to protect me: 

 

 Responses shared during the interview process will be tape recorded and used for 

 dissertation research and potential future publications. 

 

 Participation in the interview process is voluntary, and I have the right to 

 withdraw my participation at any time prior to the interview. 

 

 Identity will be protected in all aspects and reports of research. 

  

 Consent or refusal to participate in the study will not impact my employment in 

 any way. 

 

I have read the information above, and any questions that I have posed have been 

answered to my satisfaction. I voluntarily agree to participate in this study. 

 

 

__________________________________    ______________ 

Participant’s Signature                                                                        Date 

 

 

__________________________________    ______________ 

Researcher’s Signature                                                                        Date 

 

 

*Please keep a copy of the consent letter and the signed consent form for your records. 

 

 

Adapted from J.M. Gregory, 2012. 
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Appendix C 

Interview Questions 

Please share with me about yourself and your background? 

Why did you want to become a principal and what is the story behind it? 

What do you consider your top traits that help you as an effective leader? 

You were honored as a Missouri Distinguished Principal, what were some of the things 

you contributed to your school and community that you feel made an impact? 

What do you feel made you an effective leader? 

How do you feel like you communicate with staff at your building? What were some of 

the actions and processes you used to communicate with staff? 

How do you see yourself handling problems or situations as they arise?  

Could you describe for me your confidence level when you have problems arise and the 

decisions you make? Do you ever doubt your decisions? 

Could you describe your goals and whether or not you achieve most of them with all of 

the interferences that occur on the job? 

Describe your feelings on trustworthiness between you and other staff members.  

Describe your feelings on being consistent and reliable for you school. 

Describe your relationship with your staff and school community. 

Describe a typical day for you and how you stay organized and persistent on all of the 

demands that are outside of the student contact hours? 

Could you tell me about your empathy or sensitivity to others? 

What do you think is your most important characteristic that helps you be an effective 

administrator? 
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Appendix D 

Leadership Trait Questionnaire (LTQ) 

Instructions: The purpose of this questionnaire is to measure personal characteristics of 

leadership.  

The questionnaire should be completed by the leader and five people who are familiar 

with the leader. Make five copies of this questionnaire. This questionnaire should be 

completed by you and five people you know (e.g., roommates, coworkers, relative, 

friends).                   

Using the following scale, have each individual indicate the degree to which he or she 

agrees or disagrees with each of the 14 statements below.  Do not forget to complete one 

for yourself. 

 

                            

________________________________________ (leader’s name) is  

 

 

 

Key: 1 = Strongly  

      disagree 

2 = Disagree 3 = Neutral 4 = Agree 5 = Strongly agree 

 

 

1. Articulate:  Communicates effectively with others 1 2 3 4 5 

2. Perceptive: Is discerning and insightful 1 2 3 4 5 

3. Self-confident: Believes in himself/herself and his/her ability 1 2 3 4 5 

4. Self-assured: Is secure with self, free of doubts 1 2 3 4 5 

5. Persistent: Stays fixed on the goals, despite interference 1 2 3 4 5 

6. Determined: Takes a firm stand, acts with certainty 1 2 3 4 5 

7. Trustworthy: Is authentic and inspires confidence 1 2 3 4 5 

8. Dependable: Is consistent and reliable 1 2 3 4 5 

9. Friendly: Shows kindness and warmth 1 2 3 4 5 

10. Outgoing: Talks freely, gets along well with others 1 2 3 4 5 

11. Conscientious: Is thorough, organized, and controlled 1 2 3 4 5 

12. Diligent: Is persistent, hardworking 1 2 3 4 5 

13. Sensitive: Shows tolerance, is tactful and sympathetic 1 2 3 4 5 

14. Empathic: Understands others, identifies with others. 1 2 3 4 5 

 

Scoring 
 

1. Enter the responses for Raters 1, 2, 3, 4, and 5 in the appropriate columns as 

shown in Example 2.1. The example provides hypothetical ratings to help explain 

how the questionnaire can be used. 
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2. For each of the 14 items, compute the average for the five raters and place that 

number in the “average rating” column. 

 

3. Place your own scores in the “self-rating” column. 
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Example 2.1 Leadership Traits Questionnaire Ratings 

 

 

 Rater 

1 

Rater 2 Rater 

3 

Rater 4 Rater 

5 

Average 

rating 

Self- 

rating 

1. Articulate 4 4 3 2 4 3.4 4 

2. Perceptive 2 5 3 4 4 3.6 5 

3. Self-confident 4 4 5 5 4 4.4 4 

4. Self-assured 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 

5. Persistent 4 4 3 3 3 3.4 3 

6. Determined 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 

7. Trustworthy 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 

8. Dependable 4 5 4 5 4 4.4 4 

9. Friendly 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 

10. Outgoing 5 4 5 4 5 4.6 4 

11. Conscientious 2 3 2 3 3 2.6 4 

12. Diligent 3 3 3 3 3 3 4 

13. Sensitive 4 4 5 5 5 4.6 3 

14. Empathic 5 5 4 5 4 4.6 3 

 

 

Scoring Interpretation 

 

The scores you received on the LTQ provide information about how you see yourself and 

how others see you as leader. The chart allows you to see where your perceptions are the 

same as those of others and where they differ. 

 

The example ratings show how the leader self-rated higher than the observers did on the 

characteristic articulate. On the second characteristic, perceptive, the leader self-rated 

substantially higher than others. On the self- confident characteristic, the leader self-rated 

quite close to others’ ratings but lower. There are no best ratings on this questionnaire. 

The purpose of the instrument is to give you a way to assess our strengths and weaknesses 

and to evaluate areas where your perceptions are congruent with those of others and where 

there are discrepancies. 

 

 

 

From Leadership Theory and Practice, Fifth Edition, Peter Northouse 

 

 

 

 



146 

 
 

 

Appendix E 

 

Permission to Use the LTQ 
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Appendix F 

Document A from Participant A 
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Appendix G 

Document B from Participant B 
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Appendix H 

Document C from Participant C 
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Appendix I 

Document E from Participant E 
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Appendix J 

MAESP Brochures for Participants A, B, E, F, G, and H 

Appendix A 
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Participant B 
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Participant E 
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Participant F 
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Participant G 
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Participant H 
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          The author of this study, Erica Stephenson, has been an educator for twelve years. 

She spent a great deal of her childhood growing up around the Kansas City Suburban 

area and in Peachtree City, Georgia. Erica lived in the Columbia, Missouri area for about 

ten years before returning to the Kansas City Area to teach. She first earned a Bachelor of 

Arts Degree in English from the University of Missouri in 2000. Erica went on to earn 

her teacher certification from Columbia College, her Masters in Educational 

Administration from William Woods, and is currently completing her Doctorate from the 

University of Missouri Columbia. 

 


