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In today’s era of high stakes testing and accountability, school principals are 

confronted with many difficult challenges in addition to those traditionally experienced 

by principals given the advent of No Child Left Behind (NCLB) and the many mandates 

each school principal must report on annually. With mandated curriculum standards and 

widespread demand to improve student achievement, principals face a multitude of 

administrative tasks. As the school accountability deadline to meet the 2014 federal 

objective of the No Child Left Behind Act of 2002 rapidly draws closer for the majority 

of states, this federal legislation has created increasingly high stress levels, potentially 

the highest ever, for principals across the country. However, elementary school 

principals are responding to these extreme demands and challenges in a multitude of 

ways. Both mental and physical strategies used as coping mechanisms are being 

employed effectively to combat the negative effects of work-related stress. 
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The purpose of this qualitative study was to examine the self-perceived physical 

and mental impact of work-related stress on school principals and the impact the stress 

had, if any, on school climate. Further, the study explored the coping mechanisms 

principals reported using to manage stress. Analysis was completed on data obtained 

from semi-structured interviews of 10 elementary school principals, site observations at 

the school locations of the participating elementary principals, and Annual Customer 

Surveys (ACS) from each participant’s school. 

The proposed study is significant to the field of education because this study 

provides the most current research regarding the mental and physical effects of work-

related stress on elementary school principals in an era of increased accountability and 

the impact stress has on the school climate. Further, this study offers school principals a 

repertoire of effective coping mechanisms that can be utilized to help reduce their 

perceived stress levels. Over the time of the study, it was repeatedly reported by the 

principal participants that their work stress had increased, which was found to have 

impacted their health as well as the school climate. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

Today’s school principals not only face a plethora of demands and challenges 

typically associated with the role of a principal, but as the school accountability 

deadline to meet the 2014 federal objective of the No Child Left Behind Act of 2002 

rapidly draws closer for the majority of states, this federal legislation, which many 

researchers believe is unattainable (Hoff, 2006), is creating increasingly high stress 

levels, potentially the highest ever, for principals across the country. In addition, 

growing responsibilities and changing roles make the principalship a much less 

attractive profession than even 20 years ago (Fraser & Brock, 2006). According to 

Militello and Behnke (2006), some of the factors causing dissatisfaction with the 

principal position are time constraints, pay not commensurate with job responsibilities, 

testing pressures, local politics, too little time spent on instruction, and stress in the 

position. Studies of principals in the United States have reported findings similar to 

those in an Australian study (Bond, 2002), which found principals have been forced, 

now more than ever, to become behavioral managers, counselors, and public relations 

officers in environments that often are contentious (Fraser & Brock, 2006). Many 

school administrators experience severe stress due to feeling overburdened and having 

demanding jobs that are getting tougher all the time (Allison, 1997). According to 

Roberson and Matthews (1988), “many principals are overworked, constantly under 
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fire, and unappreciated” (p. 79) and may endure confrontation, conflict, and 

compromise on a daily basis (Fallon, 1981).  

According to the National Association of Elementary School Principals 

(NAESP), principals are working longer hours, have less time for competing demands, 

are less appreciated, and are being held accountable for the success of their schools 

(Protheroe, 2009). A study conducted by Rayfield and Diamantes (2003) found 

principals were dissatisfied with the need to become experts across a multitude of 

disciplines and reported having little time to focus on student learning. For example, 

today’s principal is responsible for creating a school-wide vision, planning for effective 

professional development, guiding teachers, being an instructional leader, handling 

discipline, attending events, coordinating buses, and attending to the many other minute 

details that come with supervising a school (Richard, 2000). In addition, promulgated 

by No Child Left Behind (NCLB), accountability requirements including mandates for 

student achievement, sanctions for “failing schools,” and public reporting of test results 

are placing new stressors on the principalship (Militello, Gajda, & Bowers, 2009).  

Under the No Child Left Behind Act, “every school is subject to the 

controversial mandates for annual test score gains contained in the federal law” 

(Sunderman, Orfield, & Kim, 2006, p. 16) and, under this high-stakes accountability 

system, rewards or punishments often are imposed as a means of accountability 

measures. No Child Left Behind has “very clearly defined sanctions for schools that fail 

to meet expectations” (Miller, 2008, p. 42) and many school principals are feeling the 

adverse effects of these repercussions. Principals may be suspended or fired or 

publically blamed for low test scores and as a result are incurring many health issues 
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including weight gain, high blood pressure, heart attacks, strokes, thoughts of suicide, 

and burnout (Cushing, Kerrins, & Johnstone, 2003; West, 2010; West & Reitzug, 2008). 

Relentless pressures of heavy workloads and increased job responsibilities have 

created a culture of stress for principals, which is affecting both the physical and mental 

health of these individuals. Since there is a significant correlation between stress and 

health, “with negative stress linked to psychological, cardiovascular, respiratory, and 

physical trauma” (Queen & Queen, 2005, p. 8), it is imperative elementary school 

principals begin to examine the effects of work-related stress as well as begin to 

evaluate the types and effectiveness of the coping mechanisms they use to diminish 

their stress.  

Recent downturns in socioeconomic conditions, which often result in 

insufficient compensation, pay freezes, and staff and teacher cuts, only add more stress 

to pre-existing stress from heavy workloads and long hours (Holdaway, 1999). Stress as 

a predecessor to downturns in health has been amply documented. According to Seyle 

(1976), stress is defined contextually as “the nonspecific response of the body to any 

demand upon it” (p. 53). Irritability, muscular tension, inability to concentrate, and 

physiological reactions such as headache and elevated heart rate are symptoms of stress. 

Common reactions to stress include an alarm state and adrenaline production, short-

term resistance such as a coping mechanism, and eventually exhaustion (“What Is 

Stress,” n.d.). Stress also has a positive component. According to Sutherland (1989), 

stress that enhances function (i.e., challenging work or strength training) and “is 

beneficial to the organism” (p. 156) is called eustress or “positive stress.” Contrarily, 

pain or suffering affecting the body or mind is commonly known as distress (“Distress,” 
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n.d.) or “negative stress.” This type of stress is persistent and not resolved through 

coping or adaptation and often is the cause of many health-related issues. Stress is how 

the body reacts to a stressor. Interestingly, whether stress is positive or negative, one’s 

reaction to it generally is the same or innate and, therefore, important for principals to 

monitor. Since there is no way to eliminate all the stress from the responsibility of the 

position, principals must find ways to minimize the level of stress inherent in their 

positions (Lyons, 1990).  

Background of the Problem 

Work-related stress has become a significant problem for the industrialized 

world and is defined by the National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health 

(NIOSH) as “the harmful physical and emotional responses that occur when the 

requirements of the job do not match the capabilities, resources, or needs of the worker” 

(NIOSH, 2008, p. 1). According to McGowan, Gardner, and Fletcher (2006), not only 

was the prevalence of work-related stress increasing, but the negative consequences that 

follow as a result of stress-related factors also were increasing and adversely affecting 

the health and well-being of individuals. Although moderate intermittent levels of stress 

can lead to improved or heightened work performance, continuous moderate stress can 

result in reduced work performance and possible illness (Dua, 1994). A wide variety of 

conditions, both physical and mental, can arise from stress-related disorders. These 

conditions include emotional strain (fatigue, tension), psychological disorders 

(depression, anxiety), maladaptive behaviors (aggression, substance abuse), and 

cognitive impairment (concentration and memory problems) (NIOSH, 2009a). 

Sometimes stress even can affect the way a person looks and moves his or her body 
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(Lee, 1989). In addition, other negative effects of work-related stress are heart disease, 

insomnia, headaches, infections, job dissatisfaction, absenteeism, lower productivity, 

and poor work quality (Dua, 1994). According to the 2000 Integra Survey (American 

Institute of Stress [AIS], 2009) on work stress, the results indicated: 

• Occupational pressures were responsible for 13% of headaches in the 

workplace.  

• 62% of workers routinely found they ended the day with work-related neck 

pain. 

• 34% of respondents reported difficulty in sleeping because they were too 

stressed out. 

• 49% of women and 39% of men experienced fatigue as a symptom of stress. 

• 44% of the respondents reported “stressed out eyes” as a result of stress. 

• Nearly 20%, or one in four, of the respondents had been driven to tears 

because of workplace stress. 

In 2007, Canadian researchers found patients who suffered heart attacks for the 

first time and who returned to chronically stressful jobs were twice as likely to have a 

second heart attack compared to patients whose occupations were relatively stress-free 

(Mahr, 2007). In addition, the Whitehall II study, published by the European Heart 

Journal, found strong evidence linking work-related stress to the biological mechanisms 

involved in the onset of coronary heart disease (CHD) (Thompson, 2008). The findings 

indicated workers under the age of 50 who “said work was stressful, were nearly 70% 

more likely to develop heart disease than the stress-free” (Thompson, 2008, p. 8). The 

study concluded that “cumulative stress at work can lead to CHD through direct 
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activation of neuroendocrine stress pathways and indirectly through unhealthy 

behaviors that can be caused by stress” (Thompson, 2008, p. 41).  

Over the past decade, major changes regarding the role of the school principal 

have taken place. The K-8 Principal in 2008: A 10-Year Study (Protheroe, 2009), the 

eighth study conducted in a series of research studies launched in 1928, revealed the 

magnitude of some of these changes. The findings confirmed that the principalship 

today is a much more demanding job than it was in the past. According to the 2008 

survey data, the typical elementary school principal put in longer work days (9.8 hours) 

compared to 9 hours reported in the 1998 study (as cited in Ferrandino, 2001) and their 

evening and weekend time increased to 6.9 hours for a total work week of 

approximately 56 hours (Protheroe, 2009), an increase from 54 hours recorded in the 

1998 study (Ferrandino, 2001). Management issues reported as concerns by principals 

in this study included fragmentation of their time (66.8% in 2008 and first on the list of 

concerns in 1998), implementation of state mandates (54.7%), and implementation of 

federal mandates (50.6%, up from 24.2% in 1998) (Protheroe, 2009). In addition, low 

pay and/or salary not commensurate with responsibilities, time demands of the job, 

increasing work load, and stress of the job were areas most often mentioned as concerns 

in The K-8 Principal in 2008: A 10-Year Study.  

With schools facing increasing accountability to improve teaching and learning, 

the principal’s role has “expanded further to include the responsibility for leading 

school reform” (Buckner, 2009, p. 2), leading directly to increased student achievement. 

Principals are “held accountable for achieving satisfactory scores – often with their jobs 

hanging in the balance” (Ferrandino, 2001, p. 441). Add to this the current budget crisis 
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and inadequate funding for many instructional programs, as well as the innumerable 

requirements of the federal NCLB legislation, and now waivers, it becomes apparent 

why several principals are reporting increased levels of stress that are work related. It 

also has been suggested that the increasing responsibilities for principals can lead to 

stress-related illnesses (Thornton, Thomas, & Vine, 1996).  

Prolonged occupational stress can lead to both mental and physical ill health 

(Cooper & Marshall, 1976; Kyriacou, 1987). A study of school administrators 

conducted by Tung and Koch (1980) revealed a strong inverse relationship between 

stress levels and self-reported physical health status. In addition, according to Queen 

and Schumacher (2006), as many as 75% of principals reported experiencing stress-

related symptoms that included fatigue, trouble sleeping, irritability, heartburn, and 

depression.  

Stress has been found to be associated with “shortened sleep, fragmentation, and 

possibly a reduction in sleep stages 3 and 4” (Akerstedt, 2006, p. 493). Shortened or 

disturbed sleep caused “increases in levels of traditional stress markers (e.g., cortisol)” 

(p. 493), which could exacerbate the effects of stress (Akerstedt, 2006). According to 

Akerstedt (2006), sleep was found to be essential for long-term mental functioning and 

the “long-term impairment of sleep can have serious consequences” (p. 494). It also was 

found that sleeplessness was closely related to “accident risk as well as to reduced 

subjective work performance” (p. 494).  

The “principal’s professional world is characterized by overwhelming 

responsibilities, information perplexities, and emotional anxiety” (Friedman, 2002, p. 

229) and a growing body of research has shown “emotional exhaustion can have 
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deleterious consequences for organizations” (Byrne, 2003, p. 160). Further research is 

needed in this area to help address the growing concern of increased stress levels of 

elementary school principals.  

Purpose of the Study and Research Questions 

School principals today face more accountability for student achievement from 

state and federal agencies than ever before. Although many states applied for waivers 

and escaped the grip of NCLB, every school still must comply stringently with other 

accountability requirements, which clearly are dependent upon test scores and student 

achievement. Therefore, the purpose of this qualitative study was to examine the self-

perceived physical and mental impact of work-related stress on school principals and 

the impact the stress had, if any, on school climate. Further, the study explored the 

coping mechanisms principals reported using to manage stress. The timing of the study 

was purposeful as it anticipated capturing changes to the levels of stress principals were 

experiencing compared to levels found in much earlier studies (Gmelch, 1988) and, 

potentially, changes to coping mechanisms used by principals during high stakes testing 

and accountability not present when the earlier studies were conducted. Stress is a very 

complicated phenomenon, one in which many definitions exist. For the purpose of this 

study, stress was defined as “the nonspecific response of the body to any demand upon 

it” (Selye, 1976, p. 53).  

The following four research questions guided the entirety of the research:  

1. As perceived by elementary school principals, what are the effects of work-

related stress? 
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a. As perceived by elementary school principals, what is the effect of 

work-related stress, if any, on the physical health of school 

principals? 

b. As perceived by elementary school principals, what is the effect of 

work-related stress, if any, on the mental health of school principals? 

2. As perceived by elementary school principals, what is the effect, if any, of 

principal work-related stress on school climate? 

3. As perceived by elementary school principals, in what ways has their stress 

changed as a result of higher levels of accountability for increased student 

achievement from state and federal government agencies?  

4. What are the coping mechanisms elementary school principals use to 

manage their stress and, of those coping mechanisms, which appear to help 

principals manage their stress most effectively? 

Theoretical Framework 

Generally, there is a tendency for people to believe work-related stress is purely 

physiological, is caused solely by being physically threatened, and is the most damaging 

to one’s health. Stress however, has both physiological and psychological components 

and, in reality, “psychological stressors are the most common stressors in modern life” 

(McQuillan, 2008, p. 4). Psychological stress, or the stress caused by worrying about 

situations that may not ever happen (i.e., losing a job), is much more common in 

today’s world than physiological stress, or the stress caused by being in a situation 

where one is physically threatened (McQuillan, 2008). When individuals say they are 

stressed, they generally mean they are experiencing more stress than they can handle. 
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According to recent statistics, employed Americans continue to say their work is a 

significant source of stress: 

• 60% of employees reported some amount of lost productivity due to stress 

while at work (American Psychological Association [APA], 2008). 

• 83% of employees reported they continued to work while sick, citing reasons 

such as heavy workload, need to conserve time off to meet family needs, and 

a work environment where taking time off is “risky” (CompPsych 

Corporation, 2007).  

• One in three employees said work interfering with their personal time was a 

very or somewhat significant source of stress (APA, 2008). 

• One third of U.S. employees were chronically overworked (Galinsky et al., 

2005).  

Among the employees surveyed in these studies, some were elementary school 

principals who reported long hours, excessive workloads, and insurmountable 

expectations, all of which produced tremendous stress (Lovely, 2004).  

The NCLB is a reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act 

signed into law by President George W. Bush on January 8, 2003. NCLB has expanded 

the federal role in education and, at its core, contains a number of measures designed to 

hold states and schools more accountable for student progress. Some of the components 

of NCLB include annual testing, report cards, teacher qualifications, funding changes, 

and academic progress whereby individual schools must meet state-adequate yearly 

progress targets for both their entire student populations and for certain demographic 

subgroups (NCLB, 2004). It’s no surprise, therefore, “given its scope and detail, the No 
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Child Left Behind Act [NCLB] has been the source of considerable controversy and 

debate in the education community” (“NCLB,” 2004, para. 10).  

Since 2002, more evidence has accrued suggesting no distinguishable corollaries 

between the abundance of federal mandates in the law to increased student achievement 

on federally mandated statewide assessments. For instance, recent findings from a 

Gallup poll conducted in August 2009 showed a consensus among survey responders, 

consisting of Americans over 18 years of age with school-aged children in public 

schools, that there was no evidence the quality of education improved because of NCLB 

(Newport, 2009). In fact, other findings from the same survey showed that of those 

respondents who demonstrated some familiarity with NCLB, the majority said NCLB 

either had no effect on students’ education or made it worse. Of potential importance 

was the fact that those who claimed to be very familiar with NCLB were most strongly 

convinced it had a negative impact.  

These findings were not much different than an earlier survey conducted in 

2003, which found nearly half of school principals and superintendents viewed the 

federal legislation as either politically motivated or aimed at undermining public 

schools. The subsequent report, Rolling Up Their Sleeves: Superintendents and 

Principals Talk About What’s Needed to Fix Public Schools, which The Wallace 

Foundation funded, found most superintendents (60%) and principals (53%) believed 

NCLB was “an intrusion by the federal government into areas traditionally left to local 

government” (Farkas, Johnson, Duffett, Syat, & Vine, 2003, p. 24). The consequences 

of such an “intrusion” are obvious and can be seen if schools fail to meet established 

Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) objectives, “as determined by test scores and 
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participation in the accountability system” (Daly, Millhollen, & DiGuilio, 2007, p. 37). 

This can result in a school receiving a Program Improvement (PI) label, enabling the 

government to impose significant sanctions including major curricular changes or 

school reconstitution (Daly et al., 2007).  

Studies during the 1980s by Gmelch (1982, 1983, 1988), Gmelch and Swent 

(1981), and Gmelch, Koch, Swent, and Tung (1982), which focused on stress and the 

principalship and which were conducted prior to the implementation of NCLB, all 

showed significant stress levels among principals in areas such as complying with rules, 

attending meetings, completing reports on time, gaining public support, resolving 

parent-school conflicts, evaluating staff, making decisions affecting others, having high 

self-expectations, handling telephone interruptions, and participating in school activities 

outside normal working hours. The high level of stress reported by school principals in 

these earlier studies is significant because the studies were during a time before schools 

received letter grades from A to F, and rewards or sanctions were determined based 

almost solely on performance. These earlier studies also came before a thin string held 

teacher and principal careers to constantly shifting federal government standards and 

benchmarks of improvement (Hershberg, 2004). For example, Florida’s School 

Accountability System includes the A+ Plan, which the Florida Legislature passed in 

1999 and which requires all schools to receive a report card on how well they perform 

on state assessments (Hershberg, 2004). This determines what “letter grade” individual 

schools receive as a result of student performance on the Florida Comprehensive 

Assessment Test (FCAT). As a result, teachers and administrators who are deemed to 

be demonstrating outstanding performance based upon their students’ test scores could 
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“annually earn a bonus of up to five percent of their base pay” (Hershberg, 2004, para. 

6). Conversely, if a school fails to improve from an F in the second year, the A+ Plan 

legislation gives parents the authority to send their children to a “higher performing 

public school or private school of their choice” (Hershberg, 2004, para. 5). Add to this 

the hundreds of required federal mandates that principals are responsible for complying 

to and reporting on annually, the stress caused by being forced to complete an 

exorbitant amount of paperwork due to these mandates rather than serving as an 

instructional leader, and the unrealistic NCLB goals, and principals are likely to be 

under more stress now than they ever have been historically.  

The demands of NCLB and the intense pressure to comply with unfunded state 

and federal mandates certainly have fallen heavily on the principal and his or her staff. 

School principals now are finding themselves in a “relentless public spotlight” (Moore, 

2007, p. 7), a position that oftentimes is very stressful for these individuals. Although 

many principals endorse the concept of accountability, the current systems in place are 

fraught with such flaws as reliance on a single assessment to measure student progress, 

an increasingly intrusive and overbearing federal and state bureaucracy pushing for 

unrealistic goals, and, according to Moore (2007), the absolute absence of seeking or 

including parental voices, particularly diverse voices, in school reform equations. Diane 

Ravitch, former U. S. Assistant Secretary of Education and former standards-based 

curriculum and assessment reform advocate, recently publically reversed her opinion on 

standards and testing in light of her belief that standards and an over use of assessment 

actually had thwarted school reform under NCLB. In The Death and Life of the Great 

American School System: How Testing and Choice are Undermining Education, she 
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stated, “And when we use the results of tests, with all their limitations, as a routine 

means to fire educators, hand out bonuses, and close schools, then we distort the 

purpose of schooling altogether” (Ravitch, 2010, p. 166-167).  

If high stakes testing and threats of sanctions weren’t stressful enough for school 

leaders, many states are enacting school law that does exactly what Ravitch fears. For 

example, on March 24, 2011, Florida Governor Rick Scott signed Senate Bill 736, the 

Student Success Act, into law. The historic bill abolishes teacher tenure and requires 

merit pay for Florida’s public educators based on student achievement (“Governor 

Scott,” 2011). As a result of such current and impending school legislation added to 

trends in cuts to school funding, high-stress work environments for elementary school 

administrators likely will not subside anytime in the near future. While principals in the 

1980s may have endured a stressful job environment, clearly stress levels have 

snowballed into a situation that likely will result in few believing the job is worth the 

potential damage the stress could have on their health.  

According to the results of the K-8 Principal in 2008: A 10-Year Study, three 

management issues received major concern ratings from over half of the principals 

surveyed: (a) fragmentation of their time (66.8%), (b) implementation of state mandates 

(54.7%), and (c) implementation of federal mandates (50.6%; up from 24.2% selecting 

this as a major concern in 1998) (Protheroe, 2009). The data indicated that not only are 

today’s principals responsible for parental demands, student safety, gender and equity 

issues, and accreditation, but they also must address a plethora of legislated 

expectations including school improvement, accountability, annual reports, and 

curriculum alignment (Cusick, 2003).  
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In summary, research indicated that elementary school principals were 

experiencing high-levels of stress in their work environments and many were 

responding to these extreme demands and challenges in a multitude of ways. Cognitive 

and physical strategies were two coping mechanisms that were effective in addressing 

work-related stress. Cognitive coping strategies included “positive thinking, setting 

realistic expectations, pragmatism, and blocking out the negative” (Queen & Queen, 

2005, p. 30), while physical coping strategies included active (e.g., recreation sports and 

general exercise) or passive (e.g., watching television, reading, listening to music) 

behavior (Queen & Queen, 2005). This study sought to determine how the perception of 

work-related stress physically and mentally impacted the health and well-being of 

elementary school principals and how coping mechanisms were used to manage the 

negative effects of work-related stress. 

Design and Methods 

The purpose of this phenomenological qualitative study was to examine the self-

perceived physical and mental impact of work-related stress on school principals and 

the impact the stress had, if any, on school climate. Further, the study explored the 

coping mechanisms principals reported using to manage stress. The appropriate design 

to address the research problem was a phenomenological qualitative study. A 

phenomenological qualitative study permits the researcher “to achieve an understanding 

of how people make sense out of their lives, delineate the process of meaning-making, 

and describe how people interpret what they experience” (Merriam, 2009, p. 14). The 

methods for conducting the study included face-to-face, semi-structured interviews; site 

observations; and document analysis of the Annual Customer Surveys (ACS). 
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Participant selection occurred as a result of the site selection, which included 10 

elementary schools. Of these selected schools, five were identified as academically high 

performing (HP) and five were identified as academically low performing (LP), as 

determined by the Florida Accountability A+ Plan. According to this plan, schools are 

assigned a letter grade each year primarily based upon student achievement data from 

the Florida Comprehensive Assessment Test (FCAT), which is administered to students 

beginning in the third grade. School grades are calculated based upon annual learning 

gains of each student toward achievement of the state standards, the progress of the 

lowest quartile of students, and the meeting of proficiency standards. Schools 

recognized as academically high performing (HP) earn As or Bs, while schools earning 

Cs, Ds, or Fs are considered to be academically low performing (LP). Additionally, 

criteria for purposefully selecting the principal participants not only included the 

specification of their work locations, but the number of years they have worked at the 

school. For the purpose of this study, a principal must have worked at the selected 

school for three or more consecutive years. Recruitment of the principals included 

emailing a formal request letter to 20 potential participants, 10 of whom were from HP 

schools and 10 from LP schools. From the 20 respondents, a total of 10 principals were 

selected to be the primary participants in the study, including 5 from HP schools and 5 

from LP schools.  

Data collection for this study consisted of semi-structured interviews, data 

commonly used and often triangulated in qualitative research (Merriam, 2009); 

observations; and document analysis. Interviews were one of the primary methods of 

data collection in this study and were conducted for each participating principal. Once 
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the principals were selected using the methods described earlier, the researcher 

contacted each participating principal by telephone or electronic mail to set up the time 

and date for the face-to-face interview. The semi-structured interviews were audio-

taped and later transcribed for analysis and triangulation with the other data collected.  

The researcher conducted observations at the school sites in order to gain 

additional insight into the stress levels of the participating principals. The observation 

data were triangulated with data gathered from the interviews and site documents.  

Documents collected for this study were the Annual Customer Surveys (ACS), 

which, at the time of this study, were administered district wide to students in grades 3 

through 12, full-time instructional staff, and a random sample of one-third of parents of 

students in grades Pre-Kindergarten through 12. These stakeholders are surveyed 

annually to assess the overall school climate within the district.  

Data analysis followed a coding process (Maxwell, 2005) consisting of open 

coding through which segments of data deemed useful were identified and categorized 

(Merriam, 2009). Data were assigned code words or phrases that accurately described 

the meaning of each text segment, and a list of all code words and phrases was 

generated with similar and redundant codes being clustered to create a manageable 

number of codes that elicited “new insights from the data” (Merriam & Associates, 

2002, p. 149). The data were classified to generate categories or themes, and the 

thematic patterns were displayed visually in matrices for interpretation and analysis. 

Following the coding process, the data were analyzed fully to determine if any patterns 

or trends relating to the research topic were found. Finally, all data collected from 

interviews, observations, and site documents were triangulated against each data type 
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and validated for accuracy, a mode of improving the probability through the cross 

verification of more than two sources (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

Definition of Terms 

A definition of terms is provided so the reader has a clear understanding of their 

meanings and how the terms were used in this study.  

Stress. The nonspecific response of the body to any demand upon it (Selye, 

1976). It covers a wide range of phenomena, from mild irritation to drastic dysfunction, 

which may cause severe health breakdown (Garg & Garg, 2011). 

Distress. Negative stress from fear, frenzy, and fatigue of everyday living, 

emanating from pressure situations, uptight feelings, nervous tensions, personal 

demands, and other unpleasant encounters (Gmelch & Chan, 1994).  

Eustress. Positive or pleasant stress (Gmelch & Chan, 1994). A type of stress 

that results from being overwhelmed by multiple, enjoyable, or worthwhile tasks (e.g., 

strength training or challenging tasks), which have a beneficial effect by generating a 

sense of fulfillment or achievement (APA, 2007b).  

School Climate. “The quality and character of school life [which is] based on 

patterns of people’s experiences of school life, norms, goals, values, interpersonal 

relationships, teaching and learning practices, and organizational structures” (Cohen, 

McCabe, Michelli, & Pickeral, 2009). 

Coping. The use of cognitive and behavioral strategies to manage the demands 

of a situation when these are appraised as taxing or exceeding one’s resources; to reduce 

the negative emotions and conflict caused by stress (APA, 2007a).  
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Limitations 

A limitation identifies potential weaknesses of a study. In this study, the small 

sample size, which included 10 principals from either HP or LP schools, was one such 

limitation. The purposeful sampling procedure selected decreased the generalizability of 

this study and, therefore, served as a limitation. The climate data, which was used solely 

as a potential intermediary factor and sought only pattern exploration with no causal 

relation espoused, was deemed as a limitation in this study. Another limitation was the 

observation method used in this study, which was limited to descriptions of events or 

happenings that took place with small groups of people, therefore limiting the ability to 

generalize results. 

Delimitations 

A delimitation addresses how a study is narrow in scope (Merriam, 2009). This 

qualitative study focused on a large, school district in Florida. The most significant 

delimitation of this study was the decision to restrict data collection to one specific 

school district. Another delimitation of this study was the restriction of data collection 

to only high and low performing public elementary schools. Furthermore, the researcher 

limited the selection of participants in this study to include only principals from these 

sites. Restricting the selection of participants to only public school elementary 

principals affected the generalizability of the study’s findings to principals of other 

grade levels. While generalizability of the study’s findings was low, the research 

intentionally selected a narrow scope of participants to allow the study to be highly 

focused, thorough, selective, and specific (Wolcott, 2009). The objective was to use the 
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results of this study as a foundation for future research in the areas of work-related 

stress and its impact on the physical and mental health of elementary school principals.  

Finally, the researcher in this qualitative study recognized the possibility for 

researcher bias and how that may have served as a delimitation of the study. The 

researcher was aware that her position as an assistant principal in this school district 

may have affected her objectivity toward the subject matter. In order to address the 

issue of researcher bias and alleviate any speculation on the reader’s part, the researcher 

remained cognizant of the possibility of researcher bias while continually cross 

checking all data to ensure accurate reporting throughout this study. The researcher 

meticulously recorded all information by keeping detailed notes during the data 

gathering process and she included primary data in the final report to allow the reader to 

see exactly the basis upon which the conclusions were made (Wolcott, 1990). The 

researcher also utilized a variety of data collection methods, including triangulation and 

member checking, which allowed others to critique the research objectively and also 

ensured all information was recorded accurately and completely in order to enhance 

credibility with regard to this study and to offset any perceptions of researcher bias 

(Merriam, 2009).  

Significance of Study 

The proposed study was significant to the field of education because the study 

provided the most current research regarding the physical and mental effects of work-

related stress on elementary school principals in an era of increased accountability and 

the impact the stress had on the school climate. Further, the study offered school 

principals a repertoire of effective coping mechanisms that can be utilized to help 
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manage their perceived stress levels. Over the time of the study, it was repeatedly 

reported by the principal participants that their work stress had increased, which was 

found to have impacted their health as well as the school climate.  

In today’s era of high stakes testing and accountability, principals are confronted 

with many difficult challenges in addition to those traditionally experienced by 

principals given the advent of NCLB and the 528 mandates each school principal must 

report on annually (NCLB, 2004). With mandated curriculum standards and widespread 

demand to improve student achievement, principals face a multitude of administrative 

tasks. Because principals now are exposed to additional stressors in the workplace, the 

findings of this study are important not only for principals to understand the impact of 

that stress, but also to understand the impact their own stress can have on the school 

climate and student achievement. 

According to Copland (2001), “The expectations associated with the 

principalship have mushroomed over the past 20 years” (p. 528). In addition, research 

on stress in the principalship has shown a pattern of principals opting to retire at the 

earliest possible date (Ferrandino, 2001). This study offered analyzed data to the field of 

education in the area of work-related stress and coping mechanisms regarding 

elementary school principals as it related to increased accountability, and has provided 

pertinent information for the purpose of improving current educational practices.  

Role of the Researcher 

In a qualitative study, the researcher often is considered the human instrument 

through which data is collected and analyzed. According to Lincoln and Guba (1985), 

“qualitative methods come more easily to hand when the instrument is a human being” 
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(p. 199), and the methods used generally are extensions of normal human activities such 

as looking, listening, speaking, and reading (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Processes for 

collecting data in a qualitative study, therefore, usually include “interviewing, 

observing, mining available documents and records, taking account of nonverbal cues 

and interpreting inadvertent unobtrusive measures” (p. 199). The researcher in this 

qualitative study employed the specified data collecting methods previously mentioned.  

The researcher is a White/Caucasian female, age 48, who, during the time of the 

study, held a Specialist Degree in Educational Leadership. She also has worked in 

education for over 20 years. During the time of this study, the researcher was an 

elementary school assistant principal who worked in the same district as in the study 

itself. As an elementary school administrator, the researcher had a personal interest in 

the area of perceived work-related stress and the impact it had on the physical and 

mental health of elementary school principals. Working in this environment also caused 

her to explore the various coping mechanisms used by elementary school principals to 

manage the negative effects of work-related stress. The researcher’s personal and 

professional interests in the area of work-related stress served as motivating factors for 

conducting this study.  

The researcher acknowledged any possible biases she may have had with regard 

to her position in the district as well as her views pertaining to the topic of perceived 

work-related stress and the impact it had on the physical and mental health of 

elementary school principals. In order to remain credible and maintain the reader’s 

confidence in the exactness of this study, the researcher preserved the integrity of all 
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research conducted by being sensitive to the accuracy of the data and by making 

appropriate decisions in the field (Eisner, 1991).  

Organization of the Dissertation 

This qualitative study is organized as follows. Chapter 2 presents background 

knowledge on the history of stress, work-related stress, and coping mechanisms 

employed in order to counter the negative effects of work-related stress. Chapter 3 

describes the methodology driving the design and methods of this proposed study 

including the specific research design, data collection, and analysis of the data. Chapter 

4 reports on the findings and the results of the study and Chapter 5 provides a 

discussion regarding the outcome and results of the study in addition to suggestions for 

future research on this topic and the researcher’s conclusions drawn from the findings.  
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II. REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

This chapter begins with a broad review of the literature on stress, narrowing to 

work-related stress and its effect on the physical and mental health of elementary school 

principals in an era of increased accountability for student achievement. The review of 

the literature is divided into five main sections with each section providing an in-depth 

look at various aspects of stress. The first section reviews the history of stress and its 

effects on the physiological and psychological well-being of individuals in the general 

population. The second section presents occupational stress and its impact on 

employees and the cost to organizations in connection with the productivity of workers 

and the functionality of its workforce. An overview of the changing role of the principal 

and how these changes directly have affected and compounded the levels of stress 

experienced by elementary school principals in the past and in the present is provided in 

the third section. The fourth section includes literature on principal burnout, followed 

by stress in the principalship as it relates to increased accountability and the impact on 

school climate and student achievement. The final section presents information on 

various coping mechanisms used to combat the negative effects of work-related stress.  

History of Stress 

Before stress can be discussed in relation to its impact on the physical and 

mental health of elementary school principals, it is necessary first to understand the 

origins of stress and its prevalence in today’s society. Stress is found in all aspects of 

life, and much has been written about the effects of stress in relation to health and 
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performance. The term stress was first used in a biological context by endocrinologist 

Hans Selye in the 1930s. He discovered stress as a syndrome occurring in laboratory 

rats (Viner, 1999). Selye, also known as the father of stress, defined stress as “the non-

specific response of the body to any demand upon it” (Selye, 1976, p. 53). Before Selye, 

the term stress was used occasionally in psychology “to describe a mental strain or 

unwelcome happening” (Viner, 1999, p. 391), which could be equated to a hardship in 

life, and was accepted as a part of expected human experience; but when analyzed had 

“little collective scientific identity or consequence” (Viner, 1999, p. 392). After Selye, 

however, “such hardships were quantifiable as an integrated singularity called Stress” 

(Viner, 1999, p. 392).  

In 1926, Selye began developing his theory of “the influence of stress on 

people’s ability to cope with and adapt to the pressures of injury and disease” (“Stress,” 

2003, para. 1). He later proposed a three-stage pattern response to stress and called 

these three responses the General Adaptation Syndrome (GAS) (Dewey, 2007). GAS, 

also referred to as the “stress syndrome,” is what Selye described as “the process under 

which the body confronts stress” (Gabriel, n.d., p. 1) and includes (a) the alarm reaction 

stage, (b) the stage of resistance, and (c) the stage of exhaustion (Selye & Fortier, 

1950).  

Alarm reaction is the first stage by which the body’s stress response is in a state 

of alarm when the threat or stressor is identified or realized (Rosch, 2008). Adrenaline 

is produced during this stage, which speeds up heart rates, produces rapid breathing, and 

increases alertness and vigilance (Haiken & Herscher, 2004) in order to bring about the 

“fight or flight” response, which also is known as acute stress response. Walter Cannon 
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(1939), the scientist who coined the term fight or flight to describe perceived threats to 

physical or emotional security, discovered that a person’s mental and emotional states 

affect how the body works; these include increased secretion of adrenaline, increased 

heart rate, blood pressure, perspiration, and decreased stomach motility (Cooper & 

Dewe, 2004). To our ancestors, these physical changes in response to stress were 

essential for survival. In today’s world, however, even though we most likely are not 

encountering physical threats to our safety, our bodies continue to react to perceived 

threats much as our ancestors did years ago (Welmers, 2005). These short-term bursts 

of stress are not necessarily bad; they actually can trigger chemicals that improve 

memory, increase energy, and cause an individual to become more alert and productive 

(Haiken & Herscher, 2004). “Once the threat has passed, stress hormones dissipate and 

the body returns to homeostasis or a balance of alertness and relaxation” (Welmers, 

2005, p. 21). If the stressor persists, however, then a person enters into the second stage, 

which is resistance (Rosch, 2008). During this stage, it becomes necessary to find a way 

to cope with the stress. If the body is able to cope with the stressor and begins to repair 

the damage done by the arousal, then the stress symptoms mostly will vanish (Monteiro, 

1990). Although the body attempts to adapt to the demands placed upon it, the body 

cannot continue to do this indefinitely. If the stress-causing events continue, which is 

known as chronic stress, then the body’s resources eventually become depleted and the 

person enters into the third stage of the GAS model, which is exhaustion. At this stage, 

the body is unable to maintain normal function and may exhibit physical symptoms 

such as sweating and raised heart rate. During this stage, a person also may experience a 

loss of drive, emotional flatness, and dulling of responsiveness to the needs of others 
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(Dewey, 2007). Living under chronic stressful conditions for long periods of time 

places an extreme burden on the heart and circulatory system, which can have a 

tremendous negative impact on the body (Haiken & Herscher, 2004). If stage three 

continues for an extended period of time, long-term damage may occur, resulting in the 

manifestation of illnesses such as ulcers, digestive troubles, cardiovascular problems, 

diabetes, and mental illnesses (Haiken & Herscher, 2004).  

Stress is considered to be an internal state and is caused by an individual’s own 

perception of what is happening to him or her. In his book, Stress and Disease, Wolff 

(1953) wrote that the stress arising from a situation was based largely in part by the way 

the affected subject perceived it. It was a reaction to anything an individual consciously 

or unconsciously perceived as a threat, either real or imagined (Clarke, 1988). If a 

person perceived an event to be negative, then the individual found the situation 

threatening and therefore felt stress (Clarke, 1988). Past research has focused 

predominantly on the negative aspects of stress (McGowan et al., 2006). Although 

attention to stress usually has been one-sided and negative, if negotiated properly, stress 

can produce positive responses and outcomes (Nelson & Simmons, 2003). Selye (1976) 

introduced the term eustress to describe stress that has a positive effect (e.g., being in 

love) in contrast to distress or negative stress. Both positive stress and negative stress, 

however, exact a physiological toll and use up adaptive energy (Monterio, 1990) and 

“once a person’s adaptive energy has been expended, there is no way to replenish it” (p. 

81). Since stress is an interaction between an individual and any source of demand 

(stressor) within his or her environment, it is imperative to recognize the connection 
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between a person’s reaction to a stressor and the impact that stressor may have on an 

individual’s physical and mental well-being. 

In addition to Selye, the works of Richard Lazarus had a tremendous impact on 

stress research. Lazarus, who is considered to be one of the most influential scholars in 

the area of stress research, made an enormous contribution to the study of stress 

spanning over 50 years (Cooper & Dewe, 2004). Lazarus’ theoretical approach to stress 

recognized the significance emotions had when treating stress and he emphasized that 

coping mechanisms were crucial to a person’s physical, social, and psychological well-

being (Cooper & Dewe, 2004). In collaboration with Susan Folkman, Lazarus published 

Stress, Appraisal, and Coping (1984), which has become the most widely read and cited 

academic book in the field of stress research.  

Stress and Disease 

Stress is a major contributor to psychosocial and physical pathological 

conditions in humans (Chrousos, 2009). There is increasing evidence that “stress is a 

contributing factor to conditions such as high blood pressure, heart disease, and 

diabetes” (Haiken & Herscher, 2004, para. 10). High blood pressure causes the heart to 

work harder and therefore increases an individual’s risk for heart attack, stroke, and 

kidney failure (Haiken & Herscher, 2004). Research involving experimental work with 

animals revealed chronic psychosocial stress can lead to an increase in coronary artery 

disease (Rozanski, Blumenthal, & Kaplan, 1999) and “lingering stress” more than 

doubled the risk of heart attacks (Haiken & Herscher, 2004). Researchers also have 

shown stress hormones can raise glucose levels in the blood of individuals with type 2 

diabetes (Haiken & Herscher, 2004). Research into work stress, which included factors 
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such as obesity, hypertension, and high cholesterol, found a direct link between stress 

exposure and poor health (Lister, 2006). The study, Chronic Stress at Work and the 

Metabolic Syndrome: Prospective Study, published in the British Medical Journal, 

showed the more stress a person experienced, the higher his or her chances were of 

developing heart disease and type 2 diabetes (Chandola, Brunner, & Marmot, 2006). 

High levels of stress also have been found to affect the body’s digestive system. 

The most common stress-related digestive problems are diarrhea, stomachaches, and 

irritable bowel syndrome (“Why Stress,” 2006). Additionally, stress can cause changes 

in dietary behaviors (Block, He, Zaslavsky, Ding, & Ayanian, 2009), which can result 

in weight gain. A longitudinal study of 1,355 men and women in the United States was 

conducted to determine if multiple domains of psychological stress were associated 

with weight gain. The study found stress was linked to weight gain and contributed to 

changes in dietary behaviors, which ultimately led to weight change (Block et al., 

2009).  

Other studies have proven stressful life events were linked to physiological and 

psychological problems such as depressive symptoms and major depressive disorder 

(Hammen, 2005). Approximately 20% to 25% of people who experienced major 

stressful events developed depression (Mazure, 1998). According to a study conducted 

by the International Labour Office (ILO), the incidence of mental health problems in the 

workplace was increasing, resulting in high costs for employees and employers. It also 

was found that in the United States, “clinical depression has become one of the most 

common illnesses, affecting one in ten working age adults each year” (Gabriel, 2000, p. 

51). Epidemiological studies indicated stress, chronic depression, and lack of social 
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support were linked to cancer onset and progression, and stress contributed to the 

growth and metastasis of select tumors (Antoni et al., 2006).  

According to the APA (2009), high levels of stress also contribute to several 

other health related issues. They found: 

• 43% of women and 24% of men experience headaches as a symptom of 

stress. 

• 28% of women and 20% of men report having muscle tension as a symptom 

of stress. 

• 31% of women and 24% of men report having upset stomachs or indigestion 

caused by stress. 

• 46% of women and 16% of men experience feeling as though they could cry 

as a result of stress. 

Additionally, negative stress contributed to “prolonged infection and delayed 

wound healing” (Kiecolt-Glaser, McGuire, Robles, & Glaser, 2002, p. 83) and was 

linked to a spectrum of conditions associated with aging including “osteoporosis, 

arthritis, Alzheimer’s disease, functional decline, frailty, and periodontal disease” 

(Kiecolt-Glaser et al., 2002, p. 83).  

Acute stress is the most common form of stress. It is short term and usually does 

not have enough time to do extensive damage. The most common symptoms of acute 

stress are emotional distress (anger, irritability), muscular problems (tension headache, 

back pain), stomach problems (heartburn, diarrhea), elevated blood pressure, rapid heart 

rate, dizziness, shortness of breath, and chest pain (Miller & Smith, 2007).  
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Chronic stress is prolonged stress that destroys the body and the mind. Through 

long-term attrition, this type of stress causes the depletion of physical and mental 

resources (Miller & Smith, 2007) and may result in heart attack, stroke, or even cancer. 

The symptoms of chronic stress are difficult to treat and “may require extended medical 

as well as behavioral treatment and stress management” (p. 3).  

Workplace Stress 

The accelerated and often hectic pace of modern day life has subjected many 

employees to frequent and intense stress (DeFrank & Ivancevich, 1998). Stress in the 

workplace is a major problem for individuals and organizations (Hannigan, Edwards, & 

Burnard, 2004) and can cause burnout, ill-health, high workforce turnover, lowered 

morale, high absenteeism, and reduced efficiency and performance (Sutherland & 

Cooper, 1990). Occupational stress is defined as “tension and strain experienced by 

workers on the job, arising out of such factors as demanding schedules, difficult 

decisions, relationships with coworkers and supervisors, disagreeable working 

conditions, fatigue, occupational hazards, excessive competition, or anxiety over 

possible unemployment” (APA, 2007c, p. 640). One meta-analysis estimated an 

increase of approximately 50% in cardiovascular disease risk associated with high 

levels of work-related stress (Kivimaki et al., 2006). Inadequate compensation, high 

demands coupled with low workplace control, and organizational injustice were 

identified as the causes for high stress levels at work (Kivimaki et al., 2006).  

Work stress research in the 1950s and 1960s predominantly focused on fatigue 

and mental hygiene and reflected the changes that were occurring in the social and 

economic environment (Cooper & Dewe, 2004). Following World War II, an 
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organizational culture emerged as a time showing concern for the stresses and strains at 

work and suggested a need to systematically investigate the consequences of work-

related stress. Beehr and Newman (1978) commented in their seminal article on job 

stress and employee health that since many adults spend roughly half of their waking 

lives at work, it seems likely that work factors could have an important influence on 

their mental and physical well-being. 

By the early 1960s, The Institute for Social Research at the University of 

Michigan began exploring the work environment and mental health (Cooper & Dewe, 

2004). The conclusion drawn from this work confirmed the work environment did have 

a powerful effect on the mental and physical health of individuals (Kahn & French, 

1962). Robert L. Kahn and his colleagues then conducted a study focusing on role 

conflict and role ambiguity in relation to organizational stress to examine the results of 

the work that emerged from the Institute’s program (Kahn, Wolfe, Quinn, Snoek, & 

Rosenthal, 1964). The findings from this study showed “both role conflict and role 

ambiguity were associated with emotional turmoil” (Cooper & Dewe, 2004, p. 86). This 

pioneering work marked the beginning of work stress research.  

McGrath (1976) first explained stress as a four-stage process starting with the 

environment, which is perceived by the individual, who then selects the response, 

resulting in consequences for both the individual and the situation (as cited in Gmelch 

& Chan, 1992). These categories started the process of “conceptualizing sources and 

behaviors of stress within an individual environment as opposed to the more general 

related causes found outside of the work setting” (Welmers, 2005, p. 22). This four-

stage process postulated by McGrath began an interest in researching an individual’s 
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role within a particular work environment and, according to Gmelch & Chan (1992), 

“served as sound building blocks for the development of stress models” (p. 2).  

Gmelch and Chan (1991) described a four-stage stress cycle that provided a 

broad perspective and clear understanding of the stress process. The stages are set in 

sequential order and include secondary filters (personality, predisposition, personal 

history) that affect the relationship between each stage. The first stage (Stage I) begins 

with a set of demands or stressors that are internal and external to the work 

environment. The next stage (Stage II) is an individual’s perception of a demand or 

stressor, which determines if a stress reaction is produced. Individuals who are high 

perceivers of stress tend to respond to situations as being threats rather than challenges 

(Gmelch & Chan, 1991). If “a stressor is perceived as harmful, threatening, or 

challenging” (p. 14), then the individual enters into the third stage of the process (Stage 

III) and reacts to the stressor physiologically (e.g., adrenalin secretion, increased blood 

pressure) and psychologically (e.g., ignore, flee) to address the situation. The fourth 

stage (Stage IV) is consequences, which is a byproduct of the effects of long-range 

stress due to its duration and intensity. According to Gmelch and Chan (1991), “If one 

is not able to alleviate some of the stressors or cope adequately, consequences may arise 

in the form of serious mental or physical illness” (p. 16).  

Stress at work is inevitable and, in many cases, even is desirable. Moderate 

levels of stress can act as a motivator and enhance one’s interest and involvement in 

one’s job; but when it is excessive, it may become distracting, demotivating, and even 

dangerous (DeFrank & Ivancevich, 1998). The prevalence of job-related stress is 

increasing, and the consequences of such stress on individual well-being and health are 
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increasing as well (McGowan et al., 2006). According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, 

(as cited in the American Psychological Association Practice Organization, 2010), the 

median number of days employees are away from work as a result of anxiety, stress, 

and related disorders is 25 per year. Job stress is estimated to cost U.S. industry more 

than $300 billion each year in absenteeism; diminished productivity; turnover; and 

medical, legal, and insurance costs (Rosch, 2001). Contrarily, workplaces perceived to 

be psychologically healthy have lower turnover, less stress, and higher satisfaction 

(APA, 2008).  

Many employees agree that one of the most common problems in the workplace 

today is stress. Stress impacts both individuals and organizations. Some common 

factors that lead to stress in the workplace are downsizing, budget constraints, loss of 

benefits, shorter work weeks, fear of job loss, and overflow of duties from not hiring 

new employees (Helms, 2003). These factors can lead to worker insecurity, which leads 

to worker stress. Downsizing, for example, leads to stress factors such as work 

overloads, hectic routines, infrequent breaks, long work hours, increased pressure, staff 

shortages, personnel problems, time pressure, and deadlines (Helms, 2003). When a 

worker perceives an imbalance between these demands and environmental or personal 

resources, a number of possible reactions can occur. These reactions may include 

“physiological responses (e.g., increase in heart rate, blood pressure, hyperventilation), 

emotional responses (e.g., feeling nervous or irritated), cognitive responses (e.g., 

reduced attention and perception, forgetfulness), and behavioral reactions (e.g., 

aggressiveness, impulsive behavior, making mistakes)” (Eurofound, 2007, p. 2). Also, 

individuals who are in a state of stress “often feel very concerned, less vigilant, and less 
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efficient in performing tasks” (Barling, Kelloway, & Frone, 2004, as cited in 

Eurofound, 2007, p. 2).  

Stress and the Principalship 

The principal’s role has changed dramatically. The pressures of increased 

accountability, test scores, legislatures, parents, and outside interest groups can be 

staggering, particularly with the added responsibility to increase student achievement as 

measured by external standards, now used to judge a principal’s abilities (Gilman & 

Lanman-Givens, 2001). In addition, a principal’s time during the school day has 

become increasingly more fragmented due to the many tasks that now must be 

completed, resulting in less time to reflect on problems or to focus on improving 

performance (Ferrandino & Tirozzi, 2000). Halling (2003), for example, conducted a 

quantitative study using the Administrative Stress Index (ASI) to determine the 

perceived factors that most frequently cause stress among public elementary school 

principals in South Dakota. The results of the study indicated the three most frequent 

sources of stress for principals were complying with state, federal, and organizational 

rules and policies; imposing excessively high expectations on themselves; and feeling 

they have too heavy a workload. Work-related stress also is a cause for concern 

regarding the health and well-being of school principals; school leaders are exposed to a 

wide range of pressures and are subjected “to a unique set of demands that trigger the 

stress response” (Quick et al., 2006, p. 217), which can cause serious health problems if 

prolonged. 
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Early Studies on Stress and the Principalship 

Administrative stress has been studied for many years. Most earlier studies, 

however, primarily focused on quantifying the causes of stress. In the article, Research 

Perspectives on Administrative Stress: Causes, Responses, and Consequences, Gmelch 

(1988) wrote that the vast majority of studies were designed methodologically to 

explore the causes or stressors of school administrators and that fewer studies used 

physiological measures to explore administrator reactions to stress and the 

consequences of stress. Also, at that time, only 10% of the studies linked empirical 

research to the coping process (Gmelch, 1988). Although these studies predominantly 

were quantitative, the data generated provided vital information and a strong foundation 

for conducting administrative stress research today, which support the rationale to 

include a synopsis of earlier studies as a way to acknowledge their invaluable 

contribution to the field of stress research.  

In 1977, a study of school principals conducted by the National Association of 

Secondary School Principals (NASSP) found lack of time was one of the causes of 

principal stress (as cited in Gmelch & Swent, 1981). The authors of this study further 

investigated what stressed school administrators and determined there were five general 

areas of administrative stress, which included “constraints intrinsic to administration, 

administrative responsibilities, interpersonal relationships, intrapersonal conflict, and 

role expectations” (Gmelch & Swent, 1981, p. 17), and they estimated that 75% of the 

stress in the school administrators’ lives came from their jobs. Another study with 

similar results found “more than 60% of administrators reported that at least 70% of 

their total life stress resulted from their jobs” (Gmelch et al., 1982, p. 11) and concluded 
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stress arising from the performance of one’s job had a significant impact on the physical 

health of the individual.  

Stress is prevalent and is a pervasive part of a principal’s life. Pressures at work 

can manifest themselves in several ways. According to a study conducted by 

Williamson and Campbell (1987), such pressures included “demand for high levels of 

student achievement, for maintaining excellent teacher morale, and for fostering 

positive relations with the public” (p. 109). Additionally, it was found the stress that 

accompanied this pressure often seriously impeded the job performance of principals as 

well as their physical and mental health (Williamson & Campbell, 1987).  

A study conducted by Hiebert and Mendaglio (1988), which took a transactional 

look at school principal stress, showed principals viewed their jobs as being moderately 

stressful. As indicated in their report, these data were consistent with earlier studies 

regarding moderate levels of intensity of school administrator stress (Jankovic, 1983). 

However, about 36% of the sample reported extreme levels of job-related stress equal to 

or approaching the highest levels of stress experienced by those individuals (Hiebert & 

Mendaglio, 1988). Gmelch and Chan (1992) reported similar results in their 

transactional study and found that while the overall stress among educational 

administrators was moderate, some administrators experienced high levels of stress. 

Within the four factors of administrative stress addressed in the study, 26.6% of the 

overall sample reported serious stress from task-based duties; 18.6 % from role-based 

duties; 19% from conflict mediation which appeared to be unique to the field of school 

administration; and 21.7% reported serious stress from boundary-spanning. 
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Using 10 principals from public elementary schools, Whan and Thomas (1996) 

conducted an observational and physiological study on the principalship and stress, and 

found principals did experience stress at work. The researchers recorded a summation 

of periods in which the principals were under heavy or severe stress and reported the 

following:  

• Nine principals experienced days when they were affected by heavy or 

severe stress for more than 30% of the time at work.  

• Principals worked under heavy or severe stress for more than 30% of the 

time on 77% of days. 

• Five principals experienced days where they were under heavy or severe 

stress 50% of the time at work. 

• Two principals spent more than 50% of the time at school under heavy or 

severe stress.  

• One principal was under heavy and severe stress for 100% of the day on two 

occasions.  

• One principal spent a minimum of 69% of his time (some days as high as 

92.5%) under severe stress. 

The study also revealed eight categories of stressors identified by the principals 

as causing high levels of stress. Not hierarchically categorized, they included (a) 

teachers, (b) executive staff, (c) support staff, (d) students, (e) parents, (f) officials 

(central/regional), (g) management, and (h) work overload and time pressures.  
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Current Studies on Stress and the Principalship 

Current research on stress and the principalship generally does not focus solely 

on quantitative methods that elucidate the causes of stress for school-based 

administrators. Instead, both qualitative as well as mixed methods approaches are used 

today, which provide a more in-depth understanding of stress including administrator 

reactions to stress, the consequences of stress, and the coping processes used to combat 

the negative effects of stress.  

So, how does work-related stress impact today’s principals? One qualitative 

study investigated the daily work lives of 21 principals from 10 states across the nation 

(West, 2010) and found every principal in the study reported being plagued by stress to 

some degree, although the source of their stress was varied and multi-faceted. Feelings 

of loneliness and isolation were reported as well as feelings of powerlessness in the 

position, both resulting from “political and bureaucratic demands; voluminous job 

responsibilities; the impact of technology on job demands; long hours; and inadequate 

emotional support” (p. 124). In addition, principals regularly cited the No Child Left 

Behind legislation “as a source of stress and frustration” (p. 125). 

Ackerman and Maslin-Ostrowski (2002) conducted a seven-year 

phenomenological study that sought “to understand how school leaders cope with and 

respond to significant dilemmas in their practice and what the experience means to 

them” (p. xi). They used the term wounded to describe the incidents or crises 

experienced by the school leaders and found this wounding oftentimes felt like “an 

attack on the heart” (p. xii) similar to a heart attack, which resembled the same 

characteristics as “loss of control, powerlessness, fear, and vulnerability” (p. xii). The 
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study cited emotional disconnection as being one form of a wound and found such 

wounds drew from endemic and chronic tension. Principals reported feeling alone and 

isolated in both the physical and emotional sense and were concerned about not 

measuring up to their peers.  

The findings from a quantitative study conducted by Welmers (2005) on 

predicting principal stress concluded principals experienced low to moderate work-

related stress with the highest stress levels reported in the areas of effective time 

management and compliance with state and national reform requirements. The specific 

activities that caused the most job stress for principals and had the greatest impact on 

their professional lives were those that dealt with heavy workloads, along with the stress 

of dealing with education reform, particularly as it related to “the competition of being 

compared to other schools” (p. 134), of complying with federal and state assessments, 

and of being held accountable for assessment, despite receiving only minimal input on 

how individuals would be assessed.  

Moody and Barrett (2009) conducted a mixed-methods study, which consisted 

of a one-day seminar involving 35 educators, to provide empirical evidence on the 

different levels of stress between administrators and teachers during the months of 

November and January. Research on stress and its effects on the human body and job 

performance were presented and data were collected from surveys, reflections, and 

experimental activities that were utilized to increase the participants’ knowledge of 

stress and stress coping skills. The results indicated school administrators and teachers 

were aware of their stress and its effects on their health and job performance, and they 

also were aware their stress had an extremely negative effect on their students and their 
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ability to learn. Focusing on administrator stress and health, another study conducted in 

Bavaria found principals often felt overburdened and suffered illnesses that not only 

impaired their physical health, but also led “to limitations in their fitness for the 

occupation” (Weber, Weltle, & Lederer, 2005, p. 325). 

As the literature indicated, the job of a school principal certainly has become 

increasingly complex (Archer, 2004) and stressful. Principals are no longer solely 

responsible for the myriad of tasks they oversaw in the past, such as hiring and firing 

teachers, coordinating bus schedules, supervising special programs, disciplining 

children, and mollifying angry parents (Grubb & Flessa, 2006). They also must balance 

their responsibilities as an instructional leader while simultaneously complying with 

federal and state mandates as well as adhering to all accountability requirements as 

required by law. Such high levels of work-related stress as evidenced in the literature 

can have a devastating effect on the physical and mental health of school principals. 

Stress and Burnout  

Although this study did not directly address the issue of principal burnout, it is 

important to include such information in the literature review in order to gain a better 

understanding of the adverse effects that excessive, prolonged, chronic stress can have 

on an individual’s health. During the past two decades, U.S. principals have reported 

increased levels of stress and exhaustion, which have resulted in burnout and declining 

physical and mental health (Brock & Grady, 2002). Gmelch and Gates (1998) asserted 

stress was one of the most common predictors of administrator burnout. Psychiatrist 

Herbert Freudenberger (1974) coined the term burnout as a way to characterize the 

psychological state of individuals experiencing exhaustion in the work place. The 
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physical signs of burnout include fatigue, frequent headaches, gastrointestinal 

disturbances, sleeplessness, and shortness of breath. Burnout occurs in response to 

prolonged stress experienced in one’s daily work (Halbesleben & Buckley, 2004) and is 

a progressive syndrome that occurs in stages (Brock & Grady, 2002). The result of 

burnout is cynicism, lowered productivity, and the feeling of being drained and having 

nothing else to give (Gorkin, 2004). The most widely accepted burnout model is a three-

stage process that includes emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and decreased 

personal accomplishment (Maslach, 1982). Emotional exhaustion “results when the 

emotional demands of the job exceed the emotional resources of the individual” (Brock 

& Grady, 2002, p. 5). Depersonalization is a coping device usually seen as negative 

attitudes toward others, while reduced personal accomplishment is when “efficacy is 

lost and self-esteem is threatened” (p. 5). According to Halbesleben and Buckley 

(2004): 

Employees who are emotionally exhausted typically feel as though they lack 

adaptive resources and cannot give any more to their job. The energy that they 

once had to devote to their work is now depleted, leaving them without the 

resources to perform their work. (p. 859) 

Principal burnout can be internally or externally directed and involves negative 

experiences such as discontentment and fatigue (Friedman, 1995). Researchers have 

identified conditions that cause stress in the daily demands of school principals. These 

stressors can include student discipline issues, poor student achievement, declining 

resources, and a misunderstanding of the principal’s role as perceived by the public 

(Combs, Edmonson, & Jackson, 2009). School principals who are burned out also 
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experience emotional and personal detachment from others (i.e., teachers, students, 

parents) as well as physical, mental, and cognitive exhaustion (Friedman, 1995).  

According to a mixed methods study on burnout among elementary school 

principals, researchers found principals who experienced high burnout more frequently 

reported “the balancing of multiple responsibilities and the motivating of teachers for 

improvement” (Combs et al., 2009, p. 12) as being obstacles. Principals also reported 

testing and accountability for student achievement created overwhelming pressures, 

which ultimately led to burnout. Additionally, Friedman (2002) conducted a mixed 

methods study in which he sought to predict burnout based upon work-related stressors 

encountered by principals and found principal burnout stemmed from four main 

sources: (a) unreasonable demands from parents, parents’ rude behavior, and the 

overload parents inflict upon the principal; (b) weak teacher performance; (c) overload 

and burdens from the demand of the job; and (d) inadequate performance of the support 

staff, school secretary, and service staff. 

Despite the impact burnout has on school principals and their work performance, 

relatively few recent empirical studies have been conducted on the subject, which 

clearly indicates “there are deficiencies in available research on burnout and emotional 

exhaustion among school principals” (Combs & Edmonson, 2010, p. 442). Earlier 

studies conducted on administrative burnout found school principals were experiencing 

high levels of work-related stress and the intensity and duration of such stress was 

causing burnout within the profession. For example, Sarros (1988) conducted a 

qualitative study in Canada examining work situations in relation to burnout of school-

based administrators and found both organizational and individual factors contributed to 
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burnout. Nearly 50% of the administrators claimed interpersonal relationships were a 

major contributor to depersonalization burnout and cited emotional exhaustion burnout 

developed when “interpersonal relations became more frequent” (p. 180). In addition, 

excessive workloads contributed to emotional exhaustion and “personal 

accomplishment” burnout in administrators. Other work-related situations found to 

contribute to burnout among administrators were “systemic factors, attitudes of parents 

and public, time, and intraschool factors” (p. 179). 

Torelli and Gmelch (1992) investigated the relationship between the four-stage 

stress cycle and administrator burnout and found the strongest association was between 

task-based stress and emotional exhaustion for all levels of administrators, which 

indicated that administrative work conditions were the best indicators for emotional 

exhaustion. Additionally, the study found principals experienced high levels of conflict 

mediating stress.  

Whitaker (1996) reported on the findings of an exploratory study that examined 

causes of principal burnout and found eight out of nine principals indicated emotional 

exhaustion was a significant problem. According to Whitaker (1996), all of the 

principals in the study spoke about the increased demands and responsibilities in the 

principalship, mentioning “more pressure for accountability from parents and central 

office” (p. 63) and attempts to complete management tasks while simultaneously trying 

to be instructional leaders. 

Stress and School Climate 

School climate is about the quality and character of school life. It is based on 

“patterns of people’s experiences of school life and reflects norms, goals, values, 
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interpersonal relationships, teaching and learning practices, and organizational 

structures” (Cohen et al., 2009, p. 180). Researchers claim principals’ actions are what 

decide the educational climate of schools (Davis & Wilson, 2000; Pahnos, 1990; Stover, 

2005), and principals who are experiencing high levels of stress create a negative work 

environment, which, in turn, “reduces the overall productivity and creativity of the 

entire school” (Pahnos, 1990, p. 126). Schools under a great deal of stress traditionally 

have low achievement test scores and show more learning difficulties (Griffith, 2004) 

and have principals who are more likely to “shield school activities from outside 

influences” (p. 261) by emphasizing more control and regulation of school internal 

processes. For example, the school is more likely to be preoccupied with functions of 

the maintenance and managerial subsystems, particularly “those associated with 

production, including higher standardized achievement scores” (p. 261). Interestingly, if 

the leadership’s stress begins to change, then the school culture begins to change as well 

(Kelehear, 2004).  

Principals experiencing high levels of work-related stress also affect teacher 

stress. According to Pahnos (1990), the principal affected teacher stress in two ways:  

through his or her own perception of stress and how he or she reacted to and/or 

managed stress. When teachers and principals suffer from the negative effects of stress, 

both parties are inclined to be less efficient and less involved in their work (Randall, 

1980). This negative stress not only affects the individuals involved, but it also is passed 

on to the students and the school as a whole (Randall, 1980). Hall (2009) found in her 

case study that as pressure increased for school principals to spend more time and 

resources on high-stakes testing results, it became increasingly more difficult for them 
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“to balance these pressures with the needs of students, teachers and parents” (p. 100). 

The findings indicated that when the principal consciously worked to balance the 

pressures of high-stakes testing, more attention actually was focused on the test itself. 

According to Hall (2009), “the pressures to score well on the test and fears of potential 

sanctions resulting in low scores (have) a corroding effect; even in a school that works 

to minimize those pressures” (p. 100). As a result, school principals are placing 

additional pressure on the instructional staff in order to increase student achievement, 

which then inadvertently places more pressure on students and parents (Dolde, 2008). 

Unfortunately, the educational accountability culture policymakers created with the 

intention of improving schools “has instead become a culture of fear, driven by 

unanticipated consequences of the system” (McGhee & Nelson, 2005, p. 368). 

Conversely, effective principals generally are not the source of teacher stress, but 

instead tend to be “aware of the negative components of stress and attempt to reduce 

those factors” (Calabrese, 1987, p. 66).  

Additionally, the school climate and student achievement connectedness has 

been well established in the research (Freiberg, Driscoll, & Knights, 1999; Hoy & 

Hannum, 1997; Kober, 2001; Loukas & Robinson, 2004; Norton, 2008; Shindler, Jones, 

Taylor, & Cadenas, 2004). According to the American Institutes for Research, there is 

“an association between the level of school climate and the level of connectedness and 

academic achievement” (Osher, Spier, Kendziora, & Cai, 2009, p. 2). A quantitative 

study conducted by Shindler, Jones, Williams, Taylor, and Cadenas (2009) found “a 

strong relationship between the quality of school climate and academic achievement 

levels” (p. 5). The findings also suggested that schools that had better climates were 
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“more effective at promoting the achievement with their students relative to schools 

with similar students and less functional climates” (p. 5).  

Researchers at the University of Minnesota and University of Toronto also 

found an empirical link between school leadership and improved student achievement 

(Louis, Leithwood, Wahlstrom, & Anderson, 2010). The research showed that most 

school variables when considered separately had small effects on learning. However, 

when individual variables were combined to reach critical mass, greater effects to 

student learning occurred and creating those conditions for that to occur was determined 

to be the job of the principal.  

Given the amount of stress principals face today, it is understandable why many 

of them feel overwhelmed. With competing demands of increasing assessments and 

decreasing funding, stress is playing a predominant role in the work lives of school 

principals. NCLB has created a high stakes accountability climate that requires school 

principals to comply with state and federal mandates in order to increase levels of 

student achievement. In addition, policymakers have not made the inception of 

increased accountability easy for school principals either. As a result, principals are 

working longer hours, have more stress, and are getting fewer thanks (Pierce, 2000). 

The push for increased accountability continues to have a negative effect on schools 

because (a) it focuses on results, not effort; (b) it focuses exclusively on academic 

achievement; (c) it measures achievement with paper and pencil tests; (d) it assumes 

that rewards will lead to better teaching; and (e) it challenges teacher assumptions about 

student capability (Lashway, 2002). Although the logic of accountability seemingly 
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appeals to the general public, it does not align with the “deep-rooted elements” of a 

school culture (Lashway, 2002). 

Stress and Accountability 

 “Broadly speaking, it is easier to measure efficiency than effectiveness, easier to 

rate how well we are doing something than to ask whether what we are doing makes 

sense” (Kohn, 2000, p. 316).  

In today’s era of increased accountability, school principals are confronted with 

many challenges including high-stakes testing, raising achievement scores, and 

complying with state and federal mandates. Since the inception of NCLB, school 

principals have been under tremendous pressure to adhere to the stringent mandates 

required by this reform. While the initial intention of this legislation was to indicate the 

degree to which schools were meeting state standards (Nelson, McGhee, Meno, & 

Slatter, 2007), the outcome of this reform actually characterizes “the people associated 

with the school” (p. 706) instead of the school itself. Hence, those principals who work 

in schools identified as exemplary are viewed as being highly competent while those 

who work in low-performing schools are “often seen as ineffective and are blamed for 

the schools’ low ratings” (p. 706). In other words, reward good performance and punish 

poor performance and in doing so, the expectation is that everyone will fall in line 

(Lashway, 2001). Principals increasingly are becoming the ones blamed for the poor 

performance of their school and are beginning to feel “alone and isolated when they 

find themselves held responsible for failing schools – without the power or input to 

enhance student performance” (West & Reitzug, 2008, p. 2). The repercussions for 

principals working in such tumultuous environments are causing high levels of stress, 
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which is resulting in health problems such as high blood pressure and weight gain 

(Cushing et al., 2003).  

West (2010) conducted a year-long qualitative study examining the impact of 

NCLB on a school’s environment and found principals and schools were affected 

negatively by federal and local mandates, which included restrictions on classroom 

instruction, paperwork overload for principals, failure to fund the mandates, inequitable 

testing practices for students, and principal accountability, regardless of their 

powerlessness over certain aspects of the results. The study also found principals 

regularly cited NCLB “as a source of stress and frustration” (p. 125) and reported 

feeling powerless in their positions as principals. One principal even admitted to 

vomiting the day prior to the release of her school’s test scores. In addition, a 

particularly interesting aspect of this study included a list of 22 principals who passed 

away in their 40s and 50s since the inception of NCLB. Their fatal illnesses ranged 

from heart attacks and aneurysms to flu, cancer, and suicide. In fact, two principals 

from the same school died within a few years of each other. The author strongly noted, 

however, that it could not be verified whether these deaths were directly correlated to 

work-related stress, but indicated since so many of the principals she interviewed 

described their health issues, including “flu, heart attacks, strokes, and thoughts of 

suicide” (p. 34), she felt it was worth mentioning in the study. Additionally, West and 

Reitzug (2008) found in their qualitative study, which incorporated aspects of narrative 

methodology, that school principals felt disempowered by the mandates implemented 

by local, state, and federal policymakers and reported principals were suffering from 

increased stress and, in many cases, from burnout, causing them to leave the profession. 
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Conversely, many teachers identified with leadership potential are choosing not to go 

into the principalship because they believe the job generally is too stressful; too much 

time is required in the profession; and testing and accountability pressures are too great, 

including the pressures inherent in state and federal reforms such as NCLB (Hewitt, 

Pijanowski, & Denny, 2009).  

A study including a survey of Tennessee school principals found constraints 

being placed upon them by district personnel were “perceived as having negative effects 

on their successes” (Welmers, 2005, p. 69), which created a great deal of stress. In the 

survey, principals reported stress was caused by “the relentless pressure placed on them 

to comply with new rules and regulations without the authority necessary to meet them” 

(p. 69). In addition, Moore (2007) found in her study, The Perceptions of Elementary 

Principals on the Effectiveness of No Child Left Behind, “high-stakes testing and threats 

of sanctions are seriously affecting principals and teachers” (p. 98) and “stress has 

increased on school campuses nationwide” (p. 98). Although some reported the stress is 

positive because educators now must be more focused academically, all of the 

participants spoke of the stress as a part of the new era of accountability. Kiser (2007) 

found stress and pressure were the most prevalent concerns by administrators and 

teachers regarding high-stakes testing. Kohn (2000) concluded there were negative 

factors of high-stakes testing, including the creation of defensiveness and 

competitiveness due to principals being placed in positions of having to show low test 

scores were not their fault.  

A descriptive research study focusing on the impact of NCLB on the changing 

roles and responsibilities of principals found, however, NCLB had both a positive and 
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negative effect on school principals (Dolde, 2008). The positive impact of NCLB 

reported by the participating school principals was an increased focus on accountability, 

instruction, achievement, and data, while the negative impact on principals included 

time constraints, funding issues, and increased pressure (Dolde, 2008).  

Today’s school principals face a myriad of tasks and challenges; not only are 

they expected to be the instructional leaders of the school, but now they are looked upon 

as being responsible for student achievement (Foy, 2008). This means public school 

principals are held accountable if their schools fail to achieve proficient scores on the 

state assessments. This failure often results in principals receiving poor performance 

evaluations (Foy, 2008). For example, the performance evaluations of principals in this 

study were linked directly to their schools’ performance based upon the results of the 

FCAT. At the time of this study, principals could receive a mark of “highly effective” 

on their evaluations only if their schools met specific student academic achievement as 

determined by the federal and state accountability mandates.  

McGhee and Nelson (2005) conducted a case study of three highly 

accomplished Texas principals who were removed abruptly from their positions as a 

result of poor student test scores. Despite the small number of participants in this study, 

the remarkable similarities of their stories allowed the researchers to surmise the three 

cases had collective significance. Each of the principals “was removed based on the 

data from the administration of a single test, and each was removed without warning” 

(p. 370). McGhee and Nelson (2005) commented “even years of distinguished service, 

it seems, could not make up for the transgression of one year’s worth of inadequate test 
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performance” (p. 371). One wonders about the consequences of this unrelenting stress 

on the physical and psychological health of these school principals.  

Principals face serious demands on their time. In fact, the workload of principals 

has increased dramatically since the outset of NCLB (McPeake, 2007) and many school 

leaders are responding to the challenges of increased accountability simply by working 

harder (Foy, 2008). The average time principals spent on the job in the 1960s was about 

49 hours per week in comparison to 60 hours per week by the 21st century (McPeake, 

2007). A study conducted by Taylor (2007) confirmed principals were devoting more 

time to accountability issues and predicted this work behavior would continue in the 

future, which supports the findings cited earlier that increasing workloads and long 

hours are creating high levels of stress for school-based administrators (Holdaway, 

1999). 

The literature reveals there are both positive and negative aspects of high-stakes 

testing (Kiser, 2007) and, overall, principals are not opposed to accountability. 

Administrators understand the importance of addressing the needs of all students, 

particularly underprivileged children (minorities, special needs students), who tend to 

be the most overlooked populations in a school. Administrators also support ways in 

which to best meet all student needs. The practicality of adhering to and complying with 

the litany of unfunded state and federal mandates being imposed upon them, however, 

is where problems arise for many school principals. The NCLB law is based upon “the 

assumption that external accountability and the imposition of sanctions will force 

schools to improve and motivate teachers to change their instructional practices, 

resulting in better school performance” (Sunderman et al., 2006, p. 16). A major issue 
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with this assumption, however, and a common source of stress for school 

administrators, is the “test and punish” approach does not work. According to Kohn 

(2000), “although these strategies can succeed at eliciting temporary compliance, they 

usually do so at a significant cost” (p. 319), with one such cost being the health and 

well-being of our school principals.  

Mechanisms Used to Cope With Stress 

High levels of stress as a result of increased accountability have become 

predominant factors in the school environment. As principals are being held 

increasingly more accountable for their school’s success, their coping skills are being 

dramatically put to the test. Lazarus and Folkman (1984) defined coping as “constantly 

changing cognitive and behavioral efforts to manage specific external and/or internal 

demands that are appraised as taxing or exceeding the resources of the person” (p. 141). 

Coping is process-oriented and as the status of the person-environment relationship 

changes, the individual must, at certain times, rely more heavily on one form of coping, 

such as defensive strategies or problem-solving strategies. Any shift in the person-

environment relationship, regardless of its source, leads to a reevaluation of what is 

happening (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Coping is not a “one-size-fits-all” process, but 

highly individualistic and personalized.  

Early Studies on Stress and Coping Mechanisms 

To identify the repertoire of administrative coping techniques used to handle 

work-related stress, Gmelch et al. (1982) conducted a study exploring how school 

administrators respond psychologically to work stress. The ASI, a 35-item questionnaire 

Gmelch developed, was used in this study to identify perceived job stress. Given that 
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more than 60% reported 70% of their total life stress was attributed to work, the 

findings indicated that stress arising from work had a significant impact on their health. 

Responses from over 1,000 administrators surveyed in this study clearly indicated that 

individuals use different strategies to cope with stress. However, three general 

categories where people typically found their release from pressure were identified: (a) 

physical activity, (b) mental control, and (c) management skill. The study found more 

than 50% of the school administrators alleviated their stress by engaging in physical 

activity (e.g., competing in athletic activities, jogging, gardening, traveling, yoga, 

meditation) and approximately 40% of the participants used some type of mental 

defense against tension (e.g., taking time off for quiet meditation, sharing problems with 

colleagues, maintaining a sense of humor). In addition, the study found less than 10% of 

the school administrators used any management techniques (e.g., time management, 

conflict management, good personnel practices, human relations, effective use of 

superiors) to reduce stress. According to the findings, these three categories represented 

a healthy response pattern and people could keep in balance by using specific 

techniques within each. The study concluded that individuals who cope best with work-

related stress have a variety of techniques to use.  

Hiebert and Mendaglio (1988) found in their quantitative study that most 

principals practiced very few skills that had demonstrated success in controlling stress. 

For example, only 9% of the respondents used some form of meditation frequently 

enough to have a therapeutic effect, while only 30% of the principals exercised with 

enough intensity and frequency to render a therapeutic effect. Interestingly, “the only 

high use of activity approximating a traditional stress control procedure (that was) used 
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frequently enough to have a therapeutic effect was to focus on the positive” (p. 10) and 

64% of the respondents reported doing this on a daily basis. According to the study, 

these principals were more likely to use common activities such as watching television 

(45%), reading (51%), or listening to music (39%) to reduce stress.  

Allison (1997) used the ASI to explore the most common coping techniques 

school principals utilized to ameliorate the effects of stress. The study consisted of 

1,455 public school principals in British Columbia, Canada, and found the top five most 

common coping strategies chosen by the principal participants were (a) good human 

relations skills with staff, students, and parents; (b) maintaining a sense of humor; (c) 

approaching problems optimistically and objectively; (d) maintaining regular sleep 

habits; and (e) setting realistic goals. According to the ASI, principals with low stress 

scores chose coping strategies related to their own health and well-being (e.g. physical 

exercise, play activities), while principals with high stress scores generally selected 

coping strategies related to their job (e.g., working harder, talking to district personnel, 

and withdrawing from situations). The study concluded principals who had a broad 

array of coping skills tended to be in better health and experienced lower stress levels as 

compared to the principals who had a limited repertoire of coping skills.  

Current Studies on Stress and Coping Mechanisms 

Using the ASI, Weber-Sorice (2002) conducted a study of public school 

principals in Florida to examine the relationships among principal characteristics, 

school demographic variables, and preventive coping strategies in relation to the levels 

of stress of the school principals. The study found a significant relationship between 

stress levels and preventive coping resources. Preventive health and stress management 
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activities are those that either serve to protect individuals from exposure to stressors or 

to enhance an individual’s mental and physical capacities to resist or withstand the 

onset of unfavorable thoughts, events, or situations (Ivancevich & Matteson, 1980). 

According to the study, on the Preventive Resources Inventory, “seven of the top 10 

reported preventive coping resources were related to principals’ perceived control of 

one’s belief in their ability to handle things within their roles” (p. 153). Balance and 

acceptance as well as the importance of humor and a strong belief system also were 

found to be preventive coping resources utilized by the principals in this study. In 

addition, principals were given the opportunity to provide comments regarding how one 

can prevent stress. The respondents indicated the value of a strong belief system; the 

need to maintain a balance between work, family, and other obligations; exercise for 

stress reduction; the support of family, friends, and staff; prioritization of values 

including keeping things in perspective; and built-in reflection time within one’s 

schedule.  

Halling (2003) found in his quantitative study, Stress and Stress Management 

Strategies Among Elementary School Principals, the coping strategies the 221 principal 

participants used most frequently to assist managing their stress levels were maintaining 

a sense of humor, spending time with family and friends, watching television, 

exercising, praying, attending church/synagogue, sleeping, taking a trip, confiding in 

someone, and taking a break from work.  

Harvey and Donaldson (2003) found certain factors could offset work-related 

stress. For example, principals tended to feel lower stress when they had high vitality 

and high success. Conversely, principals with low vitality and low success tended to 
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experience higher levels of stress. According to the study, other factors that 

simultaneously could be affecting the level of a principal’s vitality were conflicting job 

expectations and the sense of being overextended (Harvey & Donaldson, 2003).  

Ferguson (2005) found in his quantitative descriptive study that both highly 

effective principals and those identified as not highly effective generally utilized the 

same coping processes when dealing with stressful situations. The study included 62 

elementary school principals and found the highly effective principals who participated 

in this study reported three primary coping responses to stressful situations: (a) planned 

problem-solving, (b) self-control, and (c) social support. The principals in this study 

who were identified as not highly effective also selected the same three primary coping 

processes, but listed them in a different order. Thus, the study concluded there was no 

significant difference in coping responses between the highly effective principals and 

the principals who were not highly effective.  

Fields (2005) found in her descriptive study in which she used data derived from 

comparative case studies that 53% of first-year principals used laughter or humor to 

deal with stress, while 50% said they used venting to cope. Other coping mechanisms 

principals in this study utilized were prayer (40%) and exercise (33%).  

Foy’s (2008) mixed methods study of 127 public school elementary principals 

examined how the principals perceived the influence of mandated high-stakes 

accountability testing on their behavior as instructional leaders and found many of the 

principals were “able to establish a balance between the lifeworld wishes of their school 

community while simultaneously concentrating on the systemworld mandate of the state 

assessment” (p. 146). The school principals also explained they tried not to focus solely 
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on test preparation activities, despite the fact they were under constant pressure to meet 

the state requirements. The principals reported having a sense of humor to help deal 

with the high levels of stress as well as working on building and sustaining learning 

communities.  

Carlin (2010) conducted a qualitative study of the perceived stress levels of 

school principals in the NCLB era and found that at the beginning of each day, instead 

of addressing the negative aspects of the NCLB mandates, many of the principal 

participants used a positive approach and focused their energies on helping their staff 

work effectively with students at the school. Additionally, the principals in this study 

displayed similar positive personality characteristics, which included being “tough, 

motivated, resilient, and dedicated to their jobs and families” (p. 156) as well as being 

creative and open thinkers who reported building a positive rapport among the staff in 

their buildings. The study found all of the school principal respondents mentioned at 

least one family reference as a source of support when discussing their ability to cope 

with such high levels of work-related stress.  

According to Lazarus and Folkman (1984), no strategy should be deemed 

inherently better or worse than any other when coping with stress. In fact, “Coping 

should not be equated with mastery over the environment; many sources of stress 

cannot be mastered, and effective coping under these conditions is that which allows the 

person to tolerate, minimize, accept, or ignore what cannot be mastered” (p. 140). In 

summary, principals who learn how to handle stress effectively have the ability to 

counterattack the stress with responses that lead to positive results (Gmelch, 1982). It is, 

therefore, imperative that principals examine the impact of stress and the coping 
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mechanisms used in order to reclaim their time, priorities, and health (Queen & Queen, 

2005). 

Summary of Literature Review 

 The literature reviewed in this study supported the idea that elementary school 

principals were experiencing high-levels of stress in their work environments. This 

study examined the self-perceived physical and mental impact of work-related stress on 

school principals and the impact the stress had, if any, on school climate. The study also 

explored the coping mechanisms principals reported using to manage stress. The 

literature review included extensive research on stress and cited several earlier studies 

as well as current studies regarding the topic of stress and included the history of stress, 

workplace stress, and stress in the principalship. Research on principal stress was 

comprehensive and included studies on burnout, stress and school climate, stress and 

accountability, and coping mechanisms. 

 Stress is found in all aspects of life, and much has been written about the effects 

of stress on health and performance. Hans Selye (1976) defined stress as “the non-

specific response of the body to any demand upon it” (p. 53). Stress is considered to be 

an internal state and is caused by an individual’s own perception of what is happening 

to him or her. In his book, Stress and Disease, H. G. Wolff (1953) wrote the stress 

arising from a situation is based largely in part by the way the affected subject perceives 

it. It is a reaction to anything an individual consciously or unconsciously perceives as a 

threat, either real or imagined (Clarke, 1988). If a person perceives an event to be 

negative, then the individual will find the situation threatening and therefore will feel 

stress (Clarke, 1988). Since stress is an interaction between an individual and any 
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source of demand (stressor) within that person’s environment, it is imperative to 

recognize the connection between a person’s reaction to a stressor and the impact that 

stressor may have on an individual’s physical and mental well-being. 

Stress is a major contributor to psychosocial and physical pathological 

conditions in humans (Chrousos, 2009). There is increasing evidence “stress is a 

contributing factor to conditions such as high blood pressure, heart disease, and 

diabetes” (Haiken & Herscher, 2004, para. 10). High levels of stress also were found to 

affect the body’s digestive system. The most common stress-related digestive problems 

are diarrhea, stomachaches, and irritable bowel syndrome (“Why Stress,” 2006). Other 

studies have proven stressful life events have been linked to physiological and 

psychological problems such as depressive symptoms and major depressive disorder 

(Hammen, 2005). 

Acute stress is the most common form of stress. It is short term and usually does 

not have enough time to do extensive damage. The most common symptoms of acute 

stress are emotional distress (anger, irritability), muscular problems (tension headache, 

back pain), stomach problems (heartburn, diarrhea), elevated blood pressure, rapid heart 

rate, dizziness, shortness of breath, and chest pain (Miller & Smith, 2007).  

Chronic stress is prolonged stress that destroys the body and the mind. Through 

long-term attrition, this type of stress causes the depletion of physical and mental 

resources (Miller & Smith, 2007) and may result in heart attack, stroke, or even cancer. 

The symptoms of chronic stress are difficult to treat and “may require extended medical 

as well as behavioral treatment and stress management” (p. 3).  
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Stress at work is inevitable and, in many cases, is even desirable. Moderate 

levels of stress can act as a motivator and enhance one’s interest and involvement in 

one’s job; but when stress is excessive, it can become distracting, demotivating, and 

even dangerous (DeFrank & Ivancevich, 1998). The prevalence of job-related stress is 

increasing, and the consequences of such stress on individual well-being and health are 

increasing as well (McGowan et al., 2006). 

Many employees agree that one of the most common problems in the workplace 

today is stress, which impacts both individuals and organizations. Some common 

factors leading to stress in the workplace are downsizing, budget constraints, loss of 

benefits, shorter work weeks, fear of job loss, and overflow of duties from not hiring 

new employees (Helms, 2003). These factors can lead to worker insecurity, which leads 

to worker stress. Downsizing, for example, leads to stress factors such as work 

overloads, hectic routines, infrequent breaks, long work hours, increased pressure, staff 

shortages, personnel problems, time pressure, and deadlines (Helms, 2003). 

Work-related stress is also a cause for concern regarding the health and well-

being of school principals. School leaders are exposed to a wide range of pressures and 

are subjected “to a unique set of demands that trigger the stress response” (Quick et al., 

2006, p. 217), which, if prolonged, can cause serious health problems. Administrative 

stress has been studied for many years; most earlier studies, however, primarily focused 

on quantifying the causes of stress. Although these studies predominantly were 

quantitative, the data generated provided vital information and a strong foundation for 

conducting administrative stress research today. This supports the rationale to include a 

synopsis of earlier studies as a way to acknowledge their invaluable contribution to the 
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field of stress research. Current research on stress and the principalship generally does 

not focus solely on quantitative methods that elucidate the causes of stress for school-

based administrators. Instead, both qualitative as well as mixed methods approaches are 

used today, which provide a more in-depth understanding of stress including 

administrator reactions to stress, the consequences of stress, and the coping processes 

used to combat the negative effects of stress.  

Gmelch and Gates (1998) asserted that stress was one of the most common 

predictors of administrator burnout. Psychiatrist Herbert Freudenberger (1974) coined 

the term burnout as a way to characterize the psychological state of individuals 

experiencing exhaustion in the work place. The physical signs of burnout include 

fatigue, frequent headaches, gastrointestinal disturbances, sleeplessness, and shortness 

of breath. Burnout occurs in response to prolonged stress experienced in one’s daily 

work (Halbesleben & Buckley, 2004) and is a progressive syndrome that occurs in 

stages (Brock & Grady, 2002). The result of burnout is cynicism, lowered productivity, 

and the feeling of being drained and having nothing else to give (Gorkin, 2004). 

Stress is prevalent and is a pervasive part of a principal’s life. The job of a 

school principal certainly has become increasingly complex (Archer, 2004) and 

stressful. Principals no longer are solely responsible for the myriad of tasks they 

oversaw in the past, such as hiring and firing teachers, coordinating bus schedules, 

supervising special programs, disciplining children, and mollifying angry parents 

(Grubb & Flessa, 2006). In addition, they now must balance their responsibilities as an 

instructional leader while simultaneously complying with federal and state mandates as 

well as adhering to all accountability requirements as mandated by law. While the initial 
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intention of NCLB was to indicate the degree to which schools were meeting state 

standards (Nelson et al., 2007), the outcome of this reform actually characterizes “the 

people associated with the school” (p. 706) instead of the school itself. Hence, those 

principals who work in schools identified as exemplary are viewed as being highly 

competent while those who work in low-performing schools are “often seen as 

ineffective and are blamed for the schools’ low ratings” (p. 706). In other words, reward 

good performance and punish poor performance and in doing so, the expectation is that 

everyone will fall in line (Lashway, 2001). Principals increasingly are becoming the 

ones blamed for their schools’ poor performance and are beginning to feel “alone and 

isolated when they find themselves held responsible for failing schools – without the 

power or input to enhance student performance” (West & Reitzug, 2008). The 

repercussions for principals working in such tumultuous environments are causing high 

levels of stress, resulting in health problems such as high blood pressure and weight 

gain (Cushing et al., 2003). 

The literature reveals there are both positive and negative aspects of high-stakes 

testing (Kiser, 2007) and, overall, principals are not opposed to accountability. 

Administrators understand the importance of addressing the needs of all students, 

particularly underprivileged children (minorities, special needs students) who tend to be 

the most overlooked populations in a school, and they support ways in which to best 

meet all student needs. Where problems arise for many school principals however, is 

the practicality of adhering to and complying with the litany of unfunded state and 

federal mandates being imposed upon them. The NCLB law is based upon “the 

assumption that external accountability and the imposition of sanctions will force 



 64 

schools to improve and motivate teachers to change their instructional practices, 

resulting in better school performance” (Sunderman et al., 2006, p. 16). However, a 

major issue with this, and a common source of stress for school administrators, is the 

“test and punish” approach does not work. According to Kohn (2000), “although these 

strategies can succeed at eliciting temporary compliance, they usually do so at a 

significant cost” (p. 319), with one such cost being the health and well-being of our 

school principals.  

Researchers claim the principals’ actions are what decide the educational 

climate of schools (Davis & Wilson, 2000; Pahnos, 1990; Stover, 2005), and principals 

who are experiencing high levels of stress create a negative work environment, which, 

in turn, “reduces the overall productivity and creativity of the entire school” (Pahnos, 

1990, p. 126). Schools under a great deal of stress traditionally have low achievement 

test scores and show more learning difficulties (Griffith, 2004) and have principals who 

are more likely to “shield school activities from outside influences” (p. 261) by 

emphasizing more control and regulation of school internal processes. For example, the 

school is more likely to be preoccupied with functions of the maintenance and 

managerial subsystems, particularly “those associated with production, including higher 

standardized achievement scores” (p. 261). Interestingly, if the leadership’s stress 

begins to change, then the school culture begins to change as well (Kelehear, 2004). 

As a result of increased accountability, high levels of stress have become 

predominant factors in the school environment and as principals are being held 

increasingly more accountable for their schools’ success their coping skills are being 

dramatically put to the test. Lazarus and Folkman (1984) defined coping as “constantly 
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changing cognitive and behavioral efforts to manage specific external and/or internal 

demands that are appraised as taxing or exceeding the resources of the person” (p. 141). 

Coping is process-oriented and as the status of the person-environment relationship 

changes, the individual must, at certain times, rely more heavily on one form of coping, 

such as defensive strategies or problem-solving strategies. Any shift in the person-

environment relationship, regardless of its source, will lead to a reevaluation of what is 

happening (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Coping is not a “one-size-fits-all” process, but 

highly individualistic and personalized. To identify the repertoire of administrative 

coping techniques used to handle work-related stress, Gmelch et al. (1982) conducted a 

study that explored how school administrators respond psychologically to work stress. 

The Administrative Stress Index (ASI), a 35-item questionnaire Gmelch developed, was 

used in this study to identify perceived job stress. 

In conclusion, this literature review revealed that stress was found to be an 

inevitable part of a principal’s life. However, the research also showed that those 

principals who learn how to handle such stress effectively have the ability to 

counterattack with responses that lead to positive results (Gmelch, 1982). Therefore, it 

is imperative that principals examine the impact of stress and the coping mechanisms 

used in order to reclaim their time, priorities, and health (Queen & Queen, 2005). 
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III. METHODOLOGY 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to examine the self-perceived physical 

and mental impact of work-related stress on school principals and the impact the stress 

had, if any, on school climate. Further, the study explored the coping mechanisms 

principals reported using to manage stress. While studies on the stress levels of 

principals have been conducted in the past (Gmelch & Chan, 1992, 1994), the current 

educational climate in the United States is unprecedented in terms of relentless 

pressures from federal authorities for school accountability by way of increased student 

achievement and much of this has fallen squarely on the shoulders of school principals 

(West & Reitzug, 2008). Therefore, this study examined the stress levels principals 

reported they were under as well as the impact the stress was having on the school 

climate. Finally, the study sought to examine the coping mechanisms used by 

elementary principals to manage their stress and investigated the effectiveness of their 

reported coping mechanisms in order to offer other principals a way to help them 

sustain effective practices in a very stressful national educational climate. 

This chapter includes the research design, site selection, participant selection, 

the recruitment and selection process, and the methods used for data collection 

including interviews, observations, and documents. The next section includes an 

introduction of the intended data analysis procedures used followed by an in-depth 

description of the data analysis process. The chapter concludes with a summary of the 

methodology employed in this study. 
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Research Design 

The appropriate design to address the research problem was a phenomenological 

qualitative study. A phenomenological qualitative study allowed the researcher to focus 

on a particular situation or phenomenon and narrowed down a very broad field of 

research into researchable topics. The main task of qualitative research is to “explicate 

the ways people in particular settings come to understand, account for, take action, and 

otherwise manage their day-to-day situations” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 7). The 

study was framed within the characteristics of a phenomenological qualitative approach 

to research, which included “the presentation of multiple realities, the researcher as an 

instrument of data collection, and a focus on participants’ views” (Creswell, 2007, p. 

45).  

Data collection for this study consisted of semi-structured interviews, 

observations, and documents, all of which support common data collection methods 

found in qualitative study research (Merriam, 2009). Data collected from interviews, 

observations, and site documents were used for the purpose of triangulation, a technique 

that facilitates the validation of data through cross verification of more than two sources 

during the data analysis process. Triangulation “involves utilizing more than one source 

of data to assess the credibility, transferability, dependability, and/or confirmability of 

the results” (Leech & Onwuegbuzie, 2008, p. 340). Triangulating data sources in 

qualitative research is important because it is a way of “improving the probability that 

findings and interpretations will be found credible” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 305). 

Continuous data analysis in the field also was employed to assist with data 

corroboration and tool reliability. Emphasis was placed on exploration and description, 
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which, in this study, included an in-depth look at elementary school principals and their 

perceptions of work-related stress, the ramifications of that stress on these principals, 

and how the stress level of school leaders impacted school climate.  

Site Selection 

The research was conducted in a large, school district in Florida. At the time of 

the study, there were 142 elementary schools in the district.  

Site selection was purposeful and included 10 elementary schools identified as 

either academically high performing (HP) or academically low performing (LP) as 

determined by the Florida Accountability A+ Plan. According to the Florida 

Accountability A+ Plan, schools are assigned a letter grade, from A through F, based 

upon student achievement data from the FCAT. Schools that earn an A or B are 

considered to be high performing and schools that earn a C, D, or F are deemed low 

performing.  

Based upon the FCAT results at the time of this study, 91 elementary schools in 

this district received an A, 25 elementary schools received a B, 18 elementary schools 

received a C, 6 elementary schools received a D, and there were no elementary schools 

that received an F as their letter grade for that year (see Appendix A). Due to the 

composition of their enrollment, two schools, one virtual school (K-12), and one 

primary learning center (Pre-kindergarten through grade 3) did not receive FCAT 

grades and therefore were not included in these results. Of the 10 elementary schools 

purposefully selected for this study, 5 were academically HP and 5 were academically 

LP. 
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Participant Selection 

Participant selection was based upon the purposeful selection of sites for this 

study, including 10 elementary schools: 5 HP and 5 LP as determined by the Florida 

Accountability A+ Plan. Purposeful sampling was used for this study in an attempt to 

gain a participant population similar to the population of principals working in other 

high and low performing elementary schools in the district. “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, 2009, p. 77). The criteria for purposefully selecting the principal participants 

included the principals working at the selected sites and the requirement that they had 

been the principal at the school for three or more consecutive years. Since qualitative 

researchers generally do not work with populations large enough to produce 

generalizations (Glesne, 2011), utilizing purposeful sampling leads to the selection of 

information-rich cases, which then are studied more in depth (Patton, 2002). 

Purposeful sampling allows the researcher to focus on people or events that she 

believes are critical to the research (Merriam, 2009). Given the purpose of this study, 

the sample size was based on what is considered to be “expected reasonable coverage of 

the phenomenon” (Patton, 2002, p. 246). By deliberately selecting “typical” individuals 

who were associated with the selected sites, more confidence that the conclusions 

represented the average members of the population adequately was expected (Maxwell, 

2005, p. 89). According to Creswell (2007), a general guideline to follow with regard to 

qualitative research is “not only to study a few sites or individuals but to collect 

extensive detail about each site or individual” (p. 126).  
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Recruitment Process 

The intent of this qualitative study was to elucidate specific and particular 

details with regard to all individuals participating in the study within one site. 

Participants were selected for this study to provide as many different perspectives as 

possible on the topic of work-related stress and its impact on their physical and mental 

health, how their stress affected the school climate, how their stress changed as a result 

of higher levels of accountability, and what individual coping mechanisms were utilized 

to manage effectively the adverse effects of work-related stress. Principal selection was 

conducted by way of a formal request letter (see Appendix B) through the school 

district’s electronic mail system. The method for contacting the principals via the 

district’s email system was determined to be the most effective and efficient means of 

communication for this group of individuals. A total of 20 elementary principals 

throughout the district were sent a formal request letter via email seeking their 

participation in the study, along with the Florida Atlantic University Institutional 

Review Board (IRB) approval letter containing specific information about the study. A 

total of 10 of the principals were from HP schools and 10 principals from LP schools, as 

determined by the Florida Accountability A+ Plan. All 20 principals were provided with 

information about the study. The body of the email was the request letter, which 

explained the purpose of the study and included a section where the principals were 

asked to respond to the email indicating whether they wished to participate or to decline 

participation in the study. Participation in the study was strictly voluntary and the letter 

clearly stated that as such. The IRB consent form was presented to the principals prior 



 71 

to the interview process and was signed by all principals participating in the study (see 

Appendix C). 

Selection Process 

Once the principals responded to the request, the researcher sent an email to 

each principal confirming his or her decision either to participate in the study or to 

decline. A total of seven of the principals contacted responded immediately to the email 

inquiry that sought their participation in the study; four of the principals agreed to 

participate and three declined participation. Two days after the emails were sent, phone 

calls were made to the 13 remaining principals who did not respond. If principals were 

unavailable during the time of the call, messages to contact the researcher either by 

phone or email were left with their confidential secretaries. Other principals with whom 

the researcher was able to speak to directly often requested that another email be sent to 

them since they had indicated the original email most likely had been deleted 

inadvertently. Request letters were resent to all of the principals who did not respond. 

Shortly following the resubmission of those requests, eleven principals did respond and 

confirmed the status of their participation in the study. All responses were received and 

the selection process was completed successfully.  

A total of 10 principals from the twenty principals asked to participate in this 

study agreed to participate and were selected for the study: 5 principals from HP 

schools and 5 principals from LP schools. Of the HP schools, five principals agreed to 

participate, three declined participation, one did not respond, and one principal recently 

was transferred to the school and, therefore, did not meet the criteria to participate in the 

study. From the LP schools, five principals agreed to participate, four declined 
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participation, and one did not respond. Schools in this study were categorized as either 

HP or LP, based on three year FCAT data according to the Florida Accountability Plan 

(Hershberg, 2004).  

Pseudonyms were used for all principal participants in this study to protect their 

identities (Patton, 2002). Christine, William, Lisa, Brenda, and Paula worked at the HP 

schools and Shawna, Rebekah, Connie, Sara, and Diana worked at the LP schools. All 

participants were employed as principals at their perspective schools for three or more 

years, as per the criteria for the study. However, their years of experience as a principal 

in the district varied. Of the 10 principals, 4 of them—Connie, Rebekah, Shawna, and 

Paula—had been elementary principals in the district for three to six years. One 

participant, William, was a principal for 10 years; and five principals—Diana, Sara, 

Lisa, Christine, and Brenda—worked as principals in the district for more than 10 years 

(see Appendix D). A total of nine principals in this study were female and one principal 

was a male. Of the 10 principals, 6 were Caucasian and 4 were African-American. 

Data Collection 

Three primary methods of data collection were employed for this study and 

included interviews, observations, and site documents. Semi-structured interviews, 

which lasted approximately 1.5 hours, were conducted with the 10 principal 

participants. The researcher conducted observations at the school sites and field notes 

were recorded on a predesigned observation form to gain additional information to 

support the data gathered from the interviews (see Appendix E). The main source of 

documents were the Annual Customer Surveys (ACS) from each participating school, 
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which the researcher analyzed and triangulated with the other data collection methods 

utilized in this study.  

Interviews 

Interviews were the primary method of data collection for this study. The 

purpose of the interviews was to elicit the participants’ perceptions of the impact of 

work-related stress as a result of increased accountability, how stress affected their 

physical and mental health and the school climate, and what coping mechanisms were 

used to manage work-related stress. The researcher contacted each participating 

principal by electronic mail and/or telephone and set up the time and date for the 

interview. The predominant location for each interview was the selected principal’s 

school, yet always at a place and time convenient to the participant (Bogdan & Biklen, 

2007).  

Face-to-face interviews were semi-structured and employed the use of probes. 

Semi-structured interviews allow “informants the freedom to express their views in 

their own terms” and provide “reliable, comparable qualitative data” (Cohen & 

Crabtree, 2006, n.p.). Prior to the interview, principals were informed of the purpose of 

the study and were asked if they wished to participate in the study and if they consented 

to be recorded during the interview process (see Appendix F). Participants were told 

that in order to protect their anonymity, pseudonyms would be used in all transcripts 

(Patton, 2002). The interview protocol consisted of eight questions, with each interview 

taking approximately 1.5 hours to complete for a total of 15 hours with an average of 11 

pages per transcript, totaling 110 pages of interview data. To ensure continuity, the 

researcher used an Interview Guide (see Appendix G) that listed the specific questions 
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to be asked during the interview. The researcher recorded the interviews and later 

transcribed them. To increase the reliability of the study, the data gathered from the 

interviews were triangulated with the observations and site documents.  

Observations 

Site observations were conducted at the 10 elementary school locations. Request 

for permission to conduct observations was acquired directly through the principal 

participants. Observation is considered to be the best technique “when an activity, 

event, or situation can be observed firsthand” (Merriam & Associates, 2002, p. 13). The 

objective was to gain a general understanding of the work environments of the 

participating elementary school principals as these environments pertained to work-

related stress. Since the principal’s behavior has a direct effect on school climate as well 

as on teacher job satisfaction (Cerit, 2009), by conducting site observations, the 

researcher generated data that could later be triangulated with other types of data and 

made connections between the school environment and the varying levels of principal 

stress.  

Prior to conducting the observations, the researcher discussed with principals the 

specific observation sites within the schools. Depending upon the principal’s level of 

consent, the observation sites included, but were not limited to, the front office, 

principal’s office, hallways, cafeteria, media center, classrooms, and student drop 

off/pick up areas. The plan for gaining entry to the locations was accomplished through 

phone conversations or via email correspondence with the principals prior to the visit in 

order to receive approval for access to the specified sites. 



 75 

“Observation is an essential part of gaining an understanding of naturalistic 

settings and its members’ ways of seeing” (Cohen & Crabtree, 2006, n.p.). The 

researcher employed nonparticipant observations to foster an in-depth understanding of 

the school setting and the behavior of the participants in that setting. A predesigned 

observation form, including a place for both descriptive and reflective notes (Creswell, 

2007), was used when the researcher recorded information collected during site visits. 

Field notes taken during observations were analyzed for preliminary categories of 

information. After each observation, the preliminary categories were expanded, 

compared, and checked. These specific procedures helped to ensure consistency 

regarding the authenticity of the data collected.  

A total of 10 observations were conducted and each observation took 

approximately one hour. Total hours of observation time were estimated at 10 hours. 

Observations occurred during regular school hours.  

Documents 

According to Merriam and Associates (2002), “The strength of documents as a 

data source lies with the fact that they already exist in the situation; they do not intrude 

upon or alter the setting in ways that the presence of an investigator might” (p. 13). The 

documents analyzed in this study were the Annual Customer Surveys (ACS), 

administered district wide to students in grades 3 through 12, full-time instructional 

staff, and a random sample of one-third of parents of students in grades Pre-

Kindergarten through grade 12. These stakeholders are surveyed annually to assess the 

overall school climate within the district (School District, 2011). Each survey is 

designed as a 6-point Likert-type scale and is comprised of a series of statements that 
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require respondents to answer Strongly Agree, Agree, Undecided/Neutral, Disagree, 

Strongly Disagree, or Don’t Know. The Staff Response Survey consists of 47 

statements, the Student Response Survey has 37 statements, and the Parent Response 

Survey is comprised of 39 statements. In order for the surveys to have a level of 

generalizability, the response rates have to be 80% or above. Over the span of three 

years, however, none of the 10 schools had response rates of over 80% for the parent 

surveys, so data from the parent surveys were not incorporated into the findings of this 

study; only the student and teacher surveys were used. 

Although the ACS covers a wide range of categories regarding school climate, 

the researcher selected only those statements directly aligned with the research topic, 

which included 19 total items found on both the teacher and student surveys (see 

Appendix H). Those 19 statements specifically matched factors found to have an impact 

on school climate, including students’ and teachers’ perceptions of their school 

environment, administrative support and involvement, academic performance, safety, 

and feelings of trust and respect – all factors that have been empirically linked to school 

climate (Cohen et al., 2009; Deal & Peterson, 1999; Evans, 1996; Fullan, 1997; 

Goodlad, 1994; Johnson, 1996; Kotter, 1996) and were chosen to include in the 

analysis. 

The data from the surveys were used as a potential intermediary factor with no 

causal relation espoused. Therefore, the analysis was intended for pattern exploration, 

which provided additional context to the study. The researcher analyzed data from the 

surveys and then triangulated it with data from the interviews and observations. 
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Data Analysis Process 

Emphasis during the data analysis phase of this study was placed on exploration 

and description, which included an in-depth look at elementary school principals’ 

perceptions of work-related stress, the ramifications of stress on their physical and 

mental health, how school climate was impacted by the stress levels of the principals, 

and the effect of increased accountability on their stress levels. Data collection 

consisted of semi-structured, face-to-face interviews with the principals; observations of 

the school sites; and analysis of the ACS for each school. Data analysis was an ongoing 

process and was conducted at various intervals throughout the research.  

In order to develop a methodologically informed interpretation of the data, a set 

of rigorous coding procedures guided the analysis of this study (Merriam & Associates, 

2002). The following sections include an in-depth look at the data analysis processes 

used for each data type collected and analyzed for this study; interview data from 

verbatim transcripts; observation data in the form of reflective and descriptive notes; 

and data from documents, specifically three years of ACS data that provided 

information relevant to school climate.  

Interviews were the primary data collected for this study and were conducted 

with each participating principal from the 10 school sites. Data from the interviews 

were sorted for regularities and patterns as well as for topics the data covered and then 

coded to represent the selected topics and patterns (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). The 

researcher identified and named the conceptual categories into which the phenomena 

observed would be grouped. The goal was to create descriptive, multi-dimensional 

categories that formed a preliminary framework for analysis (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). 
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Words, phrases, or events that appeared to be similar were grouped into the same 

category. Those categories were modified gradually during subsequent stages of 

analysis (Strauss & Corbin, 1990).  

Schools in the district that earn an academic letter grade of A or B for student 

achievement are recognized as being academically high performing (HP), while those 

schools earning Cs, Ds, or Fs are considered to be academically low performing (LP) 

for student achievement (Hershberg, 2004). The 10 schools sites in this study were 

divided the same way the district categorizes its schools into high and low performing. 

Initially, data from the HP schools that consistently received an academic letter grade of 

A or B over the three-year period studied and the LP schools that received a C or D (no 

schools in this study received an F) over this period according to the Florida 

Accountability A+ Plan were analyzed separately. Dividing the 10 schools by high and 

low academic performance while analyzing school climate, principal stress, and coping 

mechanisms was intentional so the researcher could be cognizant of any patterns across 

academic achievement and the study’s primary factors (climate and stress) that might go 

unnoticed otherwise.  

Analysis began with data reduction, an open coding process, or deconstruction 

of the raw data (interview transcriptions) into discrete units called codes to reduce the 

data to units that were most salient to the study and could be compared with other data 

sources in subsequent layers of data analysis and triangulation of data (Strauss & 

Corbin, 1990). The open coding process yielded the initial list of codes—words, 

phrases, and/or sentences—that specifically addressed one or more of the study’s four 

primary research questions either directly and indirectly (Merriam & Associates, 2002). 
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The codes then were color coded (see Appendix I) and categorized by high and low 

performing schools on spreadsheets; this put in place an organizational foundation for 

secondary and tertiary layers of further data analysis (Creswell, 2009; Patton, 1990). 

Through pattern coding, clusters of data were reduced in number and combined to form 

“meta-clusters” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 87). Comparisons were made “at the 

boundaries of each cluster” (p. 87) resulting in a higher level of inference during the 

analysis process. Next, data sets were analyzed against one another using a constant 

comparative method of data analysis to identify any comparative patterns across all 

interview data and to conceptualize existing data patterns across all participant 

interview data (Thorne, 2000).  

The secondary source of data for the study was observations. Adding 

observations as a data source in this study led to a more in-depth understanding of the 

phenomenon than interviews alone. Observations provided a contextual backdrop in 

which to study the phenomenon and enabled the researcher to see situations which 

participants themselves were not aware or to see events that were not reported during 

interviews (Patton, 1990). Through observations, the researcher was able to effectively 

gather descriptive information regarding the overall physical design and layout of the 

schools as well as reflective information in the form of field notes, which provided a 

sagacious snapshot of the day-to-day operations of a school. Data from observations 

also were captured in the form of analytical memos written immediately following each 

observation, allowing the researcher to capture her insights and interpretations of the 

observation; this began the data field analysis (Patton, 2002). 
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For purposes of data organization and clarity, initial analysis of observational 

data was organized by site and participant (Patton, 1990). Next, field notes and 

analytical memos from all observations were coded using processes similar to the ones 

used to code interview data. Results (a list of codes) of the observation data analysis 

process were triangulated with the interview codes, which placed the data into existing 

categories on the matrices comprised of similar themes and, in some cases, developed 

new categorical code clusters that included only codes from analyzing the observations 

in relationship to the study’s research questions. It was imperative that multiple 

methods of data collection and analysis be used since each method (i.e., interviews, 

observations) reveals different aspects of empirical reality (Patton, 1999). Constant 

comparison and evaluation of the observation data also were performed on the 

observational data set, similar to the processes utilized for the interview data set.  

The documents used for a third type of data to corroborate principals’ self-

reported impact of their own stress on school climate were student and teacher 

responses on the ACS over a three-year period. Nineteen questions, common to both 

teacher and student ACS surveys, specifically focused on factors directly related to 

school environment, administrative support and involvement, academic performance, 

safety, and feelings of trust and respect—all factors that have been empirically linked to 

school climate (Cohen et al., 2009; Deal & Peterson, 1999; Evans, 1996; Fullan, 1997; 

Goodlad, 1994; Johnson, 1996; Kotter, 1996)—were chosen to include in the analysis. 

To identify a framework of relational categories, data from the ACS were analyzed for 

emergence of similar or repetitive patterns or trends (Glesne, 2011). It is important to 

point out that, because the study and the research questions focused on examining the 
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impact principals’ self-perceived work-related stress had on school climate, the survey 

data only were used as corroborative data with no intention to suggest causality. 

Therefore, document analysis of the ACS was conducted for pattern exploration and 

corroboration of the other data sources (Merriam & Associates, 2002). Data analysis 

and display employed the use of multiple matrices as a qualitative analytic tool 

(Mountford, 2001) to further excogitate relationships and patterns as they pertained to 

the study’s primary research questions.  

The matrices allowed the researcher to compare one data set to another in order 

to find areas of corroboration across all three data types as well as to detect emergent 

categories and themes more readily. Studies utilizing only one data source or method 

are more vulnerable to errors linked with that source or method (Patton, 1999) and run 

the risk the conclusions “will reflect only the systematic biases or limitations of a 

specific source or method” (Maxwell, 2005, p. 93). This study used multiple data types 

from multiple sources, which provided “cross-data validity checks” (Patton, 1999, p. 

1192) and allowed the researcher to gain a broader and more secure understanding of 

the issues investigated (Maxwell, 2005). The completion of triangulating the data sets 

with one another ultimately led to category and theme development and eventually to 

the study’s findings. (See Appendix J for a detailed description of the analytical coding 

and data triangulation processes.) 

Reliability 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to examine the self-perceived physical 

and mental impact of work-related stress on school principals and the impact the stress 



 82 

had, if any, on school climate. The study also explored the coping mechanisms 

principals reported using to manage stress.  

Reliability is defined as “the accuracy of the researcher’s description of the 

research site and subjects” (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007, p. 274). In qualitative research, 

reliability often is viewed as a “fit between what is recorded as data and what actually 

occurs in the setting under study” (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007, p. 40). Therefore, the 

strength of a researcher’s tools for qualitative research studies reflects the reliability of 

the study. A study considered reliable is more likely, then, to produce valid findings. 

Validity in qualitative research generally refers to the study providing the reader with a 

depiction in enough detail to show that the conclusions drawn from the study’s findings 

make sense (Merriam, 2009). In this study, multiple sources of data were analyzed, 

which increased the validity because the strengths of one approach (e.g., interviews) 

compensated for the weaknesses of another approach (e.g., observations), thus 

heightening the reliability of the analysis process (Marshall & Rossman, 1989).  

In this study, the data collected through interviews and observations and what 

the researcher reported reflected an accurate depiction of what occurred in the school 

settings. The researcher systematically solicited feedback from every principal to ensure 

accuracy of meaning and identified any biases or misunderstandings of what was 

observed and recorded. After the interviews were transcribed, the researcher delivered 

the transcripts to each principal and explained that time would be allotted for them to 

fully review their information and provide any feedback or additional comments as well 

as to make any changes to their interview responses. After the designated time period, 
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the researcher collected the transcripts from the principals and made any corrections or 

additions to the transcript as per a principal’s request. 

Keeping with traditional qualitative data analysis methods, including constant 

comparison of multiple data sources, the researcher was able to obtain thick, rich data, 

which resulted in the findings being transferable between the researcher and the 

individuals being studied (Creswell, 2007). Intensive interviews, verbatim transcripts, 

and in-depth observations with detailed, descriptive notes, enabled the researcher to 

collect data that provided a complete and revealing picture of what was taking place. 

The researcher methodically reported sufficient details of data collection and the 

processes of analysis, thus enabling others to judge the quality of the resulting product 

(Patton, 1990). As a mode of improving the probability through the cross verification of 

more than two sources (Lincoln & Guba, 1985), data collected from interviews, 

observations, and the ACS were triangulated against each data type and validated for 

accuracy. The results of this study were consistent with the data collected (Merriam, 

2009). Common themes and patterns emerged and were identified as the findings of this 

study and are introduced in the next chapter. 

Chapter Summary 

This qualitative study examined the self-perceived physical and mental impact 

of work-related stress on school principals and the impact the stress had, if any, on 

school climate. Further, the study explored the coping mechanisms principals reported 

using to manage stress. Site selection for this study occurred as a result of the 

purposeful selection of elementary schools that were identified as either academically 

high performing (HP) or academically low performing (LP), as determined by the 
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Florida Accountability A+ Plan. A total of 10 elementary schools were purposefully 

selected for this study: 5 high performing and 5 low performing. Purposeful sampling 

also was used for this study in an attempt to gain a participant population that was 

similar to the population of principals working in other academically high and low 

performing elementary schools in the district. The criteria for purposefully selecting the 

principal participants included the principals working at the selected sites and the 

requirement that they had been the principal at the school for three or more consecutive 

years. The principal selection was conducted by way of a formal request letter through 

the school district’s electronic mail system. 

Data collection for this study consisted of semi-structured interviews, 

observations, and site documents (ACS). Interviews were the primary method of data 

collection for this study and included one face-to-face interview with each principal 

participant lasting approximately 1.5 hours. Site observations were the next type of data 

collected and were conducted at the 10 elementary school locations with each 

observation lasting approximately one hour. The primary documents collected in this 

study were the ACS which included 19 total items found on both the teacher and 

student surveys.  

A set of rigorous coding procedures guided the analysis of this study (Merriam 

& Associates, 2002) including open, axial, and constant comparative coding. Interviews 

were the primary source of data analysis. Therefore, the narrative data from the 

principal interviews were analyzed first, which included coding the interview 

transcripts. After generating preliminary coding categories, the categories were 

analyzed for recurring themes or patterns of responses (Merriam, 2002) and checked 
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repeatedly during the coding process to prevent any ambiguity as to what the codes 

meant (Schilling, 2006). When sufficient consistency had been achieved, the coding 

rules were applied across all data types. Data analysis was conducted on similar schools 

first to identify accurately any pattern resemblance or to determine if any differences 

existed between similar schools. Upon completion of this analysis process, data from 

the HP schools then were triangulated and analyzed with data from the LP schools to 

identify common themes and patterns. Triangulation of the data sets with one another 

ultimately led to category and theme development and eventually resulted in the study’s 

findings which are introduced in the next chapter.  

For the purpose of this study, work-related stress was denoted as how 

elementary school principals perceived the stress in their work environments as it 

related to their physical and mental health. The study provided valuable data for school 

district personnel regarding what coping mechanisms were used to manage work-related 

stress. This research may lead to potentially improving current work environments by 

addressing policies that directly affect the workload and responsibilities of elementary 

school principals and, perhaps more importantly, the research may help “stressed-out” 

principals by providing them with alternative coping mechanisms as identified by the 

participating principals working in this school district. 
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IV. FINDINGS 

 Chapter 4 presents the findings of the study. The chapter is divided into three 

sections. In the first section, the study’s purpose and research questions are reviewed in 

order to situate the subsequent findings in context with the overarching purpose of the 

study. In the next section, the findings are introduced and then presented in detail. The 

chapter concludes with a summary of the findings as they relate to each of the research 

questions posed in this study. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to examine the self-perceived physical 

and mental impact of work-related stress on school principals and the impact the stress 

had, if any, on school climate. Further, the study explored the coping mechanisms 

principals reported using to manage stress. Interviews, observations, and documents 

were collected and analyzed in context to the study’s primary research questions: 

1. As perceived by elementary school principals, what are the effects of work-

related stress? 

a. As perceived by elementary school principals, what is the effect of 

work-related stress, if any, on the physical health of school 

principals?  

b. As perceived by elementary school principals, what is the effect of 

work-related stress, if any, on the mental health of school principals?
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2. As perceived by elementary school principals, what is the effect, if any, of 

principal work-related stress on school climate? 

3. As perceived by elementary school principals, in what ways has their stress 

changed as a result of higher levels of accountability for increased student 

achievement from state and federal government agencies? 

4. What are the coping mechanisms used by elementary school principals to 

manage their stress and of those coping mechanisms, which appear to help 

principals manage their stress most effectively? 

Introduction to Findings 

This qualitative study examined the self-perceived physical and mental impact 

of work-related stress on school principals and the impact the stress had, if any, on 

school climate. The study also explored the coping mechanisms principals reported 

using to manage stress. The findings of the study that emerged from the extensive and 

exhaustive data analysis processes previously described are presented in the following 

subsections of this chapter. The findings are organized by their relevance to the primary 

research questions posed in this study. However, prior to presenting each of the findings 

for each of the study’s research questions, two tables are presented to provide 

information regarding each school’s academic performance over the three-year period 

(Table 1) and to provide a breakdown of the demographics for each principal participant 

(Table 2). It is important to note pseudonyms were used throughout this study for both 

the principals and their schools to protect the confidentiality of the principal participants 

(Patton, 2002). 
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Table 1  

School Academic Performance 

Participant School Yr. 1 Yr. 2 Yr. 3 Increase Decrease Same 

Lisa Pleasant Heights 
 

A B A    

William Spring Tree A A A    

Paula McKinley A A B    

Brenda Edgewood A A A    

Christine Palm Hill A A A    

Connie Woodland A C D    

Sara Fairmont B C C    

Diana Lincoln B C D    

Rebekah Middletown C D C    

Shawna Roosevelt C C C    
 

Table 2 

Participant Demographics 

Participant School Race/Gender Title 1 
(Y or N) 

Avg. 
Enrollment 

High Performing Schools 
Christine Palm Hill White / Female N 1177 

Lisa Pleasant Heights White / Female Y 1130 

Brenda Edgewood White / Female N 694 

Paula McKinley White / Female N 805 

William Spring Tree White / Male Y 600 

Low Performing Schools 
Sara Fairmont White / Female Y 888 

Rebekah Middletown Black / Female Y 427 

Connie Woodland Black / Female Y 623 

Shawna Roosevelt  Black / Female Y 632 

Diana Lincoln Black / Female Y      619 
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As depicted in Table 1, of the 10 principals, 5 worked at HP schools and 5 

worked at LP ones. At the time of this study, four of the selected schools earned an A, 

one school earned a B, three schools received a C, and two schools earned a D as their 

letter grades, based on their students’ academic performance according to the Florida 

Accountability A+ Plan. Additionally, over the three-year period, the academic letter 

grades of the schools in this study were shown to have increased, decreased, or 

remained the same. 

In addition to using tables, narratives, and text-to-text to illustrate the findings of 

this study, the findings are organized by academic performance of the school where 

they served at the time of the study, as illustrated in Table 2. Race and gender 

demographics for each participant as well as the school income level (Title 1) and 

average enrollment for each site is provided for context.  

Findings 

The following sections provide a detailed presentation of the study’s four main 

findings, discovered through an extensive data analysis process and organized and titled 

by relationship to the study’s research questions. By triangulating the data types and 

sources against one another, the reliability of the findings as presented was increased. 

Frequently, the juxtaposition of the data types or sources to one another is presented in a 

table and then also described within the text.  

The first finding, Stressed Ouch, demonstrates the impact the principals’ 

perceived stress levels had on their physical and mental health. The second finding, The 

Real Trickle Down Effect, demonstrates a trend between school climate scores over a 

three-year period and principal self-perceived levels of stress during the same time 
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period. The third finding, From the Top, Over the Top, demonstrates a relationship 

pattern between an increase in externally mandated educational accountability policy 

and increased levels of stress as self-reported by principals in the study. Findings for 

this particular research question sometimes are referenced in other sections because 

often they are a subcomponent of one or more of the other three primary research 

questions. Finally, Taming Tension describes the particular types of coping mechanisms 

principals used to manage and minimize their stress levels. Each of the four descriptive 

phrases was used as a title for each of the four primary findings to indicate the general 

tendency of the finding, while corresponding to each of the study’s primary research 

questions.  

Stressed Ouch  

Stressed Ouch is a descriptive phrase that represents the overall findings as 

related to the two parts of the first research question: As perceived by elementary school 

principals, what is the effect of work-related stress, if any, on the physical health of 

school principals? As perceived by elementary school principals, what is the effect of 

work-related stress, if any, on the mental health of school principals?   

Principals interviewed for this study expressed numerous physical and/or mental 

symptoms associated with high levels of work-related stress. When the data were 

analyzed by demographics such as high or low performing schools, Title I, which 

provides financial assistance to “schools with high numbers or high percentages of 

children from low-income families” (U.S. Department of Education, 2011, para. 1) or 

male or female responders, these factors had little to no influence regarding the effect of 

work- related stress on the physical and mental health of the principals.  
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Headaches, weight gain, and shoulder and neck pain were the most frequently 

reported physical symptoms of stress. Other ailments also were reported, but with less 

frequency and consistency, and included (a) heart attack, (b) high cholesterol and high 

blood pressure, (c) gastrointestinal problems, and (d) eye issues and reactions to stress. 

Additionally, sleep disturbances and lack of sleep were found to affect both the physical 

and mental well-being of many of the principal participants in this study. The study also 

found that all principal participants reported decreased patience and mood changes as a 

result of work-related stress and described specific behaviors that were evident to 

support this finding. Other effects of work stress included mental exhaustion and 

lethargy. The study also found that financial obligations as well as having a deep 

concern for their colleagues who were suffering the physical and mental repercussions 

from high levels of work stress caused other stress-related ailments reported 

individually by principals in this study.  

Self-reported physical and mental stress-related symptoms and ailments. 

Table 3 shows the most commonly cited ailments, type, and length of time the 

respondents reported suffering as a result of work-related stress. According to the 

findings, seven principal participants experienced an increase in their overall stress 

levels over the past three years, which they reported as having affected their physical or 

mental well-being. Three principals did not directly specify if their stress levels had 

increased due to any particular reason, but interview data suggested that for two of these 

principals, Christine and Brenda, the increase in accountability for school performance 

and increased policy mandates over the past three years had contributed to the overall 

rise in their level of work stress. Only one principal, Shawna, did not discuss
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Table 3 

Stress and Physical and Mental Health 

Principal 
Participant Physical Health Mental Health 

Increased/Decreased 
(Over a Three-year 

Span) 
Lisa Pain across the back of 

the shoulders, muscle 
tension, headaches, 
sleeplessness, poor diet, 
weight gain, high 
cholesterol, high blood 
pressure 

Internalizes the stress – keeps it to 
herself, anxiety 

Increased 

William Heart attack, migraine 
and tension headaches, 
stress in his eyes 

Gets quiet, more thoughtful, less in 
tune with what’s going on around 
him, more withdrawn 

Increased 

Paula None  Level of patience, inability to deal 
with situations effectively 

Increased 

Brenda Weight gain, eyelashes 
fall out, pain between 
the shoulder blades, 
lethargy, headaches 

Sleeplessness, restlessness, absorbs 
the stress, internalizes the stress 

Neither 

Christine Headaches, tears 
(crying) 

Mood changes, becomes more 
emotional, gets quiet, not as 
talkative, not as communicative, 
becomes more direct, not as tactful, 
introspective, patience level 
affected, internalizes stress, 
perpetual worrier 

Neither 

Connie Kidney and bladder 
issues, headaches, poor 
diet, weight gain, 
tension headaches, 
stomach issues, 
sleeplessness 

Anxiety, emotional eating, 
internalizes stress, sleeplessness  

Increased 

Sara Gastrointestinal 
problems, headaches, 
poor diet, weight gain, 
sleeplessness 

Less patient, short fuse, overreacts, 
sweats the small stuff, mood 
changes, sleeplessness 

Increased 

Diana Neck pains, migraine 
headaches, poor 
physical posture 

Anxiety, impatient, restlessness and 
sleeplessness, internalized stress, 
behavioral changes 

Increased earlier 
in her career; 
currently more 
stable 

Rebekah Poor diet, weight gain Mentally exhausted, less patient, 
mood changes 

Increased 

Shawna Poor diet, weight gain, 
neck tension, headaches 

Internalizes stress, mood swings, 
becomes reactive 

Neither 
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accountability measures as a source of increased stress for her over the three years 

examined.  

Headaches. Of the 10 principals interviewed in this study, 7 indicated they 

suffered from some form of headache (i.e., tension, migraine, or regular) due to work-

related stress. According to the American Psychological Association (2009), 43% of 

women and 24% of men experience headaches as a symptom of stress, and occupational 

pressures are believed responsible for 13% of headaches occurring in the workplace 

(AIS, 2009).  

William reported he often suffered from headaches and stated, “I also have 

migraine headaches and tension headaches and those my neurologist feels are directly 

related to work-related stress. When I get a migraine, it’s so bad that I actually have to 

leave work.” In addition, according to William, his headaches seemed to be less 

prevalent during vacation times than during work times. The stressors William reported 

included having to lay off employees, being forced to comply with the various 

accountability mandates, receiving inflexible directives from the district, and being 

frustrated with the district’s lack of support. William stated, “They create more work for 

you instead of supporting you and that’s a huge stressor because there’s enough work 

here to do.”  

Other principals in this study who reported experiencing headaches due to high 

levels of work-related stress included Lisa, Connie, and Sara. Connie stated, “There 

have been times when the stresses have caused me to have headaches . . . I know that I 

have tension headaches.” Sara also suffered from headaches due to work-related stress 

and admitted to not feeling in the best of health. “There’s a lot on my mind right now as 
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far as the stressors that are creating my physical and mental ailments.” They all stated 

the stress from the FCAT and the implications of the school grade as well as how the 

school would be perceived as a result of their test scores caused them to suffer from 

tension headaches. Additionally, Diana, a principal for 15 years, explained that when 

she first was appointed principal, she suffered from migraine headaches as a result of 

the stress caused by the onset of NCLB and the school academic grading system. Diana 

said the challenges at that time were so immense she began to suffer migraine 

headaches as well as other physical ailments due to the intense stress. Of the 10 

principals, only 2 principals, Paula and Rebekah did not report headaches as a physical 

symptom due to work-related stress. 

Weight fluctuations. Weight gain due to work stress was found to be a common 

problem among principals in this study. Over half of the principal participants, four 

from LP schools and two from HP schools, reported poor diet and weight gain as having 

a negative physical effect on their health.  

Principal participants shared their experiences of high levels of work-related 

stress and their belief that stress, at least to some extent, was leading to their poor 

dietary habits and subsequent weight gain. Sara, who acknowledged she was struggling 

with high levels of work-related stress resulting from the many accountability 

requirements, stated she ate because of stress and gained 40 pounds as a principal. She 

even admitted she weighed 175 pounds at one point, which she knew was considerably 

heavy for her small stature and frame. Because of her numerous comments regarding 

the tremendous stress she was under because of increased accountability, it was 
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surmised that stress could be contributing to her unhealthy eating habits, resulting in 

weight gain. 

Lisa also indicated she gained weight as a principal because of high levels of 

work-related stress and cited the “hundreds and hundreds of extra hours” she put into 

the job did not allow her time to prepare nutritious meals when she got home. Her time, 

she said, was spent on completing an enormous amount of accountability reports, going 

to meetings, resolving community issues, dealing with budget cuts that included teacher 

layoffs, and mediating student/parent concerns. She stated, “your job overtakes your 

time you should be spending with your family” and indicated it was the lack of control 

of her day and not having enough time to handle those situations that impacted her diet 

and eating habits. Lisa talked about her poor eating habits because of the stress in the 

position: 

I have the most unbalanced diet. Right now, I’m consuming a bad for you hot 

dog [laughs] on white bread because if I had the time in my life, I would have a 

turkey on whole wheat and make it in the morning, but I have no morning time 

because I get here early. My diet has been terrible. I’ve gained 50 pounds since 

I’ve been a principal. And at night, instead of going home and preparing a nice 

nutritious dinner, I drive through the drive through ‘cause I’m running late or 

I’m at a meeting. 

Many of Lisa’s poor eating habits had to do mainly with a lack of time due to 

her numerous responsibilities. Interestingly, other participants in this study also echoed 

those sentiments. For example, Shawna described her struggles with weight gain as a 

result of the numerous demands of the position and admitted to gaining 20 pounds 
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because she was “unconsciously” doing things that were negatively impacting her 

weight, such as eating M&Ms or snacks or whatever she had available instead of having 

a proper meal, often while working late at school.  

Similarly, Connie, who stated student achievement was an area that concerned 

her the most and caused her great stress, indicated she had a poor diet and often found 

herself unconsciously eating readily available foods rather than prioritizing nutritious 

foods. Connie stated she ate, without thinking, “not healthy things, just whatever’s 

around.” 

Still other participants reported their weight gain as not solely a product of a 

poor diet. When coupled with a lack of exercise, it became an inevitable cycle as 

Brenda pointed out: “I gain weight because I don’t exercise. I gain weight [laughs] 

because [I] don’t have time. It’s cyclical.” Rebekah recounted that because the school 

was at Intervene Status (meaning the state and district were involved heavily in the 

school’s remediation efforts) last year, she would go home exhausted every day after 

work rather than to the gym to exercise, which resulted in her gaining 20 pounds.  

Shoulder and neck pain. Another physical impact of work-related stress 

reported by principals was muscle tension or pain around the neck area or between the 

shoulder blades. Shawna, who was going into her fifth year as a principal, reported 

feeling stress along her neck. For Shawna, the well-being and safety of her students 

were her biggest stressors, more so than NCLB or AYP, because of the poor 

environments from which they came. She expressed she feared for their safety when 

they left the school every day, which affected her overall stress levels.  
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Lisa experienced a pain across the back of her shoulders as well as muscle 

tension. Brenda articulated the feeling well when she stated, “that pain you get between 

your shoulder blades and you just can’t get rid of it.” Diana stated how immense the 

challenges of the principalship were. She recalled what the stress felt like during her 

first year as principal:  

I used to physically get neck pains and I just remember [saying], ‘I gotta go to 

the doctor.’ My secretary came to me and she said it’s probably stress. And I 

thought about it, oh, my gosh, you’re right. Unless [I’ve] slept a different way 

I’ve never had problems with my neck and my back. 

In addition to headaches, weight gain, and muscle tension, the principal 

participants in this study reported other physical ailments they believed to be related to 

stress, including heart attacks, high cholesterol, high blood pressure, gastrointestinal 

problems, kidney issues, and poor physical posture.  

Heart attack. One of the most notable effects of work-related stress associated 

with the physical health of the principal participants was reported by William, a 10-year 

principal in the district who had been at his current school for 7 years and who 

acknowledged suffering a heart attack. William stated, “I’ve had quite a bit of stress-

related physical health issues. I had a heart attack at age 32. And while the doctor said 

stress alone didn’t cause it, stress was a contributing factor to that.” A study published 

by the European Heart Journal on stress and coronary heart disease (CHD) found 

“workers under 50, who said work was ‘stressful,’ were nearly 70% more likely to 

develop heart disease than the stress-free” (Thompson, 2008, p. 8). Since the heart 

attack, William indicated he had to set different doctor appointments that often he was 
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unable to schedule outside the work day and admitted, “I’ve missed a little more work 

[because of the appointments] because I generally don’t ever miss work.”  

High cholesterol and high blood pressure. Principals in this study reported high 

cholesterol and/or increased blood pressure resulting from high levels of work-related 

stress. Research into work stress, which included factors such as obesity, hypertension, 

and high cholesterol, found a direct link between stress exposure and poor health 

(Lister, 2006). With regard to her health and the conditions previously mentioned, Lisa 

stated she thought her weight gain possibly caused some of the problems she was 

having with her cholesterol levels, for which she admitted taking medication at the time 

of the study. She added that her blood pressure also seemed to go up when she was 

exposed to stressful situations and said “little things” sometimes annoyed her more than 

the “big things” and stated those “little pet peeves” of hers often would eat at her and 

drive up her blood pressure.  

Lisa continued and said trying to complete all of the accountability reports that 

were due and labeled as being “urgent” while other important issues were pending 

caused her great stress and affected her well-being. She said, “I have to take a number 

because there are 18 things in front of that report and when I get to it, I get to it.” 

Examples of some of her stressors included completing accountability reports, going 

down an academic letter grade, having the feeling of being under a magnifying glass 

from the district and state, and being called about the FCAT scores the minute they 

came out and before she could review them and respond to the district appropriately.  

Gastrointestinal problems. Gastrointestinal problems often are a common 

symptom of work-related stress. According to the American Psychological Association 
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(2009), 31% of women and 24% of men report having upset stomachs or indigestion 

caused by stress. Principal participants disclosed they experienced varying degrees of 

stomach problems as a result of high levels of work-related stress. Connie, who worked 

at a school where her students and their families were struggling and had many needs, 

insinuated she suffered mild stomach pangs from internalizing the stress and described 

her physical reaction to such stress: “A lot of times you take those things home with 

you, which you internalize and [it] really causes the stomach to boil from time to time.” 

Sara, who reported often feeling overwhelmed by the position, indicated she recently 

had been diagnosed with many different gastrointestinal problems, which her doctor 

confirmed as related to stress. She shared with the researcher that she was on 

medication for those conditions and affirmed work stress was a direct contributing 

factor to her gastrointestinal problems. 

Eye issues and reactions to stress. High levels of stress can affect many parts of 

the body, including the eyes. In the 2000 Integra Survey, for example, 44% of the 

respondents reported “stressed out eyes” as a result of stress (AIS, 2009). This study 

found that with the excessive amount of work William had to do on the computer, he 

needed reading glasses because of the stress it was causing to his eyes.  

Another reaction to stress concerning the eyes was a loss of eyelashes. Many 

people discover their eyelashes get a little thinner as they age; however, eyelash loss 

can be symptomatic of other health conditions, including stress (Kermode, 2011). 

Brenda reported that her eyelashes would fall out a few days after a stressful incident at 

work. She stated it was directly caused from the stress and it was her body’s way of 

physically reacting or responding to the stressful situation.  
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Sleep disturbances and lack of sleep. Lack of sleep or not being able to sleep 

was another finding in this study reported by principal participants who described both 

physical and mental affects of work-related stress regarding their sleep patterns. Some 

of the principals indicated they often were tired during the day due to lack of sleep.  

Brenda described a scenario pertaining to lack of sleep and how it affected her 

workday: “If I walk in here and I’m tired and I haven’t gotten a good night sleep and 

I’m kind of depleted of my energy, then it’s usually not a good day.” Connie recognized 

the importance of getting the proper amount of sleep in order to perform the duties of 

the position effectively. However, she countered that when she’s operating on only four 

hours of sleep, instead of the desired seven hours needed to maintain good health, 

because she had been up all night worrying about the job, those conditions were not 

ideal and acknowledged the negative effect it could be having on her overall health. 

Lisa who admitted to not getting the proper amount of sleep, professed the 

importance of an administrator getting enough sleep and compared what’s required of a 

principal regarding his or her energy level to that of a teacher’s energy level. “When 

you are energetic, your class is energetic. When you haven’t rested, you’re not 

prepared. Your class is the same way. You have to know that the high energy necessary 

for a teacher is high energy for administration.” She admitted that if she let down at all, 

it would affect her job negatively. 

According to a study conducted by Akerstedt (2006), sleep was found to be 

essential for long-term mental functioning and “long-term impairment of sleep can have 

serious consequences” (p. 494). Over half of the principals in this study reported work 

stress impacted their sleep in some way, and the study found their inability to sleep at 



 101 

night due to constant worrying or thinking about the job was affecting their mental state 

of mind.  

Sara confirmed she could not sleep at night due to work stress and stated she had 

a difficult time shutting down her mind. There were so many “things” going on in her 

head that if she attempted to go to sleep it would trigger a thought pattern, which then 

would send her into a problem solving mode. So, instead of going to sleep, she would 

stay up and write everything down because she was afraid she would forget it in the 

morning. Diana shared a similar experience that occurred earlier in her career as a 

principal. She called a principal friend one day and told her she couldn’t stop her mind 

from racing and that everything kept “going on” in her head. The friend said to keep a 

pad and pencil by her bed and when her mind started to race, to “write things down, 

take a Tylenol PM, and go to sleep.” Diana concurred and said in order for her to get 

her rest, she needed to be able to “turn it off.” Connie discussed how she internalized 

what happened during the day, including complying with accountability requirements, 

dealing with student issues, and responding to community concerns, and how it affected 

her at night: 

Your nights of sleeping are minimized because every two hours you’re waking 

up with a tablet next to your bed jotting down things because you don’t want to 

forget it by morning and you want to make sure you have it written down so you 

can come back and either share it or begin to implement it. So, it’s those kinds 

of things that truly affect you and enhance your stress level being in a role such 

as this.  
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Brenda shared similar experiences pertaining to her sleep habits and how she attempted 

to combat the struggles she faced at night: 

Even though you pull out of the parking lot and you tell yourself, ‘Leave it 

behind, it’ll be there tomorrow,’ that doesn’t always happen, so you wake up in 

the middle of the night with things that you have to do that you don’t [want to] 

forget. I have a little pad of paper with a pencil and in the dark, I write down just 

a word or two [and] try to leave it there on the pad so it’s not in my head and [I] 

can get back to sleep. 

Lack of sleep for long periods of time not only affects a person’s physical 

health, resulting in a plethora of physical ailments, but also negatively affects a person’s 

mental health. Many of the principal participants reported having difficulty sleeping at 

night due to the work stress they encountered during the day, which was negatively 

impacting their overall physical and/or mental health and well-being.  

Decreased patience or mood changes. Work-related stress did have an effect on 

the mental well-being of the principals, and it was discovered that the predominant 

effect was on the principals’ patience level or their mood. All of the principals in this 

study acknowledged the stress on the job either influenced or affected their behaviors.  

Christine, whose demeanor appeared quiet and reserved, described how work-

related stress related to increasing responsibilities, dealing with staff on accountability 

issues, and addressing personnel and parental concerns affected her mood and behavior:  

I guess every now and then [I] get down; maybe a little quiet, introspective [or] 

maybe not as talkative, not as communicative. I think that I may be a little more 

direct than I would be and not as tactful.  
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Christine indicated that although the stress affected her patience level, she tried not to 

have it affect other people. She suggested she primarily dealt with it internally and tried 

not to allow it affect her job. Additionally, Christine admitted to being a “perpetual 

worrier” and acknowledged she put a lot of added stress on herself and recognized this 

likely affected her overall well-being. 

Shawna, who appeared to have a high level of energy and, on appearance, 

appeared to be much more extroverted than Christine, quickly declared how work-

related stress affected her mental health. She admitted to mood swings or to being over 

reactive to situations. She also believed she frequently “took on” the stress of others and 

that some of the anxiety from this transferred stress occasionally would cause her to 

respond in an inappropriate way or to hurt someone’s feelings.  

 Paula, a soft-spoken principal, believed herself to be very task oriented. Yet she 

readily admitted work-related stress had a definite impact on her patience level and her 

ability to deal with the demands from others, even though others might not consider them 

significant demands. She shared she was “just not as patient” due to the high levels of 

work stress that often were constant throughout the day: “Some days everything is 

stressful. I can’t separate it all because it all just seems part of the day.”  

The year prior to this study, Rebekah, a seemingly very outgoing and energetic 

principal, experienced severe stress due to her school becoming Intervene Status. That 

situation, in particular, had been extremely stressful for her and had a negative effect on 

her mental well-being. She stated, “When I’m getting overly stressed, I know that mood 

and I don’t like that feeling.” Other stressors Rebekah cited that caused her great mental 

stress and affected her mood included incidences when the district expected her to 
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complete a report that was due immediately, yet required time because the information 

was not readily available. In other words, she felt as though she often was put in “no 

win” situations, which heightened her stress, as did community issues, the pressures of 

having a high percentage of her students performing below academic level, and frequent 

demands of parents.  

Sara, a veteran principal who was close to retirement, said she felt overwhelmed 

at times by the position. Similar to the younger principals in this study, Sara reported 

her patience level diminishing due to budget cuts, class size requirements, and increased 

workload in response to the demands to comply with recent accountability 

requirements, her school academic grade, and test scores. Sara said she found herself to 

be “a little less patient with people at work and people at home” and admitted she had a 

tendency to have a short fuse, which required her to “constantly back off” and remove 

herself from various situations. She added she had a tendency to “overreact to even 

minor things in life” and believed if she weren’t under so much stress, those same little 

things wouldn’t bother her as much. Sara concluded she believed she tended to “sweat 

the small stuff” when all of the stressors were coming at her at such a rapid pace. 

Diana, a noticeably vibrate and energetic principal, also confirmed diminishing 

levels of patience, which she attributed to an increase of work-related stress due to her 

own high expectations: “You know what you expect at your work site and you expect 

everybody else to be the same way.” She noted her behaviors at home often changed as 

well due to work stress and said she tended to treat her family differently. She admitted 

that sometimes when her patience level was low, her husband would say to her, “I don’t 

work for you.” Diana shared she had to be more cognizant of her behavior when she 
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was outside of the work environment and not allow the stressors of the day to impact 

her personal life negatively. Diana also addressed the negative mental impact of work-

related stress she experienced a few years prior when her school’s academic letter grade 

dropped from a C to a D. She indicated she had internalized it and said she was “going 

to wear black all year because she was mourning the loss of her C.” She admitted she 

was taking it very personally and it was not healthy for her, but the pressure from her 

supervisors was so intense at that time it caused her great stress and she expressed 

feeling “devastated.”  

William also shared how work-related stress had affected his mental health and 

said when he really was “stressed out” he did not like “to talk about things.” He 

characterized himself during those times as trying to figure out the specific source of his 

stress. He summarized it by saying: 

The primary fact is that it just tends to make me more quiet and thoughtful 

rather than I guess maybe a little less in tune with whatever activity we’re doing 

or whatever is going on and a little bit more withdrawn. 

Mental exhaustion and lethargy. All principal participants in this study 

reported withstanding some degree of work-related stress. The overall principal position 

and the work-related stress associated with the position, including compliance with a 

plethora of accountability requirements, long hours, little down time, and the amount of 

work required, did have an effect on their health and well-being and the principals 

referenced how taxing the job was.  

For example, Brenda stated the job was “definitely twenty-four seven” and it 

was a “grueling job” where she could not take a break and it was constant. She shared 
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that during particularly stressful situations, regardless of the intensity of the stress, she 

would focus on shielding the students, staff, and parents from feeling the overt residual 

effects of the stress and, as a result of her behavior, later she often would exhibit 

specific physical reactions to the stress itself. Brenda reported feeling very tired after 

those types of incidents:  

I guess my body absorbs it and it just takes it all in and after the fact, I feel like, 

wow, I’m really lethargic or really depleted of energy. Like somebody pulled the 

plug and all my energy just kind of fell out.  

Christine also discussed how extremely busy the principal job was and stated there 

wasn’t much “play time” in the position, and Lisa affirmed there was “little down time” 

with the job. She often would put her personal life on the back burner because the job 

overtook the time she should have spent with her family, which was exhausting to her.  

Sara, who at the time of the interview was having a difficult time with the 

amount of hours she was putting into the position and who believed it was due to the 

additional accountability requirements, confessed she didn’t have a home life as a 

result. She believed she should have a life at home, and school should be something she 

was doing to make a difference in society. She felt school was consuming all of her 

time, and said it was exhausting for her. In addition, Paula indicated work stress 

affected her mental state as well as her energy level because there was “just too much to 

do and not enough time.” She said with all the responsibilities and timelines placed 

upon her in the position, she simply did not have enough time to do it all.  

Rebekah experienced severe stress the year prior to this study when her school 

was placed on Intervene Status by the state and district due to poor academic 
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performance. She expressed it was extremely demanding on her, particularly mentally, 

more so than she had experienced before. She shared she was totally exhausted mentally 

by the time she finished work. Shawna also added her perspective on the extreme 

demands of the position and said the “job never ends.” Shawna said she constantly was 

thinking about what she didn’t do or how she could improve as a leader. She stated as a 

principal, because of all of the demands placed on principals, she found herself 

constantly trying to figure out how to address the latest issues effectively, which could 

be very tiring. Connie also shared her perspective about the mental stress the principal 

position puts on the person in the role and believes few people in today’s world truly 

understand what it takes to run a school. She stated, “To really come in and get the 

results takes every ounce of everything that you have to make that difference.”  

In summary, all of the principal participants recognized the effect of work-

related stress on their physical and mental health. Additional findings included poor 

physical posture, kidney issues, and a concern for fellow colleagues regarding their 

health issues related to work stress. One of the principals mentioned how her posture 

had changed as a result of high levels of work stress. Diana reported she was so upset 

after her school’s academic performance rating dropped from a C to a D that her 

physical posture actually had changed. When one of Diana’s academic coaches noticed 

that Diana was not carrying herself in her usual, upbeat, manner, she approached Diana 

and remarked at how deflated she looked. Diana stated her behavior and the entire way 

she carried herself drastically had changed for the worst because of the tremendous 

stress she was under and the mental burden she suffered because of the situation. 
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Finally, principals in this study shared not only the negative impact work stress 

had on their own overall health, but also the devastating impact work-related stress had 

on their colleagues. Some of the principals in this study stated they knew other 

principals who had succumbed to the high stress levels at work and who, despite their 

capabilities as good leaders, were unable to cope mentally with the extreme demands of 

the position; in some cases, the stress negatively impacted their overall physical health. 

One principal, for example, was so concerned for a colleague who was under such 

extreme mental duress due to all the accountability requirements, she worried his 

physical health was going to be severely impacted as a result. Connie expressed the 

sentiment of most of the principal participants concerned for their colleagues when she 

stated:  

I’ve seen colleagues who have experienced some terrible physical pain as a 

result of high levels of stress in the position. I’ve seen some who have had to 

leave the profession. I’ve seen some who have become totally incapable of 

being a leader in a school when you knew they had the skills and the capabilities 

to do a great job. 

Another principal, Diana, stated she had seen principals “literally get sick” from the job 

or who “had to not work because of the things that were related to their job” as a result 

of high levels of work-related stress. She added, “I’ve seen many principals, I mean like 

die or just say, ‘I can’t take this job anymore’ because of all of the stress.” 

The findings of the self-perceived physical and mental impact of work-related 

stress on principals in this study strongly suggested they experienced both physical and 

mental ailments, which they directly attributed their stress to their role as principal. 
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Stressed Ouch captures what the study found in terms of the various and multiple ways 

stress interfered with their physical and mental well-being. Almost ironically, several 

principals experienced some degree of stress over their concern about the stress of their 

colleagues, which also was documented in the findings for research question one. Since 

principals do not work in isolation and their actions directly can affect others, of which 

most of the participants were fully aware, any outward demonstration of their stress or 

of stressed out staff can impact school climate. The next section discusses the study’s 

findings regarding the impact of principal work-related stress on school climate as 

perceived by the principals of the study, by observations, and by document analysis.  

The Real Trickle Down Effect 

The Real Trickle Down Effect is the descriptive phrase used to represent the 

findings related to the second research question: As perceived by elementary school 

principals, what is the effect, if any, of principal work-related stress on school climate? 

For the purposes of this study, and as described to principals during participant 

interviews, school climate was defined as “The quality and character of school life 

[which is] based on patterns of people’s experiences of school life, norms, goals, values, 

interpersonal relationships, teaching and learning practices, and organizational 

structures” (Cohen et al., 2009, p. 180).  

Findings for this second research question emerged from analysis of interview 

transcripts, ACS data, and data from observations. To increase the validity of the 

findings, all three data sources were analyzed separately as well as triangulated against 

one another for corroborative purposes. The majority of principals in this study 

perceived a direct connection between their own stress levels and school climate. In 
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other words, the majority of principals expressed the belief that as their stress levels 

increased, the quality of climate in their schools decreased. Findings for this research 

question strongly suggested the inverse relationship of principal stress and school 

climate was more than simply a perception of stressed out principals but was a reality 

for the majority of the principals. Through careful analysis of interview data and data 

from observations as well as specific factors embedded in the 19 forced response ACS 

items, several of the key stress catalysts and how those particular stressors impacted the 

school sites in this study were fairly consistent across all 10 participating principals and 

schools.  

These findings are discussed in detail in the following sections of the chapter. 

For each finding, narrative data, ACS data, trends and patterns, and observational data 

were displayed and discussed when relevant and appropriate to demonstrate, at least in 

some cases, the high level of corroboration across school climate scores and principals’ 

narratives of changes in school climate. In addition, narrative data and ACS data were 

used to elucidate the “Trickle Down” negative impact that increased policy mandates 

from national and state educational agencies, mandates often developed in isolation of 

educators, appeared to be having on school climate, staff, and students, at least 

consistently across the 10 sites in this study. The findings from the second research 

question, particularly with regard to the corroborative integrity across data sources, beg 

the question of whether this is more than simply a small, localized trend or whether it is 

occurring all across the nation. 

School climate ratings. Findings of this study shared reports from principal 

participants about their increased stress and how many principals attributed the 
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heightened stress to higher levels of accountability for increased student achievement as 

a result of recent state and federal changes in educational reform policies. Similarly, 9 

of the 10 principals in this study correlated their heightened stress levels with negative 

changes in their school climate.  

For this research question, the ACS data analyzed included three years of 

teacher and student responses to 19 survey items specifically associated with climate as 

defined in this study where the principal who participated in the study served as 

principal during the same three years.  

Table 4 and Figures 1 and 2 show the percentage of students and teachers in HP 

and LP schools who rated school climate as an A. Consistently across both teacher and 

student respondents, the percentage of teachers and students in the LP schools who 

rated school climate as an A was lower than the percentage of teachers and students in 

HP schools who rated school climate as an A. Table 4 illustrates that fewer students in 

all but one of the HP schools rated their school climate as an A over the three years. The 

one school that improved its climate score at the end of three years (McKinley) started 

out much lower (approximately 40%) than the other four schools in year one where 

approximately 75% - 92% of the students rated school climate as an A at the end of 

Year 1. In addition, the percentage of students at McKinley who rated school climate as 

an A at the end of Year 3 did not reach the percentage of students across the other four 

schools who had rated school climate as an A in Year 1. 

Figure 1 shows that, in four of the five LP schools, the increase in the number of 

students who gave A ratings for school climate in two of the schools (Woodland and 

Middletown) approximately equaled the decrease in the number of students who gave A 
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Table 4 

Customer Surveys - Assignment of Grade A for School Climate 

Principal 
Participant School Name Student Ratings  Teacher Ratings  

  Yr. 1 
% 

Yr. 2 
% 

Yr. 3 
% 

Yr. 1 
% 

Yr. 2 
% 

Yr. 3 
% 

High Performing Schools 

Lisa Pleasant Heights 91.5 84.2 84.5 96.9 98.3 100 

William Spring Tree 75.4 63.2 67.7 88.2 71.4 81.0 

Paula McKinley 44.3 50.7 54.2 43.8 57.8 46.8 

Brenda Edgewood 73.1 76.5 67.4 95.6 89.1 86.9 

Christine Palm Hill 73.0 67.9 65.5 94.2 76.0 66.7 

Low Performing Schools 

Connie Woodland 57.0 68.4 59.5 22.6 28.6 20.7 

Sara Fairmont 63.9 55.0 67.3 68.4 43.1 59.3 

Diana Lincoln 56.3 43.6 53.6 22.2 24.3 27.0 

Rebekah Middletown 61.0 75.0 65.9 20.0 12.0 9.5 

Shawna Roosevelt 60.7 59.3 65.0 26.3 18.9 32.4 
 

ratings in two of the other schools (Fairmont and Lincoln) at the end of Year 2, while 

the fifth school (Roosevelt) remained fairly stable. Despite the increase or decrease in 

the number of students who rated school climate as an A at the end of Year 2, the 

number of students who rated school climate as an A at the end of Year 3 returned to 

approximately the same percentage of students who rated school climate as an A at the 

end of Year 1. In other words, the number of students in the LP schools who rated 

school climate as an A over three years showed very little change over all three years. 
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	   	   High	  Performing	  Schools	  
	   	   Year	  1	   Year	  2	   Year	  3	  
Lisa	  -‐	   Pleasant	  Heights	   91.5	   84.2	   84.5	  
William	  -‐	   Spring	  Tree	   75.4	   63.2	   67.7	  
Paula-‐	   McKinley	   44.3	   50.7	   54.2	  
Brenda	  -‐	   Edgewood	   73.1	   76.5	   67.4	  
Christine	  -‐	   Palm	  Hill	   73	   67.9	   65.5	  

 
 

 
	   	   Low	  Performing	  Schools	  
	   	   Year	  1	   Year	  2	   Year	  3	  
Connie	  -‐	   Woodland	   57	   68.4	   59.5	  
Sara	  -‐	   Fairmont	   63.9	   55	   67.3	  
Diana	  -‐	   Lincoln	   56.3	   43.6	   53.6	  
Rebekah	  -‐	   Middletown	   61	   75	   65.9	  
Shawna	  -‐	   Roosevelt	   60.7	   59.3	   65	  

 
Figure 1. School climate: Percentage of students rating school as an A
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Similarly, in the four of the five HP schools, the percentage of teachers rating school 

climate as an A decreased over the three-year period as illustrated in Figure 2. For two 

of the LP schools, the percentage of teachers rating school climate as an A increased 

slightly, while in the other three LP schools, the number of teachers rating school 

climate as an A decreased slightly over the three year period. While at first glance these 

ratings could suggest some level of hope for improvement, it is important to note the 

extremely LP schools had an overall lower percentage of students and teachers rating 

school climate as an A.  

Based on interview data, observational data, and the ACS data, the findings of 

this study found all but one of the principal participants attributed their heightened 

stress to increased levels of accountability for student achievement, which, in turn, 

attributed to negative changes to their school climate. An analysis of the ACS data on 

the overall climate ratings teachers and students gave their schools over the three year 

period showed a higher percentage of both teachers and students at HP schools rated 

school climate as an A than the percentage of teachers and students at LP schools. This 

was indicative of the principals’ reported responses toward work-related stress and its 

effect on school climate. 

In summary, the majority of student and teacher climate ratings fluctuated 

during the three-year period, showing either an increase or decrease in percentages for 

rating school climate as an A from year to year. McKinley showed a continual increase 

in percentages of students rating school climate as an A, yet it had the fewest A ratings 

to begin within Year 1 for HP schools, while Pleasant Hills showed an increase from 

year to year in percentages of teachers rating school climate as an A. Edgewood and  
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	   	   High	  Performing	  Schools	  
	   	   Year	  1	   Year	  2	   Year	  3	  
Lisa	  -‐	   Pleasant	  Heights	   96.9	   98.3	   100	  
William	  -‐	   Spring	  Tree	   88.2	   71.4	   81	  
Paula-‐	   McKinley	   43.8	   57.8	   46.8	  
Brenda	  -‐	   Edgewood	   95.6	   89.1	   86.9	  
Christine	  -‐	   Palm	  Hill	   94.2	   76	   66.7	  

 
 

 
	   	   Low	  Performing	  Schools	  
	   	   Year	  1	   Year	  2	   Year	  3	  
Connie	  -‐	   Woodland	   22.6	   28.6	   20.7	  
Sara	  -‐	   Fairmont	   68.4	   43.1	   59.3	  
Diana	  -‐	   Lincoln	   22.2	   24.3	   27	  
Rebekah	  -‐	   Middletown	   20	   12	   9.5	  
Shawna	  -‐	   Roosevelt	   26.3	   18.9	   32.4	  

 
Figure 2. School climate: Percentage of teachers rating school as an A.
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Palm Hill, on the other hand, showed consistent decreases in both their student and 

teacher A climate ratings each year. 

In addition, data analyzed from the ACS regarding students and teachers rating 

school climate as a D or an F indicated much lower percentages overall for the 10 

schools (see Appendix K). Within these lower percentage ratings of D or F, the LP 

schools showed higher percentages of students and teachers rating school climate as a D 

or an F compared to the HP schools. No teachers at the HP schools gave a climate rating 

of F, but a small percentage of the teachers from the LP schools did rate school climate 

as an F. These figures are presented to show the general trend of the perceptions of HP 

and LP schools as reported by the district ACS data (School District, 2011).  

School climate and academic performance. As previously discussed, 

principals in this study reported student academic performance (i.e., school grades, 

FCAT scores) was a major source of increased work stress and attributed their 

heightened stress levels with negative changes to school climate. Lisa, the principal of 

Pleasant Heights, reported the changes in her school climate as a result of stress and 

stated “it has become a completely different climate” compared to the past. Despite 

those claims, however, an average of more than 80% of students and well over 95% of 

teachers surveyed rated the climate of the school as an A over the three-year period, 

which was considerably high. Although the teacher climate ratings for Pleasant Heights 

increased each year over a three-year period, remained in the high 90th percentile for 

the first two years, and even went to 100% in the third year, the data indicated there was 

a slight decline in the percentage of students rating school climate as an A from Year 1 

to Year 2.   
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In terms of academic performance, Pleasant Heights’s academic letter grade 

according to the Florida Accountability Plan went from an A to a B during that same 

year. The observational data supported the overall findings for Pleasant Heights in that 

school climate was perceived and rated as being an A for all three years. The school 

was welcoming and had a remarkable feel to it. The principal, faculty, and staff seemed 

genuinely happy, calm, and at ease. The students appeared to be well behaved, orderly, 

and compliant. Aesthetically, the school was very neat and tidy, which gave the overall 

appearance of a high quality, learning environment. 

McKinley, another HP school, had a much lower overall climate rating than the 

ratings for the other HP schools in this study. Only about half of the students and 

teachers rated school climate as an A over the three-year period even though the 

academic rating was an A two out of the three years, and a B for Year 3, according to 

the Florida Accountability Plan. Paula, the principal at McKinley, had a veteran staff 

who were somewhat resistant to change so when accountability came into existence, it 

was very difficult to get “buy in” from the staff. She stated, “Everything that came 

down from the district, whatever mandate, state, whatever, it was very hard to get buy 

in” because the staff would say, “We’ll outlast this. It’s just the latest thing coming 

down the pike. This administrator will be gone.” Paula presumed these sentiments were 

due to rumors of the school’s possible academic decline the following year. Paula 

expressed that the staff were starting to realize they “needed to really work on some 

things” because they were going to be under “additional scrutiny” as a result of their 

current academic status. 
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Paula’s comment aligned with the observational data as well as the ACS data 

regarding the impact that increased accountability was having on school climate. 

Although overall her school was a quiet and calm environment where the students 

seemed very happy, some of the teachers appeared to have a more serious or “tense” 

demeanor. Their body language (e.g., facial expressions), albeit very subtle, indicated 

they were slightly concerned with the presence of the researcher, an outsider. The 

teachers also were very firm with the students and spoke sternly to them as they walked 

throughout the campus. The principal gave a similar description of the staff and said 

they were very tough, experienced, and had strong personalities, which were good 

indicators of the stress-related issues the principal shared about the implication of the 

many accountability requirements and the noticeable impact that was having on school 

climate. Another indicator of the low morale and potential problems with school climate 

was indicated by the weak response rates on the ACS survey in this study, in 

comparison to the other HP schools.  

Christine, the principal at Palm Hill, and William, the principal at Spring Tree, 

both HP schools, showed similar results with an average of almost 70% of students and 

80% of teachers at each school giving an A as the climate rating. Through observations 

and the interview process, data gathered from both locations showed that student 

achievement and academic success were of utmost importance to the principals and the 

climate at those schools was reflective of that focus. For example, Christine, whose 

students did not have difficulty meeting all the accountability requirements in the past, 

shared how the stress now was affecting her school climate as a result of not making 

AYP:  
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The accountability is definitely having an effect on everybody. If you’re in a 

bubble thinking that it’s never going to affect you, it’s devastating. If you’re 

realistic, you see that the bar goes up. I’ve tried to tell them every year. So, last 

year when we didn’t make it with the sub-groups, there were some [who] were 

shocked, even though I had paved it. So, I went back and I showed that had 

[those] criteria been in effect three years ago, four years ago, we wouldn’t have 

made it. So, it’s not that they’re considered to be performing less. It’s just that 

the bar is getting higher. 

Interestingly, the ratings on the ACS from both teachers and students at Palm 

Hill went down slightly each year consecutively over the three-year period, possibly as 

a result of the academic decline. However, the percentage of students and teachers 

rating the school climate as an A still remained fairly high in comparison to the other 

schools in this study.  

William, who voiced several complaints about the many accountability 

requirements imposed by the state and the district, was not concerned about the results 

of his ACS regarding his overall school climate. William said his surveys showed he 

had a phenomenal rapport with his staff and although the students and teachers might 

“see things,” he was not seeing the negative effects from that perspective. Although the 

percentage of students rating the school climate decreased consecutively over the three-

year period and decreased once for the teachers, the percentage of students rating the 

climate at Spring Tree as an A remained steady at almost 70% and the percentage of 

teachers rating the school climate as an A remained above 80% for the final year. 
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The interview and survey findings corroborated the observational data from 

Spring Tree. During data triangulation, all data sources suggested William was a very 

calm, reserved, and somewhat soft-spoken principal. Evidence existed that he was very 

focused on student achievement and strived to implement instructional practices that 

were right for kids. The school was very quaint, well organized, and calm. The overall 

atmosphere was harmonious and comfortable. The teachers and the students seemed 

genuinely happy and relaxed and the interactions that occurred between staff and 

students were cordial and respectful, which gave the researcher the perception of an 

overall positive school climate indicative of the A rating.  

Brenda, the principal at Edgewood elementary, an HP school, believed work-

related stress was having an impact on her school climate. She shared how difficult it 

was for her school to maintain a high level of academic performance since the bar was 

being raised constantly and she often wondered whether the goals even were attainable. 

Her school’s survey results showed a three-year average of slightly more than 70% of 

students and approximately 90% of teachers rating school climate as an A. The ACS 

student data showed the percentage of students rating school climate as an A went up 

slightly the second year but came down the third year, while the teacher data indicated a 

slight decrease every year although the percentage consistently remained higher than 

80%. 

In keeping with the school’s positive climate, the data showed that Brenda 

emphasized the importance of maintaining a calm and peaceful work environment, 

which was evident during the interview process and throughout the observation. The 

teachers seemed calm, confident, and relaxed and the students appeared to be generally 
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happy and well behaved. There was evidence along the hallways on the bulletin boards 

where student achievement goals and accountability requirements were addressed as 

well as by the observable instructional methods and techniques focusing on academic 

achievement.  

The LP schools including Woodland, Lincoln, Middletown, and Roosevelt had 

similar climate survey results over the three-year period, with approximately half to 

slightly more than half of the students rating school climate as an A, but only slightly 

more than 20% of the teachers rating the climate as an A. On average, these results 

differed from the HP schools in that the percentages for rating the climate of the LP 

schools were much less overall. 

The only outlier for the LP schools was Fairmont, with over 50% of its teachers 

rating school climate as an A. In fact, both student and teacher responses at Fairmont 

were above 50% for rating school climate as an A. Through observational and interview 

data, Fairmont was one of the schools that appeared to have a fairly calm and orderly 

climate. Sara, the principal, stated she worked very hard to get the school to its present 

level and admitted to implementing several procedures to ensure a safe and orderly 

environment. The teachers were firm and the students seemed well disciplined and 

appeared to understand what was expected of them. Stringent policies and procedures 

were evident throughout the campus and the teachers were observed constantly 

reinforcing the rules and reminding the students of proper behavior.  

Rebekah, the principal at Middletown elementary, tried not to allow the 

negativity from the accountability system, including the school academic letter grade, to 

bring the school down and affect the climate. She admitted she worked very hard at 
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providing teachers with opportunities to de-stress. The interview and observational data 

confirmed that a great deal of focus was placed on addressing those issues. However, 

the survey data did not reflect the valiant efforts made in an attempt to fend off the 

negative effects of work-related stress as a result of increased accountability and to 

maintain a positive school climate. For example, the teacher response rates on the ACS 

for Middletown were below 80% and only 14% of the teachers surveyed rated school 

climate as an A. 

  Diana, the principal at Lincoln elementary, and Connie, the principal at 

Woodland elementary, voiced their concerns about the perception of their schools 

because of their academic letter grades. Diana said the staff took the school’s poor 

academic performance personally and presumed a number of people thought the 

children were not learning because they were a D school. Connie indicated her stress 

levels had increased because of the pressures she felt as a result of her school’s FCAT 

scores and she was concerned with how the school would be looked upon, which had a 

direct effect on school climate: 

When I think about the FCAT test and the implications of the grade on me as an 

educator and the leader of the school and the grade itself and how our school 

will be looked upon, it causes me extreme anxiety and stress. I know without 

even thinking, I in turn, impose that stress on a lot of people because of the 

expectation that is required of me. Having dropped to a ‘D’ and [we’re] now in 

what they call the DA Status, you can see just on their faces some anxiety [and] 

they’re asking themselves ‘How am I going to do it? I’m doing all I can. You 

mean to tell me there’s more?’ So, it does affect it.  
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Both Woodland and Lincoln elementary schools had similar climates that 

differed greatly from the HP schools with regard to the overall impression or perception 

of the schools. In general, the environments at Woodland and Lincoln were more 

intense, with student discipline and behavioral issues visibly more prevalent than those 

observed at the HP schools. The energy or climate of the two schools felt more 

aggressive and students appeared to be more verbally and physically hostile toward 

each other. The teachers at both schools were very firm and spoke sternly to the 

students in order to maintain appropriate student behavior.  

 A holistic analysis of overall school academic achievement, observations, 

interviews, and ACS data suggested school academic achievement largely influenced 

stakeholder assessment of a school. For example, the data showed the LP schools 

generally were perceived as having lower climate ratings as opposed to the HP schools, 

which most often received higher climate ratings. Comparison of data across all types 

collected for this study aligned to this trend, with only a few exceptions. This is an 

important finding with many implications and is discussed further in Chapter 5. 

 School climate and stress. In order to create a sense of calm and peace 

throughout the school, all of the principal participants sought to maintain a level of 

control and composure when dealing with stress. The principals were cognizant as to 

how they reacted to stress as well as the image they projected to others in the school. It 

should be noted that the actions taken by the principal participants to manage the 

negative impact of stress and to create a positive image were not considered coping 

mechanisms because the principals merely were trying to ensure a healthy school 

climate. The principal participants also tended to be very aware of the needs of others 
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when dealing with stress and most, at some point in the study, expressed their 

awareness of their willingness to help others cope with stress often prior to managing 

their own stress, knowing that large numbers of stressed out stakeholders in their 

schools would impact school climate negatively. Interviews and observational data 

supported these findings. All of the principal participants strived to maintain a healthy 

school climate regardless of the levels of work-related stress they were experiencing 

personally. 

Data from the ACS showing the overall climate ratings for each school in this 

study as reported by the students and teachers lend support to the findings and are 

provided in Tables 5 and 6. Although the ACS covered a gamut of school related topics, 

19 statements specific to climate as defined by this study and as explained in Chapter 3 

were analyzed and the responses were averaged and then compared to the overall ACS 

ratings previously addressed (Cohen et al., 2009; Deal & Peterson, 1999; Evans, 1996; 

Fullan, 1997; Goodlad, 1994; Johnson, 1996; Kotter, 1996). The ACS data showed at 

the LP schools an average of 77% of the students surveyed over the three-year period 

agreed with the 19 item statements, which indicated a positive rating of their school 

climates (see Table 5). The analysis showed the level of alignment between the overall 

ACS scores at McKinley who rated school climate as an A at the end of Year 3 did not 

reach the percentage of students across the other four schools who had rated school 

climate as an A in Year 1. Figure 1 shows that, in four of the five LP schools, the 

increase in the number of students who gave A ratings for school climate in two of the 

schools (Woodland and Middletown) approximately equaled the decrease in the number 

of students who gave A ratings in two of the other schools (Fairmont and Lincoln) at the  



 

 

Table 5 

Student Climate Ratings for 19 Selected ACS Items 

Participant LP Schools 

Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 

3 yrs. % % % % % % 

Agree Disagree Agree Disagree Agree Disagree 

Connie Woodland 77 11 75 12 75 13  

Diana Lincoln 72 15 75 10 76 11  

Shawna Roosevelt 73 12 70 15 71 15  

Sara Fairmont 85  6 81  9 86  5  

Rebekah Middletown 79  9 81  8 81  9  

   Overall     
Average                     77      76      78                         77 

Participant HP Schools 

Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 

3 yrs. % % % % % % 

Agree Disagree Agree Disagree Agree Disagree 

Christine Palm Hill 78  8 71 10 70  9  

Lisa Pleasant 
Heights 92  4 90  6 90  6   

Brenda Edgewood 87  5 87  5 86  5  

Paula McKinley 69 13 73 12 69 14  

William Spring Tree 79  8 79  7 82  6  

Overall 
Average     81     80     79  80 
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end of Year 2, while 80% of the teachers surveyed at the LP schools during this period 

showed an overall positive climate rating and 91% of the teachers surveyed at the HP 

schools indicated a positive climate rating, which showed a slight increase compared to 

the LP schools (see Table 6). 

Similar to the results of the school climate data regarding the letter grades 

assigned by students and teachers, the data for the overall climate surveys showed the 

LP schools generally were perceived as not doing as well or having less positive 

climates compared to the HP schools that received higher ratings and were perceived as 

having better climates overall. For example, William and Lisa, two principals who 

worked at schools with positive school climates based upon interviews, observational 

data, and ACS results, both stated they tried to keep a happy face when doing their jobs 

to ensure a positive school climate. Lisa affirmed the importance of maintaining a 

positive demeanor when dealing with staff because of how her actions could be 

misinterpreted if she did not do so: 

All it takes is for you to walk by one person and not say good morning and that 

will spread like wild fire. ‘Stay away, she’s in a bad mood.’ I wasn’t in a bad 

mood. I was thinking about something else. My persona is the school’s persona. 

If I’m unhappy, mama’s unhappy, the school’s unhappy. So, I do everything in 

my power to say good morning, to greet people to try to set their day so I’m not 

miserable even though inside many times I come in very concerned about some 

issues. I’ve lived this life for 40 years and all it takes is for me to look like I’m 

annoyed. They tell their friend or they call them and the next thing you know, it  



 

 

Table 6 

Teacher Climate Ratings for 19 Selected ACS Items 

Participant LP Schools 

Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 

3 yrs. % % % % % % 

Agree Disagree Agree Disagree Agree Disagree 

Connie Woodland 82  8 74 14 74  8  

Diana Lincoln 82  7 76 11 80  8  

Shawna Roosevelt 71 17 70 16 75 12  

Sara Fairmont 91  5 91  4 87  6  

Rebekah Middletown 85  5 82  8 85  5  

 
Overall 
Average       82       79      80 

 
          80        

Participant HP Schools 

Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 

3 yrs. % % % % % % 

Agree Disagree Agree Disagree Agree Disagree 

Christine Palm Hill 91  5 91  4 87  6  

Lisa Pleasant 
Heights 94  4 95  3 95  1   

Brenda Edgewood 94  2 95  2 93  3  

Paula McKinley 86  6 85  8 81  6  

William Spring Tree 91  3 91  3 92  4  

Overall 
Average   91  91  90  91 
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looks like I was rude or something to a teacher. So, I know better than to do 

anything that could be repeated. I’m very careful about how I handle things.  

Lisa also stated she made every effort to shield her staff from her stress and that she 

tried to keep all of “the anxiety and everything else” that went into the job to herself and 

added, “They worry about me, I know, I’ve heard it. I try to shield them from my 

stress.” 

Diana even went so far as to tell her staff not to look at her facial expressions 

and make judgments based solely on her body language because she could be distraught 

about something else having nothing to do with them. She explained: 

I mean, we have our moments. Sometimes they [staff] look at me and [say], ‘Oh, 

I’m not going to talk to her.’ But, it has nothing to do with them. Even my kids, 

they know regardless of the expression on my face, they come and hug [me] and 

say, ‘I love you.’ They know it’s not about them. It’s in my head sometimes and 

I try, okay let me fix it because it has nothing to do with you all. I don’t want to 

be that emotional factor because people kind of feed off of your emotions.  

It was very important for Diana to maintain a positive attitude in an attempt to create a 

healthy school climate. Diana believed “if you’re a nice, relaxed person, everybody else 

will be that way too.” Other data corroborated Diana’s statement, which demonstrated 

that despite the many struggles of her school, Lincoln Elementary, she worked very 

hard to create an environment that constantly promoted a positive image. 

Shawna and Rebekah, who projected a very energetic, enthusiastic, and positive 

image when observed, shared their thoughts on the importance of promoting such an 

image to the staff in order to maintain a healthy school climate. Shawna, whose school 
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had an overall positive climate rating of 71%, said she tried to maintain a positive 

attitude at all times because people felt her energy and added she was “real big” on how 

she was perceived by others. Oftentimes, she was “putting the best on the outside” 

because she believed her behavior directly impacted her staff and the school climate. 

Shawna explained she had to “put on a different persona” as a leader because she had 

other people who were watching her and looking up to her for guidance. She said it was 

imperative her behaviors at work always were “the best behaviors” and she made a 

concerted effort to portray this image every day. 

Rebekah, whose school climate rating was 82% on the ACS, admitted that 

because others were watching her, she needed to be cognizant of projecting a positive 

image always despite her stress levels. “They do look at me, the teachers, the students, 

the parents. So, if I’m stressed out and they look at me and go, ‘whoa,’ then it’s not 

gonna [work], the school won’t survive and the school has survived.” 

Connie, a very soft spoken and congenial principal, whose school had an overall 

climate rating of 76%, shared how hard she worked at trying to “promote a calmness” 

throughout her school and not allow the stresses she endured on a daily basis to impact 

her negatively or to “spill out” among her staff and students: 

I know directly when I’m high strung and it becomes very overt, the stress, and 

how it rolls over to my staff, from the front office all the way down. I can tell 

you the days they say, ‘Stay away from her.’ And I can tell you the days when 

they see me as more embracing. But the overall [stress] definitely affects the 

culture of the school. I also believe that this too shall pass. And I really do say 

that and I speak that to myself and to my staff that this is a barrier right now, this 
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is one of the mountains that we have to climb, this is a valley that we’re in, but 

this too shall pass. And that’s the kind of talk that I start within myself and then 

I use with my children and I just transcend it right into the school.  

Interviews and observational data showed Sara, who struggled with the behavior 

of certain staff members at the start of the school day, employed specific strategies to 

fend off any negativity that might have been impeding her and others from creating a 

positive environment. To avoid “setting off” her day as well as others, Sara took all the 

teachers who tended to be negative in the morning and placed them in areas where there 

was little interaction. Sara wanted to ensure the people who were supervising the 

students in the morning were beginning everyone’s day in a “positive frame of mind” in 

order to maintain a positive school climate. Additionally, Paula, whose school had an 

overall climate rating of only 77%, admitted to having a more serious demeanor and 

discussed how the staff often misinterpreted her body language, which sometimes 

created problems and affected the climate. “I was always told to ‘smile, smile, smile;’ 

I’m not a smiler. I’m comfortable this way and I don’t feel crossing my arms closes me 

off, but that would set people off.” She stated she was not always approachable to the 

staff and, unlike the children who didn’t care what her mood looked like, they definitely 

would see the stress on her face and not approach her as much, which was very 

problematic. Paula also explained how she needed to be less task-oriented and change 

her behavior to be more focused on meeting the needs of the staff in order to improve 

the climate: “It’s taken a while here to be able to switch that and make everybody 

comfortable. I’m getting better at trying to shut it off, but I’m not always really 

successful with that.”  
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Brenda, whose school’s climate rating was slightly above 90%, believed stress 

did have a significant impact on the school climate and so she tried “to be even more 

calm” when situations arose because she felt the staff got their feelings from her. 

Brenda also admitted she tried to be cognizant of her behavior at all times and stated in 

order to be effective at doing that, “You need to know yourself, what makes you tick, 

what are the little things that get under your skin, and not just react for the sake of 

reacting.” She never wanted to be in a position where she said something really hurtful 

to somebody, which was not her intention, and added, “You have to be responsible for 

who you are, what you’re doing, [and] what you’re saying. You own it. You have 

choices.” 

Christine, the principal of Palm Hill, a school with an overall climate rating of 

81%, said she tried to do “little things” for the staff to relieve the stress at work, 

including a “wine and cheese party” she held whenever a new initiative had to be 

implemented. She removed the “e” from wine and changed the word to “win” in order 

to boost morale. She stated it was important for her to keep the school climate positive 

and in doing so she needed to keep a balance because she wanted a “happy place” and it 

was very stressful for her when it wasn’t happy.  

The principals in this study created environments not only aesthetically 

appealing (e.g., neat, clean, tidy, orderly) but academically focused (e.g., print rich 

classrooms, adequate materials) as well. Some of the reflective notations the researcher 

recorded during the observations included comments such as: “there was a good feeling 

when you walked into the school,” “the school environment was calm,” “the students 

and teachers seemed happy and relaxed,” “students walked in an orderly manner and 
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were well- behaved,” and “the office staff was very cordial, quiet, and polite when 

greeting parents and visitors.” When observed by the researcher, most of the schools in 

this study appeared to be calm and peaceful learning institutions. However, there were a 

few schools that appeared to be slightly less harmonious, possibly due to the extreme 

differences in student behaviors the researcher observed.  

The necessity to maintain a positive public image was quite evident throughout 

this study and the data affirmed that as such. Regardless of the student academic 

achievement level in each of the schools, all of the principals made a concerted effort to 

publically showcase the positive aspects of their schools and minimize the less 

optimistic conditions of their work environments, while privately focusing on how to 

improve in those areas.  

As previously discussed, the actions the principals took to create a positive self-

image were not considered coping mechanisms as per the definition since the principals 

merely were presenting a positive “persona” to ensure a healthy school climate and not 

utilizing strategies to reduce the negative emotions and conflict caused by stress. 

Specific coping mechanisms the principal participants used to manage their work-

related stress effectively is addressed in a later section of this chapter.  

Information dissemination and climate. Although the principal participants 

indicated most of the information they received from their supervisors was not very 

positive, the principals in this study showed an undying need to protect their students, 

faculty, and stakeholders from any negative influences that possibly might infiltrate the 

school and adversely impact the climate. The principal participants were very vigilant in 

controlling the information they disseminated to the students, staff, and parents and 
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were focused intensely on providing only information that was necessary and beneficial 

to them. Because the principals had so much negative information presented to them, 

usually by their supervisors, the principals believed they had an obligation to share 

information that only was relevant, useful, and purposeful. The principals in this study 

were very protective of their staff and students and they verbalized their commitment to 

only share what was necessary in order to maintain a healthy climate. The behavior 

described was evident for all principals in the study and was not limited specifically to 

high or low performing schools; it was consistent throughout.  

Sara tried to keep as much from her students, staff, and parents as she could: 

“Not to keep them in the dark, but to not create the stress.” Sara said it was important to 

be “a buffer of everything that comes down on them” so they would not be burdened by 

all of the information and the negativity that went with it. Connie, who said she tended 

to think more of other people than herself, tried very hard to alleviate the stress and 

pressure from her staff and students in order to maintain a healthy school climate.  

Brenda and Christine talked in great detail about how they communicated with 

their staff and how imperative it was for them to be selective with what they shared so 

as not to bombard the teachers with information that might be damaging to them or to 

the school climate. Christine said, “You want to make sure you’re careful when you 

talk” and added she often had to calm the “rumor mills” to keep everything in 

perspective for the staff, yet provide them with enough notification so they were 

sufficiently informed. Brenda shared similar sentiments on the topic:  

I sit there at the meetings that we have and it’s all doom and gloom and I think 

to myself, ‘Now do you really think I’m going to go back and present this to my 
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staff like this, really?’ I see my job as you take it in, hash it around. Information 

that the staff needs or the parents need or you have to address. You gotta do 

something about it. ‘But, how can I get the ole win-win into this?’ What’s gonna 

come through? You know, filter it, screen it, pack it away, push it back, or let it 

flow. If it’s good energy and good information and something that may assist 

people, hey, we’ll spread it around. But, just gloom and doom? I don’t know, 

too much of that in the world.  

Lastly, William was very descriptive in his explanation of how he filtered 

information to be shared with the faculty to ensure it had a minimal negative impact on 

the school:  

I feel like I have to share with the faculty regardless and figuring out how I can 

couch it or manipulate it or massage it so I can focus on student achievement. 

So, that’s a stressor. I think that there’s a lot of things that percolate out, either it 

be the rumor mill or from the district or teachers go to training and talk to other 

teachers and then they’ll come back and say well they heard this, that, and the 

other and then I have to address it school wide to kind of stem the tide. I think 

that those issues affect the school but I think that there’s a climate of trust in that 

[the teachers believe] William is only going to make us do what he has to make 

us do.  

 As reported by the participants, principal stress did affect the school climate, but 

data from the ACS, including the overall student and teacher climate ratings for each 

school in this study, showed differences in how the schools were perceived. Principals 

also were extremely cognizant of how they disseminated information to the staff, 
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students, parents, and stakeholders in order to maintain a positive school climate. 

Additional factors, including added pressures and responsibilities placed upon teachers, 

contributed to principal work stress and are discussed in the next section.  

Staff stress and climate. Added responsibilities and pressures placed upon the 

teachers, most often as a direct result of new federal or state accountability policies, 

created even more stress for the principals. Principals reported the necessity of spending 

more time fostering relationships and focusing on interactions with teachers and staff. 

Several suggested higher levels of school accountability required them to establish a 

more collaborative and collegial climate to lower the stress levels of their teachers. 

Principals were well aware of the added stress teachers were under regarding increased 

responsibilities and accountability requirements. For example, Connie said the 

expectations required of her staff continued to “grow and expand.” She therefore was 

very concerned about the amount of work being placed upon the classroom teachers, 

“especially in a school with children coming in with such vast issues and needs.” She 

stated some of her teachers were using absenteeism as a way of dealing with the added 

responsibilities bestowed upon them, which was affecting her school climate negatively. 

Additionally, Christine admitted it was very stressful trying to balance the added 

responsibilities of the teachers while keeping the “focus on the children.”  

 Despite the additional burdens being placed on the principals and their staff, 

principals in this study made attempts to identify and address teacher and staff concerns 

in order to maintain or promote a healthy climate. Shawna stressed the importance of 

collegiality among her leadership team and affirmed loyalty as playing a vital role in her 

school climate. “If they aren’t loyal, that’s a stressor.” She said if the people who are 
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immediately around her undermine her and are “out there doing their own thing,” it 

could distort what she is trying to convey to the staff and impede her ability to lead 

effectively.  

 Brenda and Paula focused on helping staff deal with stress by building trust and 

cultivating a climate of support and understanding. For example, over time, Brenda 

built relationships with people on her staff, enabling them to relax and have a level of 

trust. This was advantageous to the overall school climate because when the pressure 

mounted, they were able to “take a deep breath and say, ‘Oh, we’ll be okay.’” Paula, 

who also noticed high levels of stress among her staff, made several attempts to help 

them with their stress because she saw the teachers treating the students differently. 

Although she fully understood why they were “working to the rule” as per their 

contract, she felt as if the teachers were “taking a step back from ownership of their 

students” as a result, and to Paula “the students [are] the best part of the day.” She 

admitted everyone was stressed and she no longer saw the passion anymore. The culture 

had become a “crankier place,” which she believed was negatively impacting the 

children the most. To counter the negativity, Paula made sure the staff took time for 

themselves; she even organized several social activities outside of school and celebrated 

their accomplishments and successes during school-wide ceremonies. All of the 

activities were aimed at creating a more collegial school climate. Paula disclosed the 

relationships that developed over the years had improved and believed higher levels of 

stress had not impacted those relationships. However, she admitted increasing the 

number of relationships that could withstand the stress was one of the biggest areas on 

which she needed to focus in order to preserve or promote a healthy school climate.  
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Finally, it was important for some of the principals in this study to model and 

convey to their staff a harmonious, uniform, and positive morale conducive to learning. 

Connie said she was blessed and lucky “to be surrounded by people with the same 

mindset” and Diana, who recognized the stress and was very aware of the added 

pressures being placed upon the teachers, made a conscious effort to convey the 

importance of creating a climate of collegiality and like-mindedness to her staff:  

I think that if I set the tone of being comfortable and enthusiastic and excited 

about learning, it transcends itself to the staff. We try to do a lot of positive 

things. I try to have a staff who has the same philosophy that I have. Every child 

can learn. Parents are sending the best that they have at home. They don’t have 

any more kids. They don’t have anybody else that they’re hiding under the bed. I 

tell them, if you don’t like my children, you don’t like me and this is probably 

not the best place for you. I just want people that like my children.  

The principal participants were aware of the increased pressure and the added 

responsibilities placed upon their staff as a result of increased accountability. Despite 

those additional burdens, however, principals in this study made every attempt to 

identify and address teacher and staff concerns in order to maintain or promote a 

healthy climate. Budget cuts, for example, were one such concern for the principals and 

their staff, and are discussed in detail in the upcoming section.  

 Budget cuts and climate. The budget cuts directly affecting school personnel 

were found to be significant contributing factors that increased the stress levels for the 

principals in this study and had an impact on school climate. Due to severe budget cuts, 

many of the principal participants had to lay off employees, which had a direct negative 
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effect on school climate. The principals were very vocal in how the budget cuts had 

affected them personally as well as their staff, and how these cuts impacted the morale 

of the school.  

 Lisa stated her “biggest stress right now” was not having enough staff members 

because of budget cuts; so when someone was absent, she had to “fill in” or do 

whatever it took to ensure that proper supervision and adequate coverage were in place 

to meet the needs of the students effectively. Shawna provided a powerful description of 

the stress of laying off staff and how the repercussions from those decisions impacted 

the entire school climate:   

The budget was [a] very stressful time because black and white says eliminate, 

but when you’re here and you have to eliminate, you see a face, you see a body. 

So, that’s stressful because now people who have been here for a while have to 

get cut so that takes away from a family. I try to have the family value here, 

we’re all family. So, when one of the family members hurts, we all hurt. And 

that piece impacts the climate. Because people feel like we understand that 

everybody’s cutting everywhere, but this is my friend, this is my colleague I 

worked with for the past five years. Why does she have to go? So, then people 

walk around with feelings that are mixed, then they interact with each other, 

interact with me. If I’m your friend [and] you’re mad, most likely, I’m just 

gonna be mad with my friend whether she’s right or wrong. So, then they’re 

passing me in the hallway. I don’t know why, you’re nice to me, but, shoot, 

she’s mad, so let me just be mad [too]. 
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Sara added similar sentiments regarding the budget cuts and how they had affected her 

and her school climate, and stated it was very difficult for her to separate herself from 

the “personal relationships” she had with the “quality people” on her staff. Sara did not 

perceive them as “just employees,” but as individuals who had homes and families of 

their own. She had to tell these exact people they possibly might not have a job or a 

career because of budget constraints. Sara emphasized how very, very stressful this was 

for her. She also disclosed eight teachers on her staff had lost their jobs and how very 

difficult it was to keep the morale at the school up because of the situation. In fact, the 

teacher survey data for Fairmont elementary had shown a slight decline in overall 

school climate from 91% the first two years to 87% during the third year when the 

severe budget cuts were imposed.  

 William shared his concerns regarding the budget cuts and explained the added 

stress they had caused him and his staff. He said laying off employees had been 

“absolutely horrible.” He admitted to having minimal issues when letting an employee 

go who was not of high quality; he indicated it bothered him “a little, but not that 

much.” However, when he had to lay off a “phenomenal teacher, custodian, or clerk,” 

he indicated how incredibly stressful it was for him because he knew how the loss of a 

job would negatively impact those employees and their families.  

 Paula reiterated how budget cuts had severely affected her and her staff and 

stated the single most frustrating task for her was, in fact, the budget with deeper cuts 

directly impacting people’s livelihoods: 

Budget cuts equal a loss of staff, sometimes to a significant degree. But, even 

one job reduced causes hardships to a family. I’ve had to plead to save positions 
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and I’m not above begging, because there have been times when the next person 

on the ‘block’ is already facing other life altering situations. These are staff 

members to us, not just position numbers.  

 School community issues and climate. The surrounding community plays an 

integral part in a school’s climate and if the community is struggling, oftentimes the 

principal and the school are affected by these problems as well. Principals in this study 

cited school community issues including the poor economy, parent/student/teacher 

relationships, parental support, and school construction concerns as factors that caused 

them stress and negatively impacted school climate.  

 Poor economy. One example regarding the effects of work-related stress on the 

school climate was the stress caused by the poor economy and by students living in 

poverty. Principals in the LP schools seemed to face an unending issue of poverty in 

their communities, which was impacting their school climate considerably. Shawna 

reflected on her LP school and commented on the impoverished surrounding 

community: 

My school is in a unique area. The stress I have is just letting them go ‘cause the 

world is so wicked out there.’ You can walk right outside and it’s a different 

world. I got homeless kids [who] in six months they’re going to be uprooted if 

their parents don’t find somewhere to stay.  

Sara, who spent her entire career working in inner-city schools talked about the 

struggles she faced when dealing with the economy and poverty in her community:   
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I’ve always dealt with inner-city schools and it’s a little overwhelming. My kids 

don’t have shoes [and] they can’t afford the money to even go to a coin laundry 

to wash their clothes. That’s very stressful and it impacts the school climate.  

Principal participants who worked in HP schools faced concerns regarding 

poverty and their school climate as well. Lisa, for example, said she was “getting a 

tsunami of families faced with difficulties ranging from families living in shelters to 

fathers being killed by drive-by shootings.” She indicated the family issues at her school 

were much more severe than they had been in the past. Paula also shared how the 

economy was affecting her parents negatively, which ultimately affected the climate of 

her school: “Our parents are struggling, our families are struggling to make ends meet 

and they are less tolerant, less supportive at school.”   

 Parent/student/teacher relationships and climate. Having harmonious 

parent/student/teacher relationships were key factors for principals when trying to 

maintain a positive school climate. Oftentimes, however, situations arose where those 

relationships became strained or more contentious, resulting in increased stress levels 

for the principals. Staff members not treating students or parents in a professional way 

was one form of stress reported in this study. Diana stated, “The most uncomfortable 

feeling I get is when a staff member has not treated our customers, our children, or our 

parents, in a professional way. That annoys me.” She explained when a teacher was not 

professional with a parent or “takes it out on a child,” she had to go back and “clean it 

up,” which caused her great stress and negatively impacted the school climate. She 

added, “These are our customers, we want them to be satisfied. We should educate our 

children and we should be professional to them at all times.”  



 

 142 

 Additionally, Christine shared how strained parent/student/teacher relationships 

increased her stress levels and affected school climate negatively. Christine gave an 

example of when a parent continued to be unhappy with a class even after she had 

worked very hard at resolving the issue with the teacher and the parent: “One of the 

biggest [stressors at work] is if a parent is unhappy with a class and you work with the 

teacher and the parent and it’s not changing.” She stated it was important to “keep that 

balance because you don’t want to have a snowball effect” because, if left unnoticed or 

allowed to continue, it very easily could spread and negatively impact the overall 

climate of the school.  

 Parental support and climate. The observational data, which supported the 

interview data, indicated most of the LP schools showed evidence of behavioral 

concerns regarding student conduct, which aligned with their poor academic 

performance, lower teacher morale, and overall climate survey data. There were two 

principals from HP schools who reported concerns regarding student behaviors that also 

were related to lack of parental support and other community issues.  

 According to the observational data, the overall behavior of students in the LP 

schools tended to be slightly more aggressive, less compliant, and more defiant than the 

behavior of students at the HP schools, and included students pushing, shoving, using 

inappropriate language, and not showing respect toward teachers or other authority 

figures at the school. Oftentimes, such behavior is correlated with environmental issues 

such as low socioeconomic status and/or lack of parental supervision and support. 

Although strict policies and procedures were in place in these LP schools and the 

principals, teachers, and staff seemed to have control of the students, the general energy 
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level or feel of these environments was slightly more contentious than at the HP 

schools.  

 Interview data also supported this finding and showed that Woodland, Fairmont, 

and Middletown experienced similar issues with student behavior and poor parental 

support. At Woodland elementary, for example, the principal voiced her concerns about 

student behavior and the parental lack of responsibility for their children’s behavior:  

Another area [that] stresses me out [is] when you see some of the needs of the 

children in my particular school. When I don’t see families taking responsibility 

for what I think should be happening with some of the children or some of the 

behaviors that I see, it really is disturbing to me and I want to do more than what 

I’m capable of [or] what I have the ability to do.  

In addition, Sara shared how the parents’ behaviors at her school caused her great stress 

and impacted the climate: 

The other stress that I have is the fact that I have so many volatile parents. They 

come in and the first thing they do is scream and yell and carry on. It’s gotten to 

a point where if I hear another person scream, I think I’m going to take their 

head off.  

 Rebekah, the principal at Middletown elementary, discussed how her students 

had many problems at home and, as a result, she and her staff had to deal constantly 

with “the whole child” including their emotional and physical states as well as the 

plethora of demands the parents expected the school to address. She said the parents 

always wanted her to do increasingly more that was very stressful for her. 
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 The two HP schools that had student behaviors and parental issues negatively 

affecting school climate included McKinley and Pleasant Heights. Although the 

observational data did not show these schools had overt student behavioral concerns, it 

was found through the interview data from both Paula and Lisa such concerns existed at 

their schools and were impacting the climate. Paula admitted she had some “significant 

behavior concerns” at her school and said the parents often would insinuate the teacher 

was lying about the situation or they would make excuses and say their child’s actions 

were merely “child behavior.” According to Paula, when she tried to deal with these 

extreme student behaviors, getting parents to take responsibility or having their children 

take responsibility for their actions did not happen and there was no parental support. 

Instead of working with her on the issues, the parents would fight her all the way up to 

the district level. Despite these harrowing conditions, however, Paula said they had 

several components in place to ensure the children felt safe at her school, and she felt 

the school personnel genuinely cared about the students, which enabled her to better 

address issues when they arose.  

 Lisa had student behaviors occurring in the community, which were plaguing 

her school and negatively affecting the climate. She had children who were waiting to 

fight each other on the way home and she had parents who were going over her head to 

complain about issues happening off school grounds, which directly impacted her as the 

leader of the school and negatively affected the school climate. Lisa said she tried to 

deal with those issues, but found it hard to control student and parent behaviors that 

were taking place off campus. She voiced her frustration regarding the topic:  
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How do I have time or personnel to go down the street and monitor a swale 

area? This is the kind of thing that frustrates you and causes stress because you 

have enough on your plate with problems within your four walls than to think 

about all the problems that come and go to school. All the neighborhood 

problems, all the apartment problems, they all come to my doorstep and expect 

us to be able to solve them. 

Construction. Overall, principal participants reported work-related stress had 

affected school climate directly. Additionally, an issue that caused one principal great 

stress and negatively impacted school climate was school construction. Although not 

directly mentioned in the findings, it is worth mentioning here. The principal involved 

cited the troubles with the incompletion of desperately needed construction on many of 

her buildings was causing stress for her and the community and, in turn, was affecting 

the overall school climate. She stated the community was not happy with the delay in 

repairs because the project still was not complete after four years. She was extremely 

frustrated she could not get the repairs completed within a reasonable amount of time 

and people in the community started to doubt her effectiveness as a principal in that 

area; this not only was affecting her negatively but the overall school climate as well.  

The next section presents in detail the findings of how principal stress had 

changed as a result of increased accountability. Although data reflecting the impact of 

increased accountability on principal stress was interspersed throughout the findings, 

the plethora of examples shared by the participants of how their stress had changed as a 

result warranted including this data as a separate finding in this study.  
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From the Top, Over the Top  

From the Top, Over the Top, represents the findings as related to the third 

primary research question: As perceived by principals, in what ways has their stress 

changed as a result of higher levels of accountability for increased student achievement 

from state and federal government agencies? Principals clearly reported their work-

related stress had changed as a result of these higher levels of accountability. The study 

findings indicated the stress levels of the participant principals actually increased 

because of the many accountability requirements imposed upon them. Additionally, 

throughout the study, independent of which research question was being explored, the 

principals consistently reported higher stress levels than those they experienced in the 

past. In most cases, their narratives demonstrated the connection between increased 

accountability and other changes in stress or the consequences of stress triggered by 

increased accountability for increased student achievement.  

First, school academic grades and district pressure were found to be major 

contributing factors in the increased levels of work-related stress among principal 

participants as were the consequences the district often imposed upon them and their 

schools in response to poor performance on the FCAT. Second, the principals’ stress 

also had changed as a result of increased accountability when they tried to comply with 

all of the mandates, many of them unfunded, which the state and district were imposing 

on them. Next, the principals reported a change in their stress levels when implementing 

the many accountability requirements due to a lack of control in the position. Many of 

the principals reported much of the job and much of what they were expected to do 

simply was out of their control, which, in fact, increased their work stress. Finally, all of 
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the principals in this study agreed that accountability was important and conceded there 

needed to be some type of system in place for measuring student growth and 

achievement. The principal participants shared their views regarding the positive 

aspects of accountability, but many countered the punitive ways in which the system 

was implemented and monitored, which increased their stress levels tremendously.  

 All but one participant in this study cited the numerous state or federal 

accountability requirements as being a major cause of stress in their position. The one 

principal who stated increased accountability was not a major stressor explained she 

saw the accountability system simply as a way to challenge her to do better. 

 Through narrative descriptions and detailed accounts, the upcoming sections 

further explain the effects of work-related stress on the principal participants in both HP 

and LP schools as a result of higher levels of accountability for increased student 

achievement from state and federal government agencies. The following findings 

demonstrate the ways in which higher levels of accountability from federal and state 

education policies have impacted participants; each heading includes components of 

new education policy that appeared to cause the most stress for the majority of 

participants in this study.  

 School grades and district pressure. Accountability requirements for schools, 

including the criteria for earning an academic letter grade, have increased since the 

advent of NCLB act (NCLB, 2004). In fact, the Florida Department of Education 

assigns an academic letter grade to each school, which signifies a school’s academic 

success based on FCAT results. Florida’s School Accountability System includes the 

Florida Accountability A+ Plan, passed in 1999 by the Florida Legislature, which 
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requires all schools to receive a report card on how well they perform (Hershberg, 

2004). According to this plan, schools must show annual academic growth in order to 

maintain or improve their school academic letter grades. As indicated in Table 2, two 

elementary schools in this study, Pleasant Heights and Middletown, showed an increase 

in academic performance from Year 2 to Year 3. Pleasant Heights went from a B to an 

A and Middletown improved from a D to a C. Three schools in this study, however, 

showed a decrease in academic performance from Year 2 to Year 3; McKinley went 

from an A to a B, Woodland dropped from a C to a D, and Lincoln went from a C to a 

D. The five remaining elementary schools in this study maintained their academic 

performance from Year 2 to Year 3; these included Spring Tree, Edgewood, and Palm 

Hill, all with an academic letter grade of A; and Fairmont and Roosevelt, both with an 

academic letter grade of C.  

 One of the major findings in this study was the stress on principals to make or 

maintain their letter grade for academic performance and the constant pressure they felt 

from the state and district to do so. Regardless of their school’s academic letter grade, 

all of the principals in this study recognized the gravity of that grade and worked 

tirelessly to show continued academic improvement as determined by Florida’s 

Accountability A+ Plan. All principals in this study experienced varying degrees of 

uncertainty or pressure when striving to meet the current state and federal requirements. 

The schools considered LP for the purposes of this study were very aware of the 

challenges they faced, and for years had been conditioned to focus intensely on the need 

to show increased student achievement on the FCAT. At the HP schools, however, the 

principals, who seldom had to worry about the majority of their students meeting the 
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state standards, now found themselves in a position of needing to address issues related 

to the recent increases in standards for student proficiency levels. For example, Lisa 

discussed her angst when her school’s academic grade dropped from an A to a B the 

year prior to the study. She disclosed how very stressful it was for her because of the 

district’s unwavering and stringent expectations to get the school grade back to an A. 

She mentioned the immense pressure she felt when her FCAT scores came out and how 

difficult it was for her to endure the lack of support from district personnel and their 

attitude toward her school’s academic decline. She said it was the first time in nine 

years the academic grade hadn’t been an A and was “more or less told [by the district] 

to try to get it back from a B to an A.” Lisa strongly felt district personnel failed to be as 

sympathetic as they could about the situation. Brenda added similar sentiments 

regarding the repercussions principals received from district personnel as a result of 

declining school academic grades. She was very understanding and empathetic because 

she realized it could happen to her school: 

You hear all the stories out there, good principals, good leaders, for years, 15, 20 

years and suddenly something happens at the school and you’ll hear the stories 

where they’re just really raked over the coals. I always say, ‘There but for the 

grace of God go I.’ I mean, it could be me tomorrow. So, you ‘heed’ it, you pay 

attention. 

William adhered to his convictions and explained how he responded to the district and 

their requirements for maintaining his school’s academic letter grade: 

The bottom line, having been a principal now 10 years, is that I’ve decided that 

I’m accountable for the school grade regardless of whether I do what they tell 
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me to do or if I don’t. So, I decided that I’m just going to do what’s right and let 

the chips fall where they may; but that’s stressful because I feel like I’m a good 

principal but yet I’m made to look like a bad guy because I don’t do all the 

directives they tell me to do because I know they’re not right for kids. So, it’s 

like a constant battle between myself and the district on a myriad of issues 

where they’re saying I need to do ‘X’ but I know ‘X’ is not best for kids and I 

do ‘Y’ because ultimately I’m going to be responsible for the grade whether I do 

what they tell me or whether I don’t do what they tell me and I’d rather die by 

my own sword then die by doing what they tell me and then the grade falling. 

 Work stress for other principals emerged as a result of job security as related to 

school academic grades. For example, Diana, whose school earned a D, stated higher 

levels of accountability particularly as related to learning gains and the school academic 

grade definitely had increased her stress because of the impact they had on her job 

security. She was very concerned because a school’s academic letter grade directly 

impacted whether principals would be rehired in certain cases. Diana said if she didn’t 

make the necessary gains, it was possible she might not have a job the following year 

and that dramatically increased her stress levels. She also mentioned in some very 

unfortunate cases the pressure to improve the school academic grade would cause some 

people to “do things unethically because [of] the stress.” 

 Student achievement and the school academic grade also were of utmost 

concern for Rebekah and Connie, two principals who worked in LP schools. Rebekah 

expressed how extremely demanding it was on her when her school became Intervene 

Status the year prior to this study. She said the state and district were involved heavily 



 

 151 

and she was under tremendous pressure to address all the accountability requirements 

including FCAT scores, school academic grade, AYP status, and overall student 

achievement. Connie also admitted “the overhanging school grade” was the umbrella of 

all her stress and said she was thinking about their academic grade “all the time, all the 

time, all the time.” She questioned her ability to support her staff, particularly the 

teachers, to “do a better job, to produce” so they could “meet the expectations and 

demands the district and the state placed on them.”  

 Paula shared her thoughts on the repercussions the district imposed upon 

principals in relation to the FCAT academic letter grades the schools received and said 

she always dreaded getting a call from the district when the scores came out because 

she feared she would be called into the district office as a result of her school academic 

grade. At the time of this study, even though Paula felt she and her teachers had worked 

very hard and did everything they could to increase student achievement, when the 

grades came out, Paula said she felt she had let the district office down and her teachers 

felt they had let her down. She said everyone was doing everything they could for the 

students, “but at the end of school where it should be celebrations of all the students’ 

accomplishments” it was not because they already were planning for the following 

school year. She admitted it was very hard to identify what they could do better when 

she felt they were doing the best they could at that time. Lisa added similar remarks and 

said she felt as if they were under a “magnifying glass” because the minute the FCAT 

scores came out, even before she had a chance to look at the data, the district office 

already was contacting her, wanting her to provide them with information about how 

she was going to address the school academic grade as well as all academic concerns.  
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 Sara and Diana shared their overall perceptions of the accountability system and 

equated it to a “game” that must be mastered in order to succeed within the system. Sara 

voiced her disdain concerning the intense focus placed on school academic grades and 

said it had been extremely stressful for her because the comparisons of data used to 

determine school academic grades were “like comparing apples and oranges.” She felt 

that many aspects of the accountability plan no longer truly mattered and believed the 

majority of the emphasis was placed on how they played the game and got the 

necessary scores. Diana concurred and explained that even though the bar constantly 

was being raised, principals knew how to play the game. Diana understood what the 

game was, but admitted (with a laugh) that because of her school’s low academic test 

scores, her knowledge obviously did not help her to play any better. She certainly was 

pleased to know some of the rules of the game and even added, “I can tell you more 

about learning gains than you ever want to know at this point. We needed 1% [and] I 

can tell you who it is.”  

 Despite the many public reassurances from state and district personnel that 

FCAT scores and school academic grades were not the only focus of the accountability 

plan, principals in this study could not have disagreed more with that. As one principal 

concluded, “As much as the state and the district would say FCAT and school grades 

are just a snapshot in time of what we see in the school, everybody knows that isn’t 

true.” The findings of this study showed that, regardless of their schools’ academic 

letter grades, the stress levels for the principal participants had changed in some way as 

a result of increased accountability, including the impact from FCAT and AYP as well 

as the pressures placed upon them by the state or district personnel. 
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 Complying with state and district mandates and directives. Some of the 

principals in this study experienced high levels of stress trying to comply with all the 

state and district mandates, many unfunded, being placed on them. In fact, the majority 

of principals in the study outwardly stated, sometimes even multiple times, their stress 

levels had intensified due to the added pressures from federal or state increased 

accountability mandates and legislation. Connie and Lisa both shared their stress levels 

had changed dramatically due to the pressures for increased student achievement from 

government agencies. William said not only were inflexible directives a huge problem, 

but the mandates imposed upon him by the district as well: 

I think that the greatest effect and I’ve seen it get worse and worse over the 

years is getting the various mandates where they tell me how to run my school 

and I know what they’re telling me to do is not what’s best for kids. And so, the 

stress comes in where I try to determine how I can do what’s right for kids and 

still get them off my back so to speak.  

His other concern was relying on the district for support. He said the district really was 

not supportive because they actually created more work for him instead of supporting 

him; that was a “huge stressor” because, according to William, there was enough work 

to do already without district mandates adding to their workload all the time.  

Sara shared a similar insight regarding the additional work placed upon her as 

part of the accountability requirements and said, “The amount of work I find [is] kind of 

senseless and useless. It’s very stressful for me to do busy work.”  

 Another source of stress for selected principals was the quick response time to 

comply with accountability directives required of them. Sara, Lisa, and Rebekah all 
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stated they often received several correspondences through the district’s email system, 

requiring them to respond and comply immediately with accountability directives, 

which created additional stress for them. Sara said, “As soon as you get the emails, as 

soon as you get the directive, it’s expected to be done now. There is no ‘lead’ time to 

absorb and to do a good job. It’s this sense of immediacy.” Additionally, Lisa said the 

amount of time allotted for principals to respond had decreased considerably since the 

advent of accountability, which caused her more stress. “When the [sic] office sends 

something [at] 1:00 the day before, due by 3:00 the next day, to them it must sound like 

a lot of time.” Rebekah also discussed the added stress caused by district directives 

constantly being sent with a sense of urgency that needed to be addressed. She said she 

frequently would receive directives requiring action to be taken, along with a short 

deadline for completion. According to Rebekah, oftentimes the information required 

was not readily available to her. More time was needed to locate the information in 

order to complete the request; time, she said, that was not allotted to the principals, thus 

causing a great amount of stress.  

 One of the only principals in this study who stated she did not perceive the 

accountability requirements as creating additional stress for her was Shawna. She 

countered those viewpoints and explained how the directives she received from her 

supervisors regarding the various mandates did not impede upon her stress levels: 

I’m usually, go with the flow. [When] my boss says we got to raise the bar, we 

got to raise the bar. You didn’t make Safe Harbor, you gotta work toward Safe 

Harbor. I always feel that I can do better. I don’t have problems with people 

saying this is where you need to be because it gives me a goal. 
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 The findings indicated increased accountability was a cause of tremendous stress 

for principal participants and principal stress had changed as a result of the added 

pressures and requirements coming from the district and from the state or federal 

Departments of Education. 

 Lack of control. The principals’ stress had changed as a result of higher levels 

of accountability in that so much of the job and what they now were expected to do was 

simply out of their control. For example, Lisa stated that much of her stress came from 

her supervisors when they either expected something from her or did something she 

couldn’t control. Although she agreed “with every job there’s a little stress,” she 

admitted there was nothing like the principal position because so much of the job was 

not under her control. Christine shared how challenging it was to balance the 

responsibilities of the job and still meet all of the accountability requirements and said it 

definitely had increased her stress. It was very difficult for her to keep that balance 

while making sure the school was meeting its obligations when she had so many 

responsibilities that were not under her control. Sara discussed how often she had little 

control over what was being placed upon her in the principal position and said it was 

extremely stressful for her to have certain “restraints and not know what they [were] or 

how to deal with them.” She added nobody really had “a clear understanding of the state 

and federal mandates, where they’re coming from, and who’s making the decisions” 

and she felt helpless because her “hands were tied a lot of times.”  

 Finally, Connie explained that so much of what was occurring was dependent 

upon her as the leader, despite a lack of control over many of the situations: 
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If anything deviates from what their goal is or the district goal, the state goal, 

then you’re held responsible. And anytime you’re in a position of that nature and 

held responsible for some things that you really don’t have control over you’re 

being placed in a precarious situation. You’re being asked to take on things that 

you can’t touch in many regards. And I’m telling you, the stress does increase.  

 Positive aspects of accountability. Although the principals in this study 

confirmed their stress had changed as a result of higher levels of accountability for 

increased student achievement from state and federal government agencies, many of 

them agreed there needed to be some form of accountability as well as a system in place 

for measuring student growth and achievement. The principals felt the students needed 

to be provided the opportunity to get the best education possible, and accountability 

needed to be a part of that equation. As evidenced in the findings, however, for many of 

the principals it was the punitive way in which the state and district enforced and 

monitored those requirements that caused them added stress.  

 Christine supported the accountability system, yet at the time of this study 

worried about the perception of her school since not making AYP. Although she was 

concerned about how others would view the school, she understood the importance of 

being realistic when assessing the school’s AYP status. She took great pride in knowing 

they were doing the best they could, even though she recognized there always was room 

for growth. Christine thought what was being asked of them at that time was a helpful 

tool and she accepted it as something they should be doing, rather than something that 

was imposed upon them from the outside. She believed if the mandates were viewed 

from a positive perspective, the situation wouldn’t be seen as that bad. Shawna saw 
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accountability not as a stressor, but as a “motivator and a challenge for her to do better.” 

She stated the bar needed to be raised and if people were sending their children to her 

school, then they needed to know they were receiving a high quality education.  

 Brenda also shared similar viewpoints on the importance of being held 

accountable and said the accountability part was good for all principals and thought 

they should be held accountable. “I think there’s something wrong with the equation 

when we weren’t quite accountable and parents sent their kids and you just assumed it 

was a good school and that was the end of it.” Although Brenda agreed there are parts 

of the accountability piece that are very good, she added, “You just wish that more 

support would come with it so that you could do the job better.”  

 Finally, with regard to the components of the accountability system, Sara agreed 

accountability also was very important but emphasized although assessments were a 

necessary part of the accountability system, the assessments should be meaningful; she 

felt many of them at the time of this study were not. 

In summary, the principal participants reported their current stress levels had 

changed and actually increased as a result of higher levels of accountability for student 

achievement from state and federal government agencies. Principals reported elevated 

levels of stress resulting from school academic letter grades and district pressure when 

trying to comply with the many unfunded accountability mandates constantly imposed 

upon them as well as lack of control in the position. The next section presents the 

coping mechanisms principals used to manage their work-related stress.  
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Taming Tension  

 The final finding, Taming Tension, represents the findings as related to the 

fourth research question: What are the coping mechanisms used by principals to manage 

their stress and of those coping mechanisms, which appear to help principals manage 

their stress most effectively? Coping was defined in this study as “the use of cognitive 

and behavioral strategies to manage the demands of a situation when these are appraised 

as taxing or exceeding one’s resources; to reduce the negative emotions and conflict 

caused by stress” (American Psychological Association, 2007a, p. 232). Richard 

Lazarus’ theoretical approach to stress recognized the significance emotions had when 

treating stress and he emphasized coping mechanisms were crucial to a person’s 

physical, social, and psychological well-being (Cooper & Dewe, 2004). 

 All principal participants used various coping mechanisms to manage the 

negative effects of work-related stress. The four most common coping mechanisms, 

which also appeared to be the most effective, included a strong support network; 

physical exercise as well as other physical activities to reduce work-related stress; 

mental coping activities to manage stress including sleeping, reading, listening to music, 

having a spiritual connection, relaxing with meditation and yoga, and taking a long car 

drive home from work; and self-reflection and perspective. The coping mechanisms 

used by each principal to effectively manage their work stress are listed in Table 7 and 

are presented in the upcoming sections in order of frequency and prevalence as reported 

by the participants.  

Strong support networks. Overwhelmingly, all principal participants had a 

strong support system (i.e., colleagues, family, friends, and supervisors) they relied  
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Table 7  

Stress and Coping 

Coping Mechanisms Number of 
Principals Who 
Reported 
Commonly Using a 
Coping Mechanism 

Number 
Reported 
Effective 

Number 
Reported 
Ineffective 

Support Networks 10 10 0 

Physical exercise (walking, running, 
biking, swimming, weight lifting, using a 
treadmill, going to the gym, workout 
videos, gardening, etc. 

8 8 0 

Vacationing and spending time with family 4 4 0 

Hobbies 4 4 0 

Physical pampering (e.g., massages, 
manicures, pedicures 

2 2 0 

Drinking alcohol 2 0 2 

Diet programs 1 1 0 

Chewing gum 1 1 0 

Pacing 1 1 0 

Sleeping 5 5 0 

Reading 6 6 0 

Listening to music 4 4 0 

Having a spiritual connection 5 5 0 

Relaxation –meditation, yoga 4 4 0 

Driving in the car, long ride home 4 3 1 

Playing computer games 2 2 0 

Humor 3 3 0 

Retiring 3 3 0 

Visiting the students 2 2 0 

Having pets 1 1 0 

Working harder 1 0 1 

Self-reflection and perspective 10 10 0 
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upon to help manage the negative effects of work-related stress. There were no 

differences found between the principals who worked at HP schools and those who 

worked at LP schools in regard to the utilization of support networks to help manage 

stress. Connie, Rebekah, Christine, Lisa, Sara, Diana, and Shawna talked to colleagues 

as a way to help manage their work stress. Connie admitted she easily could “go batty” 

or “go nuts” if it weren’t for having good friends and good networking partners, being 

able to establish relationships, or having open communication with others, and she 

shared the importance of having such a strong support network:  

When in the midst of all that you have to contend with and deal with on any 

given day and any given year, to know that there are truly supportive people 

there to help you get through those things, it lifts a lot of weight. It frees one to 

come in and do a much better job and take on what [you] need to do in a much 

lighter way than the heaviness that you would have to deal with otherwise.  

According to Rebekah, talking to her academic coaches and her assistant principal was 

very helpful when dealing with stress, and when she wanted to “get away from a 

particular thing” or forget about a stressful situation that was troubling her, often she 

would talk with someone on her staff in order to cope with the stressors at hand. 

Additionally, when Christine first started at her school it was very stressful for her 

because she was new at the school and didn’t have any personal or professional support 

at the time. Getting to know the staff and having that personal connection was very 

important for her “as a person,” and it helped her to manage the stress better. Christine 

managed her work stress by talking to a few key people at the school or by calling her 
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colleagues to “channel it through” and explained because those individuals were able to 

listen and provide her with different perspectives, it helped to relieve her stress.  

Both Lisa and Sara had certain colleagues whom they described as being their 

“sounding boards.” Lisa, for example, had “two very, very good friends” who also were 

elementary principals and said without them, she would not “know what to do.” In order 

to cope with her stress, Lisa would call those colleagues because they knew what the 

job was like and she would talk to them about stressful situations, which helped manage 

her stress better. Sara also shared her views on how important her support network was 

in managing her work stress:  

I think having the camaraderie I have with some of my peers, the ones I trust 

and admire, is good. I can call a handful of principals that I know [and] I can 

call [them] in a drop of a hat and just say, ‘Listen to this’ and by the end of the 

phone call, we’re laughing. 

Diana said she had wonderful mentors who helped her cope with her work stress and 

Shawna named certain people at her school, including the assistant principal, her 

leadership team, the Exceptional Student Education (E.S.E.) Specialist, and her 

confidential secretary, upon whom she could rely to help manage her stress effectively.  

In addition, some of the principals discussed how the support they received from 

their supervisors was critically important in reducing their stress levels at work. For 

example, Diana said support was a “huge factor with stress” and expressed how 

understanding her supervisor was when they discussed her school’s poor academic 

status: “When I sat down with my [supervisor] and she looked at me and she said, ‘Well 

you did everything that you could do.’ I mean, it was just like a burden lifted. I think the 
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support affects your stress level.” Diana believed if principals got the support they 

needed, then they would not be as stressed over the things they could not control. 

Christine and Shawna also spoke very highly of their supervisors regarding the support 

they provided, which helped manage their work stress. Christine felt her supervisors 

were “extremely, extremely, extremely supportive” and fully understood she was doing 

her very best in the position, and although Shawna’s supervisors were “straight cut” and 

very direct in how they conveyed what needed to be done, she proclaimed they 

ultimately were very supportive, which helped to minimize her stress levels.  

Contrarily, there were some principal participants who said the lack of support 

they received from their supervisors actually had caused them more stress. Lisa, for 

example, stated her supervisors’ “failure to be as empathetic as they could be about 

situations” caused her great stress, while Brenda expressed her wish that more support 

be provided by her supervisors. William and Sara professed their supervisors were 

creating more work for principals instead of providing the necessary support, which was 

a “huge stressor” for them. Rebekah discussed how stressful it was for her when her 

school became Intervene Status and district and state personnel were involved heavily, 

yet not supportive. Lastly, Paula always dreaded “getting that call” from the district 

when the FCAT scores came out because of the possible repercussions she faced from 

her supervisors as a result of the scores; this was extremely stressful for her.  

Principals in this study also cited family and friends as being a vital part of their 

support networks. Most of the principal participants stated their spouses, where 

applicable, and their families provided unconditional support, which enabled them to 

handle the stresses of the job more effectively. Connie, Lisa, Rebekah, Christine, 
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Brenda, and Diana had very caring and understanding husbands as well as supportive 

families and friends, while Shawna acknowledged her parents were a key part of her 

support network. In summary, principals in this study reported using some type of 

support system as a coping mechanism to manage their work-related stress effectively. 

 Physical exercise. The principals also used physical exercise including walking, 

running, bike riding, and working out at the gym as a coping mechanism to manage 

work stress effectively. Of the 10 principals in this study, 8 reported doing some sort of 

physical exercise as a means of managing their work-related stress. Connie, Rebekah, 

William, and Shawna all reported going to the gym regularly and working out as a way 

to relieve their stress. Connie considered herself “an exerciser” who went to the gym 

three to five days a week and worked out at least 50 minutes a day. She also walked and 

rode her bike, which were “a great outlet” for her. Rebekah went to the gym three to 

four times a week and did the treadmill, the rower, Total Body Resistance Exercise 

(TRX) training, and also attended Pilates classes. If she started feeling highly stressed, 

she also would walk around the school campus as a way to relieve the pressure. 

William, the principal who suffered a heart attack at an earlier age, said he went to the 

gym “religiously” and did both “weights and cardio” to relieve his work stress, and 

although he certainly hated going to the gym, he believed it was absolutely necessary to 

do so given his past physical history. Although he could not “quantify it,” William 

thought his coping mechanisms of going to the gym did have an effect on his overall 

stress levels: “I do know that when I get home from the gym, I typically feel better than 

I did before I go. I just think it keeps me a little bit balanced.” Shawna liked to do 

different activities that made her happy, such as line dancing, spinning, and running, 
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which she particularly enjoyed because it increased her energy level. Christine also 

enjoyed running and walking as ways to manage her stress and stated she ran a mile 

every morning and walked a mile every night. She also did gardening and weeding as a 

way to handle her stress. Brenda walked and ran every other day and used the treadmill 

to manage her stress while Sara walked and rode her bike, but admitted she always 

didn’t have the time to do them. Lastly, Diana disclosed she liked the high energy of 

trainer Billy Blanks and worked out to his Tae Bo videos as a way to cope with her 

work stress.  

Other physical activities to reduce work-related stress. Principals in this study 

also reported other physical activities such as vacationing and spending time with 

family; pursuing hobbies; having physical pampering such as massages, manicures, and 

pedicures; and drinking alcohol as being effective coping mechanisms to manage the 

effects of work-related stress. Almost half of the principals in this study reported taking 

vacations, relaxing, and spending time with family were coping mechanisms that helped 

them effectively manage their stress. Connie often took advantage of opportunities 

where she could spend time with her family, such as being off for the holidays and 

going to the beach. This was very appeasing to her because it got her “back in gear” to 

return to school and resume her duties in a more relaxed state. Diana believed vacation 

was very important, a point she even emphasized with her staff, and told them they 

occasionally needed to take some time off to rejuvenate. William also liked to go on 

vacation to relieve his stress and even went away for a while in the summer prior to the 

start of the school year. He said vacationing helped alleviate some of his stress and 

admitted he typically felt better than before he went.  
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Almost half of the principals in this study reported participating in some type of 

hobby as a way to help cope with their stress from work. Photography was a great way 

for Paula to manage her stress and Sara said teaching off campus was advantageous to 

managing her stress because it allowed her to “express her ideals” openly. William and 

Lisa both shared their love of water activities. William had a sailboat and said he 

enjoyed sailing, fishing, and scuba diving as a way to “de-stress” and Lisa said boating 

took her mind off work: “I think when you go out on the water and the wind goes 

through your hair and you breathe the air, it really does help with stress.”   

Another coping mechanism that helped principals manage their stress most 

effectively was physical pampering, such as getting massages, manicures, or pedicures. 

Sara had a foot massager under her desk, which helped to relieve her stress, while 

Shawna used all three activities as a way to manage her work stress:  

I love to get my nails and my feet done. That feels so good. I’ve started monthly 

massages now. Those are nice because it takes me away from the thought. It 

allows me to relax and release everything. [With] a massage, I go into a deep 

sleep. I’m totally relaxed, so it takes me away from thinking.  

A number of people drink alcohol as a way of coping with stress. Two principals 

in this study confirmed they drank alcohol as a way of managing their stress. One of the 

principals said that when she got home, the first thing she wanted was a beer, “just to 

take the edge off” and the other principal liked “to have a little brandy or something to 

calm down from the day” and admitted when she went out with friends she drank more 

than she was accustomed.  
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Additional coping mechanisms reported included participating in a dieting 

program, which helped with weight management; chewing gum to relieve stress; and 

physically pacing back and forth as a way to sort things out and deal with the stress. 

Mental coping activities to manage stress. Principals also used various types 

of mental coping mechanisms to manage their work stress effectively; these included 

sleeping; reading; listening to music; having a spiritual connection; relaxing through 

meditation, prayer, and yoga; and taking a long car drive home. Other mental coping 

activities used but not listed separately in these findings included playing computer 

games, having a sense of humor, retiring, visiting students, having pets, and working 

harder. The mental coping mechanisms are discussed in further detail in the upcoming 

section and in the order in which they were presented above.  

Sleeping. Almost all of the principals in this study acknowledged getting the 

proper amount of sleep at night was an effective way to combat the negative effects of 

stress. Only half of the principal participants, however, actually were able to cite sleep 

as one of the coping mechanisms they used to effectively manage their work stress. 

Connie and Diana both confirmed sleeping and getting enough rest helped them cope 

with their work-related stress, but Paula was much more specific with her description of 

how important sleep was in managing her stress. She explained she was “a sleeper” who 

could go home after a bad day at work “and turn off the world.” “I can literally just shut 

it off and go to sleep and just let it go, which is good. I can turn off the world by 

sleeping.” Lisa also added how important sleep was for her in managing her stress: 

I think the most effective thing for me is to just sleep and get rest so I can 

mentally cope with the next day. If you tend to not get enough rest, you really 
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are sleep deprived and you don’t make good decisions and you’re really behind 

the whole day. So, I think going to bed and sleeping on problems and getting 

enough rest is very important for this job.  

Lastly, Brenda confirmed how her exercise regimen and her controlling when she went 

to bed helped bring on better sleeping, which resulted in more improved stress 

management: 

[Exercising] just brings better sleeping, deeper sleeping. So, when I wake up in 

the morning, I feel better. I have to control that part of my life outside of here to 

make sure things are okay and I did get to bed early and I did get my sleep. 

Know what you need. I need my sleep. I need my eight to nine hours of sleep.  

Reading. More than half of the principals in this study said they enjoyed reading 

as a way to help relieve work-related stress. Lisa loved to read so she could “get her 

mind off things” and Rebekah and Christine read inspirational texts to help manage 

their stress. Christine was reading the book, The Art of Racing in the Rain, as a way to 

help alleviate her work stress and Shawna read Joel Olsteen every morning because he 

was very positive, upbeat, and said what he needed to say in a very succinct way. Paula 

shared how reading The Book of Awakening helped her manage her stress: “It’s kind of 

just little day-to-day things and there’s a short little passage each day and it’s everything 

throughout. Going home and reading that and just putting everything into perspective 

[helps].”  

Listening to music. Principals reported listening to music as a coping 

mechanism used to manage their work-related stress. Brenda used music as a way to 

help manage her stress and, as confirmed by the observational data, even had music 
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playing softly throughout the front office at her school during the day to create a calm, 

stress-free environment. As a way to cope effectively with her stress at work, Rebekah 

would go into her office when she was stressed and would listen on her computer to 

music that often was inspirational or spiritually based, while Sara had an iPod in her 

office where she would listen to music and said it had been “quite helpful” at managing 

her stress. William, who had a waterproof iPod, listened to music in the pool while he 

was at the gym and said it helped him “decompress from the day” and cope with his 

stress. 

Having a spiritual connection. Half of the principals in this study specifically 

indicated having a spiritual connection was crucial in managing their work-related 

stress effectively. The principals disclosed going to church, praying, believing in a 

higher power, doing daily worships, or reading the Bible as ways in which they best 

coped with their work stress. Connie shared how being a Christian helped her 

effectively manage her stress:  

I have ways in which I cope with the stresses. I am a Christian person. I am one 

that has learned down through the years that there’s so much that I can do as an 

individual and a person and I do look to the Lord to take over and be my leader 

and my guide and in doing that, I become a little bit more calm and soothing and 

can send those feelings out to the people around me. I am a believer and I do 

pray and read the Bible as a way to really cope and affirm who I am and what 

I’m doing makes sense to myself and to the people who I impact.  

Rebekah was very involved in the church and said she prayed and attended Bible study 

as a way to balance her life and better manage her stress. Diana commented on the role 
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God played in her life and how important her church was to her: “I just don’t 

understand if you don’t have God in your life how you could even function. I mean this 

is so out of our control. My church is so important and praying is so important.” Lastly, 

Shawna managed her work stress by relying “on a higher being for strength and 

balance” when she did her daily worships and added, “The whole spiritual connection, 

that’s real big for me. I know that there’s a higher being for that peace.”  

Relaxation – meditation, yoga. Mental relaxation was very important to the 

principals in this study and almost half of the principals reported doing some form of 

mediation or yoga as way to manage their work-related stress. Shawna meditated as 

way to reflect and cope with her work-related stress and Paula started doing yoga to 

relieve her stress and commented she finally had gotten to a point in her life where she 

felt, at her age, it was better late than never to begin a stress management program. Sara 

talked about how her morning rituals of meditating at work helped her to cope with 

stress:   

I think that the mental time I have in the morning where I sit down and mediate 

[helps]. If I come to work a little earlier in the morning and close the door and 

actually keep the lights off and start the day in a more peaceful [way], then that 

sort of starts my day off better. 

Driving in the car – long ride home. Although one principal in this study 

reported her ride to and from work actually caused her stress, three principals stated 

their long rides home helped them cope with the stresses of the day. Diana specifically 

indicated her long drive to and from work, which was 40 miles every day, tremendously 

helped her to relieve stress and to “decompress” from the day. Another principal, 
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Brenda, said she liked her long ride home because it gave her time to “wash away all 

the tensions of the day.” She was very aware she did not want to bring any stress or 

negativity from the day into her house nor did she want to bring any issues from home 

into the school. She said, “I like it nice and quiet. I laugh at myself because I don’t like 

the radio on, I don’t want any noise, just quiet.” 

One principal even shared a very unique way she relieved stress on her long ride 

home:  

And when I blow, if I blow, I’ll get in the car and scream on the way home, 

’cause no one can hear me. Ah, just strange releases. I guess like when they told 

us when we were a kid, ‘Go stand by the train track and scream when the train 

goes by’ (laughs). I don’t know, it may be pent up all day, but having a nice long 

ride home, by the time you get there, it’s kind of gone I think. 

Other types of mental coping mechanisms. In addition to the most common 

coping mechanisms used by principal participants to manage their work stress 

effectively, some of the principals in this study used other types of mental coping 

mechanisms that included playing computer games, having a sense of humor, retiring, 

visiting with students, having pets, and working harder. Two principals cited playing 

video or computer games as a way to manage their work-related stress and both 

principals affirmed playing the games took their minds off of their stress and helped 

them to relax. Some of the principals reporting having a good sense of humor and being 

able to laugh about situations also were effective coping mechanisms. Connie, for 

example, said she loved laughter and always found “some way to laugh about 

something” and Lisa said a sense of humor got her through the day. The prospect of 
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retiring was another coping mechanisms used by principals to manage stress. Three 

principals were near the end of their professional careers and admitted to being very 

excited about their retirements. One principal said how being in the Deferred 

Retirement Option Plan (DROP) and knowing she only had a few more years 

remaining, helped her better cope with work-related stress. 

Interestingly, Shawna described a unique coping system she implemented for 

herself at school as a way to address the mood swings she occasionally had as a result of 

work-related stress. When something happened that caused her intense stress, she would 

use a green and red card to indicate if she was able or willing to interact with others in her 

office at that time. A small, rectangular card was taped to the end of a bookshelf in her 

office. One side was green with a smiley face and the other side was red. The card was 

visible to anyone entering the room. She said:  

I’m on green today. But, if they [staff] know I’m on red, that means give me a 

minute. Something might have happened on the way in. I might have got a phone 

call. I might have just dealt with a stressful parent and they understand. So, that if 

I respond in a crazy way, okay, well, she got her red card up, we know to give her 

a minute instead of just coming at me that way.  

One of the most rewarding stress relievers for some principals whenever they 

were under a great deal of stress was to visit the students in their schools. This coping 

mechanism not only alleviated their stress, but also provided them with a true sense of 

appreciation and gratitude toward others. Sara commented on how the interactions she 

had with the students at her school helped her cope with work-related stress:  
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I like to do programs with my kids, which I find is very stress relieving. It’s fun 

for me to go in and do the music with them [because] they’re enthusiastic about 

it. [Also], giving the students hugs in the morning is very stress relieving to me. 

That is one way that just makes me smile. I also have [a student] who is in a 

wheelchair and whenever I feel like everything in the world is coming down on 

my shoulders, I go and spend just one second with that child because he’s the 

most positive, warm, friendly person on the face of the earth and that sort of 

turns [my] frame of mind around.  

Brenda shared how visiting the students in her cluster program helped her cope with 

stress:  

I go see the kids. We have three classes [clusters]. I mean, I go down there and I 

always say, ‘Oh, I’ve come to visit the angels down here’ and I look around 

[and] I say, ‘We’re blessed with whatever I’m dealing with up there.’ I look at 

those  poor kids and I think, there is no cure, there is no tomorrow, it will not 

change and then [I] think, ‘What are you complaining about?’ 

Having pets was another way some principals coped with work-related stress 

and one reported it as being “the best stress relief” of all. Finally, spending time to get 

work done was cited by a principal as being an effective coping mechanism for 

managing her work-related stress: “I know it sounds trite, but my time that I have, I 

would rather get my work done ’cause not getting it done would cause more stress.” 

 Self-reflection and perspective. All of the principals in this study, regardless of 

their school’s academic performance level, used self-reflection as a means of 

recognizing and addressing their stress and expressed ways in which they put situational 
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circumstances into perspective to better understand and manage the stressors found in 

their environments. Some of the principals admitted to using “self-talk” as a way to 

manage their stress and others tried to look at the “big picture” in order to put their 

stressful situations into perspective. Christine, Paula, and Lisa, for example, all used 

“self-talk” to manage their high levels of work stress. Christine often would “take a step 

back” and ask herself, “In the scheme of the universe, how does this fit in?” Paula 

disclosed how letting go of situations that were not in her control and how talking to 

herself helped her manage work stress: “If I can’t impact it or change it or whatever, I 

can’t make myself crazy over it. . . more just talking myself through it. Just let it go.” 

Additionally, if Lisa was stressed about something, she tried to stay away for a while 

until she could reason through the problem concerning her at the moment. Lisa used 

both “self-talk” and tried to look at the “big picture” when managing her work stress:  

I try to get myself back to reality and look at the big picture, not the little 

picture. And I do better when I talk to myself like that. I think stepping out of 

the box and saying to yourself, ‘Ah, if I was on my little island right now, this 

would not even be an issue.’ It’s all relative. I get a different perspective on 

everything. 

Diana also looked at the “big picture” and put everything in perspective by taking a step 

back and reflecting upon stressful situations: “Some things, I just go, ‘it’s not that 

deep.’ It’s not that important and I try not to make things more important than they are.” 

In addition, Connie attributed maturation for enabling her to see the “big picture” and 

stated that as a result she had become more rational and therefore able to “sort out and 

fight” her battles in a different way. Both Sara and Shawna also admitted to being self-
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reflective when managing their work stress. When Sara got home from work, all she 

wanted to do was “sit and re-gather” her thoughts from the day and Shawna regularly 

would “sit down” and think about her actions and what she had done throughout her day 

as a way to better manage her stress. Rebekah was able to manage her work stress and 

put situations into perspective by looking at various items in her office, such as 

inspirational pictures, family photos, or awards she had received for her professional 

accomplishments. When she found herself at a breaking point, she would go into her 

office and look at a moving waterfall picture on her desk to relax, which seemed to help 

a great deal. When Rebekah turned on the picture and watched the images and listened 

to the sound, she said it brought her back to what was really important and put 

everything into perspective for her.  

Brenda became calm and surrounded herself with positives as a way to put 

things into perspective and effectively manage her work stress: “I tell people we can fix 

it. You never give up hope. Know who you are and what you need. And make sure 

you’re not living on the edge.” Lastly, William admitted he constantly was processing 

and figuring things out as a way to manage his work stress in order to keep situations in 

perspective.  

All of the principals in this study used self-reflection as a way to address and 

acknowledge work-related stress; the principals also had an overwhelming ability to put 

their stressful work situations into perspective, which allowed them to cope and better 

manage the stress they were experiencing throughout the day. 
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Summary of the Findings 

A summary of the findings as they relate to each of the research questions posed 

in this study are presented in the order in which they were written in this chapter. The 

summary includes overall physical and mental health, school climate, increased 

accountability, and coping mechanisms.  

Overall Physical and Mental Health 

 Principals perceived that physical and mental health negatively impacted their 

work-related stress, which most often was associated with externally mandated 

accountability policies. However, the level of school academic performance (LP or HP) 

did not appear to influence the level of stress principals reported. Although the level of 

severity varied for each participant, all of the principals reported at least one physical 

problem was attributed directly to their job stress. Physical ailments included 

headaches, weight gain, shoulder and neck pain, heart attack, high cholesterol, high 

blood pressure, gastrointestinal problems, poor physical posture, and eye issues as 

reactions to stress. 

Sleep disturbances and insomnia also were reported by some, but not all, of the 

participants in this study. A lack of sleep contributed to a decrease in physical energy or 

a feeling of lethargy during the day, which affected their decision making as well as 

their ability to perform the duties of the position effectively.  

Additionally, overall mental health and well-being also suffered. Principal 

reactions varied, but all reported a decrease in patience and mood changes, mental 

exhaustion, and lethargy. Additionally, a deep concern for colleagues regarding work 
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stress and the physical and mental repercussions from such stress also was a 

contributing factor to the work stress of the principals in this study.  

School Climate 

 Principals in this study reported work-related stress from school academic 

grades, FCAT scores, and increased accountability legislation from state and federal 

government directly affected the school climate. The ACS data showed a greater 

percentage of teachers in the HP schools rated school climate as an A compared to LP 

schools, while more than half of the students in HP and LP schools rated school climate 

as an A, indicating students had a more positive perception of their schools despite the 

actual academic letter grade received. Similar to the results of the school climate data 

regarding the letter grades assigned by students and teachers, the data for the overall 

climate surveys showed the LP schools generally were perceived as not doing as well or 

having less positive climates compared to the HP schools that received higher ratings 

and were perceived as having better climates overall. The data from the surveys were 

comparable to the interview and observational data in that the perception of the school 

climate of HP schools generally was more positive than that of the LP schools. 

Regardless of the level of academic performance of the school, however, principals in 

both HP and LP schools affirmed their increased stress levels as a result of higher levels 

of accountability for increased student achievement from state and federal government 

agencies impacted their school climates in some way.  

Despite high levels of stress, all of the principals fully understood the 

importance of identifying stressors and proactively addressing them in order to maintain 

a positive school climate. The principals worked incessantly to promote a positive 
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image of their schools. Based upon multiple sources of data, the schools in the study 

were perceived as calm and controlled, with only one or two exceptions. Part of each 

principal’s strategy to maintain a peaceful and happy climate was an outcome of their 

ability to control the information that was shared with staff or to couch it in such a way 

as not to cause a negative rippling reaction. The majority of principals found this to be 

crucial in maintaining a calm and productive working environment. Furthermore, the 

focus of the principals on creating and sustaining collegiality and collaboration among 

students, staff, and parents was a key factor in establishing and maintaining positive 

school climates. Budget cuts and the added pressures being placed upon them also were 

contributing factors that affected some of the principals in this study. The principals 

reported how the budget cuts had affected them and their staff personally and had 

impacted the morale of the school as well. Finally, principal participants cited school 

community issues including the poor economy, parent/student/teacher relationships, 

parental support, and school construction concerns as factors that caused them great 

stress and negatively impacted the school climate.  

Accountability  

Regardless of the academic letter grade of a school or whether the grade 

decreased, increased, or remained the same from year to year, the principals’ perception 

of work-related stress had changed as a result of higher levels of accountability for 

student achievement from state and federal government agencies. Principals in this 

study reported their current stress levels were much different than in the past and cited 

several examples of how increased accountability had elevated their levels of stress. 

School academic grades and district pressure as well as the consequences the district 
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imposed upon the principals and their schools in response to poor performance on the 

FCAT were found to be major factors in the increased levels of work-related stress 

among most of the principal participants. Principals also experienced high levels of 

work-related stress in trying to comply with all of the mandates imposed upon them 

from the state and district. In addition, the principals reported a change in their stress 

levels when implementing the many accountability requirements because of a lack of 

control in the position, including having little to no authority to make key decisions 

regarding those requirements. Much of the job, as indicated by the principals, simply 

was out of their control. Ironically, despite increased stress, all of the principals agreed 

on the need for some type of system with which to measure student academic growth 

and achievement. Yet many countered the punitive ways in which the system was 

implemented and monitored, which tremendously increased their stress levels. 

Coping Mechanisms 

 All principal participants utilized coping mechanisms to manage the negative 

effects of work-related stress. No differences were found in coping mechanisms used by 

principals at HP schools versus principals at LP schools. Although a few of the 

principals occasionally used less positive or healthy mechanisms to manage their stress, 

all of the principals employed at least one positive coping mechanism on a regular basis 

to manage their work stress effectively.  

 The four most common coping mechanisms the principal participants used that 

appeared to help them manage their stress most effectively included a strong support 

network (e.g., talking to friends, family, and colleagues), physical exercise (e.g., 

walking, riding a bike, working out at the gym), mental coping activities (e.g., sleeping, 
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reading, listening to music, having a spiritual connection, relaxing using meditation and 

yoga, having a long car drive home), and the ability to put things into perspective 

through self-reflection. All principal participants reported the coping mechanisms they 

used for managing the effects of work-related stress were highly effective.  
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V. DISCUSSION, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 Findings from this study indicated that principals' perception of the stress they 

experienced impacted their physical and mental health in various ways and the number 

of concerns increased over the three years of data the study examined. With only one 

exception, principals believed their stress levels had increased as educational policy and 

governance, and policies like NCLB and Race to the Top appeared to be moving the 

control of schools further and further from the local level and closer to the federal level. 

While there was no evidence that higher levels of accountability impacted the level of 

reported stress differently for principals in low and high performing schools, the climate 

of academically LP schools appeared to be more heavily impacted negatively than 

academically HP schools' climates although both HP and LP schools had climate scores, 

on average, that decreased during the three years of data examined for the study. 

Principals used various coping mechanisms to effectively handle their stress, some 

strategies more effective than others, but interestingly, despite the fact that many 

reported substantial shifts in the role expectations of the principalship, the coping 

mechanisms reported by principals were almost identical to those reported in similar 

studies by Gmelch et al. (1982), Gmelch and Chan (1992), and Allison (1997) several 

years prior. This finding was somewhat disconcerting as increased levels of stress since 

much earlier studies by Gmelch (1982), Gmelch and Swent (1981), and Gmelch et al. 

(1982) have not necessarily been addressed in the priorities of educational leadership 
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preparation programs which would seem necessary to add support for those filling these 

important positions in society.  

Purpose of Study and Research Questions 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to examine the self-perceived physical 

and mental impact of work-related stress on school principals, and the impact the stress 

had, if any, on school climate. The study further explored the coping mechanisms 

principals reported using to manage stress.  

The following four research questions guided the entirety of the research:  

1. As perceived by elementary school principals, what are the effects of work-

related stress? 

a. As perceived by elementary school principals, what is the effect of 

work-related stress, if any, on the physical health of school 

principals? 

b. As perceived by elementary school principals, what is the effect of 

work-related stress, if any, on the mental health of school principals? 

2. As perceived by elementary school principals, what is the effect, if any, of 

principal work-related stress on school climate? 

3. As perceived by elementary school principals, in what ways has their stress 

changed as a result of higher levels of accountability for increased student 

achievement from state and federal government agencies?  

4. What are the coping mechanisms elementary school principals use to 

manage their stress and, of those coping mechanisms, which appear to help 

principals manage their stress most effectively? 
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Discussion of Findings 

In an educational era fraught with new demands and increasing pressure, the 

exorbitant amount of requirements including mandates for student achievement, 

sanctions for “failing schools,” and public reporting of test results has placed new and 

significant stressors on the principalship (Militello et al., 2009). Prior to the 

implementation of NCLB, Gmelch (1982, 1983, 1988), Gmelch and Swent (1981), and 

Gmelch et al. (1982) conducted studies on stress and the principalship. The findings 

showed elevated stress levels from job responsibilities or issues such as working long 

hours due to participation in school activities outside normal working hours, evaluating 

staff, resolving parent-school conflicts, gaining public support, making decisions 

affecting others, and attending meetings as well as other job nuisances likely not limited 

only to the principalship. While these same stressors still exist today, the principalship 

has changed significantly over the past 20 years with the advent of federal involvement 

into school policy, bringing with it a plethora of new and complex stressors (Militello et 

al., 2009). Multiple levels of oversight hold today’s principals accountable for high 

levels of student achievement, while at the same time also being responsible for the 

creation of a school-wide vision, effective professional development, teacher 

evaluation, instructional leadership, discipline, after school and weekend events, buses, 

books, and budgets (Richard, 2000). The accountability end of these added 

responsibilities is, however, more dubious today than ever before. Principals can be, and 

frequently are, suspended, fired, or publically blamed (and often publically ridiculed) 

for low test scores, declining enrollments, and/or other outcomes. These outcomes do 

not necessarily occur as a result of a principal’s action or inaction, but rather as a result 
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of today’s national educational agenda and macro level intrusions. Principals have little 

control over and little, if any, input into the development of these poorly thought out 

and under resourced educational policy mandates (e.g., teacher evaluation, charters, 

common core curriculum) (Cushing et al., 2003; West, 2010; West & Reitzug, 2008). 

However, they are forced to implement these policies and gain buy-in from their staff, 

knowing that without staff support implementation will be almost impossible and 

failure easily could result in the loss of their job. As the findings of this study indicate, 

even with putting forth the most valiant efforts to comply with and implement state and 

federal policies, some principals may not prevail, causing stress levels higher in the 

principalship than historically documented.  

Given the recent advent of grand reform swings in American educational policy 

today, this study to understand better the effect of these stressors on principals and on 

school climate and to gain the perspective of principals on how to cope with high 

accountability and low job security in an environment in which they have little or no 

controls seemed long overdue.  

The data collected from principals, observational data, and an analysis of school 

climate ratings from students and teachers as well as the findings of this study highlight 

why this was a critical study to undertake at this point in time. For example, all of the 

10 principals in the study perceived extreme increases in their levels of stress, and all 

but one principal attributed their increased stress to extremely unrealistic demands 

accompanied by levels of high accountability and dwindling resources for unfunded 

mandates from state and federal educational agencies. All participants in the study also 
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believed the stress they endured not only impacted them negatively, but also the 

teaching and learning in their schools.  

Physical and Mental Impact of Stress on Principals 

This study found principals perceived work related stress impacted their 

physical and mental health in various and multiple ways. This finding mirrored earlier 

research on stress and the principalship, which demonstrated work stress caused poor 

health including headaches, weight gain, muscle tension, stomach problems, sleep 

disturbances, mood changes, and fatigue (NIOSH, 2009a; Queen & Schumacher, 2006). 

Earlier research also found principal work stress caused irritability, tension, and an 

inability to concentrate (“What Is Stress,” n.d.) as well as emotional strain, 

psychological disorders, maladaptive behaviors, cognitive impairment (NIOSH, 2009b), 

heart disease, and infections (Dua, 1994). The impact of stress on the physical health of 

the principals as juxtaposed to earlier findings from research on the same topic are 

discussed next, followed by the impact of stress on the mental well-being of school 

principals.  

Physical impact of stress on principals. Of the 10 principal participants in the 

study, 9 reported work-related stress had an impact on their physical health. Only one 

principal perceived she had not been impacted physically by work-related stress. The 

physical conditions for these principals ranged from very mild (e.g., an occasional 

headache) to much more severe (e.g., heart attack).  

Earlier research on the impact of work-related stress on health across many 

professions supported these findings. Headaches and heart disease were very common 

conditions reported as negative effects of work-related stress (Dua, 1994). The findings 
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from the 2000 Integra Survey (AIS, 2009), for example, indicated occupational 

pressures were responsible for 13% of headaches in the workplace and, according to the 

APA (2009), 43% of women and 24% of men experience headaches as a symptom of 

stress.  

While, thankfully, only one participant in this study reported suffering a severe 

physical reaction to work-related stress, experimental work with animals revealed 

chronic psychosocial stress could lead to an increase in coronary artery disease 

(Rozanski et al., 1999) and “lingering stress” more than doubled the risk of heart attacks 

(Haiken & Herscher, 2004). The principal who reported during the interview that he 

believed suffering a heart attack likely did not correlate with the stress he endured as a 

principal also reported his own doctor had indicated the stress endured as a school 

principal was a contributing factor. Interestingly, a study conducted by Canadian 

researchers in 2007 found patients who suffered heart attacks for the first time and who 

returned to chronically stressful jobs were twice as likely to have a second heart attack 

compared to patients whose occupations were relatively stress free (Mahr, 2007). In 

addition, the Whitehall II study, published by the European Heart Journal, found strong 

evidence linking work-related stress to the biological mechanisms involved in the onset 

of coronary heart disease (CHD) (Thompson, 2008). These findings showed workers 

under the age of 50 who “said work was stressful, were nearly 70% more likely to 

develop heart disease than the stress-free” (Thompson, 2008, p. 8). The findings of 

these studies were similar to the physical symptoms reported by principals in this study 

as a result of high levels of work stress. 
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Several of the principals in this study shared a general sense of malaise or a 

chronic state of not feeling well, frequently citing physical conditions such as fatigue, 

hypertension, or gastrointestinal problems; some days were severe enough to keep them 

either from going into work or missing work for lab work or doctor appointments. 

Results of medical labs, as reported by the principals in this study, showed high 

cholesterol levels, high blood pressure, or warning signs of potentially severe medical 

conditions if corrections were not made to their overall diet and exercise routines. 

Earlier research findings showed obesity, hypertension, and high cholesterol were a 

direct link between stress exposure and poor health (Lister, 2006), fatigue (NIOSH, 

2009a; Queen & Schumacher, 2006), and gastrointestinal disturbances (Freudenberger, 

1974).  

All of the principals in this study reported having at least two to three different 

physical symptoms, but only one, fortunately, reported suffering a severe outcome. 

However, the findings showed the principalship to be a highly stressful job that 

negatively impacted their current state of health or encouraged habits considered poor 

preventative health habits, as was reported frequently. 

Principals reported high levels of work-related stress led to dietary changes, 

which frequently led to weight gain. The principals who cited poor eating habits and 

weight gain as a cause of stress indicated their jobs kept them extremely busy and 

therefore caused them to eat poorly. The findings of this study were similar to previous 

research conducted on work- related stress, which repeatedly showed one of the 

repercussions for principals who worked in tumultuous environments was poor eating 

habits and subsequent weight gain (Cushing et al., 2003; West, 2010; West & Reitzug, 
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2008). Additionally, a longitudinal study of 1,355 men and women in the United States 

was conducted to determine if multiple domains of psychological stress were associated 

with weight gain. The study found stress was linked to weight gain and contributed to 

changes in dietary behaviors that ultimately led to weight change (Block et al., 2009), 

which supported the findings of this study.  

According to the National Association of Elementary School Principals 

(NAESP), principals were working longer hours, had less time for competing demands, 

were less appreciated, and were being held accountable for the success of their schools 

(Protheroe, 2009). Principals in this study were no different; they believed a substantial 

amount of time and effort was required for the position in order to be effective, which 

added to their stress and resulted in poor dietary behaviors. The principals mentioned 

eating snacks, junk food, unhealthy meals, such as fast food, or food readily available, 

and they indicated their long hours at work prevented them from cooking or seeking 

nutritional meals, which resulted in poor diets and ultimate weight gain.  

The participants were aware of their poor eating habits, yet due to their foreseen, 

continually busy schedules, they felt somewhat helpless to change their eating 

regimens. Some of the principals were making attempts to exercise more merely to 

offset their poor diets and focused on their weight as opposed to focusing on improving 

their overall health. 

In summary, the demands of increased accountability and general demands on 

the school principals in the study negatively impacted their physical well-being. 

Alarmingly, the study also found these principals were reluctant to change their dietary 

behaviors to prevent more severe physical consequences of a poor diet and lack of 
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exercise. Instead, despite the potential threat to their physical health, the principals in 

this study had no concrete plans, or felt helpless, to address their poor diet or other 

negative and health-related habits in the near future. Instead, they consistently 

prioritized keeping the long hours demanded by their job requirements and appeared 

confident they would “make it through” despite the fact research repeatedly has shown 

a direct correlation between heart disease and high stress jobs, poor diets, and a lack of 

exercise (Cushing et al., 2003; West, 2010; West & Reitzug, 2008). In other words, it 

appeared the stress created by the increased (and increasing) accountability to meet their 

job requirements as measured by student achievement outcomes had a strong enough 

hold on the mental health of the principals for them to forsake their own health, at least 

in most cases, in order to meet their job requirements.  

Mental impact of stress on principals. The principals reported not only 

physical problems caused by work stress, but emotional problems as well, particularly 

decreased patience levels and mood changes. Earlier research supported this finding in 

that stress factors such as work overloads, hectic routines, infrequent breaks, long work 

hours, increased pressure, staff shortages, personnel problems, time pressure, and 

deadlines led to stress (Helms, 2003). When a worker perceived an imbalance between 

these demands and environmental or personal resources, a number of possible reactions 

occurred. The reactions included “physiological responses (e.g., increase in heart rate, 

blood pressure, hyperventilation), emotional responses (e.g., feeling nervous or 

irritated), cognitive responses (e.g., reduced attention and perception, forgetfulness), 

and behavioral reactions (e.g., aggressiveness, impulsive behavior, making mistakes)” 
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(European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions, 2007, p. 

2).  

Similar to the findings of earlier studies, this study found work-related stress had 

an effect on the mental well-being of the principals. All of the principal participants 

reported some change in behavior in their overall mood or level of patience as a result 

of high levels of work stress. Due to their decreased patience levels or mood changes, 

principal participants admitted to becoming more reactive, less communicative, more 

emotional, less approachable, and more mentally drained. In accordance with those 

findings, Halbesleben and Buckley (2004) found: 

Employees who are emotionally exhausted typically feel as though they lack 

adaptive resources and cannot give any more to their job. The energy that they 

once had to devote to their work is now depleted, leaving them without the 

resources to perform their work. (p. 859) 

Although their reactions to the stressors varied in degree, all of the principal 

participants cited how taxing the job was and shared how they experienced a loss of 

patience, emotional fatigue, or lethargy, or had a more fragile emotional state due to the 

high levels of stress from the position. In addition, the high stress levels the principals 

in this study reported as causing them such physical and mental strain not only 

negatively impacted them at work, but also intensified their inability to sleep at night. 

Principal participants complained of having difficulty sleeping, which had an adverse 

effect on their overall well-being.  

Sleep disturbances. Both physical and mental issues were found to affect the 

principals in this study with regard to sleep. Over half of the principal participants 
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reported having difficulty sleeping at night because of constant worrying or thinking 

about the job. This finding was supported by earlier research indicating stress was 

associated with “shortened sleep, fragmentation, and possibly a reduction in sleep 

stages 3 and 4” (Akerstedt, 2006, p. 493). The principals recognized the importance of 

getting the proper amount of sleep, but confirmed it often was difficult to do as a result 

of the continued pressures felt from the job. In an earlier study on work stress conducted 

by Queen and Schumacher (2006), similar findings were reported; as many as 75% of 

principals reported experiencing stress-related symptoms including trouble sleeping. 

Additionally, a study conducted by Dua (1994) found one of the negative effects of 

work-related stress was insomnia, which directly supported the findings of this study.  

While some principals kept pads of paper and writing utensils beside their beds 

to jot down notes in the middle of the night to alleviate their worries, a coping 

mechanism discussed later, the study found improved sleep rarely was reached. This 

study found the majority of principals were living and working under high stress 

conditions and were experiencing physical warning symptoms such as high cholesterol 

or blood pressure, conditions aggravated by other reported problems such as poor eating 

habits, weight gain, and lack of sleep. While several also shared some of the coping 

mechanisms they utilized to alleviate the stress, most of these mechanisms were not 

effective nor strong enough to counteract the severe physical and mental impact stress 

had on the principals; this is discussed later in this chapter. Such severe work stress not 

only affected the principals, but had a negative impact on overall school climate as well 

as on students, teachers, staff, and parents.  
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Principal Stress and School Climate 

Findings of this study supported earlier research findings from a study 

examining teacher responses to principals who experienced high levels of work-related 

stress. Pahnos (1990) found similarities between the increased levels of principal stress 

and increased levels of teacher stress. According to Pahnos (1990), how a principal 

perceived his or her stress and how he or she reacted to and/or managed the stress 

affected teacher stress. So, if the principals reacted to or managed their stress poorly, 

then it would have a negative impact on the overall school climate. Similar to Pahnos 

(1990), the principals in this study had an astute awareness of their behaviors and how 

important it was to effectively address the stress they were experiencing on a daily 

basis. They also were aware of the impact their responses to stress would have and so 

they consciously attempted to manage their stress in order to preserve school climate. 

The principal participants strived to maintain a positive demeanor when dealing with 

staff, students, and parents.  

Annual Customer Surveys (ACS) were collected and analyzed over a three-year 

period to explore for any patterns that might exist between principal stress and its affect, 

if any, on school climate. The purpose of the ACS was to assess the overall school 

climate of every school within the district annually, and included input from students, 

teachers, and parents (School District, 2011). More than half of the students and 

teachers surveyed from the academically high performing (HP) schools rated school 

climate as an A, whereas over half of the students from the academically low 

performing (LP) schools also rated school climate as an A. However, unlike the ratings 

from teachers in the HP schools, only 29% of the teachers at LP schools rated their 
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school climate as an A. These trends indicated staff in LP schools had a much poorer 

perception of school climate. Earlier research found principals who worked in schools 

identified as exemplary were viewed as being highly competent while those who 

worked in low performing schools often were seen as ineffective and blamed for the 

low ratings of their schools (Nelson et al., 2007).  

While NCLB was designed to indicate the degree to which schools were 

meeting state standards (Nelson et al., 2007), one of the unintended outcomes of the 

NCLB reform was a characterization of “the people associated with the school” (p. 

706). The negativity associated with a poor letter grade in school academic performance 

was evidenced by lower ACS data and corroborated by interview and observational 

data. The findings of this study confirmed other studies that had indicated principals 

increasingly were becoming the ones blamed for poor school performance.  

The findings of this study aligned with earlier studies that found when teachers 

and principals suffered from the negative effects of stress, both parties were inclined to 

be less efficient and involved in their work (Randall, 1980). Therefore, negative stress 

not only affected the individuals involved, but Randall’s findings clearly suggested the 

negativity can and does get passed on to the students and to the school as a whole 

(Randall, 1980). As cited in the literature review, the school climate and student 

achievement connectedness has been well established in the research (Freiberg et al., 

1999; Hoy & Hannum, 1997; Kober, 2001; Loukas & Robinson, 2004; Norton, 2008; 

Shindler et al., 2004) and according to the American Institutes for Research, there is “an 

association between the level of school climate and the level of connectedness and 

academic achievement” (Osher et al., 2009, p. 2). For example, Shindler et al. (2009) 
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found in their quantitative study there was “a strong relationship between the quality of 

school climate and academic achievement levels” (p. 5). The findings also suggested 

that schools that had better climates were “more effective at promoting the achievement 

with their students relative to schools with similar students and less functional climates” 

(p. 5).  

An empirical link between school leadership and improved student achievement 

was also found by researchers at the University of Minnesota and University of Toronto 

(Seashore Louis, Leithwood, Wahlstrom, & Anderson, 2010). The research showed that 

most school variables when considered separately had small effects on learning. 

However, when individual variables were combined to reach critical mass, greater 

effects to student learning occurred and creating those conditions for that to occur  was 

determined to be the job of the principal.  

The principals in this study demonstrated an awareness of the negative impact 

their stress or stressed out staff potentially could have on overall climate; this awareness 

was demonstrated consistently during the interviews. Principals discussed their 

awareness of this issue frequently and highlighted the ways they acted to protect a 

healthy school climate by protecting the staff and community from additional pressures 

and budget cuts and by managing the community perceptions of the school.  

Protection of students, staff, and the community. Earlier research showed the 

actions of principals were what decided the educational climate of schools (Davis & 

Wilson, 2000; Pahnos, 1990; Stover, 2005). The findings of this study supported this 

prior research in that principal participants acted in ways that demonstrated an undying 

need to protect their students, faculty, and stakeholders from any negative influences 
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that could infiltrate the school and adversely impact the climate; in doing so, they felt a 

sense of responsibility in sharing only information necessary to preserve the well-being 

of their environments. This was evident for all principals in the study and was not 

limited to either academically HP or LP schools. For example, because so much of the 

information they received from their supervisors was less than positive, the principals 

chose to share only the information they felt was relevant, useful, and purposeful. These 

actions created a more harmonious climate for the school and directly aligned with the 

findings from the research conducted by Davis and Wilson (2000), Pahnos (1990), and 

Stover (2005). This was a general theme among all principal participants and since there 

was a lot of negative information disseminated to them by their supervisors, they 

realized they could not return to their schools and present this information in the same 

manner in which it was presented to them for fear it would impact school climate 

negatively.  

Additionally, earlier research indicated schools under a great deal of stress 

traditionally had principals who were more likely to “shield school activities from 

outside influences” (Griffith, 2004, p. 261) by emphasizing more control and regulation 

of school internal processes. The findings of this study supported the research and 

showed evidence of principals at the HP schools as being slightly more receptive to 

allowing outsiders to observe their daily routines than the principals at LP schools. To 

be clear, all of the principals allowed the researcher full access to their campuses and 

were incredibly gracious in doing so. However, some of the observations conducted 

seemed to be slightly more controlled and, at times, clearly were being monitored by 

staff or other school personnel. Those circumstances were not interpreted as a poor 
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reflection on the school nor were they perceived as being negative in any way. It was 

seen simply as the way these schools needed to operate and function in order to promote 

a positive climate and ensure continuity and stability within their buildings. It seemed 

the struggling schools, perhaps because they frequently were scrutinized intensely by 

various district and state personnel, were more likely to have overt processes in place to 

better control their overall environments. This reaction to the observation conducted at 

the schools in this study would concur with the research conducted by Griffith (2004).  

With all the negativity and pressure coming down on the principals from various 

entities including district and state personnel, the need for principals to protect their 

staff and school climates became paramount when attempting to lead their schools 

effectively. As a result, however, these added pressures the principals felt inadvertently 

were placed upon the staff, which intensified their stress tremendously and impacted 

school climate negatively. 

Added pressures placed upon personnel. The findings of this study regarding 

increased stress on the principal and the impact on school personnel and school climate 

were similar to earlier studies on work stress. Principals in this study genuinely were 

concerned about the well-being of their staff and teachers, particularly in regard to their 

stress levels. They were very cognizant of the fact their teachers and staff had many 

more responsibilities placed on them than previously, which likely was creating higher 

stress levels. This finding supported earlier research that showed when teachers and 

principals suffered from the negative effects of stress, both parties were inclined to be 

less efficient and less involved in their work (Randall, 1980). So, in order to maintain a 

positive school climate and balance the demands of the added requirements, the 
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principals focused on fostering more collegiality and cooperation among their school 

personnel, which included various team building activities; social events; and school-

wide, student-based programs. This action by the principals in this study suggested it 

was a healthy response to the additional requirements, at least according to one study. 

Calabrese (1987) found effective principals tended “to be aware of the negative 

components of stress” (p. 66) and made every attempt to reduce such stress factors. 

Building strong professional networks within the school was therefore a crucial factor 

for all the principals in this study because it showed they were aware of the negative 

components of stress and recognized the importance of creating a climate of collegiality 

in order to reduce any negative stress factors and to address the many needs of their 

environments effectively. Principals in this study, however, reported one inescapable 

stress factor that severely impacted overall school climate; this particular factor was 

budget cuts. Although principals worked tirelessly to maintain a positive school climate, 

their inability to control the mandatory reduction in force not only created tremendous 

stress for them but for the teachers, staff, students, parents, and community members as 

well.  

Budget cuts. Budget cuts were an enormous stressor for the principals in this 

study. Due to severe budget cuts over the past few years, many of the principals had to 

lay off employees, which according to the principals during interviews had a negative 

effect on school climate, including the overall morale of personnel at the school. 

According to a study Holdaway (1999) conducted on job satisfaction and principals, 

insufficient compensation, pay freezes, and staff and teacher cuts added more stress to 

the already pre-existing stress from heavy workloads and long hours for principals.  



 

 197 

A study conducted by Cohen et al. (2009) found that the quality and character of 

school life was based upon “patterns of people’s experiences of school life” (p. 182). 

The findings in this study showed similar results in that individuals’ experiences of 

school life were less than positive as a result of the massive layoffs due to budget cuts. 

The principal participants were very vocal in how stressful it was to lay off teachers and 

then be forced to deal with the repercussions from those decisions. Additionally, Cohen 

et al. (2009) showed school climate involved interpersonal relationships, which were 

severely impacted according to the findings of this study and which supported previous 

research that found when principals and staff suffered from the negative effects of 

stress, that stress was passed on to the students and to the school as a whole (Randall, 

1980). As indicated in this study, such stressors also infiltrated out into the community 

and negatively affected overall school climate as a result.  

Community influences, concerns, and perceptions. Work-related stress 

affected the principals in this study and from their perspective school climate also was 

impacted. In addition, principals believed increased stress affected the community in 

various ways. Principals provided examples such as the economy, the 

unprofessionalism of staff members toward parents, and student behavioral issues, 

alongside lack of parental support and school facility concerns. 

Earlier studies on principals in the United States reported findings similar to 

these findings as well as to those in an Australian study (Bond, 2002), which found 

principals were being forced, now more than ever, to become behavioral managers, 

counselors, and public relations officers in often contentious environments (Fraser & 

Brock, 2006). The school and community issues affecting the principal participants 
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were very stressful for them, yet they still felt compelled to address the issues 

effectively in order to maintain a positive school climate. However, and supported by 

previous research conducted by Rayfield and Diamantes (2003), the principals in this 

study were dissatisfied with the need to become experts across a multitude of 

disciplines and reported having little time to focus on student learning because of added 

responsibilities. For example, in addition to addressing the community issues, school 

principals were responsible for creating a school-wide vision, planning for effective 

professional development, guiding teachers, being an instructional leader, handling 

discipline, attending events, coordinating buses, and dealing with many other minute 

details that come with supervising a school (Richard, 2000).  

For many of the principal participants, the added pressures and responsibilities 

placed upon them and which caused them great stress included economic issues, student 

behavioral concerns, lack of parental support, and school facility concerns. These were 

similar to the findings from a study conducted by Roberson and Matthews (1988) in 

which principals felt extremely “overworked, constantly under fire, and unappreciated” 

(p. 79). 

Principals who experience high levels of stress create a negative work 

environment, which, in turn, reduces “the overall productivity and creativity of the 

entire school” (Pahnos, 1990, p. 126). All of the principals in this study perceived their 

own work-related stress had a direct impact on school climate. Yet, at the same time, 

the principals recognized and understood the absolute need to preserve an amiable 

school climate. The study showed not only did principals believe their own stress 

impacted school climate, but also the ACS data analyzed over the three-year period 
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showed significant positive and negative changes. While not causal, it was interesting 

the explanations of the shifts in school climate discussed during interviews were 

evidenced in the ACS data. What was clear in the data were the trends showing that as 

accountability from state and federal level educational legislation increased, principals 

expressed feeling more stress and they believed this impacted their performance and 

subsequently the overall school climate, despite their concerted efforts to maintain a 

positive and healthy school climate. 

The lack of resources and dwindling school budgets frequently were reported as 

having an adverse effect not only on the principals, but also on the students, faculty, and 

surrounding community. While not to the same extent, school climate also was 

impacted by complaints from community members and by strained relations with 

business partners in schools. Even though the data was disaggregated by school 

academic performance, it was interesting to find principals from both HP and LP 

schools reported these similar conditions as contributing to their increased levels of 

work-related stress and as negatively impacting overall school climate. Another trend in 

interview data that could be compared with the ACS data was federal accountability 

demands that negatively impacted the principal participants, which they believed also 

was influencing school climate negatively. 

Work-Related Stress and Accountability 

Most of the principals in this study concurred their stress levels had intensified 

because of the added pressures placed upon them due to increased accountability 

coming primarily from federal and state mandates that stemmed from NCLB 

requirements, AYP criteria (in Florida), and school academic grades. These findings 
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were similar to a study conducted by Foy (2008) that found increasing pressures were 

being placed on school principals because they were expected to be instructional leaders 

as well as be responsible for student achievement; this meant they were held 

accountable if their schools failed to achieve proficient scores on the state assessments. 

Many of the principals in this study who worked as administrators before and during the 

implementation of AYP and NCLB shared the progression of increasing levels of work 

stress due to increasing expectations and demands required of the position.  

At the time of this study, the NCLB Act mandated 100% of all children are to be 

proficient in mathematics and language arts by 2014 (Hoff, 2006). Since Congress 

failed to reach agreement on NCLB, states were offered the opportunity to apply for 

waivers, which, if approved, would require them to agree to accept the Common Core 

Standards, a national curriculum in mathematics and English language arts, and to 

evaluate teachers and principals based in large part on the test scores of their students 

(Ravitch, 2012). The principals at the HP schools admitted that in the past they had not 

worried to the same extent as they did now about making AYP or achieving a high 

academic letter grade. However, NCLB and fluid target proficiency levels, often 

increasing year to year, caused them great stress. As well, the realization of the 

impracticality of the majority of their students achieving seemingly “unattainable” goals 

was causing additional worries. The principals now were faced with the possibility of 

dropping an academic letter grade, not making AYP, or both. The fear of school leaders 

not making AYP or dropping an academic letter grade is substantiated in earlier 

research showing principals abruptly removed from their positions as a result of poor 

student test scores (McGhee & Nelson, 2005). Ironically, the principals at the LP 
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schools seemed more at ease with the annual increases in proficiency levels because the 

majority of their students had difficulty achieving high standards from the onset of 

NCLB and these principals had been feeling the pressure from increased accountability 

from early on in the process. Either way, principals at both HP and LP schools reported 

accountability had changed their stress in some way and for more than half of the 

principals in this study it had increased their stress levels substantially.  

A study by Moore (2007) found high-stakes testing and threats of sanctions 

seriously were affecting principals at schools and work-related stress had increased on 

school campuses nationwide. According to the study, all of the participants spoke of the 

stress as part of the new era of accountability (Moore, 2007). Additionally, research 

found stress and pressure were the most prevalent concerns by administrators and 

teachers regarding high-stakes testing (Kiser, 2007).  

Long term principals, or the principals in this study who were in the position for 

more than 10 years, reported feeling much more scrutiny, which had not been the case 

prior to NCLB. One principal even stated it felt as if they were under a “magnifying 

glass.” The principals believed their supervisors were monitoring their every move to 

ensure they were doing what needed to be done to show academic growth according to 

the accountability criteria. The intense supervision, coupled with the constant pressure 

to maintain high standards at any cost, clearly was impacting the stress levels of 

principals. This finding concurs with what West (2010) stated when she found 

principals regularly cited NCLB “as a source of stress and frustration” (p. 125). 

Other research cited on stress and the principalship that aligned with these 

findings regarding changes in stress for principals as a result of higher levels of 
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accountability included a study conducted by the National Association of Elementary 

School Principals (NAESP) (2000), which found principals worked longer hours, had 

less time for competing demands, were less appreciated, and were held more 

accountable for the success of their school. More recently, Militello et al. (2009) found 

accountability requirements “promulgated by NCLB, including mandates for student 

achievement, sanctions for ‘failing schools,’ and public reporting of test results have 

placed new stressors” on the principalship (p. 6).  

Specifically with regard to stress and heightened accountability, principals 

perceived several state and federal policies and procedures to be at the root of their 

increased stress. In particular, state tests (FCAT in Florida), compliance issues with the 

state and district mandates, and loss of control over their role as administrator were all 

shared by principals in this study as issues elevating their stress levels.  

FCAT pressures. Principal participants reported feeling the pressure of having 

to maintain or improve their FCAT scores caused a good deal of stress. The Florida 

Accountability A+ Plan, which was passed in 1999 by the Florida Legislature, requires 

all schools to receive a report card on how well they perform (Hershberg, 2004) and the 

academic letter grade individual schools receive is a result of student performance on 

the FCAT. 

Under the NCLB Act, “every school is subject to the controversial mandates for 

annual test score gains contained in the federal law” (Sunderman et al., 2006, p. 16), 

and under the high-stakes accountability system, rewards or punishments are imposed 

as a means of accountability measures. NCLB has “very clearly defined sanctions for 

schools that fail to meet expectations” (Miller, 2008, p. 42) and, as found in this study, 
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many school principals felt the adverse effects of these repercussions or knew others 

who had. 

The overall feeling the test and the scores received was a primary focus for the 

schools and was found to be stressful for many of the principal participants in this 

study. In support of these findings, earlier research found principals were looked upon 

as the people responsible for student achievement, which meant public school principals 

were held accountable if their schools failed to achieve proficient scores on the state 

assessments and which often resulted in principals receiving poor performance 

evaluations (Foy, 2008).  

The NCLB act is based upon “the assumption that external accountability and 

the imposition of sanctions will force schools to improve and motivate teachers to 

change their instructional practices, resulting in better school performance” (Sunderman 

et al., 2008, p. 16). A major issue, however, and a common source of stress for school 

administrators were that the “test and punish” approach did not work. According to 

Kohn (2000), “although these strategies can succeed at eliciting temporary compliance, 

they usually do so at a significant cost” (p. 319), with one such cost possibly being the 

health and well-being of our school principals.  

Compliance with district mandates and directives. The study found some of 

the principals experienced high levels of stress in trying to comply with the many 

mandates imposed upon them from the state and district. Additionally, it was not only 

the number of mandates but also the way in which they were imposed upon the 

principals that created stress. This finding aligned with research that examined the 

impact of NCLB on a school’s environment and found it was affecting principals and 
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schools negatively by restricting classroom instruction, creating paperwork overload for 

principals, and failing to fund the mandates (West, 2010).  

The principal participants indicated the district often would impose mandates or 

give directives telling them how to run their schools, which contributed to additional 

stress. One principal even indicated that what they were telling him to do was not best 

for children. Yet despite his own convictions, he felt he had an obligation to comply 

with the mandates as per his supervisors’ request, which caused him added stress. 

Earlier research in a study conducted by Protheroe (2009) found 54.7% of the total 

number of principals were concerned with the forced implementation of state mandates 

and over half of those same principals also were concerned with increased requirements 

to implement federal mandates (Protheroe, 2009). 

Additionally, many of the principals in this study felt the constant imposition of 

mandates resulted in the district creating more work for them rather than supporting 

them or trying to alleviate some of the extra work the new policies and mandates carried 

with them. This too was another source of stress the principals often reported. West and 

Reitzug (2008) found, more often than not, principals felt a lack of control in the 

position and were disempowered by the mandates implemented by local, state, and 

federal policymakers. They also believed their schools were affected negatively by the 

mandates because of the paperwork overload and lack of funding to implement the 

mandates properly.  

Loss of autonomy and control. Principals in this study indicated their stress 

had changed as a result of higher levels of accountability in that so much of the job and 

what they were expected to do simply was out of their control. In support of these 
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findings, a study conducted by West (2010) found principals regularly cited NCLB “as 

a source of stress and frustration” (p. 125) and reported feeling powerless in their 

positions as principals. According to Ackerman and Maslin-Ostrowski (2002), the 

scores required for a school to stay off state and district lists for low performance 

continued to change and got higher every year yet the principal had no voice in state 

policy. Additionally, principals increasingly were becoming the ones blamed for poor 

school academic performance and were beginning to feel “alone and isolated when they 

[found] themselves held responsible for failing schools – without the power or input to 

enhance student performance” (West & Reitzug, 2008, p. 2).  

Similar to this finding, a study of Tennessee school principals found the 

constraints district personnel placed upon them were “perceived as having negative 

effects on their successes” (Welmers, 2005, p. 69), which subsequently created 

inordinate stress on the principals. In the survey, principals reported stress was caused 

by “the relentless pressure placed on them to comply with new rules and regulations 

without the authority necessary to meet them” (p. 69). 

In summary, this study aligned with earlier research on stress and increased 

accountability. Principals reported increased accountability from state and federal 

mandates that often came with a plethora of requirements dramatically intensified their 

stress levels. The next section explores the study’s findings on how stress, 

accountability, and climate intersected regarding the impact stress had on the 

principalship in an era of increased accountability and how that impact appeared to 

affect school climate.  
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Stress, Accountability, and School Climate 

Principals in this study indicated not only did they experience stress but they 

believed the staff, students, and parents felt increased stress as well. Some of the 

findings in this study that aligned with earlier research regarding principal stress and 

school climate included a feeling the overall climate had changed because of 

accountability, the need to address teacher resistance and anxiety in response to higher 

levels of accountability, and a fear of how the school as a result of poor academic 

performance (Lashway, 2002). 

Principals in this study stated that since the inception of accountability, the 

schools had become a “totally different learning environment” and a “completely 

different climate.” In this study, academic achievement and proficiency on state tests 

were the prime educational objectives whereas before principals perceived the primary 

objective as student learning. Most principals in this study expressed this paradox was 

having an adverse effect on their attitudes and their stress levels as well as on school 

climate. Thus, the findings of this study suggested climate, at least in some of the 

schools, was subject to unanticipated consequences of educational policy and legislation 

that, according to earlier research, “created a culture of fear, driven by unanticipated 

consequences of the system” (McGhee & Nelson, 2005, p. 368).  

Principals also shared how they often met resistance from their staff because of 

the frequency of change necessary to meet the new standards and requirements. Staff 

often displayed anxiety and uncertainty when it came to implementing the frequent 

changes principals were required to employ school-wide. Research conducted by Hall 

(2009) found as pressure increased for school principals to spend more time and 
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resources on high-stakes testing results, it increasingly became more difficult for them 

“to balance these pressures with the needs of students, teachers and parents” (p. 100). 

The findings of Hall’s study, similar to the results of this study, indicated when the 

principal consciously worked to balance the pressures of high-stakes testing, more 

attention actually was focused on the test itself. According to Hall (2009), “the 

pressures to score well on the test and fears of potential sanctions resulting in low 

scores (have) a corroding effect; even in a school that works to minimize those 

pressures” (p. 100). As a result, school principals were placing additional pressure on 

the instructional staff to increase student achievement, which then inadvertently placed 

more pressure on students and parents (Dolde, 2008); often this process backfired by 

lowering school climate unintentionally.  

NCLB created a high-stakes accountability climate where school principals are 

required to comply with state and federal mandates to increase levels of student 

achievement; this has tremendously elevated their stress levels. Additionally, 

policymakers did not make the inception of increased accountability an easy process for 

school principals and, as a result, they ended up working longer hours, had more stress, 

and were getting fewer thanks (Pierce, 2000). At its onset, the logic of accountability 

seemed to appeal to the general public; but in reality, it did not align with the “deep-

rooted elements” of a school culture (Lashway, 2002) and therefore created a climate of 

greater discomfort and stress.  

In summary, the principals in this study, similar to earlier research, reported 

work-related stress directly affected school climate. The principals were keenly aware 

that if they reacted to or managed their stress poorly, it could have a negative impact on 
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the overall school climate. Therefore, the principals strived to maintain a positive 

demeanor when interacting with staff, students, parents, and community members.  

The ACS data revealed over half of the teachers surveyed from the HP schools 

rated school climate as an A as opposed to only 29% of the teachers from the LP 

schools; this indicated a trend of staff at the LP schools having a much poorer 

perception of school climate. However, the ACS data results for students indicated an 

overall higher percentage with more than half of the students surveyed from both HP 

and LP schools rating school climate as an A.  

Additionally, the findings of this study supported earlier research that principals 

acted in ways that demonstrated a constant perseverance to protect their students, staff, 

and parents from any negative influences that could affect school climate adversely. 

According to Griffith (2004), schools under a great deal of stress traditionally have low 

achievement test scores and show more learning difficulties and have principals who are 

more likely to “shield school activities from outside influences” (p. 261) by 

emphasizing more control and regulation of school internal processes. Such examples 

included disseminating only information that was necessary and shielding them from 

outside forces or influences by controlling access to their schools. The principals in this 

study also recognized the added pressures placed upon their personnel because of the 

increased accountability requirements and extreme budget constraints and, therefore, 

they incorporated several strategies to counteract the negative effects of such added 

stress; this behavior directly aligned with the findings from earlier research whereby 

principals made every attempt to reduce negative stress factors (Calabrese, 1987). 
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Similar to earlier research, the principals in this study concurred their stress had 

intensified due to the added pressures placed upon them from increased accountability 

stemming from NCLB. As a result, high-stakes testing and threats of sanctions seriously 

were affecting principals on school campuses nationwide (Moore, 2007). School grades 

and district pressure as well as the consequences often imposed in response to poor 

performance on the FCAT were found to be major factors in increased levels of work-

related stress for the principals in this study.  

So, how should principals handle all this stress? The answer is they must cope. 

All the principals in this study utilized coping mechanisms to manage the negative 

effects of work-related stress. There were no differences found in coping mechanisms 

utilized by principals at academically high versus low performing schools and although 

some principals used less healthy mechanisms to manage their stress, all principal 

participants employed at least one healthy way to effectively address the stress they 

were experiencing.  

Coping Mechanisms 

Lazarus and Folkman (1984) defined coping as “constantly changing cognitive 

and behavioral efforts to manage specific external and/or internal demands that are 

appraised as taxing or exceeding the resources of the person” (p. 141). Coping is 

process-oriented and as the status of the person-environment relationship changes, the 

individual, at certain times, must rely more heavily on one form of coping, such as 

using defensive strategies or problem-solving strategies. “Any shift in the person-

environment relationship, regardless of its source, will lead to a reevaluation of what is 
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happening” (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984, p. 143). In other words, coping is not a one-

size-fits-all process, but highly individualistic and personalized. 

Principals in this study echoed this through the various coping mechanisms, both 

physical and mental, they reported using to manage their stress levels effectively and 

ineffectively. Among the various coping mechanisms proffered, four appeared to be the 

most effective and were common across all the principals. These mechanisms included 

(a) a strong support network, (b) physical exercise, (c) mental relaxation activities, and 

(d) perspective through self-reflection. As noted earlier, there was little difference 

between the coping mechanisms used by principals at HP schools and those working at 

LP schools; all the principals used somewhat similar coping mechanisms to manage 

their work stress. This is not altogether different from what Gmelch et al. (1982) found 

in their study over three decades ago. To identify the repertoire of administrative coping 

techniques school administrators used to handle work-related stress, they explored the 

ways these administrators responded psychologically to stress. In that study, the 

researchers found over half of the principals reported 70% of their total life stress was 

attributed to work. The researchers found stress arising from work had a significant 

impact on the health of the administrators. In addition, responses from over 1,000 

administrators surveyed clearly indicated individuals used several different strategies to 

cope with stress, with these strategies being very similar to those reported by the 

principals in this study. Three general categories were identified in which people 

typically found their release from stress: (a) physical activity, (b) mental control, and (c) 

management skill. These findings are similar to the coping mechanisms used by 

principals in this study: (a) strong support network, (b) physical exercise, (b) mental 
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relaxation activities, and (d) perspective through self-reflection. The following sections 

discuss each of these coping mechanisms that the principals reported as helping to 

reduce their stress levels. 

Strong support networks. Overwhelmingly, all principal participants had a 

strong support network in place to help manage the negative effects of work-related 

stress. Those support networks consisted of colleagues, family members, friends, 

supervisors, or certain staff members. The principals would talk to and confide in these 

individuals as a way to help cope with their stress. 

Comparisons made between the interview data and the literature revealed a 

consistency in the findings among the data sources. The literature showed social support 

was a key coping mechanism for principals when managing work-related stress. A 

study conducted by Ferguson (2005) found that, along with planned problem solving 

and self-control, social support was a primary coping mechanism used by 62 elementary 

school principals in the study. Weber-Sorice (2002) found there was a significant 

relationship between the stress levels of principals and their preventative coping 

resources, and identified the support of family, friends and staff as one coping method 

that helped reduce work-related stress. Carlin (2010), who conducted a qualitative study 

of the perceived stress levels of school principals in the NCLB era, found all of the 

school principal respondents mentioned at least one family reference as a source of 

support when discussing their ability to cope with high levels of work-related stress. 

Halling (2003) found in his quantitative study that confiding in someone was one of the 

coping strategies school principals used most frequently to manage their stress levels. 
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Contrarily, epidemiological studies have indicated stress and lack of social support were 

linked to cancer onset and progression (Antoni et al., 2006).  

Physical exercise. Physical exercise appeared to reduce the work-related stress 

of the principal participants effectively. Physical exercise the principals in this study 

used included walking, running, bike riding, working out at the gym, swimming, lifting 

weights, dancing, gardening, and aerobic exercising. A study conducted by Fields 

(2005), for example, found 33% of principals used exercise to deal with stress and 

Weber-Sorice (2002) found there was a significant relationship between the stress levels 

of principals and their preventative coping resources. Principals in the latter study were 

given the opportunity to provide comments on how they could prevent stress and the 

respondents indicated exercise as one of their methods for reducing work-related stress.  

In another study, Allison (1997) used the Administrative Stress Index (ASI) to 

explore the most common coping techniques school principals utilized to alleviate the 

effects of stress. The study consisted of 1,455 public school principals in British 

Columbia, Canada and found the principals with low stress scores chose coping 

strategies related to their own health and well-being (e.g., physical exercise, play 

activities) while the principals with high stress scores generally selected coping 

strategies related to their job (e.g., working harder, talking to district personnel, 

withdrawing from situations). The findings of this study confirmed the findings of the 

Allison (1997) study in that principals who had a broad array of coping skills tended to 

be in better health and experienced lower stress levels as compared to the principals 

who had a limited repertoire of coping skills.  
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Mental relaxation. The principal participants used various types of mental 

coping mechanisms to manage their work stress effectively. The study’s findings 

supported previous research conducted on principal stress and included similar mental 

techniques for coping such as sleeping, meditating, practicing yoga, maintaining a sense 

of humor, having a spiritual connection, reading, listening to music, praying, 

vacationing, and getting away from work. A study conducted by Gmelch et al. (1982), 

for example, found 40% of the participants used some type of mental defense against 

work stress, including taking time off for quiet meditation and maintaining a sense of 

humor. Fields (2005) found 53% of first-year principals used laughter or humor to deal 

with stress, while 50% said they used venting to cope and 40% said they used prayer. 

The findings from another study conducted by Foy (2008) showed the principals 

reported having a sense of humor helped them deal with high levels of work stress. 

Allison’s study (1997) on principal stress also produced results similar to this 

study and found the most common mental coping strategies principal participants used 

were maintaining a sense of humor, approaching problems optimistically and 

objectively, and maintaining regular sleep habits. Sleeping was a coping mechanism the 

principals in this study acknowledged as an effective way to manage their work stress. 

Although many of the principals said they did not get enough sleep on a regular basis, 

they did admit that when they got the rest they needed at night, they felt much better, 

which enabled them to cope with the stressors of the day.  

In addition, Weber-Sorice (2002) found balance and acceptance as well as the 

importance of humor and having a strong belief system were effective mental coping 

resources principals used to manage work stress. In accordance with these, principals in 
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this study reported having a spiritual connection or a strong belief system helped to 

manage their work stress effectively. For example, the principal participants disclosed 

going to church, praying, believing in a higher power, or reading the Bible were ways in 

which they best managed their stress.  

Halling (2003) found the coping strategies 221 principal participants used most 

frequently to assist in managing their work stress levels included maintaining a sense of 

humor, watching television, praying, taking a trip, attending church or synagogue, 

sleeping, and taking a break from work; these strategies supported the findings of this 

study. Lastly, a study conducted by Hiebert and Mendaglio (1988) found most 

principals practiced very few skills that had demonstrated success in controlling stress. 

Only 9% of respondents in their study used some form of meditation frequently enough 

to have a therapeutic effect. However, of that 9%, the activity used frequently enough to 

have a therapeutic effect was focusing on the positive, which for those principals also 

included watching television, reading, and listening to music to reduce stress; these 

activities were similar to the findings of this study.  

Reflection. All of the principals in this study used self-reflection and the ability 

to put things into perspective as a means of managing their work-related stress 

effectively. Reflecting upon stressful situations and being able to put those situational 

circumstances into perspective enabled the principal participants to better cope with the 

many stressors they encountered. It appeared the principals generally understood the 

source(s) of their stress and through their understanding were able to better cope with 

the stress by reflecting upon the depth and severity of the issue at hand and relating it to 
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other more pertinent issues, such as the safety or health and well-being of their students, 

staff, or others.  

Being consciously aware of work stressors and putting those situations into 

perspective in comparison to other real world issues appeared to help reduce and 

manage the stress levels of the principal participants as well as using self-talk and 

mental processing techniques as a means of coping with work-related stress. The 

findings were consistent with the literature in this study. For example, Hiebert and 

Mendaglio (1988) found 64% of the respondents reported focusing on the positive as a 

stress control procedure, which was used frequently enough to have a therapeutic effect. 

Additionally, Weber-Sorice (2002) found balance and acceptance as well as the 

principals’ “perceived control of one’s belief in their ability to handle things within 

their roles” (p. 153) were effective preventive coping resources principals utilized to 

manage work-related stress effectively.  

As indicated in earlier research (Hiebert & Mendaglio, 1988) as well as with this 

study, no one particular coping mechanism was found to be the most effective in 

managing work stress. In fact, individuals who coped best with work-related stress 

tended to use a variety of techniques to manage their stress.  

The congruence of results across the data collection methods in this study, 

combined with the literature, brought about a commonality in the findings regarding the 

coping methods school principals employed to manage work-related stress effectively. 

While administrators could not alter all of the stressful obstacles they encountered in 

their schools, they could change the way in which they responded to them. 
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Administrators who coped best with stress developed a repertoire of coping techniques 

to combat the various stressors they experienced in a variety of situations.  

Summary of the Findings 

The overall findings of this study showed the effects of work-related stress as 

perceived by elementary school principals regarding their physical and mental health, 

the impact on school climate, increased levels of accountability for student achievement 

and their use of coping mechanisms to effectively manage their work stress. First, 

principals in this study confirmed work-related stress did affect their physical and 

mental health adversely. Seven out of the 10 principal participants reported that high 

levels of work stress resulted in an increase of physical and mental health concerns. 

Table 8 shows the overall findings of this study with regard to the elementary school 

principals’ perceptions of work-related stress. Next, an analysis of observational data 

and ACS data triangulated with interview data demonstrated a clear pattern between the 

principal’s level of stress and school climate. The findings showed that school climates 

for all HP and LP schools including both teacher and student survey data decreased as a 

result of increase work-related stress for the principals. The third finding indicated that 

nine out of ten principals reported their stress levels had increased as a result of higher 

levels of accountability for increased student achievement from state and federal 

government agencies. Overall, the HP schools did not show a decline in student 

academic performance on the FCAT over the three year period. However, two of the LP 

schools remained the same and two schools showed a decline in student academic 

performance at the time of this study. Finally, the data showed principals from both HP 
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Table 8 

Increase/Decrease of Principal Stress over the 3-Year Period 

Factor Schools # of Principals Indicating Change 

   
Increase 

 
Decrease 

No change/ 
difference 

Physical/Mental 
 
 

High Performing 
Low Performing 

 

3 
4 
 

 2 
1 

School Climate: 
Teachers 
 

High Performing 
Low Performing 

 
 

5 
5 
 

 

School Climate: 
Students 
 

High Performing 
Low Performing 

  
 

5 
5 
 

 

Principal Stress and 
Accountability 
 

High Performing 
Low Performing 

 

5 
4 
 

 1 

Student Academic 
Performance (School 
Letter Grade) 

High Performing  
Low Performing 

 

1 
1 
 

1 
2 
 

3 
2 
 

Coping 
 
 

High Performing 
Low Performing 

 
  

5 
5 
 

 

and LP schools used a combination of various coping mechanisms to manage their 

stress effectively.  

Implications of the Study 

Implications of a study describe the significance of the findings of a study. 

Findings from this study suggested that increasing state and federal accountability 

mandates and increased principal stress levels were negatively affecting their physical 

and mental health as well as creating a less positive school climate.  

A primary implication of this research was the need to address the many 

stressors elementary school principals faced on a day-to-day basis and to determine how 
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those stressors were impacting their physical and mental health negatively. Earlier 

research supported this and found principals often felt overburdened and suffered 

illnesses that not only impaired their physical health, but also led “to limitations in their 

fitness for the occupation” (Weber et al., 2005, p. 325). Principals in this study 

experienced high levels of stress in their positions and voiced concern over the 

ramifications the stress was having on their physical and mental health. Symptoms such 

as headaches, gastrointestinal problems, and joint and muscle pain, along with 

moodiness and loss of patience, were health issues the principals in this study reported 

as being a result of high levels of work stress. Additionally, because principals can be 

suspended or fired or publically blamed for low test scores, they are incurring many 

health issues including weight gain, high blood pressure, heart attacks, strokes, thoughts 

of suicide, and burnout (Cushing et al., 2003; West, 2010; West & Reitzug, 2008). 

In order to preserve the overall well-being of principals, it is imperative that 

awareness be raised regarding the intense pressure these principals are experiencing in 

the position. District personnel must begin to recognize work stress is having a negative 

impact on elementary principals and how it is impeding their health as well as their 

ability to perform their jobs effectively. If these issues are not acknowledged and 

continue to go unnoticed, more and more quality principals will fall ill or become burnt- 

out and leave the profession due to their frustration and dissatisfaction. According to 

West and Reitzug (2008), school principals felt disempowered by the mandates 

implemented by local, state, and federal policymakers, and reported principals were 

suffering from increased stress and, in many cases, from burnout, which caused them to 

leave the profession. As evidenced in this study as well as with earlier research, this 



 

 219 

situation is dire and is infiltrating the principalship and therefore must be recognized 

and addressed in order to ameliorate the destructiveness of these circumstances.  

Maintaining consistency in the principal profession must be preserved in order 

to continue providing a quality education to all young children. However, with a decline 

in the number of individuals interested in entering the principalship, the possibility of 

having principals who are not physically or mentally well remain in those positions or 

of losing high quality principals to work stress is very plausible, and neither is a good 

solution to the problem.  

Second, the study showed high levels of principal work-related stress negatively 

impacted school climate and the ramifications of that stress negatively influenced 

students, teachers, and the community overall. Added pressures placed on the principal 

as well as on the staff were impacting school climate negatively, and principals in this 

study were very concerned about how they and their schools would be perceived as a 

result of their academic letter grade and AYP status. ACS data showed teachers and 

students perceived school climate similarly to the academic letter grade the school 

received. The majority of the student and teacher school climate ratings of A fluctuated 

year to year during the three-year period, showing either an increase or a decrease in 

percentages. However, the results from Year 1 to Year 3 indicated an overall decrease. 

Incidentally, when exploring school climate, the researcher also noted all 10 schools 

showed a certain percentage of students consecutively rating their schools’ climate as 

either D or F from Year 1 to Year 3. However, the LP schools showed a higher 

percentage of teachers rating their schools’ climate as either D or F over the three-year 
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period, indicating a poorer perception of their school climate as compared to teachers 

from HP schools.  

District personnel must be more cognizant of the negative effects many schools 

are experiencing due to the fallout from increased accountability and of the intense 

pressure principals are feeling because of the labeling of their schools and how that 

pressure is impacting school climate negatively. Concerted action needs to be taken to 

address the public images of these schools through consistent support and positive 

media correspondence. Because of these poor perceptions, many students are exiting 

public schools to attend charter and private schools. To preserve the institution of public 

education, assistance with recouping these losses and rebuilding the public school 

image from the ground up is absolutely needed.  

Third, the study exposed the tremendous negative effect increased accountability 

was having on the stress levels of principals. It was found throughout this study that 

increased accountability and the plethora of requirements to which the principals had to 

adhere were causing them great stress. For example, growing responsibilities and 

changing roles have made the principalship a much less attractive profession than even 

20 years ago (Fraser & Brock, 2006). According to Militello and Behnke (2006), some 

of the factors that caused dissatisfaction with the principal position were time 

constraints, pay not commensurate with job responsibilities, testing pressures, local 

politics, too little time spent on instruction, and stress in the position. If the 

bombardment of accountability requirements, which seems inevitable and is 

intensifying every year, and the way these requirements are imposed and enforced are 

not addressed, many principals will succumb to the pressure and to the accompanying 



 

 221 

stress, will become unable to effectively perform their duties, will become ill or 

dissatisfied with the position, and will leave the profession entirely. There must be a 

change in the policy process where legislators are not only required to use the 

appropriate processes but are held accountable for getting input from all stakeholders 

and allowing adequate time for the implementation of these new policies.  

Accountability in and of itself is here to stay; but the way in which the 

components are imposed and monitored needs to be addressed to alleviate some of the 

stress for principals. District personnel and policymakers must make a concerted effort 

to provide better support, to remain cognizant of their expectations and timelines, and to 

be more aware and sensitive to the needs of the principals and the issues they face so 

that principals can reduce and better manage the tremendous amount of stress they are 

experiencing.  

Fourth, the study found that to address the adverse effects of work stress on 

principal health, wellness, and their overall performance in highly stressful 

environments, districts need to provide in-service training and support to principals. The 

principalship position is a much more demanding job today than in the past. A 

principal’s time during the school day has become increasingly more fragmented due to 

the many tasks that must be completed, resulting in less time to reflect on problems or 

focus on improving performance (Ferrandino & Tirozzi, 2000). Also, according to the 

K-8 Principal in 2008: A 10-year Study (Protheroe, 2009), the typical elementary school 

principal puts in longer work days (9.8 hours) compared to the 9 hours reported in the 

K-8 Principal in 1998 (Doud & Keller, 1998) and their evening and weekend time has 
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increased to 6.9 hours for a total work week of approximately 56 hours an increase from 

54 hours recorded in the 1998 study.  

Consequently, and in support of these findings, principals reported many 

stressors in the position and appeared to have to deal with those stressors on their own. 

While the principals were provided training and in-service on a variety of school topics, 

work stress was not an issue addressed specifically. To help principals better manage 

their work stress, it is imperative that district personnel recognize principals are 

experiencing high levels of stress, that they provide support through required in-service 

training addressing those issues, and that they offer ways for principals to cope. This 

can be done through in-service programs provided by the district or outside sources 

specializing in stress reduction techniques as a way, first, to acknowledge this is an 

epidemic and, second, to recognize the utmost need to address the issue in order to help 

school principals better manage their work stress. 

Based on the implications of the findings from this study, several 

recommendations and need for future research clearly became evident:  

• Conduct further research on the stress levels of principals and how 

accountability is impacting their stress, but focus on large, school districts 

throughout the United States. 

• Conduct a similar study in countries with high student academic 

performance, such as Singapore and Finland, and compare stress levels with 

principals in the United States as well as the causes and coping mechanisms.  

• Replicate the study on a greater number of principal participants and include 

the ASI in order to get a more in-depth look at principal stress.  
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• Conduct case studies of elementary principals at HP and LP schools across 

the state of Florida and compare the results of their stress levels as well as 

the coping mechanisms they used to manage their stress effectively. 

• Replicate this study at multiple grade levels in other geographical locations.  

• Replicate this study with first year elementary school principals only or with 

principals with 10 plus years of experience to look for similarities and 

differences, particularly across effective coping mechanisms.  

Limitations 

The study was conducted with a small sampling of the population that included 

only 10 elementary principals from a single school district. This purposeful sampling 

procedure decreased the generalizability of this study and therefore served as a 

limitation, yet it added a depth of understanding a quantitative study could not have 

accomplished. A larger sampling might provide a more conclusive view of the 

perceived stress levels of school principals. Additionally, during the interview process 

principal participants may not have been totally forthcoming about their perceptions of 

work-related stress. The climate data, which was used solely as a potential intermediary 

factor and sought only pattern exploration with no causal relation espoused, also was a 

limitation in this study. Another limitation was the observation method used, which was 

limited to descriptions of events or happenings that took place with small groups of 

people, therefore limiting the ability to generalize results (Merriam, 2009). 

Conclusions 

Relentless pressures of heavy workloads and increased job responsibilities have 

created a culture of stress for principals affecting both the physical and mental health of 
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these individuals. This qualitative study examined the self-perceived physical and 

mental impact of work-related stress on school principals and the impact the stress had, 

if any, on school climate. Further, the study explored the coping mechanisms principals 

reported using to manage stress. The findings of this study directly supported the 

literature in that high levels of stress in the principalship were evident and seemed to be 

escalating as accountability requirements and the pressure on principals for students to 

perform well on standardized tests increased tremendously. In addition, it provided an 

in-depth look at the stress of elementary principals and how that stress was impacting 

not only their physical and mental health, but adversely affecting school climate as well. 

According to the findings of this study, high levels of work stress as a result of 

increased accountability are negatively impacting principals both physically and 

mentally. Earlier studies conducted on stress research also found principals experienced 

many physical and mental symptoms of elevated work stress (Cushing et al., 2003; 

West, 2010; West & Reitzug, 2008). If this trend continues, the principalship profession 

will become even more undesirable and inevitably will become a self-perpetuating 

cycle, growing increasingly worse over time and resulting in a weak or absent pipeline 

of effective, altruistically motivated individuals to lead our schools. The alternative to 

this will be non-educators who lack the true desire or passion to make a difference in 

children’s lives infiltrating the schools. As well, greed and monetary rewards and 

incentives will be the driving forces behind the movement that replaces the current 

system for educating our children.  

School climates also have been affected directly since the inception of NCLB, 

AYP, and the school academic grading system. Principals reported their schools had 
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become “totally different learning environments” and “a completely different climate” 

as a result of increased accountability. Intense scrutiny on the principals from the 

district and the state has elevated the stress levels of principals, which, in turn, is 

impacting school climate. Principals must oversee teachers who are under tremendous 

pressure to have their students perform well on state assessments; students are under as 

much, if not more, pressure to do well on standardized tests; and parents feel the 

pressure the school is placing on their children. Ultimately, this vicious cycle negatively 

impacts school climate. Educators must rally together to do a better job in alleviating 

this pressure on our school principals so they can do their jobs and be effective 

instructional leaders who positively impact the students, teachers, and community in 

ways that create healthy and sustainable school climates.  

How can principals collaborate in such a policy-entrenched system? With 

increased accountability for student achievement and the plethora of unfunded mandates 

and demands coming down on school principals every day, these principles are stuck in 

a quandary of trying to do what’s right for kids while at the same time trying to abide by 

the many policies and procedures imposed upon them and implemented in a system that 

focuses only on student achievement, compliance, and strict adherence to rules. 

Although all of the principal participants supported an accountability system and 

believed standards needed to be in place to ensure an optimum education for all 

students, it was the way the policies were implemented that caused them great stress.  

A system based on punishment and reward does not work, but merely creates 

more anxiety and stress and reduces the ability for principals to think clearly, act 

accordingly, and do their jobs (Meier, Kohn, Darling-Hammond, Sizer, & Wood, 2004; 
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Ravitch, 2010). Entrenching principals in a world of high-stakes testing and increased 

accountability does not bring about rapidly improving test scores. For example, in the 

school year 2006-2007, 25,000 public schools did not make AYP and in 2007-2008, 

that number grew to nearly 30,000 (Ravitch, 2010). Additionally, test score gains on the 

National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) were modest to non-existent in 

the four years after the adoption of NCLB (Fuller, Wright, Gesicki, & Kang, 2007). It 

can therefore be surmised that the threat of “converting a ‘failing’ school to a charter 

school or handing it over to private management” (Ratvitch, 2010, p. 104) offers no 

certainty that the school will be transformed into a successful school. According to 

Jacobson (2008), no matter what strategies or sanctions the state or district apply, the 

‘failing’ schools are seldom able to improve their status. Legislators and policymakers 

therefore must be held accountable and required to examine these policies in order to 

see if what was intended actually is happening. More stress for school principals does 

not equate to greater student success.  

Conversely, despite the enormous amount of stress the principal participants are 

under, principals in this study seemed to understand fully their roles and responsibilities 

in the position and displayed a resiliency that enabled them to embrace willingly the 

many challenges they faced every day. Some of the principals shared how they thought 

it was an innate ability such as personality or behavioral traits that allowed them to 

persevere, while others reported they functioned accordingly because the position 

required them to do so and therefore they did what was necessary in order to fulfill the 

duties of the job effectively.  
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Even though the principals professed a resiliency for their work stress, the job 

was found to be mentally and physically exhausting to most of the principals in this 

study. Phrases such as “the job is definitely twenty-four seven,” “it’s a grueling job,” 

there’s little down time,” “I don’t have a home life,” “just too much to do and not 

enough time,” “this job never ends,” and “it takes every ounce of everything you have 

in you to make that difference” were just a few examples of how taxing the position 

principals in this study perceived it to be. The principals also mentioned colleagues they 

felt were not as resilient, who experienced tremendous mental stress from the position, 

and who were unable to withstand the pressures of the job. One principal even shared 

she was worried about her colleague’s physical health due to the mental duress he was 

under from the job.  

The topic of principal stress is not a new one and has been studied for several 

years; however, it is within this new era of accountability researchers are discovering 

principal stress seems to be increasing and adversely affecting their overall well-being. 

Although principals will continue to work diligently in their professions to provide 

quality learning environments for their students, in order to preserve the health and 

well-being of these dedicated individuals, the increased levels of stress that now come 

with the position must not be ignored. Principal stress must be recognized and 

addressed in order for these leaders to remain healthy and continue to perform the duties 

of their jobs effectively. Future research on this subject, therefore, is imperative to 

discover new and effective ways to cope with stressors yet unknown. 
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Appendix A 

Elementary School Site Information 

Table A1 

Elementary School Site Information 

School Letter Grade                     Number of Schools  

 
High Performing 
 

Grade A 91 
 

Grade B 25 
 
Low Performing 
 

Grade C 18 
 

Grade D 6 
 

Grade F 0 
 

*Total  140 
 
Note. * At the time of the study, there were 142 elementary schools in the district. Two schools did not 
receive a letter grade. Therefore, the total number of schools reporting letter grades was140.  
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Appendix B 

Formal Request Letter 

 
Date 
 
First and last name of principal 
Street Address 
City, State, Zip 
 
Dear _______________, 
 
 
I am Joyce Krzemienski, from Florida Atlantic University, College of 
Education, Department of Educational Leadership. I am working on my 
dissertation and I am conducting a research study on “The Impact of Stress on 
Elementary School Principals and their Effective Coping Mechanisms.” The 
research intends to investigate work-related stress experienced by elementary 
principals and the impact the stress has, if any, on school climate as well as the 
coping mechanisms they use to manage stress. This research may lead to 
improving current work environments by addressing policies that directly affect 
the workload and responsibilities of elementary school principals and perhaps 
more importantly, the research may help “stressed-out” principals by providing 
them with alternative coping mechanisms as identified by the participating 
principals working in this school district. 
 
I am asking for your consent to participate in this study. Your participation 
involves one individual, face-to-face interview and your permission to audio-
tape the interview, which will last no longer than one hour. Your participation is 
voluntary and you may withdraw from the study at anytime without penalty. The 
audiotapes and transcriptions of the interviews will be kept confidential and 
secure in a locked file cabinet in a locked room in my home. Audiotapes will be 
destroyed after three years following the completion of the study. The narrative 
transcripts without identifiers will be kept for possible future research. Although 
direct quotes from you may be used in the written report of the research, your 
name or any other identifying information will not be associated with any part of 
the written report and instead, code names or pseudonyms will be used to mask 
your true identity. The risks associated with participation are no more than one 
would experience in regular daily activities. 
 
In addition, if you do consent to participate in the study, I would like your 
permission to conduct a nonparticipant observation at your school site, during 
the school day, at a time that is agreeable to you. The observation will take 
approximately one hour and will include such areas as the front office, car/bus 
loop, hallways, and cafeteria. Your role will only be to provide a list of areas 
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that are available to me to conduct the observations. My role as the researcher 
during the observation will be to go to these locations and take field notes using 
a predesigned observation form; both descriptive and reflective notes will be 
recorded on this form. 
 
Please respond by emailing me at joyce.krzemienski@browardschools.com. 
Please indicate in the email if you agree or do not agree to participate in the 
study. If you have any questions regarding the research, please contact Joyce 
Krzemienski, Ph.D. doctoral student at (754) 273-0683 or Dr. Meredith 
Mountford, dissertation advisor and Associate Professor at Florida Atlantic 
University, Department of Educational Leadership at (561) 376-3407. If you 
have any questions regarding your rights as a research subject, please contact the 
Florida Atlantic University Division of Research at (561) 297-0777. Thank you 
for your help. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Joyce Krzemienski 
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Appendix C 

IRB Consent Form 

ADULT CONSENT FORM  
 
1) Title of Research Study: The Impact of Stress on Elementary School 

Principals and their Effective Coping Mechanisms  
 
2) Investigator: Dr. Meredith Mountford, Associate Professor, Educational 

Leadership, Responsible Project Investigator, Ms. Joyce Krzemienski, student.  
 
3) Purpose: The purpose of this qualitative study is to examine the self-

perceived physical and mental impact of work-related stress on school principals and 
the impact the stress has, if any, on school climate. Further, the study seeks to explore 
the coping mechanisms principals reported using to manage stress. 

 
4) Procedures: Participation in this study will involve interviewing ten 

elementary school principals answering semi-structured interview questions by using a 
standardized interview protocol. The interviews will be conducted in person and will last 
approximately one hour. With participant written and verbal consent, the interviews will 
be audio-taped and later transcribed for qualitative analysis.  

 
5) Risks: The risks involved with participation in this study are no more than 

one would experience in regular daily activities. Participants are free to withdraw from 
the study at any time without penalty. 

 
6) Benefits: Potential benefits that subjects may attain from participation in this 

research study may include (a) lowering stress levels in current work environments, (b) 
providing seated administrators ways in which other affected seated administrators 
have successfully lowered their stress levels, and (c) having a greater understanding of 
the impact their stress may have on the school climate.  

 
7) Data Collection & Storage: Data will be kept confidential, and only the 

people working with the study will see the data, unless required by law. The identities 
of the subjects will be known only to the researcher. Interview transcripts will be 
associated with a pseudonym and only one list of the participant’s identity and their 
corresponding pseudonym will exist. The researcher will always use only participant 
pseudonyms during analysis and for written documents collected from the participants. 
The list of pseudonyms and the audiotapes of the interviews will be kept confidential 
and secure in a locked file cabinet at the home of the researcher except when being 
analyzed by the researcher and will only have pseudonyms of participants listed on the 
transcript. Transcripts of the audiotapes will not include identifying information.  

 
Although direct quotes from subjects may be used in the written report, only 

pseudonyms will be used.  
 
The audiotapes and anything collected will be maintained for three years after 

the completion of the study. The narrative transcripts and without identifiers, will be 
kept for possible future research.  
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8) Contact Information: On the participant consent forms, participants are 
notified that, for related problems or questions regarding your rights as a 
research subject, please contact the Florida Atlantic University Division of 
Research at (561) 297-0777. For other questions about the study, you should call 
the principal investigators, Joyce Krzemienski at (754) 273-0683 or Dr. Meredith 
Mountford, Associate Professor, at (561) 376-3407.  

 
9) Consent Statement: I have read or had read to me the preceding 

information describing this study. All my questions have been answered to my 
satisfaction. I am 18 years of age or older and freely consent to participate. I 
understand that I am free to withdraw from the study at any time without penalty. 
I have received a copy of this consent form.  

 
 
I agree  ____  I do not agree ___ to be audio-taped. 
 
Signature of Subject: _________________________Date: ________________ 
 
Signature of Investigator: ______________________Date: ________________
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Appendix D 

Participant’s Years of Experience 

Table D1 

Participant’s Years of Experience 

Participant Name School Name 3 – 6 
Years 

7 – 10 
Years 

More than 
10 Years 

High Performing Schools 

Christine Palm Hill    

Lisa Pleasant Heights    

Brenda Edgewood    

Paula McKinley    

William Spring Tree    

Low Performing Schools 
Sara Fairmont    

Rebekah Middletown    

Connie Woodland    

Shawna Roosevelt     

Diana Lincoln    
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Appendix E 

Observation Sheet 

 
Observation Sheet 

Length of Activity: ________________ 
Location (School Code letter):  ____________________ 
Time (Start / End):  
 

Descriptive Notes Reflective Notes 

 
General: What is the climate like in the 
front office/principal’s office during the 
day?  How do people interact with the 
principal and each other throughout the 
day? What issues arise that may be 
perceived as stress-related? Look at 
interruptions during the day – in the 
principal’s office – open door 
policy/closed-door policy, etc.  

 

 
Look at the general layout of the office – 
the way people enter, flow of traffic, 
distractions.  
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Appendix F 

Verbal Consent Script/Pre-Interview 

 
VERBAL CONSENT SCRIPT/PRE-INTERVIEW 

I am Joyce Krzemienski, from Florida Atlantic University, College of 
Education, Department of Educational Leadership. I am working on my 
dissertation. I am conducting a research study on “The Impact of Stress on 
Elementary School Principals and their Effective Coping Mechanisms.” The 
research intends to investigate work-related stress experienced by elementary 
principals and the impact the stress has, if any, on school climate as well as the 
coping mechanisms they use to manage stress. This research may lead to 
improving current work environments by addressing policies that directly affect 
the workload and responsibilities of elementary school principals and perhaps 
more importantly, the research may help principals experiencing high levels of 
work-related stress, by providing them with alternative coping mechanisms as 
identified by the participating principals working in this school district.  

Today you will be participating in an individual face-to-face interview, 
which will last no longer than one hour. Your participation is voluntary and you 
may withdraw from the study at anytime without penalty. The audiotapes and 
transcriptions of the interviews will be kept confidential and secure in a locked 
file cabinet in a locked room in my home. Audiotapes will be destroyed three 
years after the completion of the study. The narrative transcripts without 
identifiers will be kept for possible future research. Although direct quotes from 
you may be used in the written report of the research, your name or any other 
identifying information will not be associated with any part of the written report 
and instead, code names or pseudonyms will be used to mask your true 
identity. The risks associated with participation are no more than one would 
experience in regular daily activities. Taking part in this interview is your 
agreement to participate.  

If you would like a copy of this letter for your records, please let me know 
and I will email it to you. If you have any questions regarding the research, 
contact Joyce Krzemienski, Ph.D. doctoral student at (754) 273-0683 or Dr. 
Meredith Mountford, dissertation advisor and Associate Professor at Florida 
Atlantic University, Department of Educational Leadership at (561) 376-3407. If 
you have any questions regarding your rights as a research subject, please 
contact the Florida Atlantic University Division of Research at (561) 297-0777. 
Thank you again for your help. 
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Appendix G 

Interview Guide – Principals 

Interview Project: The Impact of Stress on Elementary School Principals and their 
Effective Coping Mechanisms  

 
Start Time of Interview: 
End Time of Interview: 
Date: 
Place:  
Interviewer: 
Interviewee: 
 
Years of Experience as Principal:  
 
First of all, thank you for participating in this study. This project is a qualitative 

study that I am conducting as a doctoral student at Florida Atlantic University for 
completion of my dissertation. The purpose of this study is to understand the impact of 
work-related stress and its effects on the physical and mental health of elementary 
school principals and the impact the stress has, if any, on the school climate. Further, 
the study seeks to explore the coping mechanisms used by school principals. I will be 
interviewing other elementary school principals for this study and my data collection 
methods will also include document analysis, and observations at the school sites.  

Your identity in this study will remain anonymous. I will ensure the 
confidentiality of your identity throughout this process by using pseudonyms at all 
times. With your permission, I will be audio recording the interview and then I will 
transcribe the interview and use that data as part of the study. I will also ensure the 
accuracy of this data through member checking whereby I will present to you the 
transcripts of the interview for you to review and provide any feedback. This recording 
will be destroyed three years after completion of the study. The interview should last 
approximately one hour.  

May I have your permission to record this interview at this time? ____________    
 
Questions: 
 
1. When you think of stress, what comes to mind? 

 

The next two questions address the effects of stress on your body – the first 
question is about your physical health and the second question is about your mental 
health:  

2. What impact, if any, has work-related stress had on your physical health?  
Please give specific examples. (Prompt: Have you ever been ill due to stress?) 
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3. Work-related stress can affect our psychological state of mind as well and it 
is oftentimes a subject that people do not care to openly discuss. If you could, I’d like 
for you to please describe what impact, if any, work-related stress has had on your 
overall mood or well-being? Please give specific examples.  

4. If work-related stress has had an impact on you, how has it directly affected 
you as a principal when doing your job? Please give specific examples. (Prompt: 
Decision making, behaviors, working relationships with colleagues/teachers, 
productivity, etc.) 

5. The principal’s role has dramatically changed over the past 5-10 years. What 
effect has increased accountability (i.e. NCLB, AYP, school grades, federal/state 
mandates, etc.) had on work-related stress regarding your role as a principal? Please 
give specific examples.  

6. What specific issues cause you the most stress at work?  Please explain.  

7. How does work-related stress affect the culture or climate of your school?  

And, the last question has three parts and will address coping mechanisms when 
dealing with work-related stress:  

8. How do you cope with work-related stress? (Prompt: What coping 
mechanisms do you use to offset the negative effects of work-related stress?) 

• We’ll start with, what do you do physically? (i.e. exercise) and then I’ll ask 
what do you do mentally to cope with stress. 

o Physically 
o Mentally 
• To what degree, if at all, do you believe the coping mechanisms you 

discussed earlier relieve tension or are effective in improving the school climate?  

That completes our interview. Is there anything else you would like to share at 
this time?  

 
This is a confidential interview – Pseudonyms will be used at all times to protect 

your identity and ensure anonymity. To assure accuracy, I will be providing you with a 
copy of the interview transcript for your feedback once it is completed.  

 
Thank you again for participating. And, thank you for your time and 

contribution to my study. May I contact you if I have any further questions?   
Thank you.  
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Appendix H  

Annual Customer Surveys  

19 TOTAL STATEMENTS 

  
 Teacher Statements Student Statements 
1. I believe all students can succeed.  My teacher(s) believe I can succeed.                                                                                                                                       
2. I treat all my students with fairness.  My teacher(s) treat me with fairness.                                                                                                                                   
3. My students show me respect. I show respect to my teacher(s).  
4. I feel safe at my school.  I feel safe at my school.  
5. 
 

Rules are applied fairly to all students at 
my school.  

Rules are applied fairly to all students at my 
school.  

6. I am proud of my school.  I am proud of my school. 
7. 
 

My school is kept clean and in good 
condition. 

My school is kept clean and in good 
condition. 

8. 
 
 

There is an adult at school that students 
and parents can talk to about students’ 
problems.  

There is an adult at school I can talk to about 
my personal problems. 

9. 
 
 

My students can meet with a guidance 
counselor when they need assistance in 
school.  

I can meet with a guidance counselor when I 
need assistance in school. 

10. 
 

The principal at my school responds to 
my concerns. 

The principal at my school helps me when I 
have concerns. 

11. 
 

The principal does an effective job of 
running my school.  

My principal is effective at running my 
school.  

12. 
 

Students bring drugs or alcohol to this 
school.  

Students bring drugs or alcohol to my school.  

13. 
 

Students carry weapons at this school.  Students carry weapons at my school.  

14. 
 

All students are accepted and feel like 
they belong at this school.  

I am accepted and feel like I belong at this 
school.  

15. 
 
 

This year, I have discussed my students’ 
recent test scores with guidance or other 
school staff. 

This year, I have discussed my recent test 
scores with a guidance counselor, teachers, or 
other school staff.  

16. 
 
 

My students have sufficient access to 
computers and technology at school to 
do their schoolwork.  

I have sufficient access to computers and 
technology at school to do my schoolwork.  

17. 
 

This school contacts parents when 
behavior problems occur at school.  

My school contacts my parents when I have 
behavior problems at school.  

18. 
 
 

This year, school staff has helped my 
students to select high level courses that 
challenge their abilities.  

This year, school staff has helped me to select 
high level courses that challenge my abilities.  

19. 
 

Students at school bully one another. Students at school bully me.  
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Appendix I 

Open Coding Categories 

Table I1 

Open Coding Categories 

Category Color Code Research Question  Interview Question 

Physical Health Red Question 1(a) Question 2 

Mental Health Yellow Question 1(b) Question 3 

School Climate  Black Question 1(c) Question 7 

Coping Mechanisms Green Question 3 Question 8 

Perceptions of Stress Brown Overarching Question Question 1  

Reactions to Stress  Orange Overarching Question Questions 2&3 

Causes of Stress 

(Stressors)  Purple Overarching Question Question 6  

Accountability Blue Question 2 Question 5 

Before and Now Gray Question 2 Question 5 

Reactions to  

Accountability Light Orange Question 2  Question 5 

Outcomes/Results Lead/Pencil Question 2  Question 5  

Perceptions of  

Accountability Black Question 2 Question 5 
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Appendix J 

Data Analysis Process 

Data analysis began by coding the interview transcripts. After generating 

preliminary coding categories, the categories were analyzed for recurring themes or 

patterns of responses (Merriam, 2002). During the coding process, the coding was 

checked repeatedly to prevent any ambiguity as to what the codes meant (Schilling, 

2006). When sufficient consistency had been achieved, the coding rules were applied 

across all data types: interviews, observations, and documents. The data analysis 

processes specific to each data type follow.  

 Analysis and coding of interview data. Interviews were the primary source of 

data for this study. Ten principals were interviewed for this study with the average 

interview lasting approximately 1.5 hours. The interviews were transcribed and on 

average yielded 11 pages per transcription for a total of 110 pages of interview data. 

Open coding, the term used in qualitative data analysis to describe the process in 

which segments of data relevant to a study’s purpose are identified and categorized 

using an inductive approach, was the primary layer of data analysis (Merriam, 2009). 

The second layer, axial coding, utilized a process intended to develop main categories 

by combining and clustering the data inductively and ultimately making connections 

“between a category and its subcategories” (Merriam & Associates, 2002, p. 149). 

Finally, a constant comparative approach was used to examine the text for salient 

categories of information supported by prior studies as well as to identify data that fell 

outside the established categories (Creswell, 2007). Categories were reworked 
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repeatedly until a point of homogeneous inclusion and heterogeneous exclusion was 

reached for the emergent category (Glesne & Peshkin, 1992).  

The subsequent sections of this chapter detail the specific process used in each 

layer of data analysis (open, axial, and constant comparative coding) and in the data 

types (interviews, observations, documents) included in each layer. The data analysis 

section concludes with a description of the qualitative data analysis process known as 

triangulation, used to compare each type of data, and how this process was used to 

corroborate emergent categorical patterns and trends across all three data types. 

Triangulation was the final step of data analysis and was necessary to substantiate the 

emergent categories fully, thus leading toward the study’s findings (Bogdan & Biklen, 

2007).  

Open coding. The primary layer of data analysis in this study was open coding 

by which the researcher identified and tentatively named the conceptual codes that 

emerged from the data and by which the phenomena observed could be grouped 

(Strauss & Corbin, 1990). Initially, the coding was done separately with interviews 

serving as the primary data set and first layer of data analyzed. First, data were analyzed 

and color-coded according to specific code words and phrases that accurately described 

the meaning of each text segment (Creswell, 2009). During the early stages of data 

analysis, major codes, which were more general and encompassed a wide range of areas 

initially were generated from the narrative data acquired from the principals (Bogdan & 

Biklen, 2007). 

Axial coding. Axial coding was the second layer of coding used to analyze the 

interview transcripts. Axial coding is the process of grouping open codes (Merriam, 
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2009) by “relating categories to subcategories along the lines of their properties and 

dimensions” (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p. 124). A list of all code words and phrases was 

generated with similar and redundant codes being clustered together to create a 

manageable number of codes (Merriam & Associates, 2002). This master list of 

categories constituted “a primitive outline or classification system” (Merriam, 2009, p. 

180) that reflected “the recurring regularities or patterns” in the study. The data were 

classified to generate categories and eventually themes. Thematic patterns were 

displayed visually in matrices for interpretation and analysis, which resulted in the 

researcher creating a framework of relational categories for the data (Glesne, 2011). 

Following this coding process, the data were analyzed again to determine if any 

patterns or trends relating to the research topic, or the “axis” by which the data was 

compared, could be combined with similar categories on the matrices. Recurring themes 

that cut across the data were constructed (Merriam, 2009) as a result of this analysis as 

well as when the data were further reviewed and reduced. This produced more refined 

categories and patterns, resulting in categorical clusters of similar or redundant phrases 

and/or words. 

Constant comparative coding. Constant comparative coding was ongoing 

throughout the analysis process. Constant comparative analysis is “comparing one 

segment of data with another to determine similarities and differences” (Merriam, 2009, 

p. 30). In this study, constant comparative analysis was used to identify and further 

distinguish patterns within individual transcripts as well as across participant transcripts 

to further define and narrow codes.  
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During the constant comparative layer of data analysis, codes were grouped on a 

similar dimension (Merriam, 2009) in which two sets of matrices per category were 

created and utilized by the researcher. For the purposes of this research, one matrix 

contained the codes and categorical clusters that emerged from the HP schools and the 

other matrix included the codes and categorical clusters that emerged from the LP 

schools. As mentioned earlier, the division between HP and LP schools across the 10 

sites in the study was determined by the letter grades of the schools over the three-year 

period; these letter grades were indicative of the academic performance of the schools 

and the basis for how the two sets were determined. 

Schools in the district that earned a letter grade of A or B based on their 

students’ academic performance were recognized as high performing (HP), while 

schools that earned Cs, Ds, or Fs based on their students’ academic performance were 

considered low performing (LP). During data analysis, schools in this study were 

divided the same way the district categorizes its schools into high (HP) and low (LP) 

performing according to the Florida Accountability A+ Plan: HP schools were those 

that received an academic letter grade of A or B over the three-year period and LP 

schools were those that received C or D as their academic letter grade over the three-

year period. Categorizing the 10 schools in this study by academic performance as well 

as separating them by academic performance in the tables and graphs enabled the 

researcher to compare between and across the codes and categorical clusters to 

determine any similarities or differences across the two types of schools. 

This section described and discussed the analysis processes used to code the 

interview transcripts from the 10 principals. Next, a detailed description of the data 
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analysis processes used for the remaining two data types, observations and documents, 

is described. 

 Analysis of observational data. Observations can serve as a legitimate source 

to corroborate interview data (Merriam, 2009). Therefore, in an effort to enhance the 

validity of the findings, observations of the 10 participant principals in the study were 

conducted to increase data types. One observation was conducted per principal 

participant and lasted approximately 1 hour, for a total of 10 hours of observational 

data. Field notes and analytical memos were kept during observations and yielded 

approximately 100 pages of documentation, which the researcher later analyzed. 

Observations allowed the researcher to effectively gather descriptive information 

regarding the overall physical design and layout of a school as well as reflective 

information regarding a principal’s demeanor during the course of the observation; this 

provided insightful data on the day-to-day operations and on school climate.  

A predesigned observation guide (Creswell, 2007) was developed for the 

researcher to use when collecting data during site visits. The guide was based on 

affective, social, physical, and climate related observational target points as well as in 

relation to the purpose of the research and the four primary research questions; 

descriptive and reflective notes also were components of the guide. Field notes taken 

during the observations were formatted to allow the researcher to find desired 

information easily and were described in ways meaningful to the researcher (Merriam, 

2009). The field notes taken in this study were highly descriptive (e.g., the setting, the 

participants and their activities or behaviors, the observer’s actions) and markedly 

reflective (e.g., the researcher’s feelings, reactions, hunches) (Merriam, 2009). Field 
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and observation notes later were transcribed and analyzed using open, axial, and 

constant comparative coding processes. 

To provide clarity to the presentation of the findings, initial analysis of 

observational data was organized based upon the principal participants and the various 

schools or settings in this study (Patton, 1990). Through open coding, data from both 

descriptive and reflective field notes were assigned codes according to emerging 

patterns, repeated words or phrases, or other recurring regularities (Merriam, 1998). 

Following open coding, axial coding was employed, which created a list of all similar 

and redundant code words and phrases. The words and phrases then were clustered to 

create a more manageable number of codes (Merriam & Associates, 2002).  

During the data analysis process, pre-existing categories were placed on the 

matrices and any new themes or concepts that emerged were added to the coding 

matrices and included in the data analysis process (Zhang & Wildemuth, 2009). Few 

outlying themes or patterns emerged from the observational data. Through the analysis 

process, code words, phrases, and/or themes retrieved from the field notes aligned 

predominantly with the study’s research questions and interview data. No new major 

categories from the observational data were created or identified in this study.  

Descriptive data and reflective data initially were analyzed for similar schools as 

a way to identify common trends and patterns among HP or LP schools. The purpose of 

utilizing constant comparative analysis is to “slice” the data to gain a different 

perspective across one data type as well as to explore for developing categories. To 

exhaust all possibilities of category emergence across the complete observation data set 

when segregated by performance levels (Bodgan & Biklen, 2007), the researcher 
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analyzed the observational data by dividing the two types of schools. These procedures 

helped ensure consistency regarding the integrity of category development within all 

observation field notes and analytical memos (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Saturation was 

reached when no new categorical clusters of codes could be attained without 

compromising homogeneous inclusivity or heterogeneous exclusivity of new or existing 

codes and categorical code clusters (Glesne & Peshkin, 1992).  

Analysis of document data. Several types of documents were collected for this 

study, including flyers, photos of bulletin boards and displays showing school data, and 

student achievement data. However, the primary documents used for this exploratory 

data analysis were the school district’s ACS over a three-year period. The purpose of 

the ACS is to annually assess the overall school climate of every school within the 

district, including input from students, teachers, and parents (School District, 2011). 

Data from the climate surveys encompassed a wide range of climate issues and were 

used as a potential intermediary factor with no causal relation espoused. Although the 

ACS covered a plethora of categories regarding school climate, only 19 survey items1 

from both the student and teacher surveys were chosen for analysis for the purposes of 

this study. The 19 statements that most aligned with factors relevant to this study and 

that had an impact on school climate were collected and analyzed for the specified 

three-year period (Cohen et al., 2009; Deal & Peterson, 1999; Evans, 1996; Fullan, 

1997; Goodlad, 1994; Johnson, 1996; Kotter, 1996). Each item on the ACS was 

analyzed based on current and relevant information specific to school climate factors 

                                                
1 The 19 statements selected from the Teacher and Student ACS identified a variety of areas relating to 
school climate (overall environment; cleanliness; parental involvement; academic, social, and emotional 
support; safety; and administrative support). 



 

 248 

and as the item related to the study’s research questions. The results of the analysis later 

were triangulated with the other data sources in this study. The analysis was conducted 

for pattern exploration only.  

According to the School Summary Report (School District, 2011), an 80% 

response rate allowed valid generalizations regarding overall school climate. Therefore, 

teacher and student survey responses over a period of three years were collected from 

the schools where the primary participants of this study had served as principals during 

the same time period. Overall, these surveys had response rates of 80% or above and 

later were analyzed for the study.  

The school district surveys used a 6-point Likert-type scale, which included 

forced response choices of strongly agree, agree, strongly disagree, disagree, 

uncertain/neutral, and don’t know. Despite the qualitative methodology used for this 

study, analyzing the ACS data did require the use of simple statistical analysis to reduce 

the complexity of the data since trend and pattern emergence was the objective of this 

particular document analysis process. Therefore, the Likert scales were reduced to the 

binomial level by combining all agree and disagree responses into two categories 

(Patton, 2002). In other words, all positive responses in the Likert-type scale that 

included strongly agree and agree were grouped to create an overall agree response 

category to the item statements on the ACS. In addition, all negative responses that 

included strongly disagree and disagree were grouped to create an overall disagree 

response category to the item statements on the ACS. For the purpose of this study, the 

two remaining responses of uncertain/neutral and don’t know were not incorporated 
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into the data analysis process. In addition, due to the low response rates from parents on 

the ACS, only data from the Student and Teacher Surveys were analyzed in this study. 

In order to create a framework of relational categories, ACS data for the schools 

in which the study’s participants served as principals were analyzed for patterns and 

theme emergence across the survey responses as they related to the research questions 

(Glesne, 2011). The results of the analytic data from the surveys were displayed 

visually as well as broken out between HP and LP schools to explore for convergence 

on existing themes and patterns. Finally, a comparison between the HP and LP schools 

with regard to emergent themes and patterns as related to school climate was conducted. 

In summary, document analysis for this study included collection and analysis of 

a variety of materials to explore for consequences and inconsistencies across other data 

sources. Three years of ACS data were used in this study to facilitate inductively 

building categories and theoretical constructs (Merriam, 2009), which helped to 

enhance the validity of the findings. 

Triangulating data sources. Triangulating data sources in qualitative research 

is important because it is a way of “improving the probability that findings and 

interpretations will be found credible” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 305). Utilizing the 

constant comparative method, the researcher was able to take pieces of data (e.g., 

interview statements, observation notes) and compare them to other pieces of data that 

were either similar or different (Glaser, 1965). The researcher then examined what 

made those data different and/or similar to other pieces of data in the study. 

Data analysis was conducted on similar schools first to identify accurately any 

pattern resemblance or to determine if any differences existed between similar schools. 
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While the categories within each matrix were identical, comparisons were made with 

regard to the specific information found under each area (e.g., responses to interview 

questions and categorized observational data). Interview and observational data within 

each matrix were analyzed for similarities and patterns across all responses (Merriam, 

2009). Units of data deemed meaningful were compared to “generate tentative 

categories and properties” (Merriam & Associates, 2002, p. 143). Similarities found in 

each matrix were identified and coded (Creswell, 2007). Data from each matrix set were 

compared and analyzed to identify common themes or patterns (e.g., one physical 

symptom of work-related stress consistently found in both data sets was headaches). 

Through this inductive process, which yielded existing commonalities, the matrices as 

an analysis tool enabled the researcher to break down emergent categorical code 

clusters from the data sources and compare the emergent code clusters across HP and 

LP school sites; this also allowed the researcher to compare the data critically and draw 

new meaning from the data (Glaser, 1965).  

Interviews were the primary source of data collection and analysis for this study. 

The narrative data from principal interviews, which consisted of the majority of data, 

were analyzed first. Observations were a secondary source of data and were similarly 

color-coded, analyzed, and placed in the existing matrices according to emergent 

themes or common patterns from the primary layer of analysis of the interview data. 

Finally, to explore for evidence of changes in school climate, 19 survey item responses 

from teachers and students on the ACS over a three-year period for each school in the 

study were analyzed. ACS data were used as a potential intermediary factor with no 
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causal relation espoused. Therefore, the analysis was conducted for pattern exploration 

only. 

Parallel items from the surveys were compared to the interview and 

observational data coded and categorized under school climate and accountability. 

Questions 5 and 7 from the Interview Guide pertained to those topics specifically, 

which provided the applicable categories to compare the climate survey results. 

Constant comparison and evaluation of the data was done in relation to the principal 

interviews, observations, and ACS to validate any emergent themes.  

In summary, a breakdown of the data analysis process is displayed in a flow 

chart (see Figure J1). The information in the chart contains the step-by-step processes 

the researcher used for conducting data analysis for this study. As indicated in the chart, 

interviews, observations, and documents were the methods of data collection for this 

study and the elements of data analysis included data organization, review, coding (i.e., 

open, axial, constant comparative coding), category and theme development, and data 

triangulation. Collectively, analysis of these three data sources yielded patterns and 

themes and, ultimately, the findings of the study. 
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Figure J1. Qualitative data analysis process. 
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Appendix K 

Customer Surveys – School Climate Grades Assigned by Students and Staff 

Table K1 

Customer Surveys – School Climate Grades Assigned by Students and Staff 

  Students Year 1 Teachers Year 1 
Participant  A B C D F A B C D F 
Christine Palm Hill 73.0 18.9 4.5 2.0 1.6 94.2 5.8 0.0 0.0 0.0 

Lisa Pleasant 
Heights 91.5 7.1 0.4 0.2 0.8 96.9 3.1 0.0 0.0 0.0 

Brenda Edgewood 73.1 19.0 6.8 0.5 0.5 95.6 4.4 0.0 0.0 0.0 
Paula McKinley 44.3 32.0 14.7 2.4 5.7 43.8 47.9 8.3 0.0 0.0 
William Spring Tree 75.4 15.0 5.4 2.1 2.1 88.2 11.8 0.0 0.0 0.0 
Connie Woodland 57.0 26.8 12.7 2.2 1.3 22.6 58.1 19.4 0.0 0.0 
Diana Lincoln 56.3 29.1 9.0 3.5 2.0 22.2 57.8 17.8 2.2 0.0 
Shawna Roosevelt 60.7 27.0 6.6 2.6 3.1 26.3 47.4 10.5 15.8 0.0 
Sara Fairmont 63.9 26.9 5.9 2.2 1.1 68.4 28.1 3.5 0.0 0.0 
Rebekah Middleton 61.0 15.8 14.4 6.2 2.7 20.0 53.3 26.7 0.0 0.0 

  Students Year 2 Teachers Year 2 
Participant  A B C D F A B C D F 
Christine Palm Hill 67.9 23.0 6.8 1.2 1.2 76.0 24.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 

Lisa Pleasant 
Heights 84.2 11.1 2.7 0.8 1.2 98.3 1.7 0.0 0.0 0.0 

Brenda Edgewood 76.5 19.1 2.9 0.9 0.6 89.1 10.9 0.0 0.0 0.0 
Paula McKinley 50.7 30.6 12.1 4.0 2.7 57.8 33.3 6.7 2.2 0.0 
William Spring Tree 63.2 23.3 8.7 1.6 3.2 71.4 23.8 4.8 0.0 0.0 
Connie Woodland 68.4 23.3 6.0 1.5 0.8 28.6 40.0 25.7 5.7 0.0 
Diana Lincoln 43.6 36.2 14.0 3.7 2.5 24.3 51.4 13.5 10.8 0.0 
Shawna Roosevelt 59.3 29.2 6.4 3.8 1.3 18.9 45.9 18.9 16.2 0.0 
Sara Fairmont 55.0 33.2 7.6 2.1 2.1 43.1 36.2 19.0 1.7 0.0 
Rebekah Middleton 75.0 18.2 5.4 0.0 1.4 12.0 60.0 28.0 0.0 0.0 

  Students Year 3 Teachers Year 3 
Participant  A B C D F A B C D F 
Christine Palm Hill 65.5 25.0 5.8 2.1 1.7 66.7 28.3 3.3 1.7 0.0 

Lisa Pleasant 
Heights 84.5 12.5 1.2 0.6 1.2 100.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 

Brenda Edgewood 67.4 22.8 6.9 1.5 1.5 86.7 13.3 0.0 0.0 0.0 
Paula McKinley 54.2 24.0 13.1 5.6 3.1 46.8 44.7 4.3 4.3 0.0 
William Spring Tree 67.7 23.5 5.5 3.2 0.0 81.0 16.7 2.4 0.0 0.0 
Connie Woodland 58.5 28.3 7.8 2.2 0.0 20.7 44.8 27.6 6.9 0.0 
Diana Lincoln 53.6 30.3 12.0 3.0 1.1 27.0 43.2 21.6 8.1 0.0 
Shawna Roosevelt 65.0 22.9 5.4 3.3 3.3 32.4 27.0 24.3 13.5 2.7 
Sara Fairmont 67.3 22.8 7.8 1.3 0.8 59.3 33.9 6.8 0.0 0.0 
Rebekah Middleton 65.9 20.6 8.7 0.8 4.0 9.5 57.1 28.6 4.8 0.0 
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