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ABSTRACT 

 The purpose of this qualitative research was to explore how the economic recession 

affected leadership styles through the perspectives of current administrators and teachers in five 

Georgia high schools. The study was driven by two research questions including the 

administrator’s perception and the teacher’s perception of how the leadership styles had evolved, 

adapted, or changed due to economic factors. The participants in this study were selected from a 

mixture of purposeful and random sampling. Five high school administrators with at least eight 

years of experience in their school were chosen and asked to participate. Three teachers with at 

least eight years of experience in the same school were chosen at random from each location to 

also participate. This yielded a total of twenty participants, three male administrators, two female 

administrators, three male teachers, and twelve female teachers. The age and educational 

background of the participants was varied. 

 The data for this study was collected through interviews with the participants. Interviews 

were transcribed and thematic coding was used to analyze the data. This process allowed the 

researcher to identify common patterns and emerging themes from the data collected. Through 

the theoretical framework of the study, the researcher was able to connect the data to the research 

questions. Four themes were identified in the data analysis: (1) Protection, (2) Responsibility, (3) 

Careful Decision Making, and (4) Maintaining Focus. 

 The findings of this study revealed that during economic hardship, administrators were 

forced to adapt their leadership styles in order to cope. It was found that transformational 

leadership components, as well as flexible and adaptive leadership components were used to 



iii 
 

effectively lead the educational organizations through the economic recession. Through this 

research, the researcher was able to provide information to current and future leaders in how to 

better prepare for financial turmoil while maintaining quality education as the ultimate goal. 
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CHAPTER I: 

INTRODUCTION 

Introduction 

Education was thought to be the key ingredient for a democracy to be successful. By 

political leaders such as Thomas Jefferson and George Washington, education was born with 

political ends for the good of society (Urban & Wagoner, 2009). From the early days of the mid-

1800s when one person served as schoolmaster to the current times where multiple levels of 

school leadership exists, school administration had the challenge of ensuring quality education to 

the students of the educational system. Since the establishment of educational leadership, the 

duties of a school leader have always included a political position which must answer to the local 

community regarding the school system. As the population grew and school districts expanded, 

so did the responsibilities of school leaders, thus new levels and positions were created (Kafka, 

2009). Throughout the years, the term school administrator has developed a multi-faceted 

definition with many levels of personnel and varying responsibilities.  

Educational funding is one area for which school administrators are responsible. Money 

affects each and every part of education. Being one of the last sectors to feel the effects, 

educational systems seemed to think they were safe from the Recession; however, the Recession 

of 2008 has resulted in shrinking budgets for school systems and difficult decisions for school 

leaders (Haskvitz, 2011). Even though the Great Recession has been reported as an 18 month 

time period beginning in December 2007 to June 2009 (US Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2012), the 
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fall of Lehman Brothers in September of 2008 was the first sign for many that the economy was 

headed for financial crisis (Middlehurst, 2010). Since that time, 5 million layoffs have taken 

place and in 2010 the average unemployment rate was reported at 9.5% (US Bureau of Labor 

Statistics). Due to decreased revenue from income and sales taxes, school systems have been 

affected resulting in overall budget cuts (Johnson, Oliff, & Williams, 2010). One thing is for 

certain, change. Change is occurring at a rapid pace and school leaders must adapt or risk being 

left behind. The economic status has forced change in the educational process like no other 

reform (Levine, 2010). In times of intense transformation related to globalization, technological 

advancements, and demographic diversity, the school leaders must ensure quality pedagogy is 

up-to-date regardless of budget cuts (Levine, 2010).  

Creative decision making and careful resource allocation is a necessary skill for all types 

of leaders during current times. What do school systems do when money is scarce and demands 

are high? Several school systems in the State of Georgia have resorted to drastic measures to 

save money and make ends meet. Political leaders have loosened restrictions in order for school 

leaders to tighten purse strings. Schools have resorted to changing calendars, cutting the number 

of school days attended while increasing the number of hours each day, and issuing up to ten 

furlough days for school employees. Also, the number of students allowed per classroom has 

been increased, therefore resulting in fewer teachers needed and some being cut from their 

positions. Professional development requirements for teacher certification renewals have also 

been lifted for the next few years (Georgia Department of Education).  

Not only do leaders have to make financial appropriations but the outcome and effects of 

their decisions must be considered. The decisions which are made affect both teachers and 

students and can have an impact on the quality of instruction a teacher provides to students 
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(Quaglia, Marion, McIntire, 2001). Resources for instructional practice must be carefully 

considered when making financial decisions. Textbooks, technology, professional development, 

various school programs, and many other types of necessities for instruction cost money (Oliff, 

Mai, & Leachman, 2012). Cutting back on these types of resources may be some of the quickest 

ways to save money; however, they can have some of the highest levels of impact on instruction 

due to their closeness to the classroom.  

 Retrenchment is another term for cutbacks and policy changes. Retrenchment is a 

common approach organizations take in order to address lack of funding. During times of 

retrenchment, organizational managers are tasked with hard decisions on who and what to cut 

and the impact these cuts have on the remaining personnel. Reductions in force can have a 

negative impact to the culture. When personnel are decreased, the responsibilities of the cut 

positions must be shared among the remaining employees. Mistrust and lack of commitment can 

result due to layoffs (Gilmore & Hirschhorn, 1983).The downturn in the economy has given 

leaders a more difficult task in leading organizations. Rebuilding trust, careful decision making, 

and effective communication are a few practices leaders should engage in while executing 

difficult decisions (Buhler, 2009). 

Problem of Study 

As previously noted, schools in Georgia, like schools across the nation, have faced fiscal 

crisis, leading to a number of economic decisions being made at the school level to deal with the 

decline in financial support. Nevertheless, quality education must still go on and fiscal decisions 

must be made accordingly. During times of hardships, leaders must be able to encourage and 

motivate their faculties to endure the time and keep striving to provide their students with the 

best education possible (Middlehurst, 2010). Findings from this study should help those in 
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leadership positions to grasp an understanding of how to adapt during a time of economic 

recession and declining resources generally. Administrators and teachers must learn to work 

together to make and enforce economic strategies for the betterment of the children (Simpson, 

2009). Further information from this study will help Georgia administrators to understand what 

strategies have helped to close the gap from lack of funding and quality education.  

Conceptual Framework 

The term leadership means many different things and has been defined in many different 

ways. The term in the verb form, “to lead” is the act of leading (Smith & Piele, 1997). However, 

leadership is much more than simply leading from one place to another or from task to task and 

goal to goal. Leading an organization, especially one as complex as a school, is a great task that 

involves a variety of characteristics and abilities (Paredes-Scribner et al, 2011). Leadership is 

multidimensional and those in leadership positions must be fully aware of their values. They 

must be able to set goals, share beliefs, and provide a vision. Effective leaders are also 

innovative, people centered, original, challenging, and trustworthy (Reynolds & Warfield, 2010). 

Individuals who are leaders learn to share responsibility, question the status quo, and inspire a 

shared vision. They must truly care about their position and the people they are working with, as 

well as be the example by modeling the expectations set forth.  

 Leadership, for the purpose of this study, will be defined as the individual who holds a 

formal position as a school leader and has influence over resources, instructional practices, and 

the overall procedures of the school facility. Leadership style will be described as the way in 

which the leader carries out his or her duties.  Leadership styles are numerous and very much 

fluid; however the style of leadership can be a main factor when trying to motivate a faculty to 

perform high when funds and energy are low. The demands on accountability measures aimed at 



5 

teachers have not decreased with the level of funding, but due to No Child Left Behind 

mandates, have continued to increase. No Child Left Behind has put the spotlight on increasing 

student achievement which has increased stress levels and work loads of school personnel. With 

less money and higher stakes, teachers and administrators must work together to achieve the 

goals set before them in regards to student achievement (Borkowski, 2006). Leaders must adapt 

their style to the current situation in order to meet the needs of all stakeholders. 

In developing the framework, I will identify a variety of leadership theories and discuss 

the components, as well as the criticism of each. The leadership theory review will create a 

foundation to this study and will create a holistic view of how leadership has developed over 

time, as well as identify the normative actions expected from each leadership theory. Leadership 

theories are included in several main headings including: Trait, Emergent/Servant, Leadership-

style, Psychodynamic, Contingency, and the leadership style focus of the study, 

Transformational Leadership. Each of these theories has components that will be addressed and 

discussed to gain a comprehensive view of the vast literature which exists on the topic of 

leadership.  

Through the literature discussion, the transformational style of leadership has emerged to 

become the focus of the study. Other leadership theory focuses were not compatible with the 

direction of this study. For example, trait leadership was directed more to the characteristics of 

the leader as a person and what social class they dwell within (Gill, 2006). Emergent leadership 

can take place informally and in settings where the leader conforms to expectations of followers. 

Servant leadership is leadership by service to others and the focus of this style is the motivation 

and character of the individual, which is closely aligned to the trait style of leadership 

(Greenleaf, 1977). The criticism of the theories are apparent and in working through the 
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literature, transformational leadership continued to be more closely aligned and incorporate more 

of the effective strategies leaders need in order to be successful through economic recession.  

Through this literature, I will create a connection and comparison of the components and 

normative expectations of the chosen leadership theory with actual practice during economic 

hardship. Even though the struggle with monetary constraints is not a new concept, the current 

economic trends have resulted in many school systems having to discover innovative ways to 

maintain quality education for their students (Johnson et al, 2010). Administrators and teachers 

are being faced with hard decisions. Communication between administrators and teachers is a 

vital component during the economic decision making process. 

Purpose and Research Questions 

 The purpose of this research is to examine Georgia’s educational leadership in its current 

capacity and expose the changes driven by the economic recession. Through qualitative research, 

experienced teachers and administrators will participate in interviews designed to elicit data in 

order to identify the style of leadership used during the most recent economic crisis. Principal 

and teacher interviews will be the primary form of data collection. Auxiliary data will be 

collected through observations of teacher and administrator interactions, reading of minutes of 

meetings, attendance at leadership team meetings, etc. The data collected from the various 

avenues will be analyzed for emerging themes to answer the following research questions: 

1. In what ways have school leaders been forced to change their style of leadership due to 

economic recession?   

2. In what ways have teachers perceived their administrator’s style of leadership during 

economic recession?   
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Once systems have been selected, as described in Chapter 3, a more detailed review and 

discussion will take place in order to provide readers a clear perspective of this research project. 

However, most of the systems included in the selection pool, consists of a variety of 

demographics in Northwest Georgia. The pool will include both city and county type districts 

with the size of high schools ranging from 300 students to 1600 students in grades 9-12. Leaders 

will be chosen based on their administrative position in a high school setting. The only criterion 

for participation is the years of service must be greater than eight years on the school’s 

administrative team to provide the needed pre-recession experience. A total of five 

administrators will be selected and a total of three teachers from each school will also be selected 

to participate. The teachers included in the process must also meet the number of years 

requirement. All participants will participate in open-ended interviews with probing questions 

directly related to the research questions. 

Rationale 

 For some, the Recession of 2008 came as no surprise, but for others it hit hard and fast 

and left heads spinning and stress building. As employees were laid off and businesses shut 

doors, school was a safe-haven for many students. At school, the expectation and reassurance of 

two hot meals and a comfortable routine helped students and school employees live oblivious to 

the economic crisis. However, the educational system was sure to be affected. Funding and 

budgeting are always topics of discussion for educational leaders as well as a huge responsibility 

of their position (Johnson et al. 2010). More budget cuts have been anticipated with 

accountability measures holding strong. Doing more with less has brought a whole new meaning 

to the topic of educational funding. 
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In an era of economic recession, leaders must modify their administrative style to 

continue to support sound pedagogy. The timeliness of this research cannot be overstated. It is 

important for those going into the field of educational administration to be aware of the past and 

present trends in preparation for the future.  Even though individual schools are being targeted 

and held accountable for quality education and passing test scores, policy makers, community 

leaders, and government officials point to the leader of a school and a district to offer the blame 

or reward (Kafka, 2009).  

 Cutting budgets is not a new concept for public education (Delmore, 2006). However, the 

Recession of 2008 brought a crisis which created major deficits for many systems (Ravitch, 

2010). These deficits are not expected to see any alleviation for several more years. Budgets are 

difficult to balance during a recession because not only do state revenues tend to decrease, but 

also economic growth for states has halted. These declines and lack of income make it 

impossible to operate at the same level as before recession type conditions, therefore, states must 

depend upon decreasing spending (Deitz, Haughwout, & Steindel, 2010). 

 Cedric Johnson (2011), a Policy Analyst for the Georgia Budget and Policy Institute 

writes of an anticipated 14.7% cut for K-12 Education. The Federal Recovery Funds used in the 

previous years helped to reduce the negative balance the state of Georgia faced in funding the 

educational programs, however these funds are now unavailable. Budget cuts must continue in 

order for a balanced budget. The per-pupil spending is estimated to be at an all-time low when 

compared to the last ten years. Ellinger and Wright (1995) found that when funding was 

increased, student achievement also increased. With the accountability mandates schools must 

adhere to, a decrease in funding may have many adverse affects.  
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 The Recession of 2008 is continuing to have its effects. Public education has also 

experienced effects and is expected to have even more cuts and changes in the near future 

(Johnson et al. 2010). In order to learn from current events, understanding how school system 

leaders have chosen to deal with such a crisis and still maintain quality education and appropriate 

levels of teacher collaboration is essential for future awareness and continued improvement 

(Simpson, 2009). 

Limitations and Possible Future Research 

Possible limitations which may hinder the study include the instability of economic 

trends which may lead to inconsistent circumstances. During the study, the economy may shift 

and change, causing inconsistencies. The subjects being studied will also have varying 

experiences and this will be a factor when analyzing the data. Located in a rural area with large 

counties may create a geographic limitation. Due to professional and personal commitments a 

strict research schedule and agenda will have to be followed and will limit the amount of time 

available to spend in each setting. As an administrator, I must work to be neutral throughout the 

process and ensure personal opinions and bias perceptions do not encumber research procedures. 

Due to the limitations mentioned, future research opportunities may include a study of how 

leaders affect other areas of school functions. A more detailed item analysis, including 

anonymous survey methods with a quantitative factor could provide a closer view of how 

leadership behaviors affect specific areas.  

Assumptions 

I will begin this research with several assumptions. First, that the economic recession will 

have an influence on the quality of education. I assume that all schools and personnel involved 

will have felt some personal and professional impact from recession effects. Second, I further 
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assume that the administrators involved will willingly seek teacher input and that teachers will be 

willing to participate in the decision making processes at their institution. 

Regarding research, I assume that administrative decisions directly impact the quality of 

education. I think leadership will be a dominant factor in the operation of each school. My last 

assumption is that each participant will respond candidly to interview questions. The perceptions 

of the research subjects will be a great resource to the insight of leadership during perilous times. 

Organization of Study 

 The organization of this study will include five chapters. In this first chapter, I have an 

Introduction, Conceptual Framework, Problem of Study, Purpose and Research Questions, 

Rationale, Limitations, Assumptions, and Organization of Study. Chapter two provides a review 

of the literature focused on leadership styles, the impact of leadership on student achievement, 

collaborative decision making, and the relationship between funding and/or fiscal decisions and 

quality education. Chapter three will address the plan of methodology and will include the 

interview protocol and participant data. The findings from the analysis and interpretation will be 

addressed in chapter four. Conclusions and recommendations for future studies in the area of 

educational leadership will be summarized in chapter five. 
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CHAPTER II: 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

This literature review focuses on topics and issues relevant to leadership during an 

economic recession. Conceptualization of leadership style trends along with empirical research 

findings of topics closely related to transformational leadership including, collaborative decision 

making, teacher empowerment, and the connection of funding with student achievement will be 

included in this section.  Transformational leadership is examined in regards to the budgetary 

funding dilemma public schools currently face. The review identifies current trends of how 

public school systems and various states have responded to extensive budget reductions. 

Leadership Conceptualized 

Leadership Styles 

Leadership is a term which means many different things and has been studied and 

researched using many different approaches (Gill, 2006). It is a term that cannot be defined but 

one that changes due to situational circumstances, individual preferences, as well as 

organizational structures. However, many researchers have devoted much of their lives to 

leadership studies in an attempt to grasp a tangible description and develop a universal process 

for leadership training programs. One must not forget that leaders are human; therefore, different 

leadership yields different results.  
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Before World War II, the focus of leadership highlighted a person’s traits, but through 

time, leadership research has evolved to focus more on the behaviors of those in leadership 

positions and the relationship a leader has with his followers. Through leadership behavior 

research, similar characteristics have been categorized and labeled which has resulted in the 

evolution of numerous leadership style theories. The way leaders perform tasks, interact with 

subordinates, their intellectual knowledge and many other factors are components of each style 

of leadership (Smith & Piele, 1997).  This topic has yielded many studies which have contributed 

to the library of leadership. These theories attempt to understand a leader’s role and determine 

the importance of relationships the leader has with his followers along with many other aspects 

of leadership.  

Leadership styles have continued to evolve through research and practice. In Gill’s 

(2006) book, Theory and Practice of Leadership, he identifies a variety of leadership theories 

and addresses some of the advantages and disadvantages of each. The theories discussed include 

trait theories, emergent leadership theories, leadership-style theories, psychodynamic theories, 

contingency theories, and the “new leadership” theories, all of which have numerous style 

approaches and unique characteristics. Many leadership theories deal with normative behaviors 

and identify what the researcher believes to be appropriate behaviors for leaders while style 

research is more descriptive in nature and identifies actual practice. This literature review will 

discuss normative theories first and then proceed to descriptive studies of leadership style. Each 

of these theories will be discussed in greater detail and will assist in the direction and focus of 

the research.  

Trait leadership. The first theory discussed is trait leadership. This theory is associated 

with the qualities a person is born with and assumes a person’s leadership capabilities come from 
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within the individual. This theory relies mostly on the abilities and intelligence of the individual 

in order to provide effective leadership. However, if the leader has a much higher level of 

intelligence than those of his followers, the leadership of the individual is compromised (Bass, 

1990). Northouse (2013), found that individuals with the ability to lead tended to possess similar 

characteristics, such as integrity, sociability and determination. Trait leadership suggests that 

leaders are born with these characteristics and explain these attributes of having some genetic 

inclination. A criticism of this theory was that most studies examined the individual instead of 

the leader-follower relationship and these studies do not incorporate the motivational factor of a 

group of people working toward a common goal (Avolio, Bass, & Jung., 1999). 

Emergent and servant leadership. Emergent leadership is when a person emerges from 

a group to take on the leadership role and guide the group to accomplishing its objective (Gill, 

2006). This type of leadership depends upon the people involved, each individual’s 

characteristics, and the purpose set forth at the particular time. Emergent leadership depends on 

the ability of the leader to consider the people involved and provide them with what they need. 

The act of emerging from a group of people into a leadership role where people will follow is a 

key factor in this theory. The followers and the goal at hand become more of the focus in this 

theory. Gill (2006) uses the example of Adolf Hitler as an emergent leader. No matter how 

demented his plan was, he emerged as a leader during a time when his supporters needed a leader 

and he was able to inspire them to follow.  

Servant leadership is another type of emergent leadership which occurs when the leader 

serves others. These types of leaders must possess strong values and be trustworthy individuals. 

The servant leader is one who works for the individuals so that they may be more productive and 

successful (Greenleaf, 1977). Criticism of this theory indicates it does not take into consideration 
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the many contributing factors an effective leader must entertain during the course of leading, 

including the type of followers being led (Gill, 2006). Also, the motivation of the leader to serve 

and the character the leader displays are concerns to be aware of in this type of leadership. 

Leadership Style Theories 

 Rather than looking at the qualities of the leader or the emergence of leadership from a 

group of people, leadership style theories address the various styles of successful leaders and 

attempts to identify what procedures determine effective leadership (Gill, 2006). Based on the 

Action-centered leadership style (ACL) developed by John Adair in the early 1970s, argued an 

effective leader must be sure to meet the needs at three different levels of focus (task, team, and 

individual) and claims that the most effective leaders overlap these to the extent of creating an 

equal balance. The more overlap of these elements, the more cohesive the group and effective 

the leadership.   

 Bass et al. (1990), continued the work of ACL and developed the five styles of leadership 

including: directive, consultative, participative, negotiative, and delegative. Each of these styles 

has a very different approach and allow for the leader to consider different roles while using 

varying amounts of authority and subordinate input. Directive style leadership includes the 

leader being dictating in nature and would tell the subordinates how, what and when things 

should be done and what was expected of them. This type of leadership does not allow for 

follower input but ensures strict rule enforcement. Consultative is more open to opinions, ideas, 

and feelings of the group members but results in the leader making the final decision as to how 

things will be completed and carried out. Participative allows for subordinates to equally 

participate, be involved in the decision making process, and share responsibility. Negotiative is a 

leadership style that can be used to encourage subordinates by bargaining, making promises, 
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rewarding, and offering information selectively to gain their motivation and support. The fifth 

style of leadership is delegative and is when the leader sets the standard and expectations, then 

allows the group to make the decisions and determine the best way to accomplished them. 

Leadership-style theory is much like other theories in that a faultless example does not exist. 

This theory tends to ignore important aspects in that too much emphasis is placed on the leader’s 

behavior with little attention to the situation (Gill, 2006).  

Psychodynamic leadership. The psychodynamic theory of leadership incorporates a 

transactional nature where the leader works to improve the relationship he has with the team 

members. This method helps to gain a better perspective of the personality traits and personal 

characteristics which aid in discovering the best way to work together and interact with the 

members and the leader (Gill, 2006). Feedback from followers is an essential component of this 

model which provides guidance for improvement and helps the leader to use and adjust his 

leadership for more effective methods. As Goldring and Greenfield (2002) suggest, gaining the 

trust of teachers is essential for getting the feedback the school leader would need to guide 

reform and improvement efforts. Face-to-face interaction would most likely be a major element 

for this theory. 

Contingency leadership theories. In Gills (2006) discussion of contingency theories of 

leadership, he addresses several different theories which surround the argument that there is not 

one style of leadership which is better and that leadership is determined by the circumstances. 

The first person to identify a contingency theory was Fred Fiedler in the late 1960s and although 

highly criticized for such a confusing model, he identifies the importance of the situation and 

harmonizing it with appropriate leadership strategies. He concludes that the type of work, the 

amount of power the leader has, and the relationship between the leader and followers are all 
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components in his model of effective leadership. He also suggested that changing the leader may 

be a more sensible adjustment than changing the style of the leader; however this is not a 

possibility in many situations. 

Path-goal theory. Path-goal theory is another type of contingency theory which further 

develops Fiedler’s contingency theory and includes a transactional nature of rewarding followers 

when goals are reached. The leader’s position in this type of situation is to remove any obstacles 

the followers may face to make reaching the goal easier while providing motivation and 

satisfaction with rewards and payoffs (Gill, 2006).  

 Situational leadership theory. Situational is another type of contingency theory Gill 

(2006) discusses. Hershey and Blanchard’s (1993) situational leadership model incorporates four 

leadership styles (directive, consultative, participating, and delegating) with the knowledge, skill, 

and motivation level of the subordinates in determining the best style of leadership for the 

situation or task. Situational leadership takes into account the cognitive capacity of the follower 

and suggests that the higher the level of cognition, the lower authoritative and directive the 

leader’s approach must be and vice versus. Situational leadership allows for the empowerment of 

the followers and provides a flexibility attribute for the leader. As Goldring and Greenfield 

(2002) point out that one of a leader’s greatest challenges is balancing demands and expectations 

and it becomes clear that contingency theories allow opportunity for leaders to make adjustments 

depending upon the situation. 

Transactional leadership theory. Transactional leadership is a theory based on 

motivation by reward. Transactional leadership does not allow for follower empowerment or 

feedback for improvement. Gill (2006) addressed the criticism for this leadership theory as 

encouraging compliance instead of commitment. This type of leadership style focuses more on 
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the leader as being a directive/dictator type individual with the risks of reward satisfaction 

running short in the long-term. The followers own interest is the factor of motivation (Burns, 

1978). A study using a parent-teacher organization (PTO) president as the subject, focused on 

two different types of leadership approaches when trying to get other members of the association 

to participate in fundraising activities (Hermalin, 1997). One style was explained as “leadership 

by sacrifice” and included a transactional exchange when the leader sacrificed something of 

herself, such as bringing doughnuts to a meeting for the exchange in participation of the 

followers. This was compared to “leadership by example” which involved the PTO president 

working hard on the project and while also trying to gain the trust and acceptance of the 

followers. Leadership by example was found to have yielded a greater amount of motivation and 

dedication from the other members. It was found that when the leader demonstrated the 

importance of the project by working hard, the other members where more motivated to step in 

and work too. Bass’s (1990) research from the corporate managers of Xerox found that 

transactional leadership was a “prescription for mediocrity” (p. 20) which is a main criticism of 

transactional leadership. 

Flexible and adaptive leadership theory. Flexible and adaptive leadership, as defined 

by Yukl & Mahsud (2010), includes the “changing of behavior in appropriate ways as the 

situation changes” (p. 81). In this discussion, adaptive behaviors are an essential part of 

leadership and depending on the situation, prior experiences of the individuals involved, and the 

level of abilities of the subordinates will determine the type of behavior portrayed from the 

leader. The author argues that in order to be effectively flexible and adaptable, leaders must face 

new problems with new and innovative ways to solve them. This can cause hesitation from those 

involved due to non-traditional methods and imposition on current beliefs and values. For 
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example, a four-day school week in one county was met with much opposition, but was 

implemented by leaders regardless. After just two years on this schedule, the school system has 

saved money, raised test scores, and it is now the norm for the school and its community 

(Omarzu, 2012).  

 The types of changes, whether crisis or gradual, have also been addressed by Yukl & 

Mahsud (2010). They define crisis change as change which occurs suddenly, is unexpected, and 

creates immediate problems. Gradual change was explained as an “emerging threat” and tends to 

require a more innovative approach to problem solving (p. 86). One example given for gradual 

change which is also considered an external change was shifts in economic conditions. During 

this type of change, leaders were encouraged to collaborate and work collaboratively while 

practicing flexibility while monitoring progress through the hardship. 

Transformational leadership theory. The final leadership style theory this review will 

address is transformational leadership.  Transformational leadership was introduced by James 

MacGregor Burns in 1978.  Bernard Bass continued the work of Burns and contributed to the 

discussions and research of this leadership style. School leaders are part of a very different 

organization than those in business sectors (Goldring & Greenfield, 2002). Kenneth Leithwood 

(1992) bridged Bass’s work in the business sector to include the educational leadership sector. 

He found through three different studies that educational reform efforts of transformational 

leaders included the following three components: collaborative culture, group problem solving, 

and professional development. Due to the changing demographics and ever increasing 

accountability measures, educational leaders face an overwhelming challenge. Goldring and 

Greenfield (2002) identified four areas school administrators face that other sectors do not, 
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including: moral dimensions, stewardship of the public’s trust, complexity of the core schooling 

activities, and normative and people-intensive character. 

A mixed study of 17 school superintendents and business owners and CEOs compared 

the characteristics of their style of leadership and the effectiveness of their organizations (Carr, 

2012). Through case study interviews, the researcher sought to find essential leadership 

behaviors which the participants felt assisted in the organizational purpose. After questioning the 

leaders about their leadership styles and how they felt their styles contributed to the company 

goals, findings indicated that educational leaders and business leaders have both similarities and 

differences. All participants agreed that leadership was a process and the researcher identified 

two sub-categories of process: training and relationships. The relationship was important to both 

business leaders and educational leaders. Through the relationships the leaders built with their 

followers, they noted that power should only be used to seek the common goal. This was done 

most often times through the empowerment and teamwork of the subordinates (Carr, 2012).  

Transformational leadership requires not only the leader, but also the follower to 

encourage and motivate one another to reach a higher standard. Leaders who are categorized as 

transformational leaders must possess strong morals and be concerned with values such as 

“liberty, justice, and equality” (Gill, 2006, p. 50). Transformational leaders work to empower 

stakeholders and assist followers to reach the highest level of self-actualization possible. 

Motivation is also a key component for this theory, for both the leader and the follower.  

The leadership of an organization is a driving factor in the culture and effectiveness of 

that organization. The style of leadership the leader displays and the issues the leader chooses to 

focus on have been found to be key ingredients in establishing behavioral guidelines, adjusting 

organizational norms, and encouraging creative change (Bass & Avolio, 1993). Transformational 
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leadership requires a purpose and vision, as well as trust among the followers. They also 

encourage creative change and growth. Gaining trust by conducting oneself in a moral and 

ethical way is essential for this type of leadership to be effective. Transformational leaders must 

be guided by the goals of the organization. They must not be misguided by their own personal 

agendas (Gill, 2006). Empowering others is also an attribute associated with this style of 

leadership.  

According to Bass and Avolio (1993), transformational leaders tend to use one or more of 

the four I’s, which include: individualized consideration, intellectual stimulation, inspirational 

motivation, and idealized influence. Each of the four I’s identifies specific characteristics and 

personality traits of a transformational leader. Through these traits and attributes, leaders are 

considered to be effective transformational leaders when they empower their followers and are 

able to motivate them past their personal agendas towards a common purpose, vision, and/or 

mission set forth for the group or organization (Bass, 1990). 

 The individualized consideration component of transformational leadership includes a 

supportive nature, respect of the follower’s needs, as well as the individual contribution of each 

team member. Intellectual stimulation is the leadership element that appreciates originality and 

innovation of their followers. Team members are not afraid of being embarrassed and are willing 

to contribute to the problem solving and decision making processes. Inspirational motivation is 

how a leader sets forth the collective vision and inspires team members to work towards a 

common goal. This attribute promotes positive motivation, allows for uniqueness and appreciates 

each member’s contribution. This type of leader not only inspires and motivates, but also serves 

as an example, while setting high expectations and instilling confidence and determination to 

complete the goal (Bass, 1999). Unlike transactional leadership, a reward is not necessary due to 
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the intrinsic motivation and self-actualization a member experiences being led by a 

transformational leader (Bass, 1990).  

Leaders must sell their vision in order for their followers to fully adopt and accept the 

purpose set forth. Bernard Bass (1997), compared selling and leadership in order to make the 

point that leadership is selling. In his comparison, he discussed each aspect of the 4 I’s of 

transformational leadership in relation to selling. Idealized influence, also addressed as charisma, 

is when the leader was seen as someone who had become an expert of their product or service. 

They were seen as someone who could creatively solve problems and continued to demonstrate 

determination and persistence. Intellectual stimulation encouraged innovative problem solving 

and questioned the current situation or status quo. This concept allowed leaders to present new 

ideas to followers in ways that challenged new methods of doing things. Individualized 

consideration was explained as coaching their followers with constructive feedback and ensured 

a supportive environment where delegation provided room for development and growth. 

Inspirational motivation set the vision in place and established the follower’s commitment to 

attain organizational goals. Problems were not seen as threats but rather opportunities. 

Transformational leadership is a necessary component for encouraging and motivating 

employees; especially during times of change. Balyer’s (2012) study focused on the level of 

transformational leadership which was demonstrated by principals during daily operations. 

Teachers engaged in semi-structured interviews which included probing questions regarding the 

school principal. Questions included areas such as putting the needs of other before their own, 

using power for personal gain, demonstrating high moral standards, setting challenging goals, 

displaying enthusiasm and optimism, communicating high expectations, acting as a coach or 

mentor to help others reach their potential, and stimulating others to be innovative and creative. 
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After interviewing teachers from a number of various schools, transformational leadership 

components including the 4 I’s, was shown to be vital in daily practices for schools to continue 

to grow, expand, and embrace change as collective organizations. Findings of this study lead to 

several recommendations, such as: (1) principals should be trained as transformational leaders, 

(2) in order to lessen the procedural duties principals should empower assistant principals, and 

(3) political influences should be eliminated when selecting individuals to hold the principal’s 

position (Balyer 2012). 

In order to determine the impact of transformational leadership in educational institutions 

and on school conditions, a meta-analytic review of five research studies was conducted 

(Leithwood & Sun, 2012).  This review identified eleven leadership behavior practices and 

categorized these into four main practices which the studies addressed including: setting 

directions, developing people, redesigning the organization, and improving the instructional 

program. Transformational leadership was found through this study to have a significant effect 

on shared goals, the working environment, and improved instruction. Organizational culture and 

shared decision making were also found to be effected through transformational leadership 

practices. A culture of collaboration, nurturing professional development, and effective decision 

making are all characteristics of a transformational leader.  

In a study on subordinate leadership preferences, a total of sixty police officers were 

surveyed using the Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire and asked to describe the behavior(s) 

of their immediate supervisor. They were then asked to take the survey a second time and 

describe the behavior(s) of their ideal supervisor. The results showed they preferred 

transformational leadership behaviors over other styles and subordinates under this style of 

leadership tended to have higher levels of job satisfaction and motivation (Singer & Singer, 
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2001). Transformational leadership has a positive relationship with the level of teacher 

commitment, which in turn affects other aspects including school culture and student 

achievement (Aydin, et al., 2013, Sahin, 2004). 

Leadership Style: Impact on Student Achievement 

The complexity of the core activities of schooling includes the attention a leader must 

show to teaching and learning. Changing student populations and initiating technological 

upgrades, as well as, supporting and motivating teachers and staff makes this portion a 

tremendous job responsibility. The principal is the critical component in stimulating growth and 

change in instructional practices which affect student learning (Louis & Wahlstrom, 2011).  A 

study driven by the accountability demands for today’s schools found a significant relationship 

between the principal and student achievement by looking at the preparation and experience of 

the principal in relation to student performance on state-mandated tests (Knoeppel & Rinehart, 

2008). Over a three year period, student performance data and principal quality data were 

collected from 349 elementary schools. Principal quality was measured as one having been 

trained and certified by a state principal certification test. One finding from this study was the 

principals with the most recent educational leadership training showed higher levels of student 

achievement. School leaders face an ultimate challenge with the dilemmas of facility 

management, safety protocols, personnel staffing and evaluations, resource allocation, 

instructional leadership, and accountability measures they face while considering the restrictions 

the governing bodies hold over them (Goldring & Greenfield, 2002).  

Accountability in regards to student achievement is a top priority for schools. Leadership 

style is a key factor in promoting and encouraging gains in student achievement. Educational 

leaders were compared to corporate managers in order to gain a clearer perspective on the use of 



24 

 

transformational leadership qualities and the level of performance exhibited (Onorato, 2013). 

The responsibilities of educational administrators have grown to encompass many tasks much 

like private sector business managers and corporate leaders. One characteristic attributed to 

transformational leadership is that of motivating team members to their fullest potential and even 

beyond expectations (Onorato, 2013). This motivational factor is a key component in increasing 

employer performance for an increase in production. Transformational leadership was found to 

be a needed style choice for educational leaders in order to make the needed changes due to 

focus on student achievement. This type of leadership may help school administrators meet the 

challenges of increasing student achievement during the challenging times of funding cuts 

(Botwinik, 2007).  

A study conducted by surveying high school principals and teachers and analyzing 

student performance data revealed a correlation between the types of leadership practices the 

principals conveyed to the level of student achievement (Valentine & Prater, 2011). All of the 

principals serving as research subjects had been in the head principal’s position for more than 3 

years. One thousand thirty-eight teachers who had served under their current principals at least 3 

years were also surveyed. The findings reported that a principal’s style of leadership did have an 

impact on student learning as reported on state mandated assessments. A principal must not only 

have handled the managerial requirements for day to day operations, but must have supported the 

instructional practices and coordinated curriculum.  

Effective principals were determined by teacher responses on leadership factor survey 

scores. When survey results were compared to student performance data, effective principals 

were defined as being data driven in order to monitor student progress and identify patterns and 

gaps in student achievement. The most effective principals were found to have not only guided 
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the instructional process on a daily basis, but to also support vertical articulation throughout 

grade levels and courses (Valentine & Prater, 2011). In a vertical teaming study, transformational 

leadership was found once again to be the most satisfying style of leadership that promoted 

greater job satisfaction (Ruggieri, 2009).  

Of the leadership qualities researched, transformational leadership was found to have the 

most positive relationship with student achievement (Valentine & Prater, 2011). There were 3 

factors of transformational leadership practices of effective principals which most correlated 

with the success of student achievement, “providing a model, identifying a vision, and fostering 

group goals” (p. 23) Principals were an example for their faculties in order to exhibit the values 

needed to encourage an environment conducive to learning. They were also inspirational to 

others by setting a realistic vision that guided and maintained the path to success. The third 

factor of fostering group goals included a collaborative decision making process where teachers 

felt they were an important part of the vision and had a stake in the goals which were the steps to 

reaching the vision.  

Goddard, et al (2000), suggested that school administrators should pay close attention to 

the collective efficacy of their teachers and how they supported and encouraged the development 

of this aspect of their school’s culture. They found that a unified, collected effort of the teachers 

also promoted increased student achievement. When teachers worked together towards a 

common goal they felt as though their efforts made a greater impact. The collaboration of the 

teachers was found to be a significant indicator of student performance on state standardized 

math and reading test.  
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Collaborative Decision Making and Teacher Empowerment 

Transformational leadership has been defined as a style which encourages leaders and 

employees alike to lose their own self-interests and set the group as the priority (Bass, 1990). 

Transformational leaders have been found to have closer relationships to their employees 

because they individualize and appreciate each one’s uniqueness. Creating a challenging and 

intellectual stimulating environment was also found as a way to promote self-determination and 

self-confidence in employees. Using the Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire, Bass (1990) 

found that those leaders who were identified as transformational were able to motivate up to 82% 

of their employees to exert extra effort into their work performance.  

 Bernard Bass (1990) discusses transformational leadership in relation to transactional 

leadership. In his discussion of transactional leadership, he identifies the reward/punishment 

nature of motivation this type of leadership conveys. He brought forth the concern of how much 

authority the leader has over the rewards and penalties would be direct indicator in how much 

motivation the employees would convey. For example, in the educational system of Georgia, the 

pay scale is based upon years of experience and certificate level. The building leaders have no 

control over the pay step a teacher is on. Due to the lack of authority a school leader has for 

teacher compensation, transformational leadership practices could prove to be more effective 

when motivating their faculties. 

Bass (1990) argues that transformational leadership is not cure all, but rather a style of 

leadership which can be used in various situations, especially when economic times are unstable 

and turbulent. Transformational leadership allows for the leaders to be flexible and provide the 

inspiration employees need to carry on in times of change and uncertainty. This style of 



27 

 

leadership can provide the charisma, intellectual stimulation, and individualization necessary to 

drive an organization forward. 

Fenn and Mixon (2011) completed a study of 215 superintendents and their leadership 

style in comparison to several factors. Using the Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire, they 

were looking to answer research questions including the relationship between the sizes of the 

district, years of teaching experience, years of principal experience, and years of superintendent 

experience with the self-reported use of transformational leadership behaviors. Findings 

indicated that the superintendents self-reported high levels of transformational leadership 

behaviors. This type of leadership was prevalent across all districts included in the study. It was 

noted by the researchers that 99.1% of the superintendents were leaders of districts which were 

noted as effective schools according to their student achievement and performance. This study 

supported that transformational leadership behaviors have a correlation with increased school 

effectiveness (Fenn & Mixon, 2011). One study focused on the teacher leaders in the school 

building and cross analyzed the teachers’ perceptions of the leadership style with that of the 

building administration (Devine & Alger, 2012). Teacher participants in this study indicated that 

teacher leaders were viewed as more transformational and suggested through their findings that 

principals and teacher leaders should collaborate more effectively to ensure a common goal. 

Also, the researchers suggested a greater level of shared leadership among teachers in order to 

empower and motivate them to perform at higher levels of effectiveness.  

Another study showed that teachers were more dedicated and hardworking when 

transformational leadership was the most prevalent style of leadership practice (Tarter, et al., 

1995). When comparing teacher leaders to their principal counterparts, it was found that teacher 

empowerment based on expertise was a positive factor for stimulating change and improvement 
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in the school (Devine & Alger, 2012). This latter study suggested more research was needed in 

the area of school leadership using qualitative methods. 

A study which compared teacher and principal perspectives found a significant 

correlation between the teacher perceptions of social support and job satisfaction. The extent of 

their relationships and the level of social support received were analyzed with the amount of 

teacher stress shown to exist. Teachers who perceived their principal as knowledgeable and 

respectable were found to have higher levels of job satisfaction (Abbey & Esposito, 2001). 

Social support was discussed as a necessary leadership style component and encouraged 

principals to assess their leadership style. Supporting and empowering teachers was found to 

reduce stress and therefore lead to greater job satisfaction. Social support from the principal was 

stated as fostering a non-threatening environment which is essential in the intellectual 

stimulation component of transformational leadership (Abbey & Esposito, 2001; Bass, 1990). 

Sharing leadership responsibilities and the effectiveness an organization experiences was 

the focus of one study of five highly effective elementary schools (Parsons & Beauchamp, 2012). 

This study looked at the style of leadership and the involvement of the employees in the decision 

making process. School leaders had to give up some of their authority in order to create room for 

teachers to be shareholders in the decision making process. The art of building relationships was 

a key factor in the success of this leadership model. Leaders developed positive relationships 

with their teachers, and the teachers’ strengthened relationships with one another. 

The method of this study suggested effective administrative roles which assisted in 

building these relationships including: developing a shared vision and common goals, creating 

personal bonds with teachers and students, being involved, listening and caring about what is 

going on, celebrating successes, incorporating a shared decision making model so others feel 
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empowered, and doing what you say you are going to do. Through interviews with staff 

members and written responses to open ended questions, the case study of five different schools 

revealed ten themes of highly effective principals including: being knowledgeable, trusting and 

respecting, caring and providing safety, practicing discipline and decisiveness, promoting a sense 

of family, setting high expectations, encouraging innovation, sharing common goals and a shared 

vision, and communicating effectively (Parsons & Beauchamp, 2012).  

A two-year study used semi-structured interviews with a collection of teachers, subject 

leaders, and principals (Ghamrawi, 2011).  During the last few years of economic crisis, 

administrators have been forced into education reform.  Findings indicated the role of the teacher 

has become broader with responsibilities extending beyond classroom management.  With the 

education system facing budget restraints, administrators have been forced to broaden the role of 

the teacher, including leadership duties.  This has enabled the teacher to not only focus on the 

grade-level subject he teaches, but to actively make decisions that impact his department or the 

school, as a whole.   

By allowing the teacher to participate in decision making processes, the teacher serves as 

an asset to the principal because of his direct rapport with the students.  This study focused on 

the role the principal plays to ensure teachers receive the trust they need to seek and maintain 

teacher leadership by securing five elements, including teachers’ self-efficacy, collaboration, 

commitment, collective vision, and building a strong sense of belonging to the organization.  

According to this study, trust is essential for the development of self-efficacy (Ghamrawi, 2011).   

If the principal is able to create a trusting environment, it was discovered that teachers 

will work harder and learn to overcome obstacles to reaching their goals.  Without trust, teachers 

were more inclined to isolate themselves from others and avoid opportunities for successful 
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collaboration. Through collaboration and trusting relationships with their peers, teachers were 

more than likely to bond and work together to increase student achievement school or system-

wide (Ghamrawi, 2011).   

Data from this study suggested that the organizational commitment, through philosophy, 

vision, mission, goals, clientele, and values, were directly impacted by the environment and the 

behavior of the principal.  Therefore, it is imperative for principals to create environments of 

trust to secure organizational commitment and avoid resistance. Involving teachers in school 

decisions created a bond between teachers and the principal, thus ensuring a collective effort to 

meet the vision of the school. By sharing decision-making responsibilities with teachers, 

principals may secure the sense of belonging teachers need for an organization.  This study 

indicated that empowered teachers are more likely to speak candidly with their school principals.  

Trust is the key factor in helping teachers feel like they are respected, empowered, and needed 

for the success of the organization (Ghamrawi, 2011). 

Teacher collaboration and curriculum and instructional goals may be achieved through 

professional development activities. Continuous improvement must be reflected in the 

organization’s vision and mission set forth and modeled by the leader. In order to positively 

affect student achievement, administrators must provide opportunities for teachers to develop 

professionally (Moore, et al, 2011). Staff development and the level of knowledge held by 

teachers were found to be an essential component for school and student success (Carr, 2012). 

Giles (2007), found that by nurturing the relationships in a school building through collaboration 

and shared decision making, school improvement and increased student achievement could be 

the focus of one common goal.  
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Economic Factors 

How important is funding in relation to student achievement? Ellinger, Wright, and 

David (1995), researched various factors that influence student achievement. The factors 

included, per-pupil revenue, minority status, number of students participating in the free-lunch 

program, teacher salary, and average of teacher experience. These researchers found a major 

correlation between funding and student achievement. Student achievement was found to be 

higher on state standardized testing when funding was higher. Money does make a difference 

when ensuring quality education.  

Chambers et al. (2006) found that in order for school districts to provide a sound 

education to public school students, the level of funding must be increased. Using a six-phase 

research design, the researchers were able to collect data to determine adequate funding levels 

for the entire state of New York. It was determined that 520 districts would need additional 

funding to operate at a level where student achievement met state standards. Only 160 districts 

were operating at or above the determined adequate level. This study was conducted using the 

2001-02 school year data including educational funding and student performance on state 

standardized tests. It was recommended that in order for student achievement to increase, 

funding must also be increased to include hiring more school personnel, enhance school 

programs such as the pre-kindergarten program, and increase salaries to decrease the turnover 

rate of teachers. Funding is an important issue when educating today’s youth, and careful 

consideration must be used when leaders make decisions on how to allocate funds. 

Money spent on education, does not only show up through student achievement on state 

tests, but also during the daily operation of the school setting. The first few days of school are 

very important for teachers to establish routines, set expectations, and implement classroom 
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rules. The beginning of school is the time to set the tone for the entire school year. With a strong, 

smooth start, teachers are able to create a climate for successful learning opportunities. Lack of 

funding can create some obstacles for an ideal situation for the start of a school year (Chassman, 

2010). 

Chassman (2010) describes a scenario that many schools face at the end of the summer 

when funding is scarce. A delay in hiring the appropriate number of teachers created turmoil for 

a California school. District level leaders had not given the school level leaders the permission to 

hire needed personnel until student numbers were determined. Districts do not want to hire 

unless absolutely necessary due to the additional expense of the teachers’ salaries (Cuban, 2008). 

This left students without classrooms and teachers unprepared for courses they would have to 

teach. Students’ schedules were changing up to three weeks after school started, giving these 

students a major disadvantage and teachers an increased workload in getting these students 

caught up. A school year should begin as prepared and equipped as possible, however, the lack 

of funding today’s school face make this a very difficult task (Chassman, 2010). 

 Following the Recession of 2008, educational systems across the United States have 

been forced to deal with budget cuts and lack of funding. With over 5 million layoffs in the 

United States since the onset of the recession, employees of the state have not escaped 

impending cutbacks (Challenger, 2009). In addition to a reduction in force, many state workers 

have been affected by the cutbacks through furlough days and wage reductions (Johnson, Oliff, 

Williams, 2010). Educators account for a large portion of the work force for each state. Funding 

for education, grades k-12, has been cut as a result of the recession in over 34 states. Even 

though great efforts have been made to avoid a reduction in the teacher workforce, cuts in 

staffing and programming are the only options for some school systems (Delmore, 2006).  
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School districts in several states, such as Kansas, Texas, and Illinois have been cutting 

central office personnel in order to save money. Through a question and answer session of 

several superintendents, the author was able to reflect the true status of budget cuts and how they 

have affected school systems in these states (Schachter, 2011). Cutting administrative positions 

at the central level for some systems reduces spending by only a small percentage. Thus, some 

districts have been faced with much more significant and harder decisions to make. One 

superintendent discussed how he had tried to make cuts as far away from the classroom as 

possible to hopefully decrease the effects of the quality of education. One district in Texas has 

had to increase class sizes, layoff teachers, and completely cut as many assistant principals 

positions as possible.  

Cutting administration hinders the transformation process. The evaluation process, 

supervision duties, and support systems were discussed as factors that must be addressed when 

there is a shortage of administrators. Illinois districts went as far as discussing the consolidation 

of districts to help minimize supervisory positions. For example, after consolidating three 

districts, they would decrease by two superintendents for the state budget. This raised many 

questions and much community resistance (Schachter, 2011).  

Many of the fifty states have accepted federal fiscal relief to help support education. Over 

the past two and a half years, the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act have provided 

supplemental funding for Medicaid, education, and public safety in the amount of approximately 

$140 billion. Unfortunately, federal recovery act funding is expected to expire before individual 

states generate enough revenue to fully recover and most states are required to balance their 

operating budgets annually, unlike the federal government that can run a deficit during an 

economic depression. Most states anticipate a challenge balancing their budgets in 2012 related 
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to the cessation of federal fiscal relief at the end of the 2011 fiscal year (Johnson, Oliff, 

Williams, 2010). 

Leadership during the Recession 

 The economic recession has brought some countries to invest in education where some 

have chosen to cut education to save money. A case study on leadership, using three different 

responses to the recession whether it be tactical, adaptive, or generative was done to determine 

the most positive method of dealing with some aspects of leadership during hard economic 

times. Middlehurst (2010) researched institutional responses in regards to the budget cuts and 

monetary allocations.  

 Tactical responses consisted of reactive actions which included cutting travel, increasing 

control over sick leave, and across-the-board funding cuts for programs. Adaptive responses 

included redefining contractual agreements, retirement benefits, increase workloads, energy 

conservation, and outsourcing some services. The generative responses tended to be more 

creative and innovative when dealing with the effects of the recession. Some of these types of 

responses included sharing services, building new models and frameworks for financial and 

human resource departments, building stronger partnerships and alliances with the outside 

business sector (Middlehurst, 2010). 

 Due to the severity of the financial crisis, leaders are forced to focus more towards the 

generative responses in order to provide longevity of budget relief, rather than a quick fix. The 

researcher compared and analyzed three case studies focusing on implementation of funding 

cuts. This case study was conducted by administrative responses to various scenarios. 

Administrators were measured on their cost saving strategies which aligned with their 
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organization’s strategic plan as well as the level of risks imposed on the quality of their programs 

(Middlehurst, 2010).  

 Findings of Middlehurst’s (2010) study indicated that the majority of actions taken by 

those studied tended to be adaptive in nature, meaning that changes were made to find a solution 

to the funding problem. This author made the suggestion that organizations should move towards 

a more generative approach that is driven by a vision rather than a problem. The author also 

stated that the more collaboration a leader had with their organization the less challenges tended 

to occur. Changing times and conditions require leaders to either prepare for what may happen or 

implement plans to avoid potential problems which may arise (Yukl, 2008). Flexibility and 

adaptive behavior are ways leaders can respond to external challenges in a proactive manor 

rather than denying they exists or waiting until the damage has already been done. 

The State of Georgia’s Response to Recession 

In addition to budget cuts and the cessation of federal relief funds, the state of Georgia 

anticipates a projected growth in student enrollment during the fiscal year 2012 (Johnson, 2011). 

According to the U.S. Census Bureau Population Estimates for 2008, Georgia was listed as one 

of the 10 fastest growing states in the nation, comprising over 3 percent of the U.S. population 

(Isoava, 2010). Even though student numbers continue to increase in Georgia’s 2,506 public 

schools and 55 charter schools, the state budget continues to be cut. Georgia does have a lottery 

to support educational funding. However, lottery expenditures are primarily limited to the HOPE 

grant/scholarship and voluntary pre-kindergarten programs. Funding for the HOPE program will 

be reduced by 38 percent and funding for the pre-kindergarten program will be reduced by 9 

percent in the fiscal year 2012 budget (Essig, 2011). In an effort to balance the state budget, the 

state’s board of education has made changes to give local boards of education more control over 
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use of funds including an exemption for local school districts from class size requirements to 

reduce cost (Johnson, Oliff, & Williams, 2010). Academic activities such as the Spelling Bee and 

Science Olympics lost funding in 2011 in addition to a reduction in funding for the Georgia 

Youth Science and Technology Program and the Governor’s Honors Program (Robelen, 2009). 

A reduction in funding has also been proposed for nutrition, school nurses, agricultural 

education, and services for students with severe emotional behavior problems for the fiscal year 

2012.  When spending is adjusted for inflation, the state allotment per pupil will be 16 % less 

than it was over a decade ago (Johnson, 2011).   

Even though there has been a reduction in work force, elimination of programs, and an 

increase in class sizes, Georgia teachers and administrators have been held accountable to 

measures of academic progress. Many Georgia faculties have also dealt with a reduction in 

salary related to furlough days or greater contribution requirements for healthcare as well as 

retirement plans (Robelen, 2009).   

Relationship between Funding and Leadership 

One of the hardest challenges schools face is that of time. Observing how a school 

utilizes the time it is given to educate students is a key identifier in what the current leadership 

views as core values. Time constraints along with budget cuts, which have reduced personnel, 

have made this an even greater challenge (Crawford, 2008). Leaders are having to cut budgets 

and even though the chain of command had a distance between the vertical levels of employees, 

it still takes a personal toll on those who are having to make the decisions of where and what 

positions to cut. Ginsbert and Multon (2011) point out that many studies from the late 70s and 

early 80s suggest that leaders are not properly trained to handle this level of extensive cuts 

during hard economic times. They stated that “little attention, however, focuses on how leaders 
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are affected by guiding an organization through difficult times. Leader morale and effectiveness 

in tough times can’t be overemphasized” (p.43). 

This article was based on a study where in two years, principals reported a 12.83% and 

superintendents reported a 10.64% budget cut. This study was based around a two-year study 

that looked at the level of enjoyment of principals and superintendents and their reactions to the 

budget cuts. The satisfaction levels of their professional life remained stable but the enjoyment 

of their personal time reported to be at lower levels. The greatest impacted issues found were: 

challenges faced as leader, efforts to implement innovation, services offered, and morale of 

faculty and staff. These leaders discussed being concerned about their personal physical health 

(Ginsberg 2011). 

This article discusses the concept of the “new normal” from the McNamee’s book and the 

key factors of this concept. “For principals, the key factors included: 1. Doing more with less, 2. 

All cuts impact students and teachers, 3. Tornadoes of negativity, and 4. Concerns about stress. 

For superintendents, the new normal meant: 1. Living in a survival mode, 2. Disappointment 

with the territorial nature of some staff and attitude of policy makers, 3. Loss of joy for the job, 

and 4. Concerns about stress with a real need to wear a “happy face” (Ginsberg 2011). 

The principals and superintendents in this study offered advice for ways to handing times 

of economic hardship. The one most emphasized was effective communication. Open and 

consistent communication was discussed as a way to control rumors. Every decision to cutting 

budgets affects someone. In order to cause the least detrimental impact, others must be involved, 

so effective communication with others and letting them know what they need to know is 

important and can assist in the process. Overall, this study suggested that helping leaders in a 
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more personal way is essential to keeping them motivated during these hard times (Ginsberg 

2011). 

Based on the focus of the leaders, cultural norms are established. This also includes how 

leaders react to situations of crisis (Bass & Avoio, 1993). Budget issues are not going to be 

alleviated any time soon (Maquad, 2007). Being able to accomplish more with less will continue 

to be a problem in school systems. While trying to crunch budgets and ensure challenging 

academia, school leaders must maintain high levels of communication with their employees. This 

author points out that if change is to happen, leadership needs to allow the workers to be 

involved.  

Summary 

 Leadership is a key component in the success of an organization. Though many styles of 

leadership exist, the components of transformational leadership including a shared vision, 

collaboration and empowerment are crucial during times of change and instability (Heck & 

Hallinger, 2010). Other styles of leadership have been reviewed but transformational leadership 

qualities incorporate the necessary components for effective leadership during difficult times. 

Through the discussion of a variety of leadership styles, I have shown transformational 

leadership contains the strategies necessary to overcome the hurdles of less money with more 

accountability.  

Through the review of the literature, I have provided insight as to how important the 

quality of leadership is to an organization. In an educational setting, the leadership has an impact 

on the effectiveness of teacher collaboration and shared decision making processes. The 4 I’s 

(idealized influence, individualized consideration, intellectual stimulation, and inspirational 

motivation) of transformational leadership contain the attributes necessary for a leader to 
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promote and encourage his faculty to work towards a common goal, such as student 

achievement. Student achievement is one factor that cannot be escaped as a school leader, even 

when funds are short. I have shown how transformational leadership practices can provide a 

leader with the tools necessary to continue the growth of student success during budget 

shortfalls.  

I also discussed the correlation between funding and student achievement and how 

adequate funding was found as a necessary component for providing quality education. This 

creates a direct problem when funding is being cut at the local level. In order to reduce the 

effects of the budget cuts in the classroom, leaders must work with their faculties to also reduce 

the direct impact these cuts have on student learning. I have shown that utilizing transformational 

leadership methods during the recession can assist in helping leaders accomplish more with less. 

Through the components of this style of leadership, principals can foster an organization 

which includes teacher empowerment, effective collaboration and decision making, as well as a 

focus on school improvement and increased student achievement. Understanding the perceptions 

that teachers have of their leaders and identifying which style is more prevalent during economic 

hardship are the key purposes of this study. With the difficulty of economic instability, it is 

important for leaders to understand how they may assist their teachers on a daily basis to strive 

for school improvement as a whole. This study will look at the economic factors in relation to 

leadership style and work to identify the components which have assisted schools in overcoming 

economic cutbacks.  
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CHAPTER III: 

METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

School systems across the nation are coping with inadequate funding for educational 

practices. Even in times of economic stability, funding of education takes meticulous budgeting 

practices and careful resource allocation to ensure resources are used efficiently and waste is 

minimized. During economic turmoil, these skills are essential for the educational sector to 

continue so the quality of educational programs is not at risk. The purpose of this study is to 

examine teacher and administrator perspectives of leadership styles exhibited during economic 

hardship. This chapter describes the methodology that will be used to guide the researcher in 

answering the following research questions: In what ways have school leaders been forced to 

change their style of leadership due to economic recession? In what ways have teachers 

perceived their administrator’s style of leadership during economic recession?  

This study will be qualitative in nature and will investigate the perceptions of seasoned 

teachers and current administrators as to which leadership style is employed during times of 

economic recession. A qualitative research approach has been chosen in order to gain a better 

understanding of the perspectives of both teachers and administrators of this study. The story of a 

school building’s operations and faculty interactions will provide much richer content than 

traditional quantitative measures will allow for this type of research project (Farber, 2006).  
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This research will be used to gain an understanding of the participant’s perspective and 

interpretations of social realities. It will focus on the participants’ points of view and work to 

gain an understanding their experience.  The purpose of this research is to identify the 

perspectives of both teachers and administrators and how they have experienced economic 

cutbacks and what leadership qualities have emerged in the process. By looking at multiple 

perspectives, I will be able to derive some generalizations as to what it is like to lead and work in 

an economically hard time (Leedy & Ormrod, 2010).  

Study Participants 

Participants for this study include a selection of five high schools and were chosen due to 

the longevity of the participating administrator at each high school location. In the attempt to 

gain participants with a minimal amount of pre-recession experience, the administrator chosen 

must have been at their high school since at least the 2007 school year equaling at least eight 

years of experience. I excluded my place of employment, and worked outward from my location 

to find at least five surrounding districts to participate in the study and create a more 

demographically feasible project. The longevity of the high school principalship was found to be 

a strict requirement and therefore disqualified several other surrounding districts. Once five high 

schools were found to meet this criterion, I contacted the appropriate administrator about their 

willingness to participate. Three administrators were contacted through email and I made phone 

calls to two schools where email addresses were not available.  All five administrators have 

agreed to participate in this research endeavor. 

Three teachers from each of the chosen five high schools will be selected to participate 

also, yielding fifteen teacher subjects. Teacher participants must also have the required number 

of years of experience. All teachers who fit the required years of experience will be asked to 
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participate and if willing to partake will be placed in a random drawing selection process. 

Random selection of teachers will include placing names on an index card and pulling them out 

of a basket. As Flossey, et al. (2002) pointed out, a minimum number of participants is not 

necessary, but more importantly a sufficient amount of quality data must be gathered in hopes of 

answering the research questions. Once the complete selection process has taken place, 

participants will be contacted and interview times will be scheduled.  

Demographics vary among the systems, which I hope will provide an interesting array of 

findings. Three schools are part of county districts, while the remaining two are in city systems. 

In order to ensure anonymity, districts will be numbered 1-5. Anonymous results will be 

important in this study due to the principal-teacher relationship. The following introduction of 

each system and most recent demographic and student achievement data will help to establish a 

setting and foundation for the progression of the research and data collection. Table 1 includes 

student demographics for each high school and more data will be collected at the times of the 

interview in order to further describe the schools, administrators, and teachers of interests. 

School #1 is a comprehensive high school with approximately 1000 students. It is one of 

three high schools in the Georgia system. The principal is a female who has been in the school as 

a teacher, assistant principal, and now principal. Student demographics include a predominately 

white population and the school has a graduation rate of 72.7%. School #2 is also a 

comprehensive high school with approximately 1200 students. It is one of two high schools in 

the Georgia system and also has a female administrator in charge. She has been employed in the 

school system since the 2006 school year. This high school is 89.6% white with a graduation rate 

of 88.2%. School #3 is an inter-city school with approximately 1600 students. The principal at 

this school is male with eleven years in this position. The demographics at this school are more 
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diverse with 36.7% white, 31.7% African-American, and 25.4% Hispanic. The graduation rate 

for the most recent data collection period was 81.3%. School #4 is small city school with over 

400 students in grades 9-12, and is the only high school in the system. The principal has been 

employed as an administrator for the previous eight years. This school is 88.6% white with a 

graduation rate of 98%. School #5 is a school of 700 students in grades 9-12 and one of four high 

schools in a county district. The principal is male and has been in this position for the last 19 

years. The student population is 86.1% white with 10% Asian/Pacific Islander, 7.7% African-

American, and 3.7% Hispanic. This school’s most recent graduation rate was 85.5%. 

  

Table 1  

Demographic Data for Participating Schools 

 

School #1 School #2 School #3 School #4 School #5 

American Indian/Alaskan 0.5% 0.0% 0.4% 0% 0.5 

Asian/Pacific Islander 2.4% 0.3% 3.1% 0% 10.0% 

Black 4.5% 5.6% 31.7% 1.4% 7.7% 

Hispanic 4.7% 1.6% 25.4% 9.3% 3.7% 

Multi-Racial 2.4% 2.9% 2.7% 0.7% 2.0% 

White 85.5% 89.6% 36.7% 88.6% 86.1% 

Total Number of Students 1,004 1,206 1,652 429 699 

Graduation Rate 72.7% 88.2% 81.3% 98% 85.5% 

Students w/Free or Reduced Lunch 58.47% 64.10% 55.02% 37.06% 39.91% 

Governor’s Office of Student Achievement & Georgia Department of Education 

 

Further information regarding the school and the administrative subjects will be collected 

during the data collection process. For example, the age range of the participants, more specific 

employment history, total years of service in the educational sector, and level of education 
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(master’s, educational specialist, or doctorate). Similar information will also be collected for 

each teacher of study once they have been chosen during the process. 

  Each of the chosen systems has had financial difficulties to address since the Recession 

of 2008. Table 2 addresses the financial hardship that each system has had to endure over the last 

seven years. This information has been extracted from the Georgia Department of Education 

system allotment and earning sheets developed each year. These sheets show the actual earnings 

and then have an “amended formula adjustment” which identifies the portion the state will not be 

funding for that fiscal year. This amount has to either be picked up by the local educational 

agency, or cuts have to be made to balance the budget. As Table 2 will show, some of these cuts 

and formula amendments are assumed to have caused hardships to the school systems (Georgia 

Department of Education). This study will work to discover how the administrators handled 

these cuts and continued the process of educating children while keeping faculty and staff 

motivated and engaged during perilous times.  

Table 2 

Financial Cutbacks per System 

School 

System 
2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 

#1 998,086 659,798 7,040,825 8,178,620 8,551,517 8,650,255 7,905,244 

#2 833,113 540,854 5,981,178 6,937,148 7,252,435 7,158,170 6,405,003 

#3 503,140 327,111 3,457,876 4,010,236 4,183,642 4,184,192 3,672,142 

#4 128,654 80,775 927,809 1,083,050 1,149,909 1,139,690 1,132,208 

#5 1,034,834 683,788 7,397,146 8,544,961 8,930,411 8,797,123 8,040,012 

Georgia Department of Education 
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Table 3 shows the state per-pupil spending by district and the total amount reduced over 

the six year period.  The average total loss is based on the cumulative loss/gain across the 

previous six years and the average number of full-time equivalent (FTE) students reported. The 

numbers in Table 3 may report only what may seem an insignificant amount of spending but 

when multiplied by the number of students reported it becomes quite significant. For example, 

for School System #1, between the years of 2009 and 2010, each FTE spending decreased by 

$1,031. When multiplied by 2010’s FTE count (5,916), this year alone the School System’s state 

funding was decreased by $6,099,396. While other years may have shown a slight increase, each 

of the five systems had an overall loss over the last six years. 

Table 3 

State Per-Pupil Spending per System 

School 

System 
2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 Total Loss 

per District 

#1 $5,839 $5627 $4,596 $5,219 $5,004 $5,189 $5,248 $8,850,761 

#2 5,643 5,604 4,978 5,532 5,247 5,309 5,408 3,537,355 

#3 4,823 4,137 3,910 4,605 4,145 4,141 4,064 3,800,771 

#4 6,761 5,980 6,197 5,898 6,392 7,159 7,168 487,871 

#5 5,916 5,722 5,115 5,989 5,626 5,688 5,746 2,930,699 

Georgia Department of Education 

Data Collection Procedures 

Interviews will be the primary method of data collection and will be recorded. I will also 

take field notes as the interviews progress in order to capture data which an audio recording is 

incapable. Two interview sessions will be scheduled with each participant. The first will be face 

to face and will last no longer than one hour. The second interview will be scheduled, however 

may consists of an email or phone call if further information or clarification is needed. In 

response to the open-ended questioning technique, the participant’s will guide the discussion 
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while I listen for cues and expressions to gain a better understanding of the participant’s 

experience in relation to the topic of study. In hopes of establishing a comfortable environment 

for interviews, I will seek a confidential setting, ensure confidentiality, and try to set a non-

threatening tone so participants will engage in open and honest dialogue (Farber, 2006). Any and 

all pre-conceived notions or opinions from me will be suspended so they do not influence the 

data collection process (Leedy & Ormrod, 2010). 

Specific questions of leadership will be used to guide the interview process and ensure an 

open-ended approach with an opportunity for subjects to expand. Questions will differ in 

wording depending on teacher or administrator subjects, but they will have synonymous 

concentrations. Both the Administrator and Teacher interview protocol will be included in the 

appendix section.  Along with interview questions, demographic data will be collected, including 

years of service, grade level teacher/administrator, gender, and years at current school, etc. Other 

data which will be used according to availability and relativity will include: documents, 

protocols, policy, financial records, etc. Each type of evidence will be carefully reviewed to 

ensure the perspectives and opinions of the subjects are included (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). 

Participants will be encouraged to be open and honest about the information requested and 

ensured that all findings will remain anonymous. All interviews will take place at an agreed upon 

location between the participants and myself. 

Data Analysis 

Qualitative data will be analyzed by listening to and transcribing the recorded interview 

sessions and documenting emerging themes from the data. Transcribing the interviews will 

consist of word for word documentation in a word processing software. Thematic coding will be 

used in the following steps in order to identify common themes from the transcribed data: (1) 
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Identify statements that relate to the topic, (2) Group statements into categories, (3) Look for 

different perspectives, and (4) construct a composite (Leedy & Ormrod, 2010). Through finding 

noncomplex words or phrases, patterns can emerge and these patterns will be further analyzed to 

determine common themes among the data (2008; Corbin and Straus, 1990). Other data which 

may be collected includes: minutes of meetings where budget information is discussed, teacher 

leader team meetings and information, and other types of interaction between the school 

leadership and the faculty. If more time or additional data is deemed necessary, additional time 

with the subjects or further information will be scheduled or requested in order to fully complete 

the data collection process.  

As this study progresses, I hope to gain a better understanding of the leadership style that 

emerges when economic hardship is a factor. Organization of all interview documents and other 

supporting data will be a key factor in effectively comparing and analyzing all information so 

that conclusions and recommendations may be made. Once the data is collected and interviews 

transcribed and coded, the researcher will analyze to see what common themes emerged. 

Administrator interview data and teacher interview data will then be compared to determine if 

similarities and/or differences are found in current leadership style practices. This will provide 

further information about leadership styles with multiple perspectives.   

Summary 

 The researcher will use a qualitative method to collect and analyze data in order to 

examine the leadership style trends and the effects economic factors have had on leadership style 

during the economic recession. This study will work to identify changes in current practices and 

styles so that current and future leaders may be better prepared to deal with unstable financial 

conditions. Chapter III has provided the methods of how this study will be conducted including 
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the selection of study participants. Demographics of each school that will be used in the selection 

process has also been included, as well as, data collection and data analysis procedures. Data 

collection will include interviews with participants with an interview protocol that will guide the 

interview with the purpose of answering the research questions. Data analysis will include 

transcribing and thematic coding methods in order to create manageable and useful data where 

emerging themes can be identified and discussed. Chapter IV will be developed following the 

data collection and analysis process and will fully discuss the information and knowledge gained 

from the study and identify emerging themes. Chapter V will discuss the emerging themes found 

in the study and connect them to the literature. Chapter V will also include conclusions and 

recommendations for leadership style practices and research opportunities. 
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CHAPTER IV: 

RESULTS 

 Introduction  

 The purpose of this qualitative study was to expose the changes in leadership style driven 

by the economic recession. The researcher sought to understand how the administrators and 

teachers at five Georgia high schools perceived the leadership styles during economic hardship 

and what leadership qualities emerged in the process.  With a mixture of purposeful and random 

sampling processes for selecting participants, twenty interviews took place to gather data. Five 

administrators with at least eight years of experience at their current school were chosen and 

asked to participate in this study. Once these five had agreed, three teachers were chosen at 

random from each location to also participate. The teachers were likewise required to have eight 

years of experience at their school to be included in the interview process. This chapter will 

present the data collected from the semi-structured interviews driven by the following two 

research questions: 

1. In what ways have school leaders been forced to change their style of leadership due to 

economic recession?   

2. In what ways have teachers perceived their administrator’s style of leadership during 

economic recession?   

Participants were asked six questions to gain demographic information followed with an 

interview protocol including eight open-ended questions that gathered responses for data 
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collection and analysis. In order to remain anonymous, each participant is designated with a 

number corresponding to their school. 

Demographics 

 Questions solicited to gain demographic information yielded a variety of data regarding 

the administrative participants included in Table 3. The age range of the five administrators was 

from 39 to 60. The total years of educational experience was between 16 and 38 with the number 

of the years of their current position ranging from 8-19. The researcher interviewed three male 

administrators and two female administrators, of which two had their Educational Doctorate 

Degrees, and three held Educational Specialist Degrees. 

 

Table 4 

 

Demographic Information of Administrator Study Participants 

 

Location Age Gender Years in 

Education 

Years Served as 

Administrator 

Level of 

Education 

School 1 54 Female 19 12 EDS 

School 2 60 Female 38 9 EDS 

School 3 52 Male 30 11 EDD 

School 4 39 Male 16 8 EDS 

School 5 57 Male 32 19 EDD 

 

 As reported in Table 4, the fifteen subjects who were teachers included an age range from 

42 to 64. Total educational experience was between 8 and 31 years with the years at their current 

school being a range of 8-29 years. Three males and twelve females participated in the study. A 

Bachelor’s degree was the highest education of one subject while six held Master Degrees and 

eight held Educational Specialist Degrees. 
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Table 5 

 

Demographic Information of Teacher Study Participants 

 

Location Age Gender Years in 

Education 

Years at 

Current School 

Level of 

Education 

School 1a 43 Female 14 14 MA 

School 1b 50 Male 22 16 EDS 

School 1c 44 Female 22 15 EDS 

School 2a 46 Female 23 10 MA 

School 2b 54 Female 19 19 MA 

School 2c 47 Female 25 19 EDS 

School 3a 43 Female 17 11 EDS 

School 3b 53 Female 13 13 EDS 

School 3c 52 Female 30 15 EDS 

School 4a 55 Male 31 29 MA 

School 4b 42 Male 15 8 MA 

School 4c 53 Female 28 28 EDS 

School 5a 64 Female 29 16 EDS 

School 5b 50 Female 17 8 MA 

School 5c 41 Female 8 8 BS 

 

Participant Profiles 

 During the research process, the researcher encouraged all participants to speak candidly 

and openly. Interviews were held in the location of each participant’s choosing and were kept 

under a one hour time limit.  In an effort to ensure confidentiality, participants have been given a 

number corresponding to their respective location of their school where employed. In addition to 

the information and description provided in Chapter 3 and also to provide a clearer perspective 

for the reader, a brief description of each school and participant encounter is included. 
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School #1 

The outward appearance of School #1 showed signs of wear and tear, expansion, and 

aging. The building appeared to be old, but the grounds were neatly kept and the school was 

clean. When first entering the building, the receptionist opened the security doors and greeted the 

researcher kindly. It was a welcoming environment, although everyone was rushing around very 

busily. The interviews took place on the second in-service day after the last day of school. Also 

occurring at this location was training for the system custodians, which accounted for several 

visitors. The researcher was escorted to several classrooms, as well as the main office area. All 

areas appeared clean with teachers packing up for the summer. When near the band room, the 

sound of music revealed that students were also practicing playing their instruments. The 

environment was friendly yet businesslike with the year-end tasks underway. 

Interviews at School #1 included a female administrator, two female teachers, and one 

male teacher. The first interview at this location was with one of the female teachers. It was 

conducted in her classroom where she seemed to be comfortable and speak openly. The second 

interview was with the male participant at this location and was held in his office. He was a 

teacher who also serves as one of the school’s department chairs. He was very cordial and direct 

with his responses to the questions expanding when necessary. The third interview was with the 

principal and was held in the conference room of the main office. She was very busy on the day 

of the scheduled interviews, but did spare enough time to complete the interview. The last 

interview was with the remaining female teacher, as well as, department chair and she stated she 

was comfortable using the same conference room as her principal to provide responses to the 

questions. 
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School #2 

Upon arriving at School #2, the researcher noticed the magnificent grounds, complete 

with a plethora of athletic facilities, a small pond with a fountain, and a modern building design 

with a covered drive-through.  The entrance to the school was secure with double-door access 

and the front office was equipped with a chest-high circulation desk for the receptionist. After 

waiting for a few minutes, the researcher was called back to the mentioned conference room. 

From the brief and limited observance the researcher had, this school was neat, clean, and the 

administrative offices were high traffic areas. Teachers were constantly in and out of the office 

popping into administrative offices with questions, comments, and friendly conversation as tasks 

were completed and decisions were made. The environment conveyed a caring and friendly 

attitude that carried a sense of pride for their facilities. School #2 included interviews of a female 

administrator and three female teachers, all of which served as head of their respective 

departments. The administrator was very accommodating and set up a small conference room for 

the researcher to use for the interview process as this location. All the teachers stated they were 

comfortable using the conference room when the researcher offered to move to a location of their 

choosing. Interviews at this location were completed successfully under the one hour time limit 

and all participants answered all the questions without reservation. 

School #3 

School #3 was the largest school the researcher visited and was located adjacent to the 

system’s middle school. These two schools shared a parking lot which made navigation a 

concern. The school is approximately twenty years old and has been very well kept. There was 

not much landscaping which left parts of the building appearing very plain. The researcher 

visited this school twice. Two interviews took place during the school day when classes were 



54 
 

still in session and two took place after school hours. The researcher visited three areas of the 

school including the principal and main office, a computer lab, and a faculty workroom. The 

hallways were kept very clean with limited paraphernalia posted on the walls. The front office 

was very professional and lacked the friendly atmosphere of some of the other schools. Faculty 

seemed to carry on about their business with minimal amounts of conversation. This school 

seemed to run in a very professional, no-nonsense manor. Interviews at the third location 

included a male administrator and three female teachers.  Interviews at this location were held on 

two different days to better accommodate the needs of the participants. The first day included 

interviews with two of the female teachers. The first interview was held in the office/workroom 

where the teacher had her desk and belongings and felt most comfortable. The second interview 

was with a second female teacher in her classroom/lab setting. The third interview was 

conducted with the principal of the school two days later and was held in his office. He seemed 

very comfortable as he leaned back in his executive chair while appearing to take his time to 

process thoughts carefully before responding. The fourth interview at School #3 was held after 

hours in the main office seating area at the choice of the remaining female teacher subject. All 

participants at this location were perceived by the researcher to have answered the questions 

directly and candidly throughout the process. 

School #4 

The grounds of this school were also very well kept. This two-story building was only a 

few years old and surrounded by several other buildings including the elementary and middle 

schools of this system. Across the parking lot was a brand new gymnasium that opened last 

school year and was revealed to cost approximately seven million dollars.  Faculty and staff were 

relaxed and seemed relieved to be in their last week of school. Students were taking their final 
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exams in the morning and were then released at the half day point.  As the researcher approached 

the front steps, students were outside waiting for rides. Inside, school pride emanated throughout 

the building with the painted walls, customized tiled floors, and various artifacts of the school 

mascot. Many of the faculty was wearing school colors and shirts with the school logo. This 

campus was very welcoming and accommodating as the researcher conducted the interviews. 

Interviews at School #4 were comprised of a male administrator, two male teachers, and 

one female teacher. The male administrator was the first to be interviewed and stated that he had 

forgotten about the scheduled interview, even with receiving a reminder email from the 

researcher a few days before, but cordially invited the researcher in and was able to complete the 

interview without delay or rescheduling. This interview was conducted in the principal’s office 

with the only interruption being the excessively loud air conditioner which cut on and off during 

the process. This was normal in all the rooms the researcher visited and didn’t seem to be a 

distraction for anyone during the process. The remaining interviews were held in each of the 

classrooms of the teachers and all participants seemed relaxed in their room while providing 

responses to the questions.  

School #5 

The fifth school had recently moved into a brand new building. This new facility had 

only been opened for two years and it was attached to the previous high school facility. Although 

the older part had been remodeled to match the newer part, the difference was very evident. 

Landscaping was exquisite and exerted a sense of completion for the facility.  Students were in 

their last week of school and taking their final exams. As the researcher entered the building, 

offices were located on each side of a large hallway. One side was the guidance office and the 

other was the principal and administrative offices.  
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The principal at School #5 was very accommodating and asked to be rescheduled at an 

earlier time than originally planned. This request was satisfied by the researcher and all the 

participants were eager and very willing to assist in the data collection process. The first 

interview was the principal and took place in his office. He was very candid and direct in his 

responses. After completing the principal’s interview, the researcher was escorted around to the 

classrooms of the three female teachers who had agreed to participate. The third participant also 

served as department chair for her department.  

All twenty of the interviews took placed during the latter part of the school year. Each 

school was at a different place with a variety of activities under way. For example, one school 

was in the middle of state standardized testing, one was preparing for their annual graduation 

ceremony, another was providing professional development for their staff on their post-planning 

day, and the other was in the middle of administering final exams. This time of year found some 

participants relaxing because their responsibilities had been met, while others were working to 

get the end-of-year tasks completed. The timing was found to be of benefit, due to the immediate 

reflection of the current school year and the flexibility of the school schedules that allowed the 

interviews to take place with the least amount of disruption.  

Due to the eight years of experience criteria set for this research, all of the participants 

were well adjusted in their positions and had personal experiences, a vast knowledge base, and 

were believed to provide quality data for the collection process.  Participants were asked to share 

their knowledge, opinions, thoughts, experiences, and perceptions in regards to the leadership of 

their school during the most recent economic recession. Audio recording of all the interviews 

provided the researcher a collection of data that was then transcribed, analyzed, and coded.  
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Emerging Themes 

 The researcher interviewed the participants in this study in order to gain a clearer 

understanding and identify emerging themes of leadership styles during the most recent 

economic recession. Through the qualitative design of this study, the personal experiences and 

perceptions of the participants were sought after in order to better understand the challenges 

faced by school leaders during budget crises. After careful transcription, analyzing and coding of 

the data collected, emerging themes were identified and connections were made to the proposed 

research questions. Emerging themes regarding the perceptions of leadership style during the 

recession are identified as: (1) Protection, (2) Responsibility, (3) Decision Making, and (4) 

Maintaining Focus. The identified themes and sub-themes will be further discussed from data 

collected from both the administrators and the teacher subjects. 

Theme 1: Protection 

 The first research question this study addressed deals with the administrator’s perspective 

of their leadership style during the economic recession. This question was asked in order to 

determine the changes that the economic recession has forced upon school leaders from their 

points of view. A second research question was used to gain the perspectives of teachers 

regarding the leadership style of their administrators. While three of the five administrators 

stated that they did not feel their style had changed, through further comments and discussions, 

the theme of protection emerged as a component of current leadership practices. Several sub-

themes were also identified including, the protection of students, the protection of faculty, and 

the protection of money and resources.  

 Protection of students. Each school leader participant made some type of statement that 

regarded the protection of the students. It was very evident from the data collected that school 
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leaders wanted to protect their students from the effects of the recession and budget cuts. One 

principal commented: 

I want to come out of this recession without the kids even knowing we have been part of 

it. In other words, status quo. What we would have done before, we are going to keep on, 

keep the money in the classrooms; we didn’t want it to impact them. 

 

The most important thing to all the administrators was the education of the students and 

protecting this concept was of utmost priority when dealing with any issue brought on by the 

funding crisis. Discussions of what programs a school was going to keep or possibly cut had 

impacts on the opportunities available to students. Keeping the students’ needs protected was a 

main element for the administrators in the perception of their leadership and continuously kept in 

their thoughts as they made decisions and performed necessary tasks to work through the hard 

economic time. 

Teacher interviews also revealed the theme of protecting students. A teacher from one 

school discussed how her administrator kept the teachers and faculty aware of the needs of the 

students. She said: 

She has made us very aware of our poverty level and makes sure we understand where 

our students come from. The administrators have been great at trying to adapt to the 

current times, as well as help us to adapt to the needs of our students. 

 

Another teacher questioned if the relaxation her administrator had shown in school rules such as 

dress code and discipline was due to the lack of money parents were able to spend. She 

suggested if some of the current practices were in place to accommodate parents because they 

didn’t have the extra money to come to the school to deal with issues such as dress code and 

discipline problems.  Adapting to the needs of the times was a commonality amongst the 

teachers. One teacher stated: 

If my kids need it, I just go buy it myself because I know there is no money. 
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Two of the three teachers at School #3 discussed how their administrator started the 

school stored and how he used the money to maintain doing special things for the students like 

rewards for certain behaviors or accomplishments. The teachers in this school discussed how 

they saw their administrator trying to keep things going even with the lack of funding. Other 

teachers commented on how their leader had done his best to practice consistency and fairness 

with their students. Incorporating more technology and having teacher websites was seen by 

several participants as ways administrators had encouraged their teachers to lessen the impact in 

the classroom. Continuity and consistency were important factors in the protection of the 

students from the effects of the recession. 

Several comments from numerous teachers reflected on negative changes they perceived 

their administrators had made in the protection of the students. For example, giving students 

multiple chances to complete assignments was addressed by one teacher as she described this 

practice: 

We give them 100 chances. I have given my planning period up every other day to help 

students who have failed classes and are doing Math online. I do summer school, I do 

credit repair, I do time for time, so we are giving them 100 chances. We have a kid that 

has been absent 27 days and is still passing. We’ve given them 100 chances. 

 

After further data analysis, this was found to support the theme of protecting students during 

perilous times. With the accountability being so high for schools, administrators, and teachers, 

ensuring student success is a necessity. Allowing students to repeat assignments protects their 

educational opportunity to master the curriculum. Although perceived as negative from the 

teachers, this concept leads to the next sub-theme of protecting the faculty. It gives them the 

flexibility to redeliver material and re-test students who have not been successful. 

Protection of faculty. As budget cuts required hard choices and difficult tasks for school 

leaders, the importance of protecting the human being factor was an emerging theme. Even 
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though times were hard and difficult decisions had to be made that included releasing faculty due 

to reductions in force, the administrators revealed the importance of dealing with their faculties 

delicately and respectfully. Numerous times the phrases, “furlough days,” “more work, less pay,” 

and “more accountability,” were spoken during the interview process. Administrators understood 

the demands they were asking of their teachers and one stated that: 

From a leadership perspective, we had to do our best to make our teachers swallow the 

castor oil because it was nasty. Unfortunately, what helped was the fact that they saw 

some staff being released and the concept was, at least I have a job. 

 

All but one of the administrators discussed having personnel cuts, so this was a major impact for 

the majority of schools in this study. Several administrators reflected on this and made comments 

on how they delivered bad news, for example one principal commented: 

I have to tell them [the faculty] some hard things but I try to do it in a way that I would 

want to be told or [would want] my own children to be told. 

 

Another principal discussed how the firing of teachers was not a new concept, but this economic 

downturn brought his first experience of releasing quality teachers. Previously, it was not 

uncommon to release under-performing teachers, but releasing a good teacher because there 

wasn’t enough money was a first for several of the school administrators. 

 Administrators not only worked to deliver bad news carefully, they also wanted their 

faculties to feel free to come to them with questions, concerns, and issues they may have. 

Providing more opportunities to give feedback, keeping them aware and up-to-date on current 

developments, and showing compassion are a few ways administrators described how they 

worked with their teachers. One administrator described his idea of teacher morale and discussed 

how the concept hasn’t always been important to him because he felt teachers should just do 

their jobs because they get paid to do so. However, as the economy has resulted in less pay and 

the accountability factor has increased, he stated that: 
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I have to be more careful [with teacher morale] because I’m a task-focused person. I 

don’t expect people to come out and tell me what a good job I’ve done, but some people 

like to hear what a great job their doing and this helps them focus on what they have to 

do. 

 

In order to protect their faculties, administrators discussed making some hard choices regarding 

personnel cuts, eliminating programs, and keeping teachers accountable. Administrators were 

fully aware of the difficult situations they were having to deal with, as well as submitting their 

faculties to. The perspectives of the administrators was in order to protect their faculties, they 

had to be upfront and honest about what was going on and be available to discuss and deal with 

concerns. Exhibiting compassion, understanding, and support for their faculties was seen as a 

way to develop a trusting and open environment for their school. 

 Protecting the faculty was also a theme which emerged from the teacher’s perspectives of 

their leader’s style of leadership. Although with some of the issues placed upon them, just having 

to deal with it and make the best of things was a common statement from the teachers, but 

further discussions revealed both positive and negative results in how administrators were 

perceived in regards to the protection of their faculties. Even with the “it is what it is” concept, 

teachers were very appreciative of the awareness their administrators provided by keeping them 

up-to-date on what was going on and maintaining an open door policy when one had concerns to 

be addressed. One teacher talked about the positive approach her administrator had attempted to 

place on hard situations and discussed how even though they had to,  

suck it up and deal with it, the atmosphere remained very family oriented and the 

administrator always wanted to make sure we were okay. [She has been] very 

compassionate and empathetic. 

 

This same teacher said she understood that the school leaders were caught in the middle because 

they had superiors over them too. She felt that her principal did a really good job of trying to 

keep the morale level up, but she also thought there was more that could have been done.  



62 
 

All three teachers from School #1 spoke of the low teacher morale and how the 

administration had been required to cut out all of the special things done for faculty. One of the 

other teachers at this school discussed how the little things like Teacher Appreciation Week, End 

of Year BBQs, and gifts at Christmas had been completely cut out. He felt that the faculty didn’t 

always understand that all that money just wasn’t available any longer. Teachers from other 

schools discussed morale and the toll the recession had taken on the level of morale at their 

schools. A teacher from a different school stated how the Teacher of the Year had previously 

been celebrated in her system with a banquet but in order to save money has been reduced to a 

small reception.  

All three teachers from School #3 discussed how their daily schedule had changed. Being 

on a seven period day, they were accustomed to having two planning periods, one of which was 

a common departmental planning. All planning periods had been cut down to one in order to 

save money and limit personnel cuts. One teacher from this school described how this had 

negative impacts by stating: 

We have had one planning period to go away and this has impacted student achievement 

because that might have been time you spent one-on-one with at student or time that 

teachers spent planning to differentiate to help make sure the student masters the 

standard. It has had a terrible impact on our students especially since we have been 

getting more [English as Second Language] ESOL students. We serve a high minority 

population and a lot of these students need extra time and extra remediation and there has 

been less people and less time to do it. 

 

A different teacher from this same school discussed how tired teachers were due to more 

expectations and fewer resources. However, they all felt their principal felt empathetic and 

concerned for them but there wasn’t really anything he could do about the situation. They did say 

they felt supported by him. One teacher stated that even though he had to cut down on teachers, 

he had at least tried to maintain one academic coach to provide support for teachers since their 
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planning time was cut down. This adjustment to the schedule increased the workload of teachers, 

but it was seen as an act of protection for co-worker’s positions. 

 School #4’s teacher interviews revealed the level of communication and encouragement 

had increased at their school. One teacher stated: 

I feel like he has tried to improve his communication skills and his ability to encourage us 

and I guess knowing that we kind of need that [since] we make less and there are all those 

negatives. It does not cost a cent to compliment someone and I feel like he has tried to be 

more aware of that and use encouragement since we are not getting the pay 

compensation. I can see a lot of growth in his leadership and he is trying to get us to be 

team players, we are in this together and I feel like this is how he is trying to lead us. 

 

Improving the attitude and providing more support seemed to be practices these teachers felt 

their principal was trying to implement and that it helped lift morale and that these were things 

that were not expensive but effective. In order to promote a team work environment, the 

principal from a different school allowed teachers two days per year to work as a whole 

department and plan together. They were provided substitutes for their classes and they were 

able to sit together and build benchmark tests, share instructional strategies, and grading 

procedures. This was a way these teachers felt supported by their administrator.  

 All schools had a least one teacher to comment that they felt the administrator was doing 

what had to be done due to the situation they were in. While some felt more could have been 

done in terms of teacher protection, teachers from these five high schools reported their 

administrators were open and supportive of their efforts. Administrators and teachers alike 

understood the current times were hard and stated they just tried to make the best of a hard 

situation. The administrators were found to maximize their efforts in supporting their teachers by 

keeping them aware of current trends, listening to their concerns, and being empathetic towards 

their hardships. Flexibility and adapting to the current situation while keeping the best interests 
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of the organization and individuals are leadership style components that will be further addressed 

in Chapter five.  

Protection of money and resources. During times of economic recession it is to be 

expected that bottom lines of budgets decrease which in turn causes a trickledown effect to many 

other factors, including resources. Classroom resources are necessary in the educational process 

and it is the administration’s decision on how to organize the allocation of such items, as well as 

implement the protocol for obtaining them. Based on the administrative interviews, the 

protection of money and resources became a major job responsibility and stress inducer in the 

management of a school. Administrators wanted their teachers to have what they needed but at 

times they had to deny requests for expenditures.  

One administrator discussed how the recession has made her more aware of the bigger 

picture in regards to the budgeting process and promoted more cautious spending procedures. 

The loss of materials across the board and the cuts to everything was stated numerous times in 

the data collection interviews. The administrator’s perception of their job in regards to the budget 

was to “make it work.” One administrator stated that: 

My job is to guard the money, I do all the instructional money and I have to make sure 

we are in budget. There are harder decisions on money because all instructional funding 

has been cut. 

 

Another said: 

At this point [May 2015], I can make expenditures. Once September gets here, if it’s not 

a necessity then it will either fall on our [school’s] general fund or we will have to do 

without it.  

 

 Additional comments on funding loss included the restrictions on the type of food and 

drinks allowed in vending machines, which has therefore impacted the general fund of each 

school. This wasn’t found to be a direct correlation to the recession; however, it has affected the 
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money available to the schools that would have otherwise assisted in the purchase of needed 

resources. Two of the schools had started school stores which helped to add to the general fund 

to ensure the money was available when needs arose. Other than the school store, school-wide 

fundraisers which had been done in the past were no longer being conducted in order to protect 

the community from over-asking. This was common in four of the five schools. One of the 

schools had even implemented a protocol for asking community business partners for donations 

or financial assistance. This was put in place in order to protect the relationship the school had 

with its stakeholders. 

In order to protect money and resources, common practices were created to centralize 

supply closets, either within departments or for the entire school. When in times past, the 

supplies were open and available to everyone; current times required limiting these items and 

teachers having to make requests for such items. The administrative interviews resulted in a 

belief that teachers and faculties were included in the budgeting process on a limited basis. For 

the majority of the schools, there was an administrator designated to handle all purchase order 

requests. Some schools gave their teachers a certain amount to spend, while others took requests 

and fulfilled as many as possible until funds were exhausted. Most of the schools made 

purchases through departmental requests and were encouraged to share resources when possible. 

Other ways leaders discussed trying to protect money and resources included things as 

simple as turning off their lights and increasing the temperature of the air conditioners when 

classrooms were not in use. Also, one school shut down a portion of their building in order to 

conserve energy costs. When textbooks were deemed necessary, a classroom set tended to be the 

norm and teachers had to share them amongst themselves. The use of technology was another 

way utilized to help impede the costs of resources. One administrator stated: 
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We have tried to tighten down on things like printing. We have networked all the printers 

so there is less need for everyone to have a personal printer [in each classroom]. I think I 

have encouraged people to use online resources. I bought all of our teachers IPADs to 

help offset the fact that we don’t have a textbook, that way if we couldn’t afford to buy 

dissecting supplies [for science] they could go online and do virtual learning experiences. 

 

One school also went to a “Bring Your Own Technology” policy that was believed to have 

helped compensate for lack of resources. While technology helps in some ways, it also costs in 

others. A variety of comments yielded an array of findings including one school stating that they 

had large amounts of technology but their school infrastructure wasn’t able to support it. Other 

comments from administrators regarding technology included that they didn’t have the funds to 

purchase the technology items they wished they could, but they tried to buy mobile carts so 

classroom teachers had access to technology when they needed to use it. Although technology 

does not fix the problem of lack of resources, it does help and several administrators commented 

that they had encouraged their teachers to write grants to help suffice with the lack of funding for 

such purchases. 

 Teacher participants also commented a great deal on the protection administrators had 

placed on money and resources. Their perceptions were of an understanding nature and they 

seem to realize why things were the way they were, but the discouragement they seemed to feel 

was also very evident. Teacher interviews mirrored many of the responses given by the 

administrators in regards to practices in the protection of money and resources. For example, the 

use of technology, decreasing of instructional budgets, centralized supplies and sharing 

resources. Through conversation with the researcher, teachers also discussed other factors 

administrators did not mention including the coverage of classes instead of hiring substitutes, 

performing janitorial duties to suffice for lack of personnel, professional development 

opportunities and the removal of personal appliances. 
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 The decrease in the instructional money was a main issue brought up by the majority of 

the teachers interviewed. Some teachers were very specific with amounts while others made 

generic comments regarding the funding cuts. A teacher from School #2 stated 

When I first started working here, each teacher got at least $400 for teaching supplies and 

then it started decreasing and this year [2015] we got $60 for supplies or anything we 

needed. 

 

Teachers at School #1 reported receiving $50 for their supply needs. A teacher at School #4 said 

that he didn’t use a lot of copies so he would give his paper to other teachers that needed it. 

Overall, the teachers were in agreement that if they really needed something, their principals 

would work to get it for them. They felt like they never really had to do without anything they 

really needed, but they were less frivolous with their spending and tried to be conservative when 

asking for things.  

 A few other items that surfaced during the teacher interviews included the removal of all 

personal appliances including refrigerators and microwaves from all areas other than the faculty 

workrooms. This was put in place to conserve energy costs. At one school they were short on 

janitorial staff, so the teachers were required to pick up their classrooms and empty their waste 

baskets. At three of the schools, when a teacher was absent, other teachers covered their classes 

in lieu of hiring a substitute. At another one of the schools, any and all professional development 

opportunities were cut. If a teacher did wish to attend a workshop or training they were required 

to pay for it themselves.  

 Even with the extensive cuts and tolls they had on the teachers, the administrative and 

teacher interviews revealed that due to the hard times, administrators were forced to protect the 

resources and money that was available to them. Making the best of the existing resources 

became a common practice and necessity in order to maintain classroom functionality. 
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Administrators had to become meticulous with spending and keep waste to the absolute 

minimum. Teachers reported understanding the reasoning behind such practices and supported 

their administrators’ difficult tasks with conservation and consideration when spending monies. 

Theme 2: Responsibility 

 The administrator of a high school has many responsibilities that range from unlocking 

the facilities, covering athletic events, conducting evaluations, etc. Administrators and teachers 

alike expressed concerns about the level of responsibility current high school administrators face 

and how it had increased due to the financial constraints, as well as other factors. Also, the 

responsibility of the faculty was found to be a concern for both parties and impacted the 

leadership capacity in the schools included in this research. With these findings, the theme of 

responsibility emerged as a component affecting the leadership style of the administrators. Sub 

themes include the responsibility of the administrators and the responsibility of the teachers. 

 Responsibility of administrators. The data collected from the interviews with the five 

high school administrators made it very evident the level of responsibility required of them. 

Several stated that even though they didn’t feel their leadership style had changed, they did feel 

they had been forced to change the way some tasks were carried out and that they had a greater 

level of responsibility. The concept was described as more quantity instead of quality by one 

principal who explained: 

It’s just me, I don’t have an assistant principal anymore [due to the personnel cuts] and 

it’s harder because I have more jobs. I have a number of things that make my job hard 

and I don’t think I do anything real well. I’m stretched too thin and constantly dealing 

with what has to be dealt with and I have been unable to be proactive in a lot of ways. 

 

The results found that across the leader participants, they had been forced to take on more 

responsibilities, be in charge of more tasks, and had more people to manage. This was found to 
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make the position of high school leadership harder and more time consuming with higher stress 

levels.  

 Teachers also discussed the increase in level of responsibility of their administrators. 

Concerns were addressed at School #1 and School #4 regarding their leaders as very hands-on 

and to the point that it increased the stress level of both parties. One teacher from School #1 went 

into detail stating: 

She takes the responsibility of being the principal of the school very seriously. I think she 

feels a lot of stress as an administrator to make sure things are right. She is getting a lot of 

pressure from the county office as far as test scores, graduation rate, and accountability 

[because] we are under the microscope. In some ways she is too hands-on because she 

gets too much going on and can’t sort it all out. 

 

Another teacher from the same school reported: 

I think she is hands on, she likes to manage people. 

Two different teachers from School #4 reported that their principal was also hands-on to the 

extent that he had trouble letting others take part. One of the teachers seemed to think he was 

getting better at letting other people be in charge but agreed it was hard for him. It was a general 

conclusion that due to the amount of responsibility placed on current administrators, they had to 

rely more heavily on their faculties to take part and were forced to delegate some tasks to others. 

 One teacher described how he felt about the responsibility of the leadership during the 

economic recession. He said in many ways he thought the leaders had been very frustrated 

because there were many things they wanted to do but were constrained by the budget. Not only 

constrained by budget, but also by time. Georgia’s recently implemented teacher evaluation 

system has given administrators an additional workload with the requirements it places upon 

them. One teacher discussed how his principal had to get a fellow principal from another school 
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in the county to assist with completing teacher evaluations so she was able to get them done by 

the deadline. His concern included the following comment: 

There is so much more that is being put on the administrator with less time and I think 

that does trickle down to the faculty and they are expected to take on more and the level 

of frustration jumps up and this is all being implemented without increasing the budget. It 

is frustrating. 

 

A teacher from School #2 also commented on the level of frustration developed from the 

budgetary problems. She felt like the administrators were just trying to figure things out as much 

as the next person. They were trying their best to answer the questions of, what could they do? 

and how could they do it?, while trying to help the teachers by giving them what they needed for 

their students to be successful. Findings report the increase in responsibility forced on 

administrators in response to the economic recession also increased the level of frustration felt by 

administrators and their teachers. 

Responsibility of faculty. Each of the five administrators addressed the problem of 

larger class sizes due to personnel cuts. Although this was a direct impact of the recession and 

they were doing what had to be done, the administrators were very aware of the responsibility 

placed upon their faculties to teach more students with less time. Administrators were 

collectively compassionate and understanding of this current issue, and felt it was their 

responsibility to get teachers what they needed if at all possible. They were well aware of the 

sacrifices the teachers were making with the issued furlough days which caused for less pay, as 

well as the standardized test scores that increased teacher accountability. The administrator 

interviews helped the researcher to understand their level of empathy for their faculties because 

their teachers’ responsibilities had increased as well. 

Eight out of the fifteen teachers interviewed mentioned larger class sizes as being a direct 

impact from the economic recession. The larger class sizes were found to have also increased the 
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level of teacher responsibility. With more students in class, there are more discipline issues, 

papers to grade, and planning to consider. One teacher commented: 

Last year, I had thirty-six students in my first block with an inclusion teacher and a 

paraprofessional [with herself]. It was ridiculous. I think all that is because of the 

recession. 

 

Another teacher discussed the issue of time and how student days had been decreased from the 

regular 180 day academic calendar to a low of 168 day of instruction. A teacher from School #3 

discussed how her biggest classes were also in the mid-thirty range and how it has made 

instruction harder for the simple reason that classes are too large. A different subject from School 

#3 stated: 

I work more now than I did ten years ago just to get everything accomplished. 

A teacher from School #4 discussed how his classes were larger since he first started teaching at 

that school and since 2009 he had received a decrease in his salary.  

 A teacher from School #5 commented that she thought due to budget cuts and restraints, 

her administrator had been forced to add more responsibilities to everyone’s workload. She said 

they had more students in classes, a lower amount of teachers, some of which worked extended 

hours and this was the reason everyone just had to “pitch-in.” Even though class sizes seemed to 

be a major concern, some responses included administrators’ attempts to keep the class sizes to a 

minimum. Balancing class sizes was a common practice identified through the collection process 

which helped to show teachers their administrators were aware of their increased responsibility. 

In general, teachers did not place blame on the administration but they understood they 

had been forced to ask a lot of their teachers due to the current economic status. One teacher 

explained: 

The type of leader makes a difference. It’s a sad time in education and I hope we all come 

out of it. Its killing teachers, they’re tired, the morale is low, we just keep getting asked 
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for more and more with less pay [and] furlough days. We’re given more work to do and 

we are one of the few professions that that’s asked of us. I’ve worked numerous 

weekends to get things done and people in business don’t get that because they get 

overtime. It’s not that I’m an overachiever; I just have to get my work done. It takes a 

special person to stay in education because they are asked for so much but for so little 

and they are put under a lot of pressure. I’m hopeful for the future, I think we will go 

back but it will be a while. 

 

The findings revealed an increase in responsibility for both the administrators and the faculties. 

Administrators have been forced to use the knowledge and skills of their teachers to delegate 

more tasks and decisions, while also leading by example with their increased responsibility.  

Theme 3: Careful Decision Making 

 As budget cuts called for the releasing of personnel, freezing of expenditures, docking of 

pay, and decreasing the school year for students, making decisions became a much more delicate 

process. All the study participants discussed how the decision making process had changed and 

how leaders have had to address the changes taking place. Making careful and cautious decisions 

has become a vital practice for administrators and teachers. Careful decision making was a theme 

that emerged as leaders adapted their style of leadership to more closely align with the changes 

set before them.  

  The administrator’s collectively revealed their perspective of how making decisions had 

changed for them. Research found that administrators believed not only should they be more 

involved, but they wanted more input from their teachers before making important decisions 

regarding spending. One discussion led a principal to address how he felt about the input from 

his faculty by saying: 

I hope I’m trying to do more; I’m trying to give them opportunities to have feedback on 

major issues and decisions that we are trying to make and take that in [the teacher 

feedback] and balance that in with the aspects that they are not always fully aware of and 

the funding that we have to be accounted for. I want them to have a say in what we’re 

doing. I don’t want them to feel like I make all the decisions the way I want to make 
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them. I want them to feel like they have input and that I am going to value what they tell 

me as far as making decisions about the direction of the school. 

 

Another principal discussed how the involvement of the faculty was necessary when spending 

funds so they can purchase exactly what they needed. He stated: 

For example, if you start messing with a science program and you cut out A, now you 

may not need B because those things go together. You have to be careful about messing 

with that stuff. I handled budget cuts by giving them their budget and telling them it was 

cut by X number of dollars and then let them decide how that would be. My teachers 

have been very involved with that kind of situation and I feel they have been more 

involved in the decision making process due to the cutbacks. 

   

 Careful decision making was claimed by administrators to have been forced to focus very 

closely at deciphering needs versus wants. Doing more with less was a common statement made 

by the administrators interviewed and the encouragement of department collaboration in 

determining the needs was a common practice. Collaboration and working together was seen as a 

necessity in order to efficiently use and share the resources available.  All but the smallest of the 

five schools reported that their teachers had common planning with their departments. This 

schedule allowed them to not only discuss curriculum and instructional practices but to also 

converse about their departmental budgets and needs. This process provided a greater 

opportunity for teacher input regarding monetary expenditures.  

 Having less money was also believed to have made administrators be more involved in 

the decision making process. Four out of the five administrators interviewed suggested they used 

a hands-on approach to decision making, especially when it involved decisions that would 

impact the entire school.  This practice has also led to more careful determination of needs by 

using student achievement data. During a discussion of creative strategies used to decrease the 

impact of the recession, one principal stated: 

We are looking and evaluating more closely now than we have in a long time our 

standardized testing scores, our End of Course tests, we now have SLOs (Student 
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learning objective tests) for non-EOC classes and we are spending more time trying to 

break down test scores, looking at areas of strengths and areas of weakness so we can 

address those particular areas of weakness. 

 

Thoughtful spending surfaced as a main concern for all the administrators and they 

wanted everyone involved to make sure they were conscientious about what they were 

purchasing and that is was directly related to helping students be successful in the classroom. 

Administrators reported that encouraging teachers to be cautious and aware of what they were 

spending money on was an important task for them. They wanted their teachers to think carefully 

about the most significant items needed in order for their students to be successful. All 

administrators wanted their teachers to have the things they needed, but they wanted careful 

consideration as to what the most important needs were and the attention to this detail was a new 

concept for them. 

Teachers also reported an increase in participation in the decision making process either 

through school improvement teams, departmental teams, or through electronic collaboration.  

The level of teacher input from the perspective of teachers was thought to have increased. One 

teacher from School #2 elaborated on how her administration had greatly increased the level of 

input by not only keeping them up-to-date on current financial status, but also by providing 

opportunities to make comments and suggestions through surveys and electronic mail. Also 

through collaboration with other teachers, decisions and plans were made. Through this process, 

teachers felt administrators encouraged them to work together to really think about what they 

needed for their students and classrooms. One teacher stated: 

If we haven’t spent all of our money, we are encouraged to not go out and spend just to 

be spending, but to let it go back to the general fund so it can help what needs to be done 

at the school. 
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Teachers perceived making careful decisions and eliminating waste highly important to 

their administrators. Not only with spending money, but also getting more creative with what 

schools already had. One participant stated she tried to be more creative with what she already 

had by asking herself if certain items could serve more than one function rather than just one. 

Two questions were raised when deciding on what to spend money one: do we really have to 

have it? and do we really need it? Unfortunately, even with the careful consideration of 

purchasing items, current administrators have still had to say no a lot more often than in previous 

times. For the most part, teachers felt their administrators worked really hard and diligently to 

get them what they needed and one teacher made the comment: 

There has never been anything that we absolutely needed that he hasn’t found a way to 

get us. There are things we would like to have that we haven’t been able to do, but if we 

really needed something, he found a way. 

 

Theme 4: Maintaining Focus 

 Establishing a vision and maintaining focus on that vision is a task administrators are 

assigned in any economic situation; however, maintaining focus was a theme that emerged as 

discussions took place. Due to the factors involved including furlough days, less pay, increased 

workloads, and many other issues, the fact that educating students is the number one priority was 

very clear. Several administrators addressed concerns of these negative issues and how it had 

affected the level of teacher morale at their schools. Encouraging and motivating one’s staff to 

continue to persevere during the hard times was revealed to be a more difficult task for 

administrators. 

Keeping the education of students as the main goal was found to be important in all the 

leader interviews. One administrator described this process by claiming: 

I think we are doing more with less, we are having less staff development because of the 

budget, we have more kids in the classroom, but I think we are still providing quality 
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education because I think teachers, by in large, understand that their goal hasn’t changed. 

Now, the way they are going to get at that goal may have, but the goal hasn’t changed. 

The administrative team has tried to ensure that we keep everyone’s eye on the ball. 

 

 Administrators discussed the ways they tried to keep focus which included doing the best 

with what they had and keeping the faculty aware of current conditions. Also, reminding their 

faculties they were lucky to still have jobs was a motivator used by two of the principals. 

Teachers knowing that administrators were suffering with the same pay cuts and issues was an 

indication identified by one principal as helping to keep staff motivated. He stated: 

You have to stay focused on what you have to do. Personally, that’s where I am, I’m 

going to get the job done and of course our teachers were on furlough days, I was on 

furlough days and we have to deal with those issues but we must focus on what’s the 

most important thing and that is the education of our students. 

 

Another administrator also stated that he felt his staff understood the circumstances and “picked 

up the ball and went with it.” He discussed the collaboration of his faculty and how he felt 

teamwork and talking were important in order to decide what was best for the students. 

 Teacher interviews revealed several things about how their administrators had attempted 

to keep morale high and the vision at the forethought of everyone’s decisions. However, the 

perception of teachers also identified the struggle they felt with level of expectations which had 

been placed upon them and their discouragement with the pay cuts and other sacrifices they were 

asked to make. Several teachers discussed how the expectations had increased due to 

accountability factors and one teacher from School #1 explained how the administrator had kept 

expectations high and he felt a lot of the reason for their successes was due mainly to caring 

teachers. A different teacher at School #1 mentioned a Renaissance program that their 

administrator used to help boost morale and provide something positive for the teachers in order 

to keep the negativity down amongst the faculty. This teacher commented: 
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It’s sad when you bust your butt and they come in and take more away from you and then 

insurance has gone up and it’s sad that we make less money than we ever have. Even 

during that time, the administrators tried to put a positive spin on it, you have a job. I 

think the overall attitude is that we are here for the kids and we have just tried to 

overcome all the bad stuff. 

 

A third teacher from School #1 felt that the communication and awareness her leader provided 

had helped to create a teamwork environment in order to effectively deal with the austerity cuts. 

A teacher from School #2 made a general statement of how teachers just stepped up to 

the plate and did what they had to do. All three teachers from this school stated that their 

administrator had worked really hard to make sure they were able to purchase the instructional 

supplies they needed. The work ethic and dedication of teachers towards their students may have 

a correlation to the support provided from the administrator. A teacher from School #3 also 

stated that her administrator had trust in his individuals to do a good job. These teachers also felt 

they were supplied needed supplies. 

Teacher collaboration was reported by all teachers to have been encouraged at each 

school. At School #3, when asked how her administrator encouraged teacher collaboration, one 

teacher admitted: 

It has been encouraged but it is a tough fight, especially in the high school. We really 

want to do our thing, we are so territorial and very defensive and I feel like it is a tough 

sell, we are a tough audience. 

 

She continued to discuss how current trends had forced her leader to improve his communication 

from when he began his career in administration. She felt leading by example had helped 

continue the focus of student achievement in her school. Another teacher at this school also 

commented on their leader as one who had grown to accept other ways of accomplishing tasks. 

He stated that his leader was at the point where he sets expectations and you have the trust from 

him to determine the best method of meeting those expectations, whereas before he believed the 
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faculty was expected to meet the expectations using the principal’s method. This evolution of 

trust and support was very evident to this teacher. The researcher questioned this practice of the 

leader and in comparison of the administrator’s perspective assumes a direct correlation to the 

time constraints of the leaders increased responsibilities. Regardless of the reason for this shift, 

teachers felt the level of support from this administrator had increased and this was a positive 

change in their school leadership. 

 Other teachers also commented on how the level of support and the openness their leader 

had towards their needs and opinions had increased was a key factor in keeping them motivated 

to carry on. Through the encouragement of collaboration and teamwork, teachers felt unified in 

their efforts to continue to persevere through the hard times. Keeping the focus on the needs of 

the students emerged to be an important quality in leadership style during the economic 

recession. 

Summary 

 

A total of twenty interviews were completed in this study in an effort to reveal current 

and trending information regarding leadership styles and how they have evolved and/or adapted 

during the present economic recession. Leaders and teachers from five Georgia high schools 

participated in these interviews to discuss the qualities of the leadership they have experienced in 

the previous eight years. Findings revealed both perspectives from administrators and teachers 

with four themes emerging from this data collection. The theme of protection was the first theme 

identified and also included three sub-themes: protection of students, protection of faculty, and 

protection of money and resources. A second theme of responsibility discovered both the 

responsibilities of the administrators and teachers and how they have evolved during the 

economic crisis. The third theme of careful decision making emerged due to financial constraints 
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and has evolved to include more cautious and conservative procedures. The fourth theme of 

maintaining focus was found to be a difficult but necessary task for leaders in the daily practice 

of leading their schools. Keeping the focus on the students and the quality of the educational 

experience was found to be of utmost importance to both administrators and teachers. In 

answering the research questions, findings do suggest that leaders have been forced to change 

their style of leadership in response to the economic recession and teachers have also perceived 

this force of leadership style change. 

Each of these themes revealed current practices that will assist in determining the 

dominant leadership style based on the components which have emerged in dealing with 

economic recession. The practices and styles will be further analyzed to provide answers to the 

posed research questions. Many theories, as discussed in Chapter two, included discussions of 

leadership style components and will be further analyzed with the themes found in this study. 

Trust, communication, openness, providing an example, and creating a vision are just a few 

components of leadership styles that will be discussed in Chapter five.  Chapter five will provide 

greater detail of these leadership style components, as well as additional components. 

Discussions will also include how the current findings are connected and assist in answering the 

research questions. In addition to answering the research questions and connecting the themes to 

leadership style, Chapter five will include conclusions drawn from the research, 

recommendations for future research, and closing remarks.  
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CHAPTER V: 

DISCUSSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Introduction 

 The primary concern with the current study was to expose the changes in leadership 

styles of school leaders which were driven by the economic recession. Leadership during an 

economic hardship was studied in an effort to provide an insight in how to better prepare current 

and future leaders to cope with difficult situations. The demand for effective leaders is at an all-

time high. David (2010) suggests that the leaders who can do more with less, increase 

productivity, tighten deadlines, and sometimes accept less pay are the ones who will be 

successful during an economic downturn. In order to investigate leadership styles during an 

economic recession, the researcher conducted a total of twenty onsite interviews. The interview 

process included five Georgia high school administrators and three teachers from each of the 

high schools, yielding a total of fifteen high school teachers. The following two research 

questions developed a guide for the study: 

1. In what ways have school leaders been forced to change their style of leadership due to 

economic recession?   

2. In what ways have teachers perceived their administrator’s style of leadership during 

economic recession? 

Along with collecting demographic data, open-ended questioning took place to assist the 

researcher in developing an understanding of the participants’ thoughts and perspectives in 
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regard to their administrator’s style of leadership and how the economic recession may have 

forced a change or alteration in their style. 

Once interviews took place, they were coded and analyzed in order to determine 

emerging themes. Four themes emerged from the data including (1) Protection, (2) 

Responsibility, (3) Decision Making, and (4) Maintaining Focus. These themes and the research 

questions will be further discussed and reviewed in this chapter. Chapter V will be broken down 

into several sections including a discussion of findings, conclusions, recommendations for 

leadership practices and professional development, recommendations for future research, and a 

summary of closing remarks from the researcher. 

Discussion of Findings 

The research questions provided a framework for the discussion of this research. 

Leadership style was previously defined for this study as the way in which a leader carries out 

his or her duties. While some of the emerging themes speak to practices, the way in which 

leaders carried out these practices refer to the style. The discussion of findings will identify the 

style in regards to the implementation of the practice. The discussion of this study will also 

provide additional insight in an effort to expand the knowledgebase of leadership styles with the 

added component of the economic recession. The discussion of findings will address each 

research question with the identified themes in Chapter IV and cross-analyze the perspectives of 

administrators and teachers. Due to the nature of the research questions, the discussion will be 

integrated while addressing each of the emerging themes in answering the questions.  

Research Question #1 was used to gain an understanding from the administrators’ 

perspectives of their current position and how budget cuts and other economic downturn effects 

had affected their style of leadership. Through interviews of five high school administrators, four 
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themes emerged from the data to answer the research question. Each of these themes indicated a 

method, practice, or policy leaders had in order to carry out their duties. This study will also 

provide further evidence to existing studies discussed in Chapter II regarding leadership styles 

and build upon the collection of knowledge currently available. 

Research Question #2 was used to guide the study and assist the researcher in gaining the 

perspectives of teachers who had worked for the leaders for a specified amount of time including 

no less than eight years. This question worked to inform the researcher of a different viewpoint 

on current leadership style practices and how the economic recession had forced changes. In 

order to gain data for this portion of the study, three teachers who worked under each of the five 

administrators were interviewed.  This yielded a total of fifteen teacher subjects, all of which had 

at least eight years working with the leader who participated in the first part of the study. 

Findings from the fifteen teacher subjects supported the four identified themes which emerged 

from the collection of data for research question one. 

Theme 1: Protection  

Administrative interviews revealed the theme of protection with sub-themes including the 

protection of students, protection of faculty, and the protection of money and resources. It was 

very clear from the data that as a whole, the administrators felt it was their obligation to protect 

the individuals and resources under their governance from the effects of the economic recession. 

When an abnormal event threatens the consistency of operations and attempts to harm normal 

activity, an appropriate response is necessary to protect and limit effects for the organization 

(Yukl & Mahud, 2010). Administrators did not want the effects of budget cuts to directly impact 

the quality of education their students were receiving or the work environment their faculties had 

to face. They had to conserve resources and money in order to ensure all parties involved had 
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what they needed to do their jobs. In many ways, maintaining the status quo was a way 

administrators protected individuals in their schools. Yukl & Mahsud (2010) stated that the 

continued survival of an organization during a time of emerging threats, forces changes and 

adaptation in order to effectively deal with these challenges. In order for protection to occur, this 

study found that components of flexible and adaptive leadership were forced upon current 

leadership styles. For example, innovative problem solving, keeping stakeholders aware of the 

current status and not only encouraging but also engaging in organizational-wide collaboration 

are components of this style of leadership. Also, being open to new ideas and new ways of 

completing tasks are factors of flexible and adaptive leadership that are essential to flexible and 

adaptive leadership. 

 Data from administrative interviews revealed that administrators understood their 

positions to include the protection of their students, faculties, money and resources. Acting as a 

shield from internal and external distractions was found to be an essential task in the day to day 

leadership activities of their schools. Administrators revealed that protecting their students and 

teachers from the effects of the recession was a forced component and changed the way they 

conducted their job duties. The quality in which a leader is able to deal with crises is an element 

of flexible and adaptive leadership (Yukl & Mahud, 2010). Due to the extensive budget cuts, 

they now had to protect students, faculty, money and resources at a higher level.  

The theme of protection also emerged in the teacher interviews. Teachers revealed the 

perception that their administrators tried to protect the students from the recession by keeping the 

teachers aware of the current situation, including the needs of the students. They discussed 

initiatives and fundraisers that their administrators put in place in order to continue current 

practices for the students at their schools. Keeping the status quo and maintaining consistency 
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and continuity were important factors in the protection of the students. Even becoming more 

lenient with school rules and allowing students to complete an assignment multiple times were 

seen as ways administrators worked to protect their students during hard times.  

In order to provide a greater level of protection from the recession, administrators were 

forced to adapt their leadership styles in order to cope with the current trends, threats, and 

challenges of decreasing budgets. “The ability to adapt becomes even more important when the 

external environment is turbulent and uncertain. Uncertainty is greater in times of rapid 

technological change, political and economic turmoil, or new threats from competitors” (Yukl & 

Lepsinger, 2006). Administrators adapted to the challenges of the budget cuts in order to 

maintain continuity and consistency. They worked to get what their teachers needed when no 

funding was available and they did this so students could continue receiving a quality education. 

In addition, administrators encouraged perseverance, kept everyone informed through open lines 

of communication, centralized and conserved supplies, and exhibited compassion and 

understanding when delivering hard but truthful news. The protection of money and resources 

included the spending of money to purchase items and overseeing the use of current inventoried 

items using creative and innovative practices.  

Interviews revealed that before the economic recession, leaders worried about how to 

spend the money they had, when after the recession they worried about having enough money to 

get by. Before the recession, leaders were hiring the necessary personnel and maintaining 

reasonable class sizes, but after the recession they had to release good teachers and the number 

of students in classes increased. Before the recession, all teachers had their own budgets for 

instructional supplies. In order to protect supplies during the recession, leaders had implemented 

new policies such as, centralized supply closets with limited access, they were forced to cut 
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instructional budgets, and they encouraged departmental collaboration in order to minimize 

waste. What the pattern in this theme revealed is that there was a change in style and an 

indication of adaptation as an essential component in current leadership style. This also fostered 

a trusting environment so students, teachers, and resources were protected from various aspects 

of the recession. From the data collected, the previous leadership style could not be determined, 

but the data did report that adaptation was a common implementation for leaders during the 

recession. 

Theme 2: Responsibility  

The theme of responsibility was found to have two components including the 

responsibility of the administrators and the responsibility of the teachers. The administrative 

interviews revealed to have greatly increased the amount of responsibility the administrators had 

including more tasks and more people to manage with more accountability. Administrators were 

stretched thin when it came to the time and effort of their job duties. Quantity rather than quality 

was a chief concern of administrators which the interview process exposed. Due to the enormous 

demands, administrators also discussed the matter of having to ask more of their faculties and 

delegate more of their tasks.  

Teacher interviews supported responsibility as an emerging theme due to the increase in 

the amount of responsibility both, administrators and teachers had experienced because of the 

economic downturn. From the teachers’ perspectives, the level of responsibility administrators 

faced also increased the level of responsibility of the teachers due to the trickle down affect. 

Although two schools discussed their leader as having a hands-on approach, they also reflected 

that their administrators had been forced to ask more of them. Larger class sizes and furlough 
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days had increased their responsibility by raising the number of students to educate with less 

instructional time.  

In order to address the challenges that more responsibility brings, administrators were 

forced to delegate more tasks to others. Administrators had to rely more heavily on the education 

and skill of the faculty. The empathy that several schools discussed their leader had shown 

helped the leader to create the idea that the administrator was aware of the faculty’s sacrifices 

and was trying to limit those as much as possible. Not only being empathetic, but leading by 

example was another way administrators dealt with the increased responsibility of the faculty. 

They too were under more responsibility and had experienced pay cuts.  

Leaders during this time were forced to encourage their teachers to a greater degree. 

Teachers were aware of the frustration their administrators felt when they were not financially 

able to do the things they wanted to do.  The levels of frustration and stress caused administrators 

to pay more attention to how they motivated their faculty to continue to work harder for less pay. 

In response to the theme of responsibility, transformational leadership components including 

Bass’s (1990) individualized consideration and inspirational motivation were found to be key 

tools in keeping staffs motivated. Individualized consideration includes leader support and 

respect of needs. Data in this study reported from both subject groups that leaders were 

supportive and were considerate of the individual needs of the teachers and students. Several 

participants reported that leaders were supportive of their needs, listened to their concerns, and 

made sure they always had the instructional supplies they truly needed.  

Teachers and administrators were both in agreement that the level of responsibility had 

increased. Leaders adapted to their increased responsibility by relying on their teachers and 

delegating tasks when possible. This in turn added stress and frustration to teachers and 
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increased their responsibilities which already included larger class sizes and shortened academic 

calendars. Leaders were forced to manage these factors by utilizing transformational leadership 

style components including a supportive nature, respect for individual needs, and expressing 

empathy. Using these leadership style components, leaders were able to gain the respect and 

understanding from their faculties to encourage motivation during times of budget cuts.  

What the pattern in this theme revealed is that there was a change in style reflective of 

how leaders handled the increased responsibility on themselves, as well as their faculties. 

Leaders were forced to pay closer attention to how they motivated their teachers and balanced 

expectations with realistic possibilities. As budget cuts took their toll on the educational system, 

administrators confessed to finding transformational leadership style components a necessity for 

continuity. Individualized consideration was found to be a common style used by administrators 

to understand the importance of their followers’ needs and also strive to meet those needs. Data 

collection supported this finding in the numerous times teachers discussed how they rarely had to 

ever go without something they truly needed. Interviews remained consistent in showing that 

administrators worked tirelessly to support the needs of their teachers.  

In addition to individualized consideration, inspirational motivation was also found to be 

a component of transformational leadership which assisted administrators in encouraging their 

teachers in adjusting to increasing levels of responsibility. Leaders had their work cut out for 

them when dealing with teachers who were over-worked, under-paid, and being asked to do 

more with less. Before the recession, teachers were expected to perform their job duties and 

receive their paycheck at the end of the month. During the recession, teachers were expected to 

complete the same job, but with more students, less resources, less time to do it in, with less pay. 

Inspirational motivation was a key factor for administrators in maintaining their teachers’ 
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motivation to keep working. By encouraging effective communication, fostering a sense of 

purpose, and maintaining a positive environment, leaders were able to inspire their employees 

towards the common goal of educating their students even during times of hardship.   

Theme 3: Careful Decision Making  

The theme of careful decision making emerged as administrators discussed the challenges 

that decreasing budgets had caused for them. The decision making process for the administrators 

had become a much more delicate process. As a whole, the administrators confessed to being 

more inclusive and needing of others to assist in making decisions so the most effective and 

efficient practices could take place. This forced leaders to ensure collaboration and collective 

decision making was taking place. Attention to careful decision making was found to be a new 

concept for the administrators and one in which they had to encourage throughout their 

educational sector. 

As budget cuts were implemented; the process of deciding how to spend educational 

funds became a much more intricate process. Teachers collectively reported that their input and 

expertise was requested at a higher level than before the recession time period. They felt their 

administrators worked not only to include them in the decision making process, but also 

encouraged them to work collaboratively amongst their peers, usually as a department to make 

expenditure decisions. Deciphering wants and needs was also an important task administrators 

asked of their teachers so that spending was as efficient as possible. Teacher interviews revealed 

that administrators were forced to say “no” more than they liked, but felt like their administrators 

worked hard to get them the things they really needed to provide quality learning experiences for 

their students. 
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The theme of careful decision making supports the transformational leadership style 

component of intellectual stimulation.  This research found that fostering collaboration and team 

work were common practices of recession period administrators. According to Bass (1990), these 

components encourage creativity, innovation, and valuing the participation of all individuals in a 

non-threatening environment. Additional findings reported that leaders adapted the decision 

making process to include more effort in targeting weaknesses, focusing on determining needs 

versus wants, and utilizing current resources with creativity and innovation in order to eliminate 

waste. Findings from this study supported this style of leadership and suggested that making 

decisions carefully should be of a high priority during an economic recession.  

Theme 4: Maintaining Focus  

As budget cuts took their toll not only on the educational process, but also on the 

individuals involved, leaders were forced to encourage their faculties to maintain focus on the 

education of the students. Administrators were tasked with setting new goals and a new vision 

and they were complementary of how their staffs had continued to persevere during the 

economic hardship. The goal of educating students continued to remain first priority, but the 

obstacles and challenges created a new direction and path of obtaining the goal. Encouraging 

teachers to do more and do it better when their salaries were being slashed was only one of the 

administrators’ difficult duties. 

 The frustration level was no secret when teachers discussed the negative impacts of the 

recession such as, budget cuts, salary cuts, and the decreasing of instructional time coupled with 

increased accountability. These factors had created stressful situations and working conditions 

for the teachers, as well as the administrators. The teachers’ perspectives revealed that 

administrators attempted to keep their focus by being as positive as possible, communicating 
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with the faculty, and fostering a team working atmosphere. All the teachers were aware that the 

leaders had also faced the salary reductions and accountability measures. Keeping the focus on 

student achievement and maintaining motivation to continue the work towards school 

improvement was done, according to the teachers, by the increased level of support from the 

administrators.  They reported that the level of support their leaders had shown had increased, as 

did the encouragement of their input of needs and opinions.  

These findings reveal that establishing trusting and supportive relationships was a main 

component in maintaining the focus of the organization. Trust and support were found to be 

motivational factors that helped in providing a non-threatening environment where followers had 

the freedom and empowerment to solve problems creatively. Trust of the leader also revealed the 

absence of a personal agenda and supported goal setting and maintaining of focus. Participants 

reported that their leaders always found a way to get them what they needed. The importance of 

communication and team building were leadership style components which also surfaced during 

these discussions. These findings supported the idealized influence and inspirational motivation 

components of Bass’s (1990) transformational leadership. Administrators and teachers both 

reported the challenges they were faced with, but even with the negative causal factors, teachers 

were motivated and persevered towards the common goal of educating students.  

Findings from this research revealed that educational leaders, during times of economic 

recession were forced to utilize transformational leadership style components in order to 

maintain the focus of their faculties. Leaders could not chance the education of their students on 

external financial trends. No matter what was going on in the budget process, teachers and 

administrators were still responsible for providing quality education to students. The task of 

maintaining this vision and purpose was that of the administrator. Using transformational 
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leadership style components including idealized influence and inspirational motivation were 

found to be essential during economic downturn. Leaders were forced to tackle financial 

problems with new tactics. For example, one administrator started a unique type of school store 

to help with maintaining financial consistency. Another administrator implemented a “Bring 

your own technology” policy that had never been done before in order to suffice for lacking 

resources. Being able to address problems with innovation and creativity was found to be a 

commonality amongst the leadership styles during the economic recession.  

Leaders were forced to encourage a team atmosphere where collaboration and new ideas 

were welcomed, non-threatened, and valued. The data collection revealed that teachers perceived 

their administrators were more open and accepting than before the recession. Leading by 

example was another aspect which surfaced during data analysis. Leaders were forced to undergo 

and accept the same types of retribution as they had to ask of their facilities. Leading by example 

was found to provide the confidence and trust the followers needed in their leaders to be 

motivated and committed to the vision set forth. It was found to be a common perception that 

everyone was in the situation together and with common goals and teamwork, it was possible to 

achieve the goal of maintaining quality instruction during an economic recession. 

Summary of Research Question One 

The purpose of research question one was to gain the perspective of high school 

administrators’ in regards to their current leadership style during the economic recession. Also, 

this research question provided focus in determining if leaders had been forced to change their 

style due to economic challenges. Through the data analysis, the researcher proclaims that 

leaders have had to adapt their style of leadership. In discovering four themes including 

protection, responsibility, careful decision making, and maintaining focus, it was found that 
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leaders were forced to change and adapt their styles of leadership. Without baseline data, the 

researcher was unable to determine the initial style of leadership. However, based on leader 

perspectives, leaders were force to adapt and change their style of leadership to incorporate 

components of flexible and adaptive leadership, as well as transformational leadership. Specific 

changes of leadership style included a closer emphasis on adaptation, communication, support, 

trust, openness, and team work.  

Summary of Research Question Two 

The purpose of research question two included gaining the perceptions of teachers who 

had at least eight years of experience working under their administrator. This provided the 

researcher with greater insight into the leadership styles of the administrator participants during 

economic recession. Data analysis supported the finding that leaders had been force to adapt 

their style of leadership. Participants indicated that leaders were more compassionate, more 

willing to communicate, and more encouraging. Also, findings reported that leaders had 

increased their level of support in the challenging times and made sure that everyone had the 

things they needed. Administrators supported team work and collaboration, openness, and 

inclusive decision making. Findings indicated that administrators fostered an environment of 

trust by keeping all parties aware of current happenings. Included in these findings are some 

areas where administrators could improve and will be discussed further in this chapter. However, 

the findings are supportive of the administrators’ perspectives found in research question one in 

regards to forced leadership style changes. 

Leadership Style Changes 

The changes of educational leadership style during the most recent economic recession 

were found to support the research of both transformational leadership and flexible and adaptive 
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leadership styles. Transformational leadership style components include the four I’s from Bass 

(1990) including idealized influence, intellectual stimulation, individualized consideration, and 

inspirational motivation. Also, findings uphold leadership style components introduced by Yukl 

& Mahsud’s (2010) Flexible and Adaptive Leadership including communication, collaboration, 

innovative strategies, and behaviors of flexibility. This leadership style discusses the importance 

of adaptation in regards to emerging threats such as changing economic conditions.  

Recommended Practices for Effective Leadership 

 The economic recession caused educational systems financial hardships which resulted in 

budget cuts, reductions in force for personnel, changes in school calendars, etc. The researcher 

found that educational leaders were forced to adapt their leadership style to address and cope 

with the changes taking place. The results of this study have led to the following 

recommendations from the researcher in hopes of better preparation for such a crisis: 1) Personal 

Awareness, 2) Internal/External Cognizance, 3) Communication, and 4) Flexible and Adaptive. 

Personal Awareness 

To be an effective leader, the leader must be personally aware of themselves as an 

individual. It is essential for leaders to know their strengths, weaknesses, and limitations. 

Leaders must be able to recognize when they are able to handle tasks and when they must ask for 

assistance or delegate to others. Personal awareness must also include the level of stress a leader 

is experiencing. Leaders must practice stress management and understand their own limitations 

in order to provide effective direction for the organization. Leaders must understand and focus 

on what is important so that decisions are made while upholding their values and beliefs. Having 

personal awareness will help a leader understand more about themselves so they are ready for a 

crisis.  
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 Leaders must also realize they are individually limited and when times are hard they are 

the one’s followers look to for support and answers. They will most likely be bombarded with 

questions, concerns, needs, and many other demands. Leaders must learn to know their 

limitations and prioritize so they are not making promises they can’t or won’t keep. Policies and 

procedures must be carefully thought out before implementation so they are not only enforceable 

but also maintainable. Personal Awareness is important in order to monitor the responsibility 

factor which emerged in this research. Prioritizing and being able to handle the quantity with 

quality is important in any type of leadership position. 

Internal and External Cognizance 

Due to research findings, the amount of responsibility and protection during the most 

recent economic recession increased for all of the leader participants. In acknowledgement of 

this study’s emerging themes and the demands administrators face during economic crisis, 

maintaining internal and external awareness is proposed as a recommendation for effective 

practice. Keeping informed on the day to day activities is a way in which to implement more 

careful decision making, an additional theme which emerged from this study. Leaders must 

become immersed in their organizations while monitoring external influences. Cognizance of 

internal and external factors can help a leader to be fully knowledgeable and make more cautious 

and informed decisions.  

 Internal awareness is important for effective leadership and was found to be a common 

characteristic of the leaders in this study. “He has his hands in everything” and “he still keeps 

abreast of everything that’s going on, he doesn’t just give it to you and run” are comments made 

during two different teacher interviews regarding two different administrators. Leaders must be 

up to date with current trends and activities occurring in their schools in order to properly protect 
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the individuals within the organization. Knowledge of internal information can help with careful 

decision making when determining organizational needs vs. wants and strengths vs. weaknesses, 

as well as, follower needs vs. wants and strengths vs. weaknesses. External factors are those 

which the school leader has no control over, but are important to be aware of in order to increase 

preparation, limit surprises, and create action plans. When the leader is aware of internal and 

external influences, he can promote and monitor attainment of organizational goals and develop 

strategic plans. 

Communication 

Communication is a recommendation which addresses each of the emerging themes. It is 

not a new component in previous leadership studies, however, during times of crisis, it is one 

that must be of focus and its importance emphasized. More frequent communication must take 

place so current conditions are fully disclosed and individuals are made aware on a timely basis. 

Communication should inform faculty of any changes needed and new policies and procedures 

put in place (Collins, 2009). When it is appropriate to communicate new information to faculty, 

it should be done in order to alleviate fear, silence rumors, and set new expectations.  

Findings of this study reported communication as one of the main components of 

leadership that assisted schools in weathering the recession storm. When administrators kept 

their faculties aware of what was happening in their schools and abreast of budget cut effects, 

teacher participants reported this as a positive leadership style practice. When information is 

flowing in both directions, it creates an all-inclusive environment where members feel like they 

belong and are able to trust those involved to keep them informed. Faculties not only need to 

know they are being included in the information process, they also need to know they are being 

heard when they have concerns. Open lines of communication, especially during a crisis, can 
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assist in creating a trusting environment, reduce anxieties, and create a protection by inclusion 

atmosphere. When communication works both ways and each party is completely open and 

honest, it will foster a culture of trust and protection.  

Flexibility and Adaptivity  

As stated in Chapter I, times are continuously changing. Constant change forces leaders 

to be ready to adjust and adapt to current times and unique situations. During times of hardship, 

it is important for the leader to set a vision which is encouraging and includes a safe, holistic 

approach (Collins, 2009). Leaders must ensure their followers that they are not alone in the battle 

and together the organization will prevail. Flexible and adaptive leadership has been discussed 

by Yukl & Mahsud (2010) as being essential in today’s organizations. Flexibility requires leaders 

to move from one task to another while adjusting behaviors according to the characteristics of 

the subordinates. They define adaptivity as being able to use a variety of different behaviors that 

are relevant for the situation. Due to the increased responsibilities and large variety of tasks, 

administrators have been forced to be flexible and adaptive in their leadership styles when 

dealing with a crisis. 

Leaders who can be flexible and adaptive must be able to find new ways to solve 

problems. Innovation and influential attributes are essential in leading an organization through 

difficult times. One administrative participant stated, “We not only try to think outside the box, 

we burn the box.” In order to be successful using this type of leadership, leaders must encourage 

team collaboration, continually monitor progress, learn from experience, and adjust plans along 

the way (Yukl & Mahsud, 2010).  
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Researcher Reflections 

 The school administrator plays a vital role in the educational setting. The way in which 

tasks are carried out, situations are dealt with, the relationships with others, as well as other 

components, identify the style of leadership a leader has chosen to adopt. Being able to adapt the 

style of leadership to a variety of situations is a necessity during current times due to today’s fast 

changing society (Yukl & Mahsud, 2010). This individual has the ability to set the tone for an 

entire school year, establish an organizational culture, and set a vision which will guide all 

stakeholders to reaching the primary goal. These tasks are a lot to expect of an individual, but all 

eyes are looking on this person to possess these abilities. School leaders must carefully choose, 

train, and execute the style of leadership which will best suite them for the challenges they will 

face.  

 The findings of this study reveal that during times of economic recession, leaders were 

forced to change their leadership styles to incorporate components of both transformational 

leadership and flexible and adaptive leadership styles. This study supports the literature of these 

two styles of leadership, including striving to meet the needs of each individual, motivating 

followers to work harder for less pay, fostering a sense of purpose while maintaining a positive 

environment. Also, encouraging collaboration, team work, creativity, and innovation were ways 

leaders dealt with the crisis. Through the four themes identified in the data analysis, protection, 

responsibility, careful decision making and maintaining focus, components of the leadership 

styles were found to support the literature. 

 Studies of flexibility and adaptive leadership explain shifts in economic conditions as 

gradual changes. Adjusting leadership behaviors was found to be essential in order to 

appropriately adapt to the situation. The literature gave guidelines on how to best lead through 
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uncertain times, such as facilitating and encouraging member collaboration, maintaining a 

positive attitude towards changes, keeping members informed about the progress, and using 

available information to adjust decision making processes and outcomes (Yukl & Mahsud, 

2010). Leaders in this study were found to be open and accepting of innovative problem solving, 

they kept their stakeholders aware of the current status, and not only encouraged but engaged in 

organizational-wide collaboration. The findings from this study were found to support these 

guidelines of flexible and adaptive leadership. 

 Transformational leadership style components were also found to support the findings of 

current leadership practices in relation to theory. Each of the 4 I’s of Bass’s transformational 

leadership was identifiable according to the data collected. Teachers in the study stated their 

leaders made certain they had the things they really needed and explained how their leaders 

strived to meet the needs of each individual (Individualized Consideration). Participants also 

discussed how their leaders worked to be positive through frequent communication and fostering 

a sense of purpose through the goal of each student’s education (Inspirational Motivation). 

Leaders in this study were also found to encourage collaboration, teamwork, creativity, 

innovation and participation in the decision making process (Intellectual Stimulation). Leaders 

were described in this study as being an example and committed to the vision of education and 

maintained a positive attitude that things would get better and the students, staff, and school 

would get through the hard time (Idealized Influence). As discussed in the literature, effective 

transformational leaders tend to use one or more of the four I’s (Bass & Avolio, 1993). Findings 

of current leadership styles in this study support the literature of transformational leadership and 

the components of the four I’s. 



99 

 

Along with the themes, trust surfaced as a factor in each one. The trusting environment 

the leaders developed was a factor in all four themes. Trust was found to be an important 

component when working with faculties during uncertain times. Trust was also a factor found in 

transformational leadership literature. Trust from followers was identified as a necessary 

component in transformational leadership in order to foster and encourage change (Bass & 

Avolio, 1993). Trust was found to be important in the leadership process in order to establish a 

non-threatening environment where everyone was free and willing to participate (Bass, 1990). 

Findings in this study supported the literature. Participants reported leaders as building trust in 

this study by all-inclusive decision making, multi-directional flow of information, frequent 

communication, and establishing a safe environment where members could voice their concerns.  

 One interesting finding that surfaced in the data analysis was the administrators’ 

unawareness of their changes and adaptations. In the beginning of each interview, each leader 

was asked if they felt they had changed their style of leadership and they all reported they did not 

feel they had to change. After all the questions and discussions had taken place, the researcher 

asked once again if the leader felt they had changed their style. After further reflection, it became 

clear to each leader that they had indeed adapted and changed their leadership style. The leaders 

were found to have unknowingly adapted and did what they had to do in order to face the 

challenges of the economic recession. Through leadership practices including components from 

both transformational and flexible and adaptive leadership styles, leaders in this study were 

found to have pursued the goals and purpose of their organization. Leaders were forced to 

change their style of leadership in order to provide protection for those involved, adapt to the 

increased responsibility, practice more careful decision making, and maintain the focus on 

student achievement.  
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Limitations of Study 

 The purpose of this study was to identify the changes of leadership style forced on 

educational leaders due to the economic recession. This study was conducted in five Northwest 

Georgia High Schools; therefore, study results included limitations of the high school setting. 

Including other levels of schools, such as, middle and elementary may have different results. 

Also, depending on the community setting, local business and industry, as well as other societal 

factors, other regions may have had different effects from the recession, so a larger study could 

have yielded different results. The position of high school principal was found to be very fluid 

and resulted in a small pool of administrative participants qualifying for the study due to the 

eight year requirement. A larger pool could have made a difference with a more random 

selection process for this aspect of the study. An additional limitation was the lack of baseline 

data on prior leadership styles. Although some participants referred to prior leadership practices, 

the researcher was unable to collect sound data in order to determine previous leadership styles 

implemented before the recession. Finally, due to the working relationship, participants may not 

have been completely candid in their responses about their administrator. Because of the 

superior/subordinate relationship, subjects may have hesitated to speak negatively about their 

administrator, school, or other aspects of the study. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

 While the research yielded quality data, recommendations for future research have been 

noted and will be discussed. Suggestions will address the mentioned limitations, as well as other 

components which arose during the study process. Future research would further develop the 
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knowledge of leadership style with additional components. The researcher provides the 

following recommendations for future research: 

1. While this study included the high school setting, future research is recommended to 

include additional levels of education. Elementary and middle schools may provide 

additional information regarding leadership styles due to the unique nature and age 

groups of students. A study of this type would help administrators at these levels better 

prepare for leadership challenges in regards to budget constraints. 

2. This study concentrated on five relatively small counties in Northwest Georgia. In order 

to gain a larger perspective, future studies should include a larger diameter for participant 

selection and a variety of demographics. A future study which included more diversity 

and larger perspectives could help leaders to be ready for the different challenges larger 

school systems may bring that smaller ones do not have to face. 

3. It was noted that the researcher struggled to find at least five high school administrators 

who had served at the same school for more than eight years. Future studies should 

consider including concern regarding the mental and physical health of high school 

administrators. Research should include factors to determine the turnover, burnout, and or 

advancement patterns of high school administrators. Studies of this nature should also 

consider the impact this component may have on the culture, consistency, and 

effectiveness in schools with a high administrator turnover.  

4. To gain a deeper understanding of leadership styles and how they evolve when specified 

components are of focus, baseline data is needed. Due to the timing and timeframe of this 

study, pre-data were unable to be collected to identify the prior leadership styles. It would 
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be of great benefit for future studies to include a method of pre-data collection so a 

baseline can be determined and analyzed. 

5. The current study was conducted at what was believed to be near the end of the economic 

recession. Therefore, the economy has shown some relief. Future studies may include 

research into how leaders continue to adapt to the changing economy and how it affects 

decisions they make. The study may also include how, as leaders, they are preparing and 

encouraging their teachers to use the ever-evolving technology and innovative 

instructional practices.  

Summary 

Although there are many studies on leadership styles, this study added the component of 

leadership styles during an economic recession. As the economy takes dips and turns, leaders 

must fully equip themselves so they are prepared for any situation. Hopefully, society will not 

have to witness another recession in the near future, but as history is aware, it is always a 

possibility. In order to gain perspectives of administrators and teachers who had worked together 

for at least eight consecutive years, twenty interviews were conducted. Through these interviews, 

the researcher collected, coded, and analyzed the data to answer the two guiding research 

questions. Through this qualitative process, four themes emerged which assisted in explaining 

how leadership was forced to adapt and change due to economically hard times. The four themes 

included protection, responsibility, careful decision making, and maintaining focus. The 

researcher’s goal was to add to the literature regarding leadership styles by including the 

component of the economic recession. It is with genuine hope that this study will contribute to 

the knowledgebase of leadership styles and further the education and training of current and 

future educational leaders. Educational leaders will never be overly prepared. 
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APPENDIX A: 

 

INTERVIEW PROTOCOLS 

 

Administrative Interview Protocol 

 

 

 

Demographic Information 

 Years of Service 

 Male or Female 

 Age Range 

 Position 

 Years at position 

 Level of Education 

 

 

 

 

Research Question – In what ways have school leaders been forced to change their style of 

leadership due to economic recession? 

1. How would you describe your leadership style generally? 

2. Do you think your style has changed as economic challenges have increased? 

a. In what ways? 

b. If not, what has made your leadership style remain constant? 

3. What main areas have you focused on for budget reduction? 

a. What/How has this impacted/affected your school? 

b. Has this been effective in balancing the budget? 

4. What creative strategies have you used to decrease the impact of less funding so quality 

education can still be priority? 

a. How did you come to these specific decisions? 

5. How is teacher input gathered for use in the fiscal budget planning process? 

a. Surveys, questionnaires, interviews, meetings, department liaison, etc. 

6. How has the level of teacher input regarding economic decisions changed due to the 

recession and budget reductions? 

7. In what ways have you encouraged teacher collaboration to maximize resource 

allocation? 

8. What school-wide initiatives have been implemented in response to various fiscal 

restraints?  

a. What feedback have you gotten from teachers in regards to those decisions? 

How?  
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Teacher Interview Protocol 

 

 

 

Demographic Information 

 Years of Service 

 Male or Female 

 Age Range 

 Position 

 Years at position 

 Level of Education 

 

 

 

 

Research Question – In what ways have teachers perceived their administrator’s style of 

leadership during economic recession? 

1. How would you describe your administrator’s leadership style generally? 

2. Do you think his/her style has changed as economic challenges have increased? 

a. In what ways? 

b. If not, what has made his/her leadership style remain constant? 

3. What main areas has your leader focused on for budget reduction? 

a. What/How has this impacted/affected your school? 

4. What creative strategies have been used to decrease the impact of less funding so quality 

education can still be priority? 

5. How/Is teacher input gathered for use in the fiscal budget planning process? 

a. Surveys, questionnaires, interviews, meetings, department liaison, etc. 

6. How has the level of teacher input regarding economic decisions changed due to the 

recession and budget reductions? 

7. In what ways has teacher collaboration been encouraged to maximize resource 

allocation? 

8. What school-wide initiatives have been implemented in response to various fiscal 

restraints?  
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APPENDIX B 

APPROVAL LETTER FORM 

THE UNIVERSITY OF ALABAMA INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD 
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APPENDIX C 

APPROVED INFORMED CONSENT FROM 

THE UNIVERSITY OF ALABAMA INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD 
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