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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this multiple embedded case study is to understand how principal 
leadership develops and maintains collective teacher efficacy (CTE) in rural high schools, 
and how CTE and high reliability organization (HRO) principles contribute to the 
development of a high-performing rural high school. Four Montana high schools were 
selected for this study based upon students above average composite ACT scores and 
graduation rates for two consecutive years. The third criterion was that each school’s 
principal had to have been in that leadership position longer than four years. Each school 
completed Goddard and Hoy’s Collective Efficacy Scale (2003) to ascertain the level of 
the teaching staff’s collective efficacy and provide descriptive data. The principal and a 
teacher focus group from each school were then interviewed separately. From the data 
analysis, three themes emerged across all four schools. First, principals had developed 
“situational awareness” to effectively manage their schools. Second, principals had well 
established and effective formal and informal channels of communication. Third, 
principals had a continuous school improvement process in place to make improvements. 
Principals have a key role to play in the development of CTE as well as the 
implementation of HRO principles in their schools to create a high-performing school. 
The results of this study can provide new insights on how principals develop collective 
teacher efficacy (CTE) and utilize the five high reliability organization principals to 
create a high-performing high school in rural Montana.
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

While it is true that the single most important influence on a child’s education is 

the classroom teacher, it is also true that school leadership plays an influential role in 

supporting and creating the optimum learning environment in which the teacher and 

student interact. “School leadership is second only to classroom teaching as an influence 

on pupil learning” (Leithwood, Harris and Hopkins, 2008, p. 27). In Marzano, Waters, 

and McNulty’s (2005) meta-analysis of 69 studies on principal leadership and student 

achievement, the research indicates that “the correlation between the leadership behavior 

of the principal in the school and the average academic achievement of students in the 

school to be .25” (p. 10). While school leaders do not directly impact student 

achievement, how they lead their schools and collaboratively work with their staffs 

greatly contributes to the success or failure of a school. Indeed, Leithwood et al. (2008) 

found “not a single documented case of a school successfully turning around its pupil 

achievement trajectory in the absence of talented leadership” (p. 29).  

Schools are complex organizations that require steady and stable leadership to 

effectively navigate and manage the constant pressures and constraints from within and 

outside the organization. It is the responsibility of the school principal to create a 

common vision and collective understanding of how the school will consistently meet the 

needs of each and every student. If all teachers in a school are not providing high quality 

instruction designed to meet the individual needs of each student, then the gains realize 
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one year are lost the next. “Kids who have three strong teachers in a row literally soar, no 

matter what their family background. Kids who have even two weak teachers in a row 

never recover” (DeVita, C., Colvin, R., Darling-Hammond, L., & Haycock, K., 2007, p. 

31). A student’s success should not depend on the chance that they will have a strong 

instructor each year. School principals must ensure that every child is guaranteed high 

quality instruction in every classroom, every year. In Spyros Konstantopoulos’s (2005) 

research, he found that “the between teacher variation or teacher effects was a 

considerable part of the within school variation, not the between school variation. Hence, 

an important part of achievement differences within schools is due to teachers” (p. 36). 

School leaders are accountable to ensure all teachers within their school consistently 

provide high quality instruction. If the variability between teachers can be reduced while 

increasing the instructional quality, then students are more likely to obtain a world class 

education that develops their individual talents and potential. This reliability and 

consistency within the school is important.  

McREL (2011) offers the following definition of high reliability for use in 

educational systems: "high levels of student performance, achieved as a result of high-

quality instruction, delivered through superior execution of effective research-based 

practices, with low variability in the quality of instruction within and between schools." 

A high reliability school, according to Marzano, Warrick, and Simms (2013), is a school 

that “monitors the effectiveness of critical factors within the system and immediately 

takes action to contain the negative effects of any errors that occur” (p. 1). There are 

many different criteria utilized to determine schools that are high performing. Shannon 
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and Bylsma (2007) culled the research to identify nine characteristics of high performing 

schools with a focus on school and teacher variables. Other organizations and groups 

develop criteria based on student subgroups. “Defining higher-performing is not an easy 

venture and there are as many opinions of what constitutes higher-performing as there are 

organizations reporting on higher-performing schools” (Gritter, 2006, p. 1). This study 

will define high-performing high schools as having above average student achievement 

and above average graduation rates for two consecutive years. 

School leadership matters! How principals lead their school and develop a 

common vision and commitment to the school goals is critical in creating and 

maintaining a high performing school. Staffs that work together and believe they can 

make a difference in their students’ achievement tend to have higher student 

achievement. This concept, termed collective teacher efficacy (CTE), is the “perception 

of teachers in a school that the efforts of the faculty as a whole will have a positive effect 

on students” (Goddard, Hoy, and Woolfolk Hoy, 2000, p. 480). When teachers have a 

higher CTE, they tend to have higher perseverance and persistence in helping students 

succeed. “Perceptions of collective efficacy directly affect the diligence and resolve with 

which groups choose to pursue their goals” (Goddard, Hoy, and Woolfolk Hoy, 2004, p. 

8). Indeed, several studies have shown that CTE is a predictor of student achievement in 

school. Goddard, Hoy, and Woolfolk Hoy (2000) found that “collective teacher efficacy 

was positively associated with differences between schools in student-level achievement 

in both reading and mathematics” (p. 479). Further, a study conducted by Hoy, 

Sweetland, and Smith (2002) found that collective efficacy “was more important in 
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explaining school achievement than SES (socioeconomic status).”  They further explain 

the importance of this finding “because it is easier to change the collective efficacy of a 

school than it is to influence the SES of the school” (p. 89). When teachers believe they 

can make a difference in the lives of their students, they are more likely to try different 

strategies and approaches to ensure student success.  

Principals, as the instructional leaders of the school, are primarily responsible for 

supporting and building the CTE of the staff. “Principals have the opportunity to build 

collective efficacy through the experiences they provide for teachers” (Protheroe, 2008, 

p. 45). As teachers learn to work together and build confidence in their individual and 

collective efficacy, they develop more confidence in their ability to effect change. They 

are more apt to try different methods or instructional supports to help a child learn. 

Principals must create a culture and support system for teachers to ensure consistent high 

quality instruction in every classroom. In essence, by developing and enhancing teachers’ 

collective efficacy, principals can create high-performing schools that ensure students are 

achieving and graduating from high school with the necessary skills and competencies to 

be successful citizens. 

The concept of Highly Reliability Organizations (HROs) proposed by Karl Weick 

and Kathleen Sutcliffe provides five principles that organizations can implement to 

improve efficiency, effectiveness, and reliability throughout the organization. Their basic 

premise is that  

expectations can get you into trouble unless you create a mindful 
infrastructure that continually does all of the following: tracks small 
failures; resists oversimplification; remains sensitive to operation; 
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maintains capabilities for resilience; and takes advantage of shifting 
locations of expertise (Weick & Sutcliffe, 2007, p. 2).  
 

These concepts have been applied to educational systems with promising results and may 

provide a good model for school leadership to employ. Datnow and Stringfield (2000) 

propose that “for schools to become HROs requires well-focused coordination among 

key groups within a school, district, and state” (p. 187). Marzano and Waters (2009) 

suggest that schools can become high-reliability organizations if they exhibit these 

characteristics: “(1) clear goals and constant monitoring of the extent to which goals are 

being met, (2) an understanding of the necessary conditions under which these goals are 

being met, and (3) immediate corrective action when goals are not being met” (p. 19). It 

is essential that our schools operate on these fundamental principles. As Bellamy, 

Crawford, Huber-Marshall and Coulter (2005) remind us: 

The stakes for failure have been raised so high-both for schools and for 
students- that high reliability has become an important aspect of school 
success. Schools are now challenged to prevent practically all failures and 
to close achievement gaps among student groups - in short, to ensure 
highly reliable learning for all students" (p. 384). 
 
 

Problem Statement 
 
 

 Education is the foundation upon which a civilized, healthy, and vibrant society is 

built. The Department of Justice states, "The link between academic failure and 

delinquency, violence, and crime is welded to reading failure. Over 70% of inmates in 

America's prisons cannot read above a fourth grade level” (Literacy statistics, p. 2). 

Clearly, this is an important and urgent issue. It is vital that our schools throughout the 
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nation ensure a high quality education to help develop the full individual potential of 

every child to become a responsible and contributing member of society. 

 Principal leadership is a complex and demanding position. It is similar to 

managing a major corporation with a multitude of departments and competing entities. In 

Jim Collins’s (2001) research on the difference between good and great companies, he 

found that “greatness is not a function of circumstance. Greatness, it turns out, is largely a 

matter of conscious choice” (p. 11). Companies that were able to face the brutal facts of 

their reality and persevere through the difficulties and challenges were the companies that 

thrived. These companies were led by self-effacing, humble leaders dedicated to 

continual improvement by critically assessing their strengths and weaknesses. They were 

not afraid of failure, but learned from their mistakes while investing and developing their 

personnel and company culture. Further, they cultivated and nurtured a growth mindset in 

themselves and throughout the company. In short, they created and maintained a robust 

learning organization.  

Effective school principals ensure that all students achieve academically and 

graduate from high school prepared to pursue their hopes and dreams. By collaboratively 

creating consistency and reliability through utilization of HRO principles, the school 

principal can develop shared understanding and organizational learning to ensure a world 

class education for all students. Also, the concept of collective teacher efficacy and the 

principal’s role in supporting and enhancing this construct is essential to creating high 

performing schools. “It is expected that explaining the relationships between self-efficacy 

and collective efficacy, and detecting the effects of school principals’ leadership 
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behaviors on these efficacy beliefs will significantly contribute to improving school 

effectiveness and capacity, and increasing student achievement” (Calik, Sezgin, Kavgaci, 

and Kilinc, 2012, p. 2499). While there has been some research on collective teacher 

efficacy and principal leadership, further investigation is needed to better understand the 

role of principal leadership, how it contributes to the development and maintenance of 

collective teacher efficacy, and how this influences a school’s overall performance. This 

study aims to explore and understand how principals develop collective teacher efficacy 

(CTE) and utilize the five HRO principles to create a high-performing high school in 

rural Montana. 

 
Purpose of Study 

 
 

The purpose of this study is to understand how principal leadership develops and 

maintains collective teacher efficacy (CTE) in rural high schools, and how CTE and high 

reliability organization (HRO) principles contribute to the development of a high-

performing rural high school. Understanding HRO principles and CTE contribute to the 

development of a high performing school is important to understand improving the 

quality of our schools nationwide. The results of this study can be used to educate and 

prepare administrators for educational leadership positions by understanding what 

specific principal behaviors and actions influences CTE to positively impact student 

achievement, graduation rates, and organizational operation. Current practioners in the 

field may also benefit from the results of this study.  
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Methodology 
 
 

This multiple embedded case study involved four different high schools 

throughout the state of Montana. Data was gathered through a CTE survey, interviews, 

document review, and observations. The survey provided a general overview and 

descriptive data of each school’s CTE. Interviews were conducted with each building 

principal as well as a separate interview with a teacher focus group of three to five 

teachers. Through analysis of this data, a better understanding of how principal leadership 

influences and increases CTE can be gained as well as how HRO principles influence 

principal’s decision making to create high-performing high schools. 

 
Guiding Research Questions 

 
 

This study was guided by the following research questions.  

1. What are the perceptions of Montana rural teachers regarding how their 

principals contribute to the development of CTE? 

2. How do principals describe their actions and behaviors to develop CTE in rural 

Montana high schools? 

3. How do the five HRO principles influence principal decision making in high 

performing rural Montana high schools? 

It is important to explore and understand how principal leadership develops and 

maintains CTE at the high school level, as well as how the principal manages the 

operation of the school so it runs efficiently and effectively to positively impact student 

achievement and graduation rates. How does the principal work collaboratively with 
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teachers to develop and create a culture of consistency and reliability? How does the 

principal consider the organizational operation of the school when making decisions?  In 

essence, how do principals create a high performing school? 

 
Assumptions 

 
 

This study is based on the assumption that high performing schools have higher 

CTE than lower performing schools. For purposes of this study, a high performing school 

is defined as having academic achievement and graduation rates above the state average 

for two consecutive years. Further, it is also assumed that these high performing schools 

also exhibit the principles of high reliability organizations in that they have higher levels 

of consistency, reliability, and efficient standard operating procedures and routines 

established throughout the school.  

 
Limitations 

 
 

 As this study considered only public rural high schools in the state of Montana, it 

would be prudent not to generalize the results to other school systems, states, or regions 

of the country that may have different organizational structures, cultures, and norms. 

Also, this study is focused specifically on high schools and the results may not generalize 

to other school configurations or grade levels. 

 
  



10 
 

Significance of Study 
 
 

It is essential that our educational system is designed to consistently produce 

students that are well-equipped to become productive and contributing members of 

society. The effects of students not obtaining at least a high school diploma have 

potential long-lasting negative effects. For the 2011-12 school year, the national 

graduation rate was 81%. (Kena, Aud, Johnson, Wang, Zhang, Rathbun, Wilkinson-

Flicker, and Kristapovich, 2014, p. 138). This means roughly one out of five students 

may not have the necessary skills to obtain employment to adequately support themselves 

or a family. In 2012, the annual earnings for a full-time year-round worker in the 25-34 

age group with a bachelor’s degree was $46,900 versus $30,000 for a high school 

graduate and only $22,900 for a worker in the same age group without a high school 

diploma or its equivalent (Kena, et al., 2014, p. 31). All students should graduate from 

high school with the necessary background and skills to pursue their desired field of 

employment to be self-sufficient and lead a healthy, productive life. Understanding how 

high performing schools are graduating a higher percentage of students while also 

ensuring high academic rigor is important to study. Further, knowing how principal 

leadership, CTE, and HRO principals converge in creating a high performing school is 

relevant and applicable knowledge that current practioners and future school leaders 

should know and understand. This research may directly benefit students and schools 

across the nation as all students deserve an education that will prepare them for post-

secondary life. 
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Definition of Terms 
 
 

Principal Leadership Practices 

The five key responsibilities of school principals based on the Wallace 

Foundation’s research (2013) will be used to operationalize principal leadership 

practices. 

1. Shaping a vision of academic success for all students based on high standards. 

2. Creating a climate hospitable to education in order that safety, a cooperative 

spirit and other foundations of fruitful interaction prevail. 

3. Cultivating leadership in others so that teachers and other adults assume their 

parts in realizing the school vision. 

4. Improving instruction to enable teachers to teach at their best and students to 

learn to their utmost. 

5. Managing people, data, and processes to foster school improvement (p. 4). 

 
Student Achievement 

 For purpose of this study, student achievement will be measured using the 

statewide Composite ACT scores of 11th grade students. Since all Montana 11th grade 

students are required to take these assessments and the results are publicly available, it 

will provide a consistent and reliable data source to measure this construct. 
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Graduation Rate 

The Montana Office of Public Instruction (OPI) defines graduated as “the cohort 

of first-time ninth graders in a school or district, adjusted for students who transfer in, 

transfer out, emigrate, or are deceased” (Graduation Dashboard, 2015). 

 
High-Reliability Organizations 
(HRO) in Education 

"High levels of student performance, achieved as a result of high-quality 

instruction, delivered through superior execution of effective research-based practices, 

with low variability in the quality of instruction within and between schools" (Eck, J., 

Stringfield, S., Reynolds, D., Schaffer, E., & Bellamy, G., 2011, p. 37). 

 
High Reliability School 

Marzano, Warrick, and Simms (2013) define a high reliability school that 

“monitors the effectiveness of critical factors within the system and immediately takes 

action to contain the negative effects of any errors that occur” (p. 1). 

 
High Performing School 

For purposes of this study, a high performing school is defined as a school whose 

Composite ACT scores and graduation rates were both above the state average for the 12-

13 and 13-14 school years. 
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Collective Teacher Efficacy 

 Collective teacher efficacy is defined as the “perception of teachers in a school 

that the efforts of the faculty as a whole will have a positive effect on students” 

(Goddard, Hoy, and Woolfolk Hoy, 2000, p. 480). 

 
Summary 

 
 

 Ensuring that all students earn a high school diploma with the fundamental skills 

and competencies to pursue post-secondary opportunities is of national concern. We must 

create and sustain schools that consistently prepare students to compete at a global level. 

This is the job of school leadership. By studying how principals lead their schools to 

consistently graduate the vast majority of their students while also demonstrating strong 

academic results, we can provide insights and revelations on how a “high-performing” 

school operates so those lessons can be applied to other schools. We must develop 

universal principles that are applicable to the wide variety of schools across our nation. 

By understanding these principles and how to develop and enhance them, we can educate 

and inform school leaders across the nation on how to immediately start improving their 

individual schools. This is not a program to be implemented, but an approach that 

develops an organization as well as tapping into the collective knowledge to increase 

efficiency, effectiveness, and productivity. It is the art and craft of school leadership and 

how that leadership influences the organization and collective efficacy of the staff to 

produce well-educated students.  
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CHAPTER 2 
 
 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
 

Introduction 
 
 

 Leading effective and high performing schools is a challenging and demanding 

job. Ensuring school administrators are effectively leading our schools is essential to 

creating and maintaining a world class education for our students. We must train and 

maintain a high quality pool of candidates for school leadership that are prepared to 

handle the rigors of the position. Understanding how principals lead their schools to 

consistently graduate well-prepared students can help us better prepare our next 

generation of educational leaders. This study aims to explore and understand how 

principals develop collective teacher efficacy (CTE) and utilize the five high reliability 

organization principals to create a high-performing high school in rural Montana. 

 The literature review will examine the constructs of principal leadership, 

collective teacher efficacy, and high reliability organization (HRO) principles. Principal 

leadership will be defined and explored using the Wallace Foundation’s key practices for 

effective school leaders. CTE will then be discussed, along with how principal leadership 

can influence its development. Next, HRO principles will be explained in depth as well as 

how those principles operate in a school environment. The interaction between the two 

constructs of principal leadership and HRO principles will be explored to conclude the 

literature review. 
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Leadership and Educational Leadership 
 
 

 Although numerous attempts have been made to define leadership, there is yet to 

be a universal consensus on the term. In his book, Leadership, James MacGregor Burns 

(1979) provided the following definition: 

Leadership is leaders inducing followers to act for certain goals that 
represent the values  and the motivations - the wants and needs, the 
aspirations and expectations - of both leaders and followers. And the 
genius of leadership lies in the manner in which leaders see and act on 
their own and their followers’ values and motivations. (p. 381) 
 

In Jim Collins’s study on good to great companies, he describes effective leaders as 

“Level 5” in the following way. They are ambitious, but put the company before 

themselves; are modest, humble, and self-effacing; driven to produce results; work hard 

behind the scenes; and give credit to others for successes and accept responsibility for 

failures (Collins, 2001, p. 39). More recently, Northouse (2013) defines leadership as “a 

process whereby an individual influences a group of individuals to achieve a common 

goal” (p. 5). Perhaps Bennis and Nanus (1985) may have stated it best: 

Multiple interpretations of leadership exist, each providing a sliver of 
insight but each remaining an incomplete and wholly inadequate 
explanation. It’s as if what Braque once said about art is also true of 
leadership, “The only thing that matters in art is the partthat cannot be 
explained” (p. 4-5). 

 
Defining effective leadership is a difficult and perhaps an impossible task to achieve. 

 School leadership has developed over the years from a focus on managing the 

school and the day to day operations to providing instructional leadership through shared 

decision making. “Traditional definitions focused on the administrative process and 

functions that must be emphasized for schools to work well… Gradually, lists of tasks 
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and roles have given way to lists of competencies and proficiencies as the favored way to 

map out the territory of educational administration” (Sergiovanni, 1995, p. 4). Despite all 

of the different theories and conceptualization of leadership, there are some common 

components of leadership. Leadership is a process, involves influence, occurs in groups, 

and involves common goals (Northouse, 2013).  

 Many attempts have also been attempted to define educational leadership. Doug 

Reeves (2006) proposes that “leaders are the architects of individual and organizational 

improvement” (p. 27). Another definition offered states that “school and district 

leadership means creating powerful, equitable learning opportunities for students, 

professionals, and the system, and motivating or compelling participants to take 

advantage of these opportunities” (Education Week, 2004). There are also a multitude of 

types of leadership offered as well, such as transformational, distributed, and instructional 

to name a few. Leithwood, Seashore Louis, Anderson, & Wahlstom (2004) cautions us 

“to be skeptical about the ‘leadership by adjective’ literature. Sometimes the adjectives 

have real meaning, but sometimes they mask the more important underlying themes 

common to successful leadership, regardless of the style being advocated” (p. 6). Smith 

and Andrew’s (1989) research on instructional leadership found four broad areas in 

which teachers perceived their principals to be an effective. Principals were viewed as an 

effective instructional leader when they were a resource provider, instructional resource, 

communicator, and had a visible presence (p. 11). Horng and Loeb (2010) advocate for 

expanding the concept of instructional leadership to encompass a focus on organizational 

management for instructional improvement. This means “staffing a school with high-
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quality teachers and providing them the appropriate supports and resources to be 

successful in the classroom” (p. 67). This expansion correlates with other research that 

stresses how leadership creates the conditions and supportive work environment to 

improving student achievement. (Leithwood, Harris & Hopkins (2008); Marzano & 

Waters (2009); Terry (2004); Togneri & Anderson (2003). In Leithwood, Harris, and 

Hopkins (2008) “strong claims” about successful school leadership, they distilled the 

literature to produce four core practices that effective school leaders apply. They are: 

“building vision and setting directions; understanding and developing people; redesigning 

the organization; and managing the teaching and learning programme” (p. 29). Other 

research and studies have also cullied the information to produce core components of 

effective principal leadership. Most recently, the Wallace Foundation (2013) espouses 

five key practices that effective principals employ. They are: 

• Shaping a vision of academic success for all students based on high standards. 

• Creating a climate hospitable to education in order that safety, a cooperative 

spirit and other foundations of fruitful interaction prevail. 

• Cultivating leadership in others so that teachers and other adults assume their 

parts in realizing the school vision. 

• Improving instruction to enable teachers to teach at their best and students to 

learn to their utmost. 

• Managing people, data and processes to foster school improvement ( p. 4). 

All of these five key practices are applicable to various school contexts, cultures, and 

organizational configurations which offer a framework for principals to pursue on the 
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path to schoolwide effectiveness. “Effective leadership at the district and school levels 

changes what occurs in classrooms, and what happens in classrooms has a direct effect on 

student achievement” (Marzano & Waters, 2009, p. 11).  

 
Shaping a Vision of Academic 
Success for All Students  

 Effective principals are skilled at collaborating with key stakeholders in setting 

the direction and vision of the school.  

To begin with the end in mind means to start with a clear understanding of 
your destination. It means to know where you’re going so that you better 
understand where you are now and so that the steps you take are always in 
the right direction (Covey, 1989, p. 98).  
 
Without input and insights from your constituents, the chances of obtaining and 

sustaining your goals are severely limited. It is only through working together toward a 

common shared goal that great things are accomplished. More succinctly put, “people 

only support what they create” (Wheatley, 1999, p. 4). Effective leaders are skilled at 

collaborating with their followers to create a shared future in which everyone is included 

and contributes to the success of the organization. They realize that it is not their vision, 

but the collective vision that must be promoted. “A principal’s vision, standing alone, 

needs to be ‘sold’ and ‘bought into.’ By contrast, a shared vision based upon the core 

values of participants and their hopes for the school ensures commitment to its 

realization” (Lambert, 2003, p. 6).  
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Creating a Climate 
Hospitable to Education  

 In order for any school to be successful and effective, a strong culture of 

collaboration and cooperation must be established and maintained. In referencing 

McREL’s (2005) study on high poverty, high-performing, beat-the-odds schools, 

Goodwin (2011) states that “the missing ingredient – the thing that beat-the-odds schools 

were attending to that struggling schools were not – was their school culture” (p. 115). 

Effective leaders must cultivate the climate and culture of their school to create a safe 

supportive learning environment not only for students, but teachers as well. Leadership 

directly affects school environment and professional community, which, in turn, directly 

affect instruction. (Schools that beat the odds, 2005, p. 8). Another way in which 

principals build a collaborative culture is through their actions. Effective principals lead 

by example and model their values and beliefs through their words and deeds. 

“Exemplary leaders set the example by aligning actions with shared values” (Kouzes and 

Posner, 1995, p. 17). For example, by providing teachers with professional development 

opportunities aligned to school goals, principals communicate and reinforce what is 

important. “One prominent way in which principals shape school conditions and teaching 

practices is through their beliefs and actions regarding professional development” 

(Youngs and King, 2002, p. 644).  

Meaningful and purposeful work is hard work. Followers need to be encouraged 

and supported along their journey. By recognizing and reinforcing people’s efforts, 

leaders not only encourage the heart, but they reinforce the core purpose and values of the 

organization. Exemplary leaders “expect the best of people and create self-fulfilling 
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prophecies about how ordinary people can produce extraordinary actions and results” 

(Kouzes and Posner, 1995, p. 297). This is facilitated by publicly and privately 

recognizing individual and group accomplishments. Everyone wants to be acknowledged, 

in some way, for a job well done. “Delivering specific and authentic praise for a job well 

done also strengthens the connection between two people” (Achor, 2010, p. 134). 

Effective leaders provide the necessary support and encouragement during the difficult 

stages and celebrate the successes in creative and fun ways when goals are met. 

 
Cultivating Leadership in Others  

 When people are involved in the decision making process, they have a greater 

commitment to the outcome they helped create. “Leaders know that they can’t do it 

alone. They need partners to make extraordinary things happen in organizations” (Kouzes 

& Posner, 1995, p. 214). Effective leaders support and encourage their followers. Further, 

they involve and include them in the decision making process. “The goal of the principal 

should be to empower his/her staff” (Lezotte and McKee, 2002, p. 47). Marzano, Waters, 

and McNulty (2005) define input as “the extent to which the school leader involve 

teachers in the design and implementation of important decisions and polices” (p. 51). 

“Collective leadership has a stronger influence on student achievement than individual 

leadership” (Seashore Lewis, Leithwood, Wahlstrom & Anderson, 2010, p. 21). It is only 

through working together toward a common shared goal that great things are 

accomplished. Effective leaders support and facilitate the work of their followers by 

creating a culture of collaboration and treat their employees as colleagues, and not 

subordinates. “When principals and teachers share leadership, teachers’ working 
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relationships with one another are stronger and student achievement is higher” 

(Leithwood et al., 2004, p. 282).  

 
Improving Instruction  

As the instructional leader, the principal should ensure the learning standards and 

objectives are clear, concise, and consistently implemented across the school. Schmoker 

(2011) proposes we focus on three elements to improve student learning - what we teach, 

how we teach, and authentic literacy. “Their profound impact will come largely from all 

teachers applying them consistently and reasonable well” (p. 10). This laser like focus on 

instruction and achievement is foundational to creating a high performing school. In the 

words of Jim Collins (2001), “the real path to greatness, it turns out, requires simplicity 

and diligence. It requires clarity, not instant illumination. It demands each of us to focus 

on what is vital—and to eliminate all of the extraneous distractions” (section 7, para. 1). 

As one of the primary goals of public education is preparing students for college and 

career readiness, it is essential that the principal establish clear, non-negotiable goals for 

student achievement, as well as how teachers will deliver quality instruction. 

 
Managing People, Data, and Processes 
to Foster School Improvement 

By utilizing the data collected within the school to identify strengths and 

weaknesses, the principal can make informed decisions to allocate resources to where 

they are needed most while in alignment with school goals. “Strong instructional leaders 

have the ability to analyze and manage resources in a way that allows the entire school 

community to realize its potential” (Smith & Andrews, 1989, p. 11). The principal must 
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communicate the school goals to the staff, school board, and community to ensure scarce 

resources are not diverted to competing interests. In order to implement an action plan, 

the principal must ensure there are resources to adequately carry out the plan. Without the 

necessary resources allocated to support the school goals, it is unlikely that the plan can 

be implemented and that progress towards attaining the goals will be made. 

Effective schools have a data infrastructure in place that allows them to track and 

monitor individual, grade, and school data from a multitude of sources. Triangulation of 

different data sources should be utilized to look at different components of students’ 

academic achievement, as well as social and emotional indicators. In the effective schools 

research, frequent monitoring of student progress is identified as one of the seven 

correlates of effective schools. Lezotte and McKee (2002) explain that “pupil progress 

over the essential objectives are measured frequently, monitored frequently, and the 

results of those assessments are used to improve the individual student behaviors and 

performances, as well as to improve the curriculum as a whole” (p. 18). Principals must 

ensure structures and supports are in place to frequently monitor student progress so 

struggling students can be identified in a timely manner and individual targeted 

interventions administered immediately to close the achievement gap. 

If we are going to improve our schools, then principals need to gain a better 

understanding of how to improve the effectiveness and efficiency of not only their 

individual teachers, but the school as a whole. By addressing the issue of educational 

reform through a systems thinking lens, principals can better ensure that the educational 

reforms will become institutionalized and sustain through changing leadership at the 
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school level. Christine DeVita, (2007) president of the Wallace Foundation, sums it up 

concisely: 

Education leadership has been called the “bridge” that can bring together 
the many different reform efforts in ways that practically nothing else can. 
Teachers are on the front lines of learning. But principals at the school 
level, and superintendents at the district level, are uniquely positioned to 
provide a climate of high expectations, a clear vision for better teaching 
and learning, and the means for everyone in the system – adults and 
children – to realize that vision (p. 2). 
 
 

Self and Collective Efficacy 
 
 

Bandura’s social cognitive theory introduced the construct of human agency 

where humans do not simply respond to their environment, but actually make cognitive 

choices and decisions in response to their environment. “The core features of agency 

enable people to play a part in their self-development, adaptation, and self-renewal with 

changing times” (Bandura, 2001, p. 2). This was an important shift from previous 

behavioral theories in that he proposed that our own individual cognitive processing 

allows us to consciously modify and control our environment. We do not simply respond 

to our environment, but we can make choices and decisions to alter our environment. His 

theory advanced “a view of human functioning that accords a central role to cognitive, 

vicarious, self-regulatory, and self-reflective processes in human adaptation and change” 

(Pajares, 2002, p. 1). Bandera’s theory is built upon a “triadic reciprociality” between 

personal, behavioral, and environmental influences. Each of these three factors influence 

and interact with each other. “In this model of reciprocal causality, internal personal 

factors in the form of cognitive, affective, and biological events, behavioral patterns, and 
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environmental influences all operate as interacting determinants that influence one 

another bidirectionally” (Bandura, 2001, p.14-15). 

 In a study by Wood and Bandura (1989), they uncovered that a person beliefs 

regarding their ability as a stable entity or an acquirable skill affected their ability to 

perform in a simulated organization. Those individuals that believed their ability to be an 

acquirable skill had higher organizational performance than those individuals that 

perceived their abilities to be a stable entity. “Perceived self-efficacy refers to beliefs in 

one’s capabilities to mobilize the motivation, cognitive resources, and courses of action 

needed to meet given situational demands” (Wood and Bandura, 1989, p. 408). How an 

individual perceives their ability to perform a task has an effect on their motivation and 

perseverance with that particular task.  

Efficacy beliefs play a central role in the self-regulation of motivation 
through goal challenges and outcome expectations. It is partly on the basis 
of efficacy beliefs that people choose what challenges to undertake, how 
much effort to expend in the endeavor, how long to persevere in the face 
of obstacles and failures, and whether failures are motivating or 
demoralizing (Bandura, 2001, p. 10). 
 

 In building upon Bandura’s work, Carol Dweck has done extensive research on 

growth and fixed mindsets that can influence all aspects of a person’s life. Her research 

has shown that “the view you adopt for yourself profoundly affects the way you lead your 

life” (Dweck, 2006, p. 6). Individuals with a growth mindset see their skills, abilities, and 

talents as areas that can be developed through effort. This is in contrast to those 

individuals with a fixed mindset that operate from the framework that intelligence, 

abilities, and talents are fixed entities. These individuals believe that you either possess 

“natural” abilities or talents, or you don’t. Your mindset sets the stage for how you view 
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and approach your personal, as well as professional life. It can be the difference between 

pursuing your goals or simply giving up, convinced that you don’t have the necessary 

prerequisite skills to do well. In the words of Dweck (2006) “the passion for stretching 

yourself and sticking to it, even (or especially) when it’s not going well, is the hallmark 

of the growth mindset” (p. 7). 

In expanding on his research to the organizational level, Bandura (2000) 

expressed that “social cognitive theory extends the conception of human agency to 

collective agency. People’s shared beliefs in their collective power to produce desired 

results are a key ingredient of collective agency” (p. 75). In the field of education, 

Goddard, Hoy, and Hoy (2000) define collective teacher efficacy (CTE) as “the 

perceptions of teachers in a school that the efforts of the faculty as a whole will have a 

positive effect on students” (p. 43). While teachers have individual control over their 

classrooms and the instruction that occurs within it, they do not operate alone. “Teachers 

operate collectively within an interactive social system rather than as isolates. The belief 

systems of staffs create school cultures that can have vitalizing or demoralizing effects on 

how well schools function as a social system” (Bandura, 1993, p. 141). Schools that 

exhibit a high level of CTE tend to have higher academic achievement. “Faculties’ beliefs 

in their collective instructional efficacy contribute significantly to their schools’ level of 

academic achievement” (Bandura, 1993, p. 117). Other researchers have found additional 

positive effects of collective efficacy on students, teachers and school climate. Brinson 

and Steiner (2007) report that strong collective efficacy “improves student performance; 

ameliorates the negative effects of low socioeconomic status (SES); enhances 
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parent/teacher relationships; and creates a work environment that builds teacher 

commitment to the school” (p. 2). When teachers collectively believe they can positively 

impact students and make a difference in their lives, they put more time and effort into 

their teaching and students. Their level of persistence and perseverance is higher. 

Tschannen-Moran and Barr (2004) report that “collective teacher efficacy of a school 

organization influences how teachers instruct students, manage their classrooms, and 

motivate students” (p. 191).  

 
Principal Leadership and 
Collective Teacher Efficacy 

“Although the level of academic progress achieved by a school largely reflects the 

summed contributions of teachers in their individual classrooms, schools involve 

organizational interdependencies that contribute to teachers’ collective sense of efficacy” 

(Bandura, 1993, p.141). It is the role of the principal leadership to develop the CTE of the 

staff to have a positive impact on student achievement. In Calik et al’s (2012) study on 

the relationships between principal’s instructional leadership, teachers’ self-efficacy and 

collective efficacy, they found that “the highest level of correlation was between 

collective efficacy and supporting and developing teachers” (p. 2500). This is also 

supported by Hoy, Sweetland, and Smith (2000) who suggest that school leaders “need to 

lead in ways that promote mastery experiences for teachers” (p. 45). Goddard, Goddard, 

Kim, and Miller (2015) “argue that school environments may be most productive when 

principals work collaboratively with teachers to develop collective expertise” (p. 508). 

This is further buoyed by Stephanuo, Gkavras and Doulkeridou (2013) in their study. 
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They state that “it is essential to design teacher in-service programs that promote self-

efficacy, and foster the various school constituencies that develop a robust sense of 

collective efficacy” (p. 274). The atmosphere in which teachers work and collaborate is 

influenced by the leadership of principal. “Instructional leadership appears as an effective 

antecedent while building the collective efficacy” (Calik et al, 2012, p. 2501). By 

supporting and enhancing individual and collective teacher efficacy, principals can 

facilitate a positive influence across their organization in an array of areas.  

 
Principal Leadership and 
Sources of Efficacy 

Principals need to actively develop the individual and collective efficacy of their 

teaching staff. “Strong principals excel in their ability to get their staff to work together 

with a strong sense of purpose and to believe in their capabilities to surmount obstacles to 

educational attainments” (Bandura, 1993, p. 141). Bandura identified four sources of 

efficacy: mastery experience, vicarious experience, verbal persuasion, and emotional 

arousal (Bandura, 1977). Mastery experiences or performance accomplishments are very 

influential in the development of self-efficacy. “Some of the most powerful influences on 

the development of teacher efficacy are mastery experiences during student teaching and 

the induction year” (Woolfolk Hoy, 2000, p. 2). When individuals succeed in completing 

a task, it reinforces their perception of how they will perform on that task and similar 

tasks in the future. “Successes raise mastery expectations; repeated failures lower them, 

particularly if the mishaps occur early in the course of events” (Bandura, 1977, p. 195). It 

is important that principals create conditions and experiences where teachers and the staff 
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as a whole, through their efforts, generate success. This helps to build their collective 

efficacy and reinforce their efforts and collective functioning. 

Vicarious experiences also contribute to the development of self-efficacy, but not 

as strongly as mastery experiences. Through the use of modeling and observing, 

individuals can assess their level of competency regarding a specific task. In order for 

modeling to resonate with an individual, the model must be similar so that the individual 

can relate to and identify with the model. This creates a mindset that if others can do it 

and they are similar to me, then I can do it too. Principals should ensure that teachers, 

especially beginning teachers, have positive role models or mentors to observe and learn 

from vicariously. This would also be important to consider when providing professional 

development for teachers. Teachers that are allowed to observe a strategy or approach 

and then practice the skill with supportive feedback are more apt to internalize the 

strategy when they practice it successfully. 

Woolfolk Hoy (2000) states that social persuasion may “entail a ‘pep talk’ or 

specific performance feedback from a supervisor or a colleague or it may involve the 

general chatter in the teachers’ lounge or in the media about the ability of teachers to 

influence students” (p. 3). This is another important source of efficacy that principals 

need to cultivate. “People who are socially persuaded that they possess the capabilities to 

master difficult situations and are provided with provisional aids for effective action are 

likely to mobilize greater effort than those who receive only the performance aids” 

(Bandura, 1977, p. 198). Telling a teacher they can perform a task does not increase their 

competency or ability. However, if support is provided along with this encouragement, 
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then the principal is helping to create conditions to facilitate successful experiences and 

develop a teacher’s efficacy. 

The final source of efficacy, emotional arousal or affective state, refers to a 

person’s physiological arousal and can influence perceived self-efficacy. “People rely 

partly on their state of physiological arousal in judging their anxiety and vulnerability to 

stress” (Bandura, 1977, p. 198). Stressful or anxious states interfere with a person’s 

ability to function and perform at an optimal level. It is important to support and work 

with teachers when coping with threatening or stressful situations. By helping teachers 

manage and approach a stressful situation, principals can again create experiences to 

improve a teacher’s ability and competence with a particular skill or task that builds upon 

their prior experiences.  

A staff’s perception of their collective efficacy has major implications for student 

learning and the overall school environment. It is essential that principals are not only 

aware of the culture of the school, but also how to effectively increase and enhance the 

efficacy of their staff. Pajares (2002) states that  

schools develop collective beliefs about the capability of their students to 
learn, of their teachers to teach and otherwise enhance the lives of their 
students, and of their administrators and policymakers to create 
environments conducive to these tasks. Organizations with a strong sense 
of collective efficacy exercise empowering and vitalizing influences on 
their constituents, and these effects are palpable and evident p. 5). 
 
Principals must intentionally help teachers develop a sense of efficacy because, as 

Goddard, Hoy, and Hoy (2000) remind us, “it is not enough to hire and retain the 

brightest teachers – they must also believe they can successfully meet the challenges of 

the task at hand (p. 503).  
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Systems Thinking in Education 
 
 

 A key goal of the principal is to create a school system that provides high quality 

instruction resulting in students meeting and exceeding the learning goals for every child 

in their school. As the instructional leader, the principal must understand the entire school 

system and how different components influence and interact with each other. This 

alignment is essential in understanding how the parts fit together to create the whole.  

Systems thinking is a discipline for seeing wholes. It is a framework for 
seeing interrelationships rather than things, for seeing patterns of change 
rather than static ‘snapshots’ … and systems thinking is a sensibility – for 
the subtle interconnectedness that gives living systems their unique 
character” (Senge, 2006, p. 68-9).  
 

The issues and challenges facing public education are complex and evolving. In order to 

effectively manage and address these issues, a new way of thinking and innovation needs 

to be enhanced and encouraged to move us forward. Margaret Wheatley (1999) calls on 

us to “wake up to the fact that we live in an interconnected world, embedded in a fabric 

of relationships that requires us to pay attention to the dynamics of systems, not isolated 

individuals, buildings, or events” (p. 2). Just as the problems of yesterday required a new 

thought process to get us to the point we are at today, so will our current and future issues 

demand a new approach.  

 
Schools as Learning Organizations 

 It is important to not only view schools from a “systems perspective” but also as 

an organization that is capable of learning from itself. “If student performance in 

America’s public schools is to be improved in any significant way, school leaders must 
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transform their organization from bureaucracies into learning organizations” (Schlechty, 

2006). Organizational learning is the “deliberate use of individual, group, and system 

learning to embed new thinking and practices that continuously renew and transform the 

organization in ways that support shared aims” (Collinson & Fedoruk Cook, 2007, p. 8). 

Schools must become much more intentional and purposeful in their pursuit of creating 

and sustaining a highly reliable and effective school that endures and sustains long after 

school leadership changes. This can be facilitated through ensuring the school establishes 

the framework and parameters to function as a learning organization. “The complexity 

and density of systems require that we engage the whole system just so we can harvest 

the invisible intelligence that exists throughout the organization” (Wheatley, 1999, p. 7). 

The establishment of professional learning communities in schools provide a viable 

opportunity to facilitate and promote organizational learning. “If schools are to be 

significantly more effective, they must break from the industrial model upon which they 

were created and embrace a new model that enables them to function as learning 

organizations” (Dufour & Eaker, 1998, p. 15). As the world is evolving at a fast pace, 

schools must learn how to adapt more quickly to address the needs of its current student 

population and not continue educating students based on outdated skills and 

competencies. As Collinson and Fedoruk Cook so aptly remind us, “the purpose of 

organizational learning in school systems is to continuously renew the organization” (p. 

9). 
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High Reliability Organization (HRO) Principles 
 
 
 “The challenge of providing the ‘best in the world’ education involves knowing 

‘what works extremely well’ and providing it with remarkable reliability” (Eck et al, 

2011, p. 6). This is the foundation upon which school principals must work to ensure a 

high quality education for each student, every year. By implementing what we know 

works well in education with consistency and collective understanding, we can create 

schools that educate students to compete at a global level. “Shared meaning and 

organizational connectedness are the long-term assets of high performing systems” 

(Fullan, 1999, p. 28). This is the work and responsibility of the school principal. 

 
HRO Principle 1:  
Preoccupation with Failure 

 Schools need to be obsessed with identifying struggling students and flaws in the 

system that hinders student achievement. Many districts have adopted a Response To 

Intervention (RTI) model and process to guide them in their efforts. “An RTI model is a 

multitiered approach to help struggling learners. Student progress is closely monitored at 

each tier of intervention to determine the need for progressively intense instruction” 

(Hughes & Dexter, 2011, p. 4). By identifying issues early in a child’s education, schools 

and teachers are better able to address and correct the problem so students do not fall 

further behind. This requires a systemic approach to ensure students do not get lost in the 

system as they travel from grade to grade. By having supports and interventions already 

established within the system, teachers are able to more quickly provide the necessary 

support to facilitate student progress. 
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HRO Principle 2:  
Reluctance to Simplify 

In HROs, the ability to dig deep and identify the nuances of the data is essential in 

building a collective understanding and response to the differences in student 

populations. It is only through meeting the needs of each individual child and sharing that 

insight with others, does the organization become more adept at recognizing and 

addressing the unique situation in the future. This creates efficiency and effectiveness 

throughout the system.  

It is through systems thinking and collegial conversation that 
administrators and teachers begin the process of critically analyzing 
assumptions that perpetuate the status quo, recognizing previously unseen 
complexities and conflicts within the school, welcoming problems as 
friends, and perceiving the gaps between what is and what can be” 
(Zmuda, Kuklis, & Kline, 2004, p. 55).  
 

It is essential that school leadership establish structures which enable the sharing of this 

collective understanding. Hoy (2003) promotes the concept of an enabling school 

structures. “Successful enabling procedures invite open communication and encourage 

viewing problems as opportunities. Procedures that foster trust and value differences help 

organizations anticipate the unexpected and learn from their mistakes" (p. 89). This is the 

essence of a learning organization. 

 
HRO Principle 3:  
Sensitivity to Operations 

 While HROs have standardized and core components that everyone implements, 

the leadership also recognizes that it is teachers on the front lines that make decisions 

every day on “what is best for their students.” This situational awareness is essential in 
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enhancing student achievement. However, this must also be accompanied by “constant 

interaction and communication throughout the organization, which includes frequent 

operation meetings, widely distributed real-time measures of performance, and frequent 

face-to-face interaction” (Eck et al, 2011, p. 38). Many schools have incorporated 

professional learning communities (PLCs) into their schools to accomplish this objective. 

“The PLC process provides a vehicle that allows principals to execute a number of the 

responsibilities of school leadership in an integrated and focused fashion” (Dufour & 

Marzano, 2011, p. 52). School leaders must empower teachers to make informed 

decisions at the ground level, but changes to the core components of programs or 

procedures must be minimal and communicated to the organization so that everyone 

learns from each other and contributes to the organization’s overall understanding and 

knowledge base. The school organization must be “consistently flexible” or “flexibly 

consistent” as it must simultaneously operate in both modes. Further, it must remain 

focused on the teaching and learning process to meet the individual and collective needs 

of the students. 

 

HRO Principle 4: 
Commitment to Resilience 

 Principals must work with all of their teachers to develop an array of interventions 

and resources to help students be successful. There is no one program or curriculum that 

will meet the needs of all students, so alternative resources need to be in place at the 

onset. Schools that have implemented an RTI model are able to intentionally plan for 

these students. Reason (2000) refers to this concept as the Swiss cheese model in which 
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students may fall through one layer, but there is a layer below to catch them. With 

multiple layers or interventions in place, it is less likely that a student will totally fall 

through the system without being identified and supported. It is important that these RTI 

programs and interventions be available and understood by the teaching staff throughout 

the school. This enhances the reliability and consistency across the school as teachers can 

build upon a student’s current level when they transition from one grade to the next. 

 
HRO Principle 5:  
Deference to Expertise 

 It is essential to build a culture of collaboration and expertise throughout the 

school. While some teachers may be well versed in a particular program or curriculum, 

another staff member may have expertise in dealing with difficult behaviors or 

challenging students. What is most important is the opportunity to bring everyone 

together to share their particular expertise and experience regarding a specific student or 

situation, regardless of their position in the school. “Mindful schools avoid the error of 

embracing standard rules and rigid structures. Instead, their focus is on matching 

expertise with the problem regardless of rank or status” (Hoy, Gage, & Tarter, 2006, p. 

240).  

The solution to ensuring America’s students are able to compete on a 
global stage lies in re-thinking the role of schools and school districts. By 
assisting school systems to more closely resemble “high reliability” 
organizations (HROs) that already exist in other industries and 
benchmarking against top-performing education systems from around the 
globe, America’s school systems can transform themselves from 
compliance-driven bureaucracies to world-class organizations (Eck et al, 
2011, p. 1).  
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The five principles of HROs provide a universal organizational framework that allows 

schools to operate as a learning organization across and within the system. The principles 

allow schools to design a system attentive to the unique needs and culture, while focused 

on the common goal of improving student achievement and success. These HRO 

concepts were implemented in the High Reliability Schools (HRS) Project in Wales with 

impressive results.  

The fundamental hypothesis of the HRS project was that by working with 
schools to heighten the reliability of school functioning and reform, it 
would be possible to improve desired student outcomes…Four-and 9-year 
changes in school process and increases in the GCSE [General Certificate 
of Secondary Education] scores of students in the HRS schools support 
that hypotheses” (Stringfield, Reynolds, and Schaffer, 2008, p. 424). 
 
 

Mindfulness and Principal Leadership 
 
 

 The shift to creating a high reliability organization in schools occurs through an 

attitude and awareness called mindfulness. Langor (2000) asserts that “mindfulness is a 

flexible state of mind in which we are actively engaged in the present, noticing new 

things and sensitive to context” (p. 220). It is the work of the school principal to create 

the culture and infrastructure to facilitate a “mindful” school. According to Hoy, Gage, & 

Tarter (2006), “mindfulness is the continuous scrutiny and refinement of expectations 

based on new experiences, appreciation of the subtleties of context, and identification of 

novel aspects of context that can improve foresight and functioning” (p. 238). In building 

upon Weick and Sutcliffe’s work, Hoy et al melded school mindfulness to the five HRO 

principles.  
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Mindful schools are able to catch the unexpected early (focus on failure); 
comprehend their potential importance despite references to size 
(reluctance to simplify); remain sensitive to teaching and learning 
(sensitivity to technical operations); remove, contain, or rebound from the 
effects of the unexpected (resilience); and embrace structures and 
processes that require decisions to migrate to expertise (deference to 
expertise) (Smith & Scarbrough, 2011, p. 20).  
 

By creating and supporting infrastructures within the school, the principal promotes and 

facilitates awareness in the organization to quickly and effectively address issues. 

 
Relationship between Principal 

Leadership, CTE and HROs 
 
 

 It is the work of the principal to create an infrastructure that operates efficiently 

and effectively while also providing for the flexibility and ground level expertise to 

adjust to changing conditions in real-time. By working with teachers, the principal must 

ensure alignment with school goals and the core mission, but also allow teachers the 

flexibility to accomplish this in the manner that works best for their classroom. While 

standard operating procedures are established and refined, there is also an awareness or 

“mindfulness” that adjustments need to be made at the level where implementation 

occurs. These adjustments need to be intentional and purposeful to ensure progress 

towards the school’s goals. 

Leaders of successful HROs build the capacity to work in two modes, one 
standardized and centrally controlled, the other decentralized, 
improvisational, and situation specific. Each way of operating is always 
ready to use as shifting circumstances either allow normal work towards 
organizational goals or threaten reliable performance” (Eck et al, 2011, p. 
24).  
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This is only made possible when all parties are actively involved and engaged in 

the operations of their specific areas and well versed in how that influences and interacts 

within the larger system. “For a systems approach to have maximum impact on student 

learning, all key players must work together as a team and look for developmental 

activities that build the team” (Keen, 2007). This further supports the development of 

CTE as “teacher collaboration is a key to the pathway from leadership to collective 

efficacy beliefs because it is the shared interactions among group members that serve as 

the building blocks of collective efficacy” (Goddard et al., 2015, p. 504). It has been 

shown that staffs that exhibit higher levels of collective efficacy have higher levels of 

student achievement.  

 
Summary 

 
 

It is the responsibility of the school principal to design and manage the school to 

meet the needs of all students, in all classrooms, every year. This can be accomplished by 

developing and sustaining the CTE of the staff and utilizing the five HRO principles to 

create a high performing school. Research clearly shows that schools with higher CTE 

have higher student achievement. As the leader of the school, the principal is in a unique 

position to work directly with teachers to collaboratively influence and increase the CTE 

of the school. Principals also need to coordinate and align the various components within 

and across the school. The key to creating high performing schools that function as a 

high-reliability organization is to enable a “mindful” learning organization within each 

school that is aligned to the school’s non-negotiable goals around student achievement 
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and instruction. By utilizing the Wallace Foundation’s five leadership practices as a 

guide, the principal can work collaboratively with the teachers to create and design a 

world class educational system designed to meet the needs of every student for which the 

school is entrusted. This is our duty and obligation as educational leaders. Our children 

deserve no less! 
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CHAPTER 3 
 
 

METHODOLOGY 
 
 

Introduction 
 
 

The heart of the study focused on how principal leadership develops and 

maintains collective teacher efficacy (CTE) in rural high schools, and how CTE and high 

reliability organization (HRO) principles contribute to the development of a high-

performing rural high school. A collective efficacy survey was distributed to each high 

school staff to determine the level of CTE of the school. Also, small focus groups of 

teachers were interviewed to gain an in depth understanding of how principal leadership 

supports and contributes to the development of teachers’ collective efficacy at the high 

school level. Finally, principals were interviewed to describe how their actions and 

behaviors develop the CTE of their staff. They were also asked how the five HRO 

principles influence their decision making to ensure efficient operation of the school. 

A multiple embedded case study approach was used in trying to understand the 

complex interactions between principal leadership, CTE, and HRO principles. Further, 

this study sought to understand the impact these three constructs have on student 

achievement as well as graduation rates. What is the leadership role of the principal in 

developing the CTE of their staff? What specific behavior or actions are evident that 

contribute to increasing the CTE of the staff? How does CTE contribute to creating a 

high reliability organization within the school that positively impacts student 

achievement and graduation rates? How do HRO principals factor into decision making 
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and the management of the school. These are complex and complicated questions that 

require in depth analysis and interpretation that are best answered utilizing a qualitative 

approach. 

 
Qualitative vs Quantitative Study 

 
 

When deciding whether to utilize a quantitative or qualitative approach to a study, 

researchers should choose the method that best enables them to gather relevant data and 

information in addressing their research questions. As the research questions for this 

study involve complex reasoning to analyze the experiences of multiple participants 

across varying contexts and environments, a qualitative approach is better suited to 

facilitate this study. These questions revolve around understanding and describing 

processes as opposed to identifying a cause and effect relationship. Maxwell (2013) 

describes the difference between quantitative and qualitative research as follows.  

Quantitative researchers tend to be interested in whether and to what 
extent variance in x cause variance in y. Qualitative researchers, on the 
other hand, tend to ask how x plays a role in causing y, what the process is 
that connects x and y” (p. 31).  
 
Epistemologically speaking, knowledge will be generated through mutual 

dialogue and understanding constructed from the individual’s experiences and 

perspective. It is important to consider the environment and context within which the 

phenomenon or experiences occur to truly understand its nuances and particulars. Stake 

(2006) states that “qualitative understanding of cases requires experiencing the activity of 

the case as it occurs in its contexts and in its particular situation” (p. 2). From an 

axiological perspective, each individual’s experience and understanding is valued with an 
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emphasis on mutual understanding between the researcher and the participant. An 

emergent design is necessary to enable individuals to describe and construct their 

experiences and understanding of the relationship and interactions of school leadership 

on CTE and the operation of the school. This is an opportunity for them to share their 

perspective and perceptions and for the researcher to analyze their narratives to determine 

if any common themes or threads are evident across cases. 

A social constructivist lens will be used to explore and understand how principal 

leadership influences CTE and HRO principles in the school. Creswell (2013) writes, 

“constructivist researchers often address the ‘processes’ of interaction among individuals. 

They also focus on the specific contexts in which people live and work in order to 

understand the historical and cultural settings of the participants. He goes on to state that 

“the researcher’s intent, then, is to make sense of (or interpret) the meanings others have 

about the world” (p. 25). As the study seeks to understand how principal leadership 

develops the CTE and how HRO principles influence the decision making of school 

principals, this is an appropriate lens through which to filter the information. 

While this study took a qualitative approach to answering the research questions, 

it also utilized some quantitative data through a staff survey on CTE. The data from these 

surveys was used to gain an understanding of the staff’s overall perception of their 

collective capabilities. This information was analyzed prior to the teacher and principal 

interviews to begin understanding the staff and school context. These surveys were also 

used in conjunction with teacher and principal interviews to triangulate data points. “The 

use of a mix of quantitative and qualitative evidence, along with the necessity for 
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defining a “case,” are but two to the ways that case study research goes beyond being a 

type of qualitative research” (Yin, 2014, p. 19). 

 
Case Study Approach 

 
 

A case study approach is a germane method to answer this study’s research 

questions. Due to multiple factors that are not discrete or easily defined, the case study 

approach allows the researcher to gather data that is “rich” and contextual. Since no two 

schools are exactly alike, it is important to identify and uncover the common themes in 

how principals develop collective teacher efficacy (CTE) and utilize the five high 

reliability organization principals to create a high-performing high school in rural 

Montana. According to Yin (2014) a case study design should be considered when “(1) 

the main research questions are “how” and “why” questions; (2) a researcher has little or 

no control over behavioral events; and (3) the focus of study is a contemporary (as 

opposed to entirely historical) phenomenon” (p. 2). As all three of these criteria are met, 

Yin’s approach to case study design was utilized for this study. 

 
Multiple Embedded Case Study 

 
 

 “An important reason for doing the multicase study is to examine how the 

program or phenomenon performs in different environments” (Stake, 2006, p. 23). 

Understanding how high-performing rural schools operate and are managed is important 

to study and apply to all schools. How HRO principles guide and inform principal 

decision making is crucial to understanding how high -performing rural schools are 
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developed and managed. It is relevant and pertinent to understand how principals develop 

the collective efficacy of their staffs to create a school that consistently helps students 

achieve. By studying multiple cases to determine the common themes in different 

contexts, this research can add to the body of knowledge on how principals develop the 

CTE of their staffs and use HRO principles to guide their decision making in creating and 

sustaining a high-performing school in various rural school settings.  

 Case studies can be holistic or embedded. While a high-performing rural school is 

the primary unit of study, principal leadership, collective teacher efficacy, and HRO 

principles are three subunits of this study operating within the whole. Since this study 

involves units of analysis at more than one level, this deems it an embedded multiple case 

study. The subunits, as well as the whole, will be studied and analyzed. 

 
Research Design 

 
 

 “The main purpose of the design is to help to avoid the situation in which the 

evidence does not address the initial research questions” (Yin, 2014, p. 29). It is 

important to clarify and have a clear understanding of the phenomena being studied from 

the onset as well as establishing a framework that ensures the focus is on answering the 

research questions. Since case study research is more open-ended and fluid than other 

forms of research, it is essential that boundaries and a general plan are developed from 

the beginning to guide the process. Without a roadmap to follow, it would be easy to 

commit time and energy in researching and collecting data that doesn’t provide evidence 

and significance in answering the research questions. Focus and clarity are a necessity. It 
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is vital the research design is organized, structured, and well documented so that it may 

be replicated by others to conduct a similar study in the future. Yin (2014) proposes five 

essential components of a research design: case study questions; proposition, if any; 

unit(s) of analysis; logic linking the data to the propositions; and criteria for interpreting 

the findings. These will now be addressed individually.  

 
Case Study Questions 

The questions in a case study should ask “how” or “why” questions in an effort to 

understand complex phenomena. This study sought to answer the following three 

research questions: 

1. What are the perceptions of Montana rural teachers regarding how their 

principals contribute to the development of CTE? 

2. How do principals describe their actions and behaviors to develop CTE in 

rural Montana high schools? 

3. How do the five HRO principles influence principal decision making in high 

performing rural Montana high schools? 

As these are multifaceted and integrated questions that aim to understand a complicated 

environment and individual interactions within that environment, these questions are 

appropriate for a case study design. 

 
Propositions 

 The second component of an effective research design is propositions which 

ensure the study has a primary objective. The purpose of this multiple embedded case 
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study is to understand how principal leadership develops and maintains collective teacher 

efficacy (CTE) in rural high schools, and how CTE and high reliability organization 

(HRO) principles contribute to the development of a high-performing rural high school.  

 
Unit Analysis and Boundaries 

 The unit of analysis will be a rural Montana school at the high school level. The 

“cases” or high schools chosen for this study have been selected on three specific criteria 

of above average Composite ACT scores and above average graduation rates for both the 

12-13 and 13-14 school years. Additionally, a critical stipulation is that these rural high 

schools are currently still being led by the same principal as during the 12-13 and 13-14 

school years. In order to determine the influence on the school organizational 

management and CTE, it is essential that the efforts and effects of the same building 

principal be studied. Yin (2014) cautions that “each case study and unit of analysis either 

should be similar to those previously studied by others or should innovate in clear, 

operationally defined ways” (p. 34). 

 
Linking Data to Propositions 

 The fourth research design component is essential in helping to anticipate and 

organize the data analysis phase. While case study designs are emergent and can evolve, 

it is important that the design facilitates and supports the analysis of data and 

information. As this study involves four different high schools with the same analysis 

approach applied to each, a cross case analysis is an appropriate method to apply to this 

study. 
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Criteria for Interpreting Findings 

 Identifying criteria for interpreting findings is the fifth and final component. Yin 

(2014) suggests identifying as many potential rival explanations prior to the start of the 

data collection to create awareness of their existence and consideration through the data 

collection phase. This thoughtful consideration and reflection is important in keeping an 

open and unbiased approach to the data collection and analysis stage. It will also assist 

when the data analysis commences by having a starting point of items to consider or 

discard. “The more rivals that have been addressed and rejected, the stronger will be your 

findings” (Yin, 2014, p. 36). 

 
Procedures and Process 

 It is essential to establish a framework, timeline, and process to aid in the progress 

of the study. The following represents an overview of the procedures and process utilized 

to complete the research. 

1. Schools identified through site selection criteria and process. 

2. Schools contacted to solicit permission to participate in study. 

3. Schools administered CTE survey via online Google survey. 

4. Survey data analyzed to determine trends, strengths or weaknesses in the data. 

5. Background information on each school and community gathered to prepare 

for interviews. 

6. Principals asked to identify key teachers to interview who are actively 

involved and influential on the teaching staff. These may be teachers that are 

considered by their peers to be “teacher leaders”.  
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7. Teachers asked to voluntarily participate in a focus group. Consent forms 

were signed prior to interviews. 

8. Interviews conducted with principal and teacher focus groups. 

9. Interviews transcribed verbatim by researcher. 

10. Member checking conducted with subjects. 

11. Interviews analyzed using coding and grouped by common themes. 

12. Revisions to themes or coding as data analysis progressed. 

13. Conclusions made based on data analysis. 

 
Population and Site Selection 

The population utilized for this study were the 173 public high schools in the state 

of Montana. Schools were selected on three specific criteria: student achievement, 

graduation rates, and principal longevity of four or more years. ACT Composite scores 

and graduation rates were obtained for all school districts in the state of Montana. 

Utilizing the Montana Office of Public Instruction’s Growth and Enhancement of 

Montana Students (GEMS) public information website, the ACT Composite scores were 

obtained for the 12-13 and 13-14 school year. Out of the 173 high schools, there were 52 

schools that did not have data available for one or both years due to the small sample size 

and protecting students’ privacy. The graduation rates were also obtained for the 12-13 

and 13-14 school years through GEMS. Starting with the ACT data, 38 schools out of 

121 were identified as having ACT Composite scores above the state average for both 

years. Next, 99 schools out of the 178 schools were identified that had graduation rates 

above the state average for the 12-13 and 13-14 school years. These two lists were then 
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compared to identify schools that had both average Composite ACT scores and 

graduation rates above the state average respectively. This narrowed the list to 21 high 

schools. From there, the Directory of Montana Schools was used to determine the 

principal that was in the position in 2012-13 and if the same principal was still leading 

the high school at the start of the 15-16 school year. This resulted in seven high schools 

being viable options for use in the case study. The school size breakdown revealed that 

two of the schools were Class A, two of the schools were Class B, and three of the 

schools were Class C. Class size of schools is designated by the Montana High School 

Association and are based on student enrollment. Class A schools have enrollments that 

range from approximately 300 to 840 students, while Class B range from 100 to 340, and 

Class C is designated to schools with smaller enrollments. Due to the multiple roles that 

principals sometimes need to fulfill in smaller Class C schools, it was decided to exclude 

these three from the study. The remaining schools have organizational structures where 

the primary responsibility of the high school principal is to be the educational leader of 

the school. The resulting four schools were contacted in January 2016 to seek 

participation in the study and all four granted permission. According to Maxwell, 2013, 

“selecting those times, settings, and individuals that can provide you with the information 

that you need to answer your research questions is the most important consideration in 

qualitative selection decisions” (p. 97).  

 
Participants 

Four schools were selected for participation in the study based upon meeting the 

established criteria. Two were Class A schools that serve ~ 300 to 500 students, and two 
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were Class B schools whose enrollments range from about 100-200 students. These 

schools are located in different parts throughout the state of Montana. All of these rural 

schools have a full time high school principal that have been in their current position for 

at least the past four years. The economies of these communities are diverse and include 

agriculture and tourism. According to Stake (2006), there are three main criteria for 

selecting cases: “Is the case relevant to the quintain (phenomenon)? Do the cases provide 

diversity across contexts? And do the cases provide good opportunities to learn about 

complexity and contexts?” (p. 23). All of the schools selected for this study meet all three 

of these conditions.  

 
Quantitative Instrument 

 
 

 Goddard and Hoy’s Collective Efficacy Scale survey instrument was used to 

ascertain the level of the teaching staff’s collective efficacy and provide descriptive data. 

While a quantitative instrument is being used in a qualitative study, it’s purpose is 

provide descriptive data and an overview of a staff’s CTE. Quantitative analyses were not 

applied to the survey results. Goddard, Hoy, and Hoy (2000) developed and tested this 

instrument for measuring collective teacher efficacy based on Gibson and Dembo (1984) 

teacher efficacy scale. After modifying the questions to represent collective efficacy, the 

questions were reviewed by a panel of three experts in efficacy research for clarity and 

accuracy. The items then underwent a field test, pilot study, and full study. 

The efficacy scale proved to be reliable and valid in two independent 
samples, and it was useful in predicting student achievement in 
mathematics and reading. In both samples, assessments of the teaching 
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task and teaching competence were strongly interrelated and formed a 
single, strong factor of collective efficacy (p. 503). 
 

This 21 question instrument utilized a six point Likert scale with ratings ranging from 

strongly disagree to strongly agree. “All items loaded strongly on a single factor and 

explained 57.89 percent of the item variation. The alpha coefficient of reliability was 

strong (.96)” (Hoy, 2015, p. 1). 

 
Data Collection CTE Survey 

Principals were contacted via phone and asked if they were willing to have their 

school participate in the study. Once permission was granted, a collective teacher efficacy 

(CTE) survey was distributed to all high school teachers at each selected school to 

determine the level of CTE of the teaching staff. This was administered online through a 

Google survey prior to interviews occurring in the schools. The information gleaned from 

these surveys provided background information as well as understanding the overall level 

of collective efficacy for each school. It provided important information and context prior 

to interviewing participants as it helped to establish a baseline as to how the staff views 

itself overall in terms of being able to positively impact students as a group. Further, this 

information provided insights into the staff culture of the school.  

 
Qualitative Protocols 

 
 

 Interview protocols were developed for both the teacher focus group interviews 

and principal interviews. The teacher focus group and principal interview questions were 

based on the four sources of efficacy identified by Bandura (1986, 1977). These are 
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mastery experiences, vicarious experiences, verbal persuasion, and emotional arousal. 

Questions based on Brinson and Steiner’s (2007) four propositions were also included in 

the interviews. These propositions are building instructional knowledge and skills; 

creating opportunities for teachers to collaboratively share skills and experience; 

interpreting results and providing actionable feedback on teachers’ performance; and 

involving teachers in school decision making. Additionally, the principal interviews also 

included an additional three questions regarding the influence of HRO principles on their 

decision making. A table of specifications was utilized for each group of questions to 

ensure alignment with the research questions to gather relevant information. 

 
Teacher Focus Group Interviews 

 Three teacher focus group interviews were conducted via a conference call with 

the teachers while one group was interviewed in person. All interviews were recorded. 

The focus groups ranged from three to five teachers in each group. Principals were 

requested to provide a diverse group of teachers that would be representative of their 

staff. The principal or assistant principal also helped to arrange for a common time for 

teachers to interview based on their availability and willingness to participate in the 

interviews. All teachers were required to sign the consent to participate form prior to the 

interview. The interviews were anticipated to last between 30-60 minutes and took place 

during a two-month period.  
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Principal Interviews 

 One principal was interviewed in person and the other three interviews were 

conducted through a phone call. The interviews were recorded and took about 30-60 

minutes to complete. All principals were thoughtful and reflective in their responses. The 

interviews were conversational with all principals providing examples and situations to 

better explain their answers. All principals signed the consent to participate form so the 

interview could be conducted.  

 
Data Collection Interviews 

Phone interviews were conducted with three schools that were more than 150 

miles away from the researcher. One school was interviewed in person. The interviews 

took approximately 30 – 60 minutes depending on the group interviewing. Individual 

interviews were conducted with principals as well as focus groups consisting of three to 

five teachers. Interviews with the focus group of teachers sought to explore and 

understand their perceptions of how their principal contributes to the development of 

CTE. They were also asked about how the principal influences the school climate and 

involves teachers in school decision making. Each principal was interviewed to gain an 

understanding of how the five HRO principles influence their decision making. They 

were also asked about how they develop their staffs and support teacher’s individual and 

collective efficacy. These open ended interviews were intent on exploring and 

understanding the role of principal leadership in developing CTE, addressing the five 

HRO principles influence on decision making, and how that contributes to creating a 

high-performing school. While these questions were open ended, they were also focused 
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to ensure data was gathered relevant to the research question. Additional follow up 

conversations or emails were conducted to clarify or gain a better understanding of a 

topic or question. Interviews were audiotaped and notes were taken during the interview. 

Further, the process of “memoing” after each interview was utilized to clarify 

understanding, organize thoughts, and reflect on the information shared. Writing memos, 

according to Maxwell (2013), is “one of the most important techniques you have for 

developing your ideas” (p. 20). 

 
Document Collection 

Artifacts were also solicited for each school to be included in the analysis. All of 

these documents were available online. Examples include a copy of student handbooks, 

bell schedules, course catalogs, and graduation requirements; other data or processes the 

school uses to support or inform decisions centered on efficiency and standard operating 

procedures; correspondence or comments from students, staff, or parents about the 

district; or other artifacts they might share.  

 
Data Analysis 

 
 

Once the interviews were transcribed, the data was reviewed multiple times to 

code information on each individual school. From there, analysis consisted of looking for 

common themes or experiences across participants and schools. Memos from each 

interview were incorporated into this stage of analysis. Maxwell (2013), states that “you 

should regularly write memos while you are doing data analysis; memos not only capture 

your analytic thinking about your data, but also facilitate such thinking, stimulating 



55 
 

analytic insights” (p. 105). Confidentiality was maintained by masking the data through 

the use of pseudonyms for individuals and schools. Data was stored and backed up in a 

secure location.  

 
Document Analysis 

Documents were gathered about each school as well as the community to seek 

additional information and insights into the school and community environment. Student 

handbooks were obtained through school websites as well as information about the 

district and community. The purpose of gathering these materials was to aid in the 

understanding of the school culture as well as searching for additional information and 

evidence to corroborate with other data.  

 
Analytic Strategies 

According to Yin (2014) analysis of case studies are especially challenging as 

techniques have not been well developed or defined. One approach to guide this process 

is to design an intended overarching strategy into the research design. Although this 

approach may alter through the course of the study, envisioning how the data analysis 

could proceed is an important consideration prior to the start of data collection. Yin 

(2014) declares that “much depends on a researcher’s own style of rigorous empirical 

thinking, along with the sufficient presentation of evidence and careful consideration of 

alternative interpretations” (p. 133). He shares four general strategies to aid researchers. 

They are relying on theoretical propositions, working your data from the “ground up”, 



56 
 

developing case descriptions, and examining rival explanations. This study utilized all 

four strategies. 

The first strategy of relying on theoretical propositions was used extensively in 

the research design to ensure adherence to the research questions. This study sought to 

understand how principal leadership develops CTE within a staff as well as how CTE and 

HRO principles contribute to the development of a high-performing rural high school. 

The propositions purposely influenced and guided the study’s purpose, problem 

statement, research design, methodology, and analysis. 

Working your data from the ground up was a useful approach for analyzing the 

data. As this study utilized both quantitative and qualitative data, viewing the data from 

the ground up offered a different perspective than relying on just theoretical propositions. 

This inductive approach allows the researcher to view the data from a fresh viewpoint to 

discover potential new themes or ideas. By sifting through and rereading the data, 

common themes or topics rise to the surface for further consideration and reflection. 

The third strategy utilized in this study was developing a case description. Each 

school was examined and viewed from various angles and depths to uncover the school 

culture, interactions, and involvement in the community. Through the collection of 

documents, principal interviews, focus group interviews, and direct observation in one 

school, a rich and descriptive representation evolved for each school. Each school had a 

unique and contextual story that provided the setting to evaluate data utilizing the other 

analysis strategies. 
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Examining plausible rival explanations was the final analysis strategy. This is an 

essential strategy to ensure the researcher actively pursues alternative justifications for 

proposed outcomes. The more rival explanations identified early in the study, the better 

position to acknowledge and address them throughout the study. This is a critical 

component in the data collection phase to ensure relevant information is collected to 

support or reject the rival explanation. This will increase the rigor and credibility of your 

study. Yin (2014) describes two types of rival explanations – craft rival and real-world 

rivals.  

Craft rivals include the null hypothesis, threats to validity, and investigator bias. 

As only one researcher conducted the study, one craft rival to contend with was 

investigator bias. This was mitigated by member checking, triangulation of data through 

CTE surveys, interviews, observations, peer review, and documents analysis. These 

strategies also helped contend with threats to validity. 

The second type of rivals, real-world, involve direct rival (another valid reasons 

for the results), comingled rival (another intervention interfered or enhanced the results), 

implementation (gives credit to the implementation and not intervention), rival theory 

(another theory better explains the results), super rival (another theory inclusive of 

intervention is responsible for results), and societal rival (social trends explain results). 

Researchers must be aware and cognizant of these real-world rivals to actively address 

them through the data collection and analysis stage. These rivals were addressed directly 

by looking for alternative explanations and justifications for the results. As Yin so aptly 
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states, “the more rivals that your analysis addresses and rejects, the more confidence you 

can place in your findings” (p. 142). 

 
High Quality Data Analysis 

It is imperative that research and analysis follows a rigorous and thorough process 

to ensure a high quality study. Yin (2014) proposes at least four principles to follow in 

designing and conducting a worthy and credible research. The first principle ensures that 

all evidence is collected, considered, evaluated, and reported. This assists with the second 

principle regarding your analysis addressing all plausible rival interpretations. The third 

principal involves focusing on the most important and significant aspects of the case. The 

fourth principal states you should fully access your own prior expert knowledge and 

experience. 

This study adhered to all four of these principles throughout the study. Every 

effort was made to collect and analyze data with no preconceived conclusions while also 

utilizing the researcher’s 25 years in education to inform the study. All interviews were 

transcribed by the researcher to interact with the data and ensure accuracy in data 

collection. Member checking was also employed to eliminate any misrepresentations. 

Plausible rival explanations were considered throughout the study and actively explored, 

included, and reported. This involved vigorous reflection and consideration of the data 

over months of review and analysis. This study was designed around three research 

questions to provide focus and guide the study. By staying centered on these questions, 

the researcher was able to avoid meandering and losing focus. As this study sought to 
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explore and understand complex and intricate interactions between multiple variables, 

this principle was essential in maintaining focus on the important information. 

 
Cross Case Synthesis 

In cross case synthesis, each case is treated separately and then compared to each 

other to determine if any common themes emerge. Each school was analyzed 

individually, but the same analysis approach was applied to each. The researcher sought 

to collect the same documents and information on each school and community so those 

factors could be compared to each other. The CTE survey was administered to each 

school to collect the same data to determine the overall collective efficacy of the staff. 

The teacher focus group consisted of eight questions. For each question, key information 

was coded and put into a matrix. The principal interview asked eleven questions that 

were also transcribed by the researcher, coded, and placed into an array. For each school 

the CTE survey data, teacher focus group interviews, principal interviews, documents and 

observation data, when applicable, were analyzed to develop a complete and complex 

description of each school. Once each school was thoroughly explored and analyzed, a 

comparison across the four schools commenced. 

In order for a theme to be considered significant in the study, it needed to 

manifest itself in three of the four schools. An array was also developed for this stage of 

data analysis to organize and report the findings. Although there is a numeric component 

to including a theme in the results of this study, it is important to acknowledge that 

“argumentative interpretation” will be the predominant method in analyzing the data. Yin 

(2014) cautions that “a challenge you must be prepared to meet in doing a case study is 
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therefore to know how to develop strong, plausible, and fair arguments that are supported 

by the data” (p. 167).  

 
Role of the Researcher 

 
 

Yin (2014) offers a list of five desired attributes and skills that a good researcher 

should employ. These are asking good questions, be a good listener, stay adaptive, have a 

firm grasp of the issues being studied, and avoid biases. In asking good questions, it is 

essential that questions are geared towards providing information to address your 

research questions. As a researcher, I must not only ask questions that will yield 

information relevant to the study, but I must also be an active listener to focus on what is 

communicated and how that informs current understanding. While a study is guided by 

research questions and protocols, it is important to remain flexible and adaptive to the 

situation to learn as much information as possible relevant to the study. “The need for 

you to balance adaptability with rigor – but not rigidity – cannot be overemphasized” (p. 

75). As an educational leader for 16 years, eleven of which was spent as a building level 

administrator and the last five in a central office position, I do possess firsthand 

knowledge and background experiences relevant to this study. This aligns with the fourth 

attribute of having a firm grasp of the issues being studied. However, it is important to be 

cognizant that my experiences may not be representative or similar to others. My 

background experience and knowledge are helpful in understanding the context of other’s 

experiences, but I must be careful not to impose my personal experiences into the study. 

This awareness helps address the last attribute of avoiding biases. Further, the researcher 

worked closely with an academic advisor and committee to question and review 
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procedures, data collection, and data analysis. Colleagues offered plausible explanations 

and suggestions to confirm or deny findings to reduce the likelihood of bias. 

 
Traditional Concerns about Case Study Research 

 
 

Rigor 

 One of the greatest concerns regarding case study research is the perception that it 

lacks rigor. This is often due to not establishing and following systemic procedures. It is 

imperative that researchers develop protocols and procedures into their initial design to 

address this issue. By establishing and following a framework for data collection and 

analysis, a research can address this concern upfront. Another way to address this issue is 

through critical peer review to ensure proper procedures were followed and to minimize 

potential researcher bias. 

 
Trustworthiness of 
Qualitative Research  

Qualitative research operates from a different paradigm than quantitative research, 

but it still must address the issues of truth value, applicability, consistency, and neutrality 

(Krefting, 1991). While it is tempting to utilize the terminology and methods from 

quantitative research and simply apply it to qualitative methods, it is not appropriate to do 

so. Qualitative research is a methodology that stands on its own and requires a process 

and terminology that accurately represents its tenets and processes. “Qualitative inquiry 

represents a legitimate mode of social and human science exploration, without apology or 

comparisons to quantitative research” (Creswell, 2013, p. 6). Hoepfle (1997) supports 
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Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) proposed terms of credibility, transferability, dependability, 

and confirmability, in place of the quantitative terms of internal validation, external 

validation, reliability, and objectivity. Each one of these will be explained in more detail 

to describe how this study addresses each of these issues. Also, observational data was 

utilized to triangulate data points as well as verify or question emerging themes. 

 
Credibility 

 To establish credibility, it is important to gather evidence that leads to confidence 

in our results. “The naturalistic researcher looks for confirmability rather than objectivity 

in establishing the value of the data” (Creswell, 2013, p. 246). Utilizing data from 

multiple sources helps to strengthen the credibility of research by reinforcing and 

supporting conclusions. This study used data from the CTE survey, teacher focus 

interviews and principal interviews to triangulate data points and build confidence in the 

results. One school was also visited in person to gather first hand observation data. 

Document review of student handbooks and school websites were also completed to gain 

a better understanding of the school, staff, and community. Further, by studying four 

different cases or schools, this adds to the credibility of the evidence through multiple 

sites. 

 
Transferability 

 Transferability refers to how the results may apply to different but similar 

situations. As qualitative research provides thick rich descriptions to understand the 

context of the study, this also allows for other researchers to determine if the results may 
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be applicable to their specific situation. As four different schools were studied 

representing different geographies, communities, economic bases, and school sizes, it is 

reasonable that the results of this study would be germane to other high schools in 

Montana. 

 
Dependability 

 Dependability can be addressed through multiple avenues. Creswell and Miller 

(2000) suggest triangulation of data, member checking, peer reviews, rich thick 

descriptions, and external audits. They define triangulation as “a validity procedure 

where researchers search for convergence among multiple and different sources of 

information to form themes or categories in a study” (p. 126). This helps to address 

potential researcher bias. To address the issue of participant bias, member checking was 

employed. Each participant was provided a copy of their transcription prior to data 

analysis for review and to provide any clarification or further thoughts. Further, they 

were given the opportunity to verify emergent themes to determine if it accurately 

portrayed their experience. Respondent validation was used to ensure accuracy and 

clarity in each individual’s responses.  

This is the single most important way of ruling out the possibility of 
misinterpreting the meaning of what participants say and do and the 
perspective they have on what is going on, as well as being an important 
way of identifying your biases and misunderstanding to what you 
observed (Maxwell, 2013, p. 126-7).  
 

This study employed not only triangulation of data, but member checking, peer review, 

and an emphasis on thick rich descriptions. Further, researcher reflexivity was disclosed 

so participants understood the researcher’s background and experiences. 
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Confirmability 

 This aspect of validity and reliability is concerned about the research actually 

measuring and reporting on the intended phenomena. As a case study is open-ended and 

emergent by design, there is a danger in losing sight of the intended phenomena and 

collecting information that is not pertinent to the study and that may also create 

confusion. This issue was aided by the use of a table of specifications linking each 

interview question to an aspect of the research question. This helped to ensure that all 

germane components of the research question were asked of each participant. While 

additional information was shared in the interviews, it was useful and relevant in 

enhancing the understanding of each school’s context and culture. The triangulation of 

the CTE survey data, document review, interviews, and observation also ensured the 

study stayed focused on the research questions. 

 
Sharing of Results 

 Each school was provided a summary of the CTE data for their school as a benefit 

of participating in the summary. A summary of the school results was provided to each 

principal once the survey data was collected and analyzed. Further, once this dissertation 

is completed and approved by the university, all participants will be offered an electronic 

copy. Each school and principal can review the results and hopefully gain insights into 

their school as well as how it compares to other schools. It is intended that the results of 

this study will not only have beneficial use to the participating school, but other rural 

high schools in Montana. 

 



65 
 

Summary 
 
 

This multiple embedded case study strove to understand how principal leadership 

develops and maintains collective teacher efficacy (CTE) in rural high schools, and how 

CTE and high reliability organization (HRO) principles contribute to the development of 

a high-performing rural high school. Through an intense examination of each individual 

school and applying a cross-case analysis, this study focused on identifying common 

themes in an attempt to understand how the principals influences the CTE of the staff and 

employs HRO principles in developing a high-performing rural high school. The results 

of this study are intended for future and current practioners to employ in their school 

settings to improve the quality of educational experience for all students. It is also 

designed to add to the growing body of knowledge regarding foundational components of 

a high performing school in a rural setting. 
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CHAPTER 4 
 
 

RESULTS 
 
 

Introduction 
 
 

The purpose of this multiple embedded case study is to understand how principal 

leadership develops and maintains collective teacher efficacy (CTE) in rural high schools, 

and how CTE and high reliability organization (HRO) principles contribute to the 

development of a high-performing rural high school. The following three research 

questions guided this study. 

1. What are the perceptions of Montana rural teachers regarding how their 

principals contribute to the development of CTE?  

2. How do principals describe their actions and behaviors to develop CTE in 

rural Montana high schools?  

3. How do the five HRO principles influence principal decision making in high 

performing rural Montana high schools? 

 As these three research questions are complex involving four different schools 

with subunits of analysis, a multiple embedded case study approach was utilized. The 

primary unit of analysis was each high school as a whole system. Embedded within each 

school are the subunits of principal leadership, teachers’ collective efficacy, and HRO 

principles.  

Four high schools were identified for this study based on two consecutive years of 

composite ACT scores and graduation rates above the state average. Data on principals’ 
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behaviors and actions were collected from teachers through an online collective efficacy 

survey, face to face and phone interviews, and observations. Demographic data were also 

collected on each school and community. In each school, interviews were conducted with 

the principal. A separate interview was also conducted with a focus group of three to five 

teachers willing to participate in study. The focus group added another perspective to 

provide rich descriptive data to triangulate with CTE survey results and principal 

interviews. Through principal interviews, teacher interviews, and document review, data 

was collected on how principals develop collective teacher efficacy (CTE) and utilize the 

five high reliability organization principals to create a high-performing high school. 

 In this multiple embedded case study, data were collected using Goddard and 

Hoy’s Collective Efficacy Scale (2003) survey instrument. The purpose of the survey was 

to ascertain the level of CTE for each school to determine its potential influence on how 

it may contribute to the creation of a high-performing school. This data provided 

perceptual information regarding the teachers’ perspectives of the schools’ overall 

collective efficacy. Further, the CTE survey results were utilized with the teacher focus 

group interviews and principal interviews to triangulate common themes within and 

across schools. This multiple embedded case study utilized interview data from the 

principal and teacher focus group as well as the CTE survey to provide insights from 

multiple perspectives to search for common themes or threads. These themes will now be 

discussed to guide the presentation of the results in terms of school culture, climate, 

routines and structures of the schools. Each school will then be described in more detail 
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to delve into the individual differences and similarities within the context of the common 

emergent themes. 

 
Three Emerging Themes  

 
 

 Three themes emerged across all four schools pertaining to the principal’s role in 

the organizational operation of the school based upon Weick and Sutcliffe’s HRO 

principles. These themes provide a context in which principal can develop and maintain 

CTE. First, principals had developed “situational awareness” within their schools so they 

were attuned to the little and big issues and situations confronting the school. Second, 

they had well established formal and informal lines of communication with their staff to 

actively pursue teacher input and involvement. Third, all schools had continuous school 

improvement processes in place to constantly reassess and make adjustments to improve 

the learning environment for students. These three themes work in concert to not only 

provide for an efficient and effective school operation, but help the principal identify 

barriers for teachers. By addressing these barriers, principal help facilitate the 

development and maintenance of CTE in their schools. 

 
Cross Case Analysis and Overview 

 
 

 A summary of demographic information and collective efficacy results will also 

be discussed before addressing each individual school. The teacher focus group and 

principal interview questions were based on the four sources of efficacy identified by 

Bandura (1986, 1977). These are mastery experiences, vicarious experiences, verbal 
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persuasion, and emotional arousal. Questions based on Brinson and Steiner’s (2007) four 

propositions were also included in the interviews These propositions are building 

instructional knowledge and skills; creating opportunities for teachers to collaboratively 

share skills and experience; interpreting results and providing actionable feedback on 

teachers’ performance; and involving teachers in school decision making. Each one of 

these sources will be addressed utilizing data from both sets of interviews as well as the 

CTE survey results to identify common themes. 

 
School Demographics 

 The Montana Growth and Enhancement for Montana Students (Student 

achievement, 2016) website was utilized to collect demographic data on enrollment, 

economically disadvantaged students, special education populations, and teacher to 

student ratios. Table 1 summarizes the student populations for each school for the 14-15 

school year. Pseudonyms for each school have been used to ensure confidentiality. 

 
Table 1. School Demographics for 14-15 School Year 

 

 

School 

 

 

Enrollment 

Economically 

Disadvantaged 

Participation 

Special 

Education 

Participation 

Principal 

Longevity 

in Position 

Number of 

Teachers 

on Staff 

JKF ~ 350 32.6% 13.0% 6 28 

Roosevelt ~ 170 20.0% 7.3% 18 21 

Truman ~ 100 36.3% 18.6% 6 14 

Jefferson ~ 500 16.5% 9.7% 4 37 

 
 
 These four schools are diverse in their socioeconomic status, student populations, 

and student demographics. They are located throughout the state of Montana ranging 
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from the northwestern area of the state to the south central region. Student enrollment 

ranges from approximately 100 – 500 students while the teaching staff varies from 14 

teachers up to 37. All schools serve students that are economically disadvantaged and 

receive special education services. Two schools had special education populations that 

were below 10% and two schools were above 10% at 13% and 18.6%. The economically 

disadvantaged population ranged from 16.5% to 36.3%. The longevity of principals in 

their current positions was also varied. One principal had been in the position only four 

years, two principals had six years in their current positions, and one principal spent a 

majority of his career, 18 years, as the high school principal. 

 
Collective Teacher Efficacy Results 

 Teachers completed Goddard and Hoy’s Collective Efficacy Scale (2003) survey 

through a google survey during the months of February and March. Teacher participation 

ranged from 50% to 64.9% providing an acceptable sample.  

The rule of thumb for your survey response rate, based on a good sample, 
is 50%. Anything above 50% will increase the confidence with which you 
speak about your finding as generalizable to the population from which 
your sample was developed (Gay Mills & Airasian, 2014, p. 201).  
 

A summary of the results for all four schools is provided in Table 2.  
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School Summary of Collective 
Teacher Efficacy Results 

 
Table 2. Collective Teacher Efficacy Results by School 

 

 

School 

Mean 

School 

CTE 

 

CTE Standardized 

Score 

 

Comparison to 500 

Average 

Percent of 

Surveys 

Completed 

JFK 4.14 503.65 3.65 64.3% 

Roosevelt 4.10 497.32 -2.68 57.1% 

Truman 4.31 530.16 30.16 50.0% 

Washington 4.51 561.73 61.73 64.9% 

 
 
 The CTE scores were converted to a standardized score with 500 being an 

average score. Three of the four schools demonstrate above the 500 average. One school 

demonstrated slightly below the 500 average. The standardized score has a mean of 500 

and a standard deviation of 100 (Hoy, 2015, p. 3). All four schools fall within the 1 SD of 

the average range for collective efficacy. 

 
Collective Teacher Efficacy Results 

 Goddard and Hoy’s collective efficacy survey was provided to all teachers in each 

school through a web-based google survey. The responses to each question were then 

analyzed using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) program. 

Descriptive statistics revealed the following means for each of the 21 items on the 

questionnaire. Ten questions on the survey are reversed scored and the scores in the table 

have been reversed. These are indicated with a * at the beginning of the question. Table 3 

displays the mean results of each question for all four schools. Also, the sum of means 

and the average of means for all four schools are included. 
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Table 3. Collective Teacher Efficacy Results by Question 

 

Question 

 

JFK 

 

Roosevelt 

 

Truman 

 

Jefferson 

Sum 

of M 

Average 

of M 

Teachers here are well-
prepared to teach the subjects 
they are assigned to teach. 
 

5.17 4.75 5.43 5.30 20.65 5.16 

*Teachers here don't have the 
skills needed to produce 
meaningful student learning. 
 

4.89 4.67 5.57 5.38 20.50 5.13 

Teachers in this school truly 
believe every child can learn. 
 

4.94 4.83 5.29 4.92 19.98 5.00 

*Learning is more difficult at 
this school because students 
are worried about their safety. 
 

4.72 4.58 5.00 5.33 19.64 4.91 

If a child doesn't learn 
something the first time 
teachers will try another way. 
 

4.82 4.50 4.71 4.91 18.95 4.74 

Teachers in this school are 
skilled in various methods of 
teaching. 
 

4.78 4.67 4.57 4.83 18.85 4.71 

Teachers in this school have 
what it takes to get the 
children to learn. 
 

4.61 4.50 4.57 4.63 18.31 4.58 

The quality of school facilities 
here really facilitates the 
teaching and learning process. 
 

4.28 4.75 4.14 4.88 18.05 4.51 

The opportunities in this 
community help ensure that 
these students will learn. 
 

4.33 4.33 4.29 4.63 17.58 4.39 

*If a child doesn't want to 
learn teachers here give up. 
 

4.11 4.17 5.00 4.29 17.57 4.39 

Teachers here are confident 
they will be able to motivate 
their students. 
 

4.50 4.25 4.14 4.58 17.48 4.37 

These students come to school 
ready to learn. 
 

4.33 4.00 4.43 4.61 17.37 4.34 
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Table 3. Collective Teacher Efficacy Results by Question, continued 

 

Question 

 

JFK 

 

Roosevelt 

 

Truman 

 

Jefferson 

Sum 

of M 

Average 

of M 

*Teachers here fail to reach 
some students because of poor 
teaching methods. 
 

3.89 4.08 4.43 4.46 16.86 4.21 

*Teachers in this school do 
not have the skills to deal with 
student disciplinary problems.  
 

3.78 3.50 4.57 4.50 16.35 4.09 

Teachers in the school are 
able to get through to the most 
difficult students. 
 

4.06 4.25 3.43 4.29 16.03 4.01 

*Students here just aren't 
motivated to learn. 
 

3.50 4.33 4.00 4.17 16.00 4.00 

*The lack of instructional 
materials and supplies makes 
teaching very difficult. 

3.39 4.33 3.29 4.04 15.05 3.76 

*Teachers in this school think 
there are some students that 
no one can reach. 
 

3.44 3.25 3.71 3.91 14.32 3.58 

*Teachers here need more 
training to know how to deal 
with these students. 
 

3.44 2.92 3.86 3.88 14.09 3.52 

*Drugs and alcohol abuse in 
the community make learning 
difficult for students here. 
 

2.89 2.58 3.43 3.71 12.61 3.15 

The students here come in 
with so many advantages they 
are bound to learn. 

3.17 2.92 2.71 3.54 12.34 3.08 

* Questions are reversed scored 

 
Collective Teacher Efficacy Analysis 

 In analyzing the CTE data across all four schools, three questions ranked as the 

top three for two schools and in the top four for the other two schools. These questions 

were: teachers are well-prepared to teach the subject they are assigned to teach; 

teachers here don’t have the skills needed to produce meaningful student learning 
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(reverse scored); and teachers in this school truly believe every child can learn. These 

three questions directly relate to teachers’ attitude and capabilities in the teaching-

learning process. Generally, teachers in these schools feel well-prepared to not only teach 

their subject matter, but to ensure student learning is occurring. Overall, the CTE survey 

results indicate the teaching staff in each school believe that all students can learn and 

utilize a variety of methods to facilitate learning as evidence by question five which 

asked if a child doesn't learn something the first time teachers will try another way. This 

question had an average mean score of 4.74. 

 Examining the questions that scored the lowest across schools, two questions 

ranked as the two lowest for two schools and in the bottom three questions for the other 

schools. The question with the lowest composite mean score was the students here come 

in with so many advantages they are bound to learn. This was reversed scored and had a 

span of scores ranging from 2.71 up to 3.54 indicating both agreement and disagreement 

with this question. The next lowest mean score question was also reverse scored. It stated 

that drugs and alcohol abuse in the community make learning difficult for students here. 

The range of mean scores for this question was from 2.89 up to 3.71 with two schools 

agreeing and two schools disagreeing with the question. While the results are mixed, 

neither factor appears to be a strong negative influence on the school. These results do 

provide insight into all of these schools and communities that poverty and drug/alcohol 

issues are present, but not a major source of negative influence in the schools. This is also 

bolstered by the survey question learning is more difficult at this school because students 

are worried about their safety. This question had an average mean score of 4.91. This is a 
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reversed scored question meaning this is not an issue for most students overall. This was 

the fourth highest scoring question.  

 
Case 1: JFK High School 

 
 

 JFK High School is located in an agricultural community with a high school 

enrollment of approximately 350 students. Its economic base is supported by cattle 

ranching, wheat farming, and hay production. Thirty-two percent of its students are 

economically disadvantaged and 13% of the student population receives special 

education services. The high school principal, who pseudonym is Principal John, has 

been in his current position for the past six years, but has 21 years in the district and 35 

years in education. There are 28 teachers on staff for a teacher to student ratio of 14 to 1. 

The high school daily schedule consists of seven periods of approximately 50 minutes in 

length. 

 Sixty-four percent of the teaching staff completed the CTE survey to obtain a 

collective efficacy score of 4.14. When converted to a standardized score with an average 

mean of 500 and a standard deviation of 100, this school came out at 503.65. Based on 

Goddard and Hoy’s (2003) formula, this school exhibited average collective efficacy. In 

analyzing the CTE survey results for this school, the five highest scoring questions 

centered on the teacher's ability to teach and reach students. For example, teachers here 

are well-prepared to teach the subjects they are assigned to teach was the highest scoring 

question with a mean of 5.17. This was followed by teachers in this school truly believe 

every child can learn, and teachers here have the skills needed to produce meaningful 
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student learning with a mean score of 4.94 and 4.89 respectively. Drugs and alcohol 

abuse in the community make learning difficult for students here had a mean score of 

2.89. Scores that are below a 3 indicate disagreement with the statement. This question 

had the lowest mean score of all questions indicating that this issue is not a major 

negative influence on the students. Also scoring low was the students here come in with 

so many advantages they are bound to learn with a mean of 3.17. Overall, teachers 

disagree with this statement meaning students do not come to school with many 

advantages. The JFK High School CTE results are listed below in Table 4. Ten questions 

on the survey are negative statements and need to be reversed scored to calculate the total 

collective efficacy. These are designated with a * at the beginning of the question and the 

scores in the table reflect this reversed scoring. 

 
Table 4. Collective Teacher Efficacy Results for JFK High School Ranked from Highest 
to Lowest Mean 

Question N Min Max Mean 
Std. 

Deviation 

Teachers here are well-prepared to teach the 
subjects they are assigned to teach. 
 

18 4 6 5.17 0.92 

Teachers in this school truly believe every 
child can learn. 
 

18 4 6 4.94 0.80 

*Teachers here don't have the skills needed to 
produce meaningful student learning. 

18 2 6 4.89 1.41 

If a child doesn't learn something the first time 
teachers will try another way. 
 

17 4 6 4.82 0.81 

Teachers in this school are skilled in various 
methods of teaching. 
 

18 4 6 4.78 0.88 

*Learning is more difficult at this school 
because students are worried about their safety. 

18 4 6 4.72 0.96 
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Table 4. Collective Teacher Efficacy Results for JFK High School Ranked from Highest 
to Lowest Mean, continued 

Question N Min Max Mean 
Std. 

Deviation 

Teachers in this school have what it takes to 
get the children to learn. 
 

18 4 6 4.61 0.78 

Teachers here are confident they will be able to 
motivate their students. 
 

18 4 5 4.50 0.51 

These students come to school ready to learn. 
 

18 2 5 4.33 1.08 

The opportunities in this community help ensure 
that these students will learn. 
 

18 1 5 4.33 1.24 

The quality of school facilities here really 
facilitates the teaching and learning process. 
 

18 2 5 4.28 0.83 

*If a child doesn't want to learn teachers here 
give up. 
 

18 2 6 4.11 1.08 

Teachers in the school are able to get through to 
the most difficult students. 
 

17 2 5 4.06 0.97 

*Teachers here fail to reach some students 
because of poor teaching methods. 
 

18 2 6 3.89 1.45 

*Teachers in this school do not have the skills to 
deal with student disciplinary problems.  
 

18 2 6 3.78 1.00 

*Students here just aren't motivated to learn. 
 

18 1 5 3.50 1.29 

*Teachers in this school think there are some 
students that no one can reach. 
 

18 2 6 3.44 1.29 

*Teachers here need more training to know how 
to deal with these students. 
 

18 2 5 3.44 1.25 

*The lack of instructional materials and supplies 
makes teaching very difficult. 

18 2 5 3.39 1.09 

The students here come in with so many 
advantages they are bound to learn. 
 

18 2 5 3.17 1.15 

*Drugs and alcohol abuse in the community 
make learning difficult for students here. 

18 1 5 2.89 1.41 

* Questions are reversed scored 
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 In reviewing the results of this survey and through the principal and teacher 

interviews, both principals and teachers report working together for the benefit of kids. 

Principal John stated that “one of the things they [our staff] do really well, they are going 

to make decisions that are best for the kids.” Teachers reported that Principal John was 

good about informing them of issues through staff meetings and committees. He also 

included them and sought their input in making decisions that effected the staff. The 

business teacher stated that “he doesn’t want to make all the decisions by himself. I think 

he understands the need for some sort of buy in.” Teachers also reported feeling 

supported by Principal John. The FACS teacher also shared that “he is very 

approachable. He’s a person you can go to for anything and he doesn’t judge you.”  

 One area that both the teacher focus group and Principal John agreed was a weak 

area for their school was in scheduled collaboration time. Principal John shared that “is 

probably an area we don’t do very well with. We encourage it… the teachers kind of 

have to do it during their own time.” JFK High School did not have a common planning 

time for teachers as five or six years ago they had lost their weekly Early Out due to 

budget cuts and concerns about unproductive time. While the schedule did not have built 

in time for teachers to collaborate, the English department had taken it upon themselves 

to establish their own professional learning community to meet once a week during their 

lunch.  

 Principal John’s involvement in analysis of ACT data provided direction for the 

math department to improve their scores. One general education teacher reported that  
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we are taking advantage of an EdReady program trying to improve our math scores. We 

have eight different math classes using an ACT readiness for the pre-algebra readiness 

program. So we identify what our weaknesses are and we are looking for ways to try and 

improve. 

 This high school was also in the process of becoming a Montana Behavioral 

Initiative (MBI) school. “Our high school is the only school in our district that is not part 

of MBI and now we are going to be” shared the business teacher. Also, the MyVoice 

survey will be administered to the high school students this year to collect data for an 

MBI team. This survey will provide information to the staff and principal on school 

culture and climate from a student, staff, and parent perspective. There are also plans to 

send a team to the MBI Summer Institute in June. 

 Principal John’s interview revealed a strong sense of treating teachers as 

professional educators and promoting a team atmosphere. This school had a solid peer 

observation structure established for tenured teachers based on a two-year cycle. One 

year teachers are formally evaluated by their building principal and the other year they do 

peer observations.  

When I say peer observations, they’re not in there to evaluate that teacher. 
They are in there to see what they’re doing that they can pick up on…. I 
really like the cycle since we’ve started it. We’ve been doing it for about 
three or four years now, and the teachers really like it. (Principal John, 
2016, Interview) 

 
There was steadfast support for teachers observing in other schools and districts across 

the state as teachers were provided time at district expense to travel to other schools and 

observe different teachers and programs in action. This school also set aside nine days of 
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professional development for teachers which is two days above the typically required 

state mandated seven days.  

 Principal John promoted and facilitated a team atmosphere amongst the staff. “We 

try to sell that we are a team. We are here to do things together and that only helps each 

other.” He also stressed the importance of open communication with all stakeholders. 

“One of the top things we do is to provide open communication with everybody, whether 

it’s good or bad… that’s with parents, teachers, students. I mean you just have to be open 

with them.”  

 

JFK High School Summary 

 This school has a firm foundation centered on students. This was supported by the 

CTE survey data, teacher focus group interview, and the principal interview. There are 

organizational structures that facilitate professional dialogue with a common focus on 

student achievement. It was clear from the teacher and principal interviews that a 

respectful and professional environment is present in this school with an emphasis on 

open communication and a team atmosphere. The use of data to identify problem areas 

was facilitated by the principal and the teaching staff to identify academic and school 

climate issues. Through the use of department, staff, and small group meetings, processes 

were well established to problem solve and involve teachers in setting the directions of 

the school.  
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Case 2: Roosevelt High School 
 
 

 Roosevelt High School is situated in a community population of roughly 2500 and 

relies on agriculture and recreation to sustain itself. The community supported the 

building of a new high school to accommodate a growing school population and has an 

enrollment around 170 students. The new high school opened in 2009. The economically 

disadvantaged and special education populations are 20% and 7.3% respectively. The 

school is staffed with 21 teachers making the student to teacher ratio 11 to 1. This school 

is led by Principal Ted (pseudonym) who has been in his position for 18 years and is well 

established in the school and community. Roosevelt High School operates on a modified 

block schedule with the first three periods being 90 minutes or “blocks” and the last two 

periods being 45-50 minutes or “yearlongs.” 

 The collective efficacy score for this school was 4.10 and the lowest of all four 

schools. Fifty-seven percent of the teaching staff completed the survey to obtain these 

results. The converted standardized score of 497.32 is slightly below the average of 500, 

but still puts this school within the average range of CTE. Teachers in this school truly 

believe every child can learn was the question with the highest mean score of 4.83. This 

was followed by two questions that both had a mean score of 4.75. Teachers here are 

well-prepared to teach the subjects they are assigned to teach, and the quality of school 

facilities here really facilitates the teaching and learning process. Two questions with a 

mean score of 4.67 were the next highest and spoke to teacher’s instructional knowledge 

and methods. They were: teachers here have the skills needed to produce meaningful 

student learning, and teachers in this school are skilled in various methods of teaching. 
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The question with the lowest mean score of 2.58 was drugs and alcohol abuse in the 

community make learning difficult for students here. Scores below a 3 indicate 

disagreement with the question which translates into teachers disagreeing with this 

statement. Table 5 summarizes the CTE results in ranked order from the highest mean 

score to the lowest. 

 
Table 5. Collective Teacher Efficacy Results for Roosevelt High School Ranked from 
Highest to Lowest Mean 

Questions N Min Max M SD 

Teachers in this school truly believe every child can learn.
 

12 4 6 4.83 0.83 

Teachers here are well-prepared to teach the subjects 
they are assigned to teach. 
 

12 2 6 4.75 1.36 

The quality of school facilities here really facilitates the 
teaching and learning process. 
 

12 3 6 4.75 1.06 

*Teachers here don't have the skills needed to produce 
meaningful student learning. 
 

12 2 6 4.67 1.50 

Teachers in this school are skilled in various methods of 
teaching. 
 

12 4 6 4.67 0.78 

*Learning is more difficult at this school because 
students are worried about their safety. 
 

12 4 6 4.58 0.79 

If a child doesn't learn something the first time teachers 
will try another way. 
 

12 4 6 4.50 0.67 

Teachers in this school have what it takes to get the 
children to learn. 
 

12 2 6 4.50 1.17 

*The lack of instructional materials and supplies makes 
teaching very difficult. 
 

12 2 6 4.33 1.07 

The opportunities in this community help ensure that 
these students will learn. 
 

12 2 6 4.33 1.30 

*Students here just aren't motivated to learn. 12 2 5 4.33 0.98 
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Table 5. Collective Teacher Efficacy Results for Roosevelt High School Ranked from 
Highest to Lowest Mean, continued 

Questions N Min Max M SD 

Teachers in the school are able to get through to the 
most difficult students. 
 

12 2 6 4.25 1.42 

Teachers here are confident they will be able to motivate 
their students. 
 

12 2 5 4.25 0.87 

*If a child doesn't want to learn teachers here give up. 12 2 6 4.17 1.34 

 
*Teachers here fail to reach some students because of 
poor teaching methods. 
 

12 2 6 4.08 1.24 

These students come to school ready to learn. 11 1 5 4.00 1.55 

 
*Teachers in this school do not have the skills to deal 
with student disciplinary problems. 
 

12 2 5 3.50 1.00 

*Teachers in this school think there are some students 
that no one can reach. 

12 2 5 3.25 1.14 

 
The students here come in with so many advantages they 
are bound to learn. 
 

12 1 5 2.92 1.24 

*Teachers here need more training to know how to deal 
with these students. 

12 2 5 2.92 1.00 

 
*Drugs and alcohol abuse in the community make 
learning difficult for students here. 

12 1 5 2.58 1.24 

* Questions are reversed scored 

 
 The teacher focus group provided valuable insights into the culture and climate of 

the school. The support of Principal Ted of his teachers as professional educators was 

very evident as reported by the teacher focus group. The technology teacher shared that 

“he doesn’t make us bend to his philosophy…We are all so individual across the staff. As 

long as you’re doing a good job and the kids are learning, then he rolls with that.” A 

culture of professionalism and trust was discussed throughout the interview. “He hires 
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people that are dedicated to this profession” stated the business teacher. The science 

teacher stated that “I’ve never had a principal where I felt so relaxed and so supported as 

I do with Ted. He lets you teach. He leaves you as a professional to do your job.” Further, 

teachers are encouraged and supported to explore and teach courses they are interested in. 

This school offered multiple electives that teachers readily agreed to teach. A science 

teacher shared his personal experience in pursuing his interests and being allowed to 

share with his students. 

I took an astronomy [class]… next thing you know I get a schedule and 
astronomy was in there. I love it. It’s been a popular class and the kids 
love it. That is amazing where you can have a passion and suddenly an 
elective pops into place.”  
 

Teachers also commented about open communication with their principal. “I’ve never 

had a time when I talked to him that I felt like I wasn’t heard at least” stated a history 

teacher. The business teacher commented that “it’s really interesting because he knows 

we’re all different, and he talks to us differently.” The level of respect and admiration for 

the principal was unmistakable as described by this history teacher. 

We don’t always agree with him. I’ve butted heads with him, but there’s 
respect with him. There is an affinity for him. I think people really like 
him, love him. You just never feel like he’s out to get you, and yet he’s 
supportive and he’s got a spine…. And I have a word I want to throw out 
there – humble, definitely humble. 
 

 While this school did not have a formal structure for peer observations to learn 

from others, the support for ongoing professional development was strong. According to 

the history teacher, “he is great about finding the resources if it’s something you can 

justify. He’ll go above and beyond his duty to find you the money.” This is further 

supported by the technology teacher. “If you say I really want to do this, he makes it 
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happen.” The school also had a mentoring program for new teachers to the school, but 

with low turnover in the district it was a very informal support. 

 Collaboration between teachers occurs in department meetings, staff meetings, 

and early outs on a regularly scheduled basis. However, the staff was in the process of 

redesigning the schedule for a late start for the 16-17 school year. Each Monday, students 

would start school one hour later to give teachers a weekly time for collaboration. The 

technology teacher described the intent. “The whole point of that hour is for us to get 

together and collaborate, and get on the same page, and see who’s handing out what 

homework, what day… teacher will work together on stuff.” The teachers felt very 

involved and empowered in this school as reported by the science teacher. “I feel this 

school is more driven by the teachers, honestly. I think Ted is just there to help us.” 

 The principal interview also revealed similar information about the culture and 

climate of the school. First and foremost, Principal Ted reported that there is an 

intentional and deliberate focus on hiring.  

We are very careful about who we hire. That’s the key… We really look 
for the person and not always the content. We really look for the fit that 
first of all loves kids, or that really has a passion for wanting to be an 
educator, and then has that personality to go with it…at the forefront of 
our work is really trying to find a good fit. 

 
Secondly, support and resources are provided to enhance teachers’ skill set. “I hardly 

ever say no if they want to go to training… If they want to go watch another teacher or go 

to a conference…we try to promote that as best we can, obviously within budget 

constraints.” Third, celebrating successes was a priority for Principal Ted to create a 

positive school culture. “We really do try to recognize and celebrate success. I try to be 
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enthusiastic and supportive. I don’t try to combat their ideas… what can I do to help you 

out... there’s quite a bit of autonomy in our district.”   

 Principal Ted also stressed the importance of an open door policy and 

communicating with his staff through formal and informal avenues. “People will 

typically come in and just visit with me, ask questions. I’m really pretty approachable. 

I’m laid back, informal” He also discussed the shift to the Monday late start “where we 

will require professional learning communities or professional learning kind of things 

where they will get together and just bounce ideas off of one another.” There is an 

emphasis and support for professional development throughout the district. “We have 

increased the hours and the amount of professional development time… we are feeling 

that there needs to be more rigor.” While teachers are supported to attend workshops and 

training, the expertise of the staff is also utilized and enhances the collective culture of 

the school. Principal Ted stated that he will “just use our own staff to give me cool ideas, 

and ask if they will present this to the crew and they are generally pretty willing.” Unique 

to this school is the intentional involvement of students in their own learning and the 

quality of instruction they receive. Principal Ted shared that “we engage the students in 

that process a little bit…we believe in a course survey or course evaluation at the end.”  

This is required for all teachers and they have “quite a bit of input into how they want to 

design that feedback. They really look forward to that feedback.”  Principal Ted reported 

that “85% of my crew take that pretty serious.”  
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Roosevelt High School Summary 

 During a school visit and tour of the building, it was obvious that the Principal 

Ted was very involved in the day to day operation of the school. His interactions with 

students and staff were informal and comfortable. As this was a new high school, it was 

designed to have more of a “campus” feel. The school provided more open spaces and 

small alcoves throughout the building for students to congregate and collaborate in small 

groups. Students were observed throughout the buildings studying individually and in 

small groups. The design appeared to have a positive effect on the school atmosphere as 

students appeared actively engaged in their studies. Principal Ted shared that although 

students can leave for lunch, the vast majority stay at school to hang out with their friends 

or work with staff.  

 The positive school climate and culture was clearly observable during the school 

visit and reinforced by the interviews with the teacher focus group and principal. There 

was an excitement and enthusiasm present throughout the discussions. The mutual 

respect between the principal and teachers was clearly communicated by both entities. 

Teachers felt supported not only as an individual educator, but as a collective staff. There 

was an emphasis of gathering and using data from a wide range of sources with a focus 

on how it can improve academic achievement and provide a well round education for the 

student population. Principal Ted shared that  

we spend some key time as a staff looking at how are we doing ad how do 
we know how we are going. Often times we look at things like 
assessments, and just any kind of opportunity to look at feedback... We 
give a million assessments at the high school. 
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 There was also an awareness on community support for the schools. Principal Ted 

stated that this whole idea of continuous improvement, one of the big portions of that for 

us is where is our community and where are they at in support of us? What can we do to 

make sure that the school district is part of that community process? All conversations 

centered on creating a unique and exciting environment for the students. The campus 

design of the new high school with open spaces mixed with small gathering areas 

certainly added to the relaxed, safe, and supportive school atmosphere. The lines of 

communication were well established with formal and informal avenues occurring on an 

ongoing basis. Teachers feel empowered to think out of the box and try new methods or 

courses based on personal and student interest. They appeared to feed off of the 

autonomy they are provided. For example, the business teacher shared that “if I want to 

do a certain class, I run it by him… but if you’re excited about it, he’s excited about it.”  

She further stated that “as long as you’re following curriculum within the district, he 

pretty much lets you do what you want.”  Based on direct observation and interview data, 

this school is well organized and managed with a strong sense of community and 

collaboration. 

 
Case 3: Harry S. Truman High School 

 
 

 The Harry S. Truman High School has a student population of about 100 students 

of which 36.3% are economically disadvantaged and 18.6% of students also receive 

support in special education. This school is part of a blue collar community of 

approximately 1700 people. The small teaching staff of 14 teachers is able to provide a 
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10 to 1 student teacher ratio. This school is in its first year of implementing a four-day 

school week and is led by Principal Harriet who has been with the school for the past six 

years. 

 The CTE survey results revealed the teaching staff had a collective efficacy score 

of 4.31 with 50% of the staff completing the survey. This translates to a standardized 

score of 530.16 which is higher than the average score of 500 based on Goddard and 

Hoy’s CTE formula and scale. Teachers here have the skills needed to produce 

meaningful student learning was the statement that had the highest mean score for this 

school of 5.57. It was followed by teachers here are well-prepared to teach the subjects 

they are assigned to teach with a mean score of 5.43 and teachers in this school truly 

believe every child can learn at 5.29. The question with the lowest mean score of 2.71 

was the students here come in with so many advantages they are bound to learn. The lack 

of instructional materials and supplies makes teaching very difficult had a mean score of 

3.29 while the question of drugs and alcohol abuse in the community make learning 

difficult for students here had a 3.43 mean score. Again a score of 3 or lower indicates 

disagreement with the question. Table 6 provides a summary of the mean score for all 21 

questions. 

 
Table 6. Collective Teacher Efficacy Results for Harry S. Truman High  
School Ranked from Highest to Lowest Mean 

Questions N Min Max M SD 

*Teachers here don't have the skills needed to produce 
meaningful student learning. 
 

7 4 6 5.57 0.79 

Teachers here are well-prepared to teach the subjects they 
are assigned to teach. 
 

7 4 6 5.43 0.98 
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Table 6. Collective Teacher Efficacy Results for Harry S. Truman High  
School Ranked from Highest to Lowest Mean, continued 

Questions N Min Max M SD 

Teachers in this school truly believe every child can learn. 
 

7 4 6 5.29 0.95 

*If a child doesn't want to learn teachers here give up. 
 

7 4 6 5.00 1.00 

*Learning is more difficult at this school because students 
are worried about their safety. 

7 3 6 5.00 1.29 

If a child doesn't learn something the first time teachers 
will try another way. 
 

7 3 6 4.71 1.25 

Teachers in this school are skilled in various methods of 
teaching. 
 

7 2 6 4.57 1.51 

Teachers in this school have what it takes to get the 
children to learn. 
 

7 2 6 4.57 1.51 

*Teachers in this school do not have the skills to deal with 
student disciplinary problems. 
 

7 3 6 4.57 1.40 

*Teachers here fail to reach some students because of 
poor teaching methods. 
 

7 2 6 4.43 1.62 

These students come to school ready to learn. 
 

7 3 5 4.43 0.79 

The opportunities in this community help ensure that 
these students will learn. 
 

7 2 6 4.29 1.38 

Teachers here are confident they will be able to motivate 
their students. 
 

7 3 6 4.14 0.90 

The quality of school facilities here really facilitates the 
teaching and learning process. 
 

7 2 6 4.14 1.35 

*Students here just aren't motivated to learn. 
 

7 1 6 4.00 1.53 

*Teachers here need more training to know how to deal 
with these students. 
 

7 1 6 3.86 1.86 

*Teachers in this school think there are some students that 
no one can reach. 
 

7 2 6 3.71 1.38 

Teachers in the school are able to get through to the most 
difficult students. 
 

7 1 6 3.43 1.81 

*Drugs and alcohol abuse in the community make 
learning difficult for students here. 

7 1 6 3.43 1.81 
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Table 6. Collective Teacher Efficacy Results for Harry S. Truman High  
School Ranked from Highest to Lowest Mean, continued 

Questions N Min Max M SD 

*The lack of instructional materials and supplies makes 
teaching very difficult. 
 

7 1 6 3.29 1.70 

The students here come in with so many advantages they 
are bound to learn. 

7 1 5 2.71 1.89 

* Questions are reversed scored 
 
 
 The teacher focus group interviews revealed a staff that works together well under 

the leadership of a hands on, supportive principal. The instructional leadership and 

support was a major focus of Truman High School as well as a team environment. Open 

communication and a professional atmosphere were also evident. Instructional coaches 

had been brought into the school as a support mechanism to improve instruction for the 

previous five to six years. The focus group teachers reported that these coaches were well 

received. According to a math teacher, “they [administration] were very very clear that it 

was totally in support of teacher professional development and not to be used as an 

evaluation tool.” The special education teacher added that “they are more in the strategies 

role where they will come in and you ask them to look and view and watch. They will 

come up with some strategies that will help you.” 

The instructional coaches were a huge assistance and support for this school. The English 

teacher had established a strong working relationship with her coach. 

She [coach] would come to my classroom literally once a week and spend 
one class a day observing and helping, and sometimes even teaching 
herself to model things, and I still call her on the phone...She has become a 
mentor that has been consistent in my professional development as a 
teacher. 
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 While the instructional coaches were an important resource to teachers, this 

school did struggle with finding time to collaborate. Due to the smaller size of the staff 

with most teachers being “singletons”, collaboration on subject matter and student issues 

was challenging. The math teacher stated that 

I feel like we do the best job we can to figure out how to, and I feel like 
the biggest stumbling block is time. That’s not a school issue, that’s a state 
issue or maybe a country issue. We just don’t have the time available in 
our day and because we’re small, everybody’s prep periods are different. 
So we are always on the fly trying to help each other, ask questions of 
each other. There just isn’t the institutional time to devote to that. 
 

However, this staff was creative in addressing this issue by utilizing one Friday a month 

for collaboration time for the entire staff. The math teacher described how the staff 

utilized their time together. 

We generally do some troubleshooting with the issues that are going on in 
the school that we need to have a discussion around – whether it’s some 
policy or whether its student issues. Today we’ve got a book study. We try 
to do those kinds of things. 
 

The English teacher shared that “in the fall we worked on a couple of different articles 

about homework and so this year we’ve really been investigating our homework policy 

and trying to learn more about what the research says and try some things.” This time is 

also used for team building and to create a fun working environment. For example, the 

staff was engaged in a chili cook off while also doing a book study on Challenge Success.  

 This school had been using the MyVoice survey for four years to help guide the 

school’s improvement. They also had an established MBI program in place. Principal 

Harriet coordinated and collaborated with her teachers to identify areas in need of 

improvement based on data gathered from multiple sources. There was an intentional and 
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purposeful alignment between identified needs and professional development and 

instructional practice. The math teacher described this process as follows. 

We had a really awesome relationship with an instructional coach through 
the district who has worked with the principal to identify the things we 
could be doing to increase student engagement…. So they devised 
seminars to help us with those things that got identified, or things that got 
identified in the MyVoice survey that we can do to improve school 
climate.  
 

This school and staff also devised a creative solution to support students academically. 

The English teacher offered that we have a “marvelous system of support classes… we 

put them into those support classes for as long as they need to be there.” They also 

provide a Friday intervention staffed with a rotating group of three teachers to work with 

students. The special education teacher provided this synapsis of how this works. On 

Fridays from 7:53 until 11:30 they have the option of coming in and working on makeup 

work, getting help with that from teachers that are present for that day, and that’s just a 

rotating group of staff members. The math teacher added that “there are three of us here 

every Friday.” Teachers make a personal phone call to parents on Thursday and “they’ve 

been amazing at making sure the kids are getting here on Friday. We run the bus system 

also for those kids” stated the English teacher. This has been a very successful option for 

kids and their families as many students will volunteer to come in. According to the 

special education teacher, “there are a number of kids that will come in voluntarily to do 

work, or have absences and need to make something up, or who know they are going to 

be gone next week and want to get ahead.” 

The staff clearly works together on a daily and ongoing basis as reported by the math 

teacher. 
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I honestly believe that the key to the success that our school has seen is 
relationships. It’s a small enough school that we can build them with our 
students. We can build them with all of the staff… Harriet can build them 
with everybody. We can build them with all of our parents. 
 

Principal Harriet’s interview also revealed a school that is focused on researched based 

instructional practices and working together to build collective understanding.  

We base the decisions that we made on common research. We work 
together; we read together; we discuss together; and we talk a lot about 
best practice. I encourage my staff to visit the teachers at other schools. 
They come back and we talk about it…So it’s a common learning process.  
 

Again, this school struggled to find a daily time for professional learning communities, 

but they found an alternative mechanism that worked well for them. Principal Harriet 

further shared that 

We don’t have a common planning time because we’re too small, but we 
do have a PLC that works in a different way. It’s more supporting each 
other in the learning of what makes good practice and what works for us 
as a small school. 
 

 This school also had a formal structure for peer observation and mentoring with 

the use of instructional coaches.  

The teaching coaches set up this format so that teams of teachers could go 
into each other’s classrooms and they knew what the teachers aware 
looking for and it was setup in a real positive way so it wasn’t as 
intimidating for teachers to be observed by one of their peers. (Principal 
Harriet, 2016, interview). 
 

Further, Principal Harriet encourages teachers to observe teachers in other schools to 

broaden their knowledge base and learn from others.  

 While the daily time for teachers to meet was not built into the schedule, it is 

apparent that collaboration and collective learning are occurring all the time as 

corroborated by both principal and teacher interviews. Principal Harriet promoted a 
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feeling of togetherness and working amongst and with her staff. In Principal Harriet’s 

words, 

My feeling is that they are very professional… I see them all as leaders in 
their own field, in their own subject matter, and in the school. I think we 
respect each other’s ideas. I just feel that I am one of the people working 
here, not that I’m not always necessarily  leading a discussion or 
anything else. I am learning along with them….I would say collaborative 
is a really good description of what we do, and the staff has said you know 
that’s how they feel. They have a voice in the decisions that are made and 
they appreciate that. 
 
 

Truman High School Summary 

 Truman High School clearly has a dedicated and committed staff that works well 

together. Through the teacher focus group and principal interviews, the emphasis on good 

instructional practices and student engagement was obvious. This was also consistent 

with the CTE survey results and the three highest scoring questions. There is a well-

established MBI structure in place. The utilization of MyVoice surveys for the past four 

years has provided relevant information that the teachers and principals utilized to create 

a better environment for their students. The use of the Fridays for student intervention 

support and also as PLC time for the rotating group of teachers was inventive and 

effective. It allows small groups of teachers to work together in addition to an all staff 

meeting once a month. The relaxed and informal atmosphere during this time helps to 

build quality relationships between all staff members. It is evident that the principal is 

actively involved in the day to day operations of the school and intentionally seeks staff 

input into decision-making. The teachers have a voice in the direction and decisions of 

the high school and work side by side with the principal. 
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Case 4: Jefferson High School 
 
 

 Jefferson High School is located in a resort town with about 6400 community 

members. It is staffed with 37 teachers that serve approximately 500 students. The 

student population has about 16.5% that are considered economically disadvantaged and 

the special education population is 9.7%. The student teacher ratio is 14:1. Principal Tom 

is currently in his fourth year, but has been in education for 25 years. They are in their 

second year of implementing a block schedule with four 90 minute periods a day. 

 Sixty-five percent of the staff completed the CTE survey to obtain a score of 4.51 

which was the highest of the four schools in this study. This translated to a standardized 

score of 561.73 which is ~.5 standard deviation above the average of 500. The question 

with the highest mean score of 5.38 was teachers here have the skills needed to produce 

meaningful student learning. Learning is more difficult at this school because students 

are worried about the safety was the second highest question and was reverse scored with 

a mean of 5.33. This implies that students are not worried about their safety at school. 

The next three highest questions focused on teachers’ ability and confidence in teaching 

students the content. For example, teachers here are well-prepared to teach the subjects 

they are assigned to teach had a mean score of 5.30 and teachers in this school truly 

believe every child can learn had a score of 4.92. Further, if a child doesn’t learn 

something the first time teachers will try another way registered a mean of 4.91. The 

lowest scoring question was the students here come in with so many advantages they are 

bound to learn with a mean score of 3.54 followed by drugs and alcohol abuse in the 

community make learning difficult for students here at 3.71. Both of these are reversed 
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scored questions with a 3 indicating disagreement with the statement and a 4 indicating 

agreement. Table 7 provides a summary of the CTE survey results for Jefferson High 

School. 

 The teacher focus group consisted of four teachers from different disciplines. 

Throughout the interview, teachers expressed an atmosphere of working together to meet 

the expectations of the administration and principal. They shared few examples of 

collaboration and communication directly with the Principal Tom. The active and direct 

involvement of the principal was not evident from the teachers’ perspective. For example, 

the English teacher shared “I think one area that we have struggled with this 

administration is that they are in meetings a lot, so their visibility is not huge… it kind of 

comes in waves.” This also spilled over into the evaluation process. “Evaluations are 

horrible. They are a point of contention right now. They come in one time for a formal 

evaluation, take notes on what they see, and then sometimes we don’t get feedback until 

three or four months later” (English teacher, 2016, interview). This school did give the 

MyVoice survey to its students this year for the first time, but they had not received the 

results to review and analyze. 

 
Table 7. Collective Teacher Efficacy Results for Jefferson High School Ranked from 
Highest to Lowest Mean 

Questions  N Min Max M SD 

Teachers here don't have the skills needed to produce 
meaningful student learning. 
 

24 4 6 5.38 0.92 

Learning is more difficult at this school because students 
are worried about their safety. 
 

24 4 6 5.33 0.96 

Teachers here are well-prepared to teach the subjects 
they are assigned to teach. 
 

23 4 6 5.30 0.93 
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Table 7. Collective Teacher Efficacy Results for Jefferson High School Ranked from 
Highest to Lowest Mean, continued 

Questions  N Min Max M SD 

Teachers in this school truly believe every child can 
learn. 
 

24 2 6 4.92 1.10 

If a child doesn't learn something the first time teachers 
will try another way. 
 

23 4 6 4.91 1.00 

The quality of school facilities here really facilitates the 
teaching and learning process. 
 

24 3 6 4.88 1.03 

Teachers in this school are skilled in various methods of 
teaching. 
 

24 4 6 4.83 0.96 

Teachers in this school have what it takes to get the 
children to learn. 
 

24 4 6 4.63 0.88 

The opportunities in this community help ensure that 
these students will learn. 
 

24 3 6 4.63 0.77 

These students come to school ready to learn. 23 2 6 4.61 0.84 

 
Teachers here are confident they will be able to motivate 
their students. 
 

24 2 6 4.58 0.83 

Teachers in this school do not have the skills to deal with 
student disciplinary problems. 
 

24 2 6 4.50 1.32 

Teachers here fail to reach some students because of 
poor teaching methods. 
 

24 2 6 4.46 1.41 

Teachers in the school are able to get through to the most 
difficult students. 
 

24 1 6 4.29 1.20 

If a child doesn't want to learn teachers here give up. 
 

24 1 6 4.29 1.30 

Students here just aren't motivated to learn. 
 

24 2 6 4.17 1.31 

The lack of instructional materials and supplies makes 
teaching very difficult. 
 

24 1 6 4.04 1.43 

Teachers in this school think there are some students that 
no one can reach. 
 

23 2 6 3.91 1.38 

Teachers here need more training to know how to deal 
with these students. 
 

24 2 6 3.88 1.23 
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Table 7. Collective Teacher Efficacy Results for Jefferson High School Ranked from 
Highest to Lowest Mean, continued 

Questions  N Min Max M SD 

Drugs and alcohol abuse in the community make 
learning difficult for students here. 
 

24 2 6 3.71 1.43 

The students here come in with so many advantages they 
are bound to learn. 

24 1 5 3.54 1.59 

* Questions are reversed scored 

 
 The teacher focus group consisted of four teachers from different disciplines. 

Throughout the interview, teachers expressed an atmosphere of working together to meet 

the expectations of the administration and principal. They shared few examples of 

collaboration and communication directly with the Principal Tom. The active and direct 

involvement of the principal was not evident from the teachers’ perspective. For example, 

the English teacher shared “I think one area that we have struggled with this 

administration is that they are in meetings a lot, so their visibility is not huge… it kind of 

comes in waves.” This also spilled over into the evaluation process. “Evaluations are 

horrible. They are a point of contention right now. They come in one time for a formal 

evaluation, take notes on what they see, and then sometimes we don’t get feedback until 

three or four months later” (English teacher, 2016, interview). This school did give the 

MyVoice survey to its students this year for the first time, but they had not received the 

results to review and analyze. 

 Jefferson High School did have instructional coaches for three years to support 

and train teachers in critical thinking strategies and instruction, but “all the money is gone 

and if you missed that, you are out of luck” reported an English teacher. Professional 

development opportunities were limited as well. “We don’t get many opportunities.” In 
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the area of instructional support, another English teacher had this to say, “I don’t feel like 

I get much direction or input into what I do instructionally.” When further questioned 

about how strong teachers are instructionally, an English teacher readily reported that  

I think we’re very strong…People come here are highly qualified to get in 
the door and they don’t want to leave. We have a lot of master teachers 
that have been around for a long time. They know what they’re doing.  
 

 These teachers did tout the switch to the block schedule last year and the daily 

collaboration time for teachers to work together as an important tool for the school and 

staff. The math teachers shared that “I think that has been a huge gain for us in the last 

two years. Our prep time doubled and half of that prep time is to be used in collaboration 

with their other colleagues.” When asked what they contribute their success an English 

teacher had this to say. 

Demographics. It’s a desirable place to live. You get good teachers that 
have been here a long time and not a lot of turnover. Kids who are very 
driven and parents are really driven; stable community. I don’t think we’re 
drastically different than other schools. We’re just fortunate to be in a 
good school. We’ve had a lot of administrative turnover in the last ten 
years and I think we’ve managed to maintain despite some of the issues 
that we’ve had to deal with. 
 

 Principal Tom’s perspective focused on high expectations for students and staff as 

well as creating formalized structures to work with teachers. He stated that 

Within our school culture, we are trying to create an environment where 
high expectations are the norm. High expectations for student 
performance, for staff performance, for administrative performance, 
etcetera. So we have a general atmosphere of high expectations. For the 
teachers that do, my level of support for them is centered on that.  
 

 He also agreed that the change to the block schedule to provide collaboration time 

was beneficial.  
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I would say one of the biggest impacts of our recent schedule is that it 
gives them collaboration time; gives them a built in professional 
development opportunity during the day each and every week where they 
are conferring with their peers. It’s time for me to visit them. It’s time for 
them to read an article and respond, etcetera, so I think that level of 
support has been significant. 
 

 Jefferson High School utilized its daily collaboration time to address a multitude 

of issues. A significant amount of time and money has been invested into preparing and 

sustaining this professional support for teachers and the school. Principal Tom provided a 

good explanation of the process and intent. 

We brought in an outside instructional coach that helped to model and 
teach our staff the particular protocols and the way to utilize that 
collaboration time that we were able to keep moving now. So we spent 
three years in that type of a model, in addition we sent all of our staff off 
to Denver to what’s called the Thinking Strategies Institute, and that is 
specific to classroom instruction and instructional strategies. Through 
educating our staff through the Denver trip, which was a weeklong 
institute, bringing the instructional coach to continue to support, and 
implementing it at the ground level, now the continuation of that is in 
place. 
 

While this school did not have a formalized structure for peer observation or peer 

mentoring, there was an expectation and protocol for this to occur during collaboration 

time. “The collaboration team will go in and watch a peer perform a lesson and then they 

will utilize that as a discussion point among the team, with some very specific structure to 

that. They follow protocols.”  

 
Jefferson High School Summary 

 Jefferson High School was the largest of the four schools and had a more 

formalize structure in place for staff communication and management. Based on teacher 

and principal interviews, it was apparent the principal and teacher focus group had 
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different perspectives on the school’s management and operation. While the principal 

was not actively engaged with the teachers on a daily basis, there were established 

protocols and avenues to communicate information and provide input into the school’s 

operation. Teachers shared frustrations with a lack of visibility and availability even 

though they knew the principal and administration “were in meetings a lot”. Teachers 

also expressed a lack of communication from administration not only in terms of teacher 

evaluation and feedback, but also with obtaining data results as well as curriculum and 

assessment expectations. The one area of agreement was the benefit of daily 

collaboration time by shifting to a block schedule. Everyone expressed the positive 

benefits of having this time to work together. It is interesting to note that this school had 

the highest CTE of the four schools while having the lowest principal involvement, as 

reported by the teacher focus group. The teacher group also reported a low teacher 

turnover rate, a high number of master teachers on staff, and lots of administrative 

turnover.  

 The teachers also contributed their success to “demographics.” While a plausible 

rival explanation may be that all students attending this school are academically prepared 

and ready to learn, this school’s student population of economically disadvantaged 

students was 16.5 % and their special education population was 9.7%. Further, the 

question with the lowest mean was students come in with so many advantages they are 

bound to learn which was reversed scored indicating disagreement with this statement. 

While demographics certainly have been shown to impact student achievement, it cannot 
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account for all of this school’s academic achievement and success based upon their above 

average ACT scores and graduation rates.  

 
Research Question 1  

 
 

 The first research question asked what are the perceptions of Montana rural 

teachers regarding how their principals contribute to the development of CTE? To 

address this question, teacher focus groups were interviewed and asked eight questions 

regarding their perceptions on principal behaviors. Confidentiality was ensured through 

the use of pseudonyms for schools and principals throughout the study. The focus group 

from Roosevelt High School was interviewed in person as they were within driving 

distance and agreeable to meet in person. The other three focus groups were interviewed 

via a conference call due to distance and time constraints. These interviews took place 

during the months of February and March during the school day when teachers were 

available during a common time. The principals helped arrange the day and time of these 

interviews so it would not interfere with the school day and teaching responsibilities. All 

interviews were recorded and transcribed by the researcher. A copy of the transcripts was 

sent to all teachers that participated in the focus group to ensure the interview and 

transcription was accurate and reflected their true intentions. Respondent validation or 

member checks are  

systematically soliciting feedback about your data and conclusions from 
the people you are studying. This is the single most important way of 
ruling out the possibility of misinterpreting the meaning of what 
participants say and do and the perspective they have on what is going on, 
as well as being an important way of identifying your biases and 
misunderstandings of what you observed (Maxwell, 2013, p. 126-7). 
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The interview questions sought to explore how principals develop the collective efficacy 

of their staffs. Four questions were based on Bandura’s (1986, 1977) four sources of 

developing self-efficacy. These sources are mastery experiences, vicarious experiences, 

verbal persuasion, and emotional arousal. For example, teachers were asked how their 

principals inspire them and influence the school climate. Also, questions were asked 

regarding forms of feedback, professional development and growth opportunities, along 

with teacher evaluations and observations. Teachers’ perceptions on the principal’s 

approach and actions towards them and the staff were explored to gain a better 

understanding of what specific actions and behaviors contribute to the development of 

CTE. An additional four questions were asked based on Brinson and Steiner’s four 

propositions on specific principal actions to improve collective efficacy. Brinson and 

Steiner’s (2007) propositions are building instructional knowledge and skills; creating 

opportunities for teachers to collaboratively share skills and experience; interpreting 

results and providing actionable feedback on teachers’ performance; and involving 

teachers in school decision making. These questions centered on instruction, 

collaboration, data analysis, and teacher involvement in school decision making. Table 8 

correlates each question to the source of CTE development. 

 
Table 8. Table of Specification for Teacher Focus Group Interviews 

Interview Questions Sources of CTE Research Foundation 

1. How does the principal 
influences school climate?  
Does the principal inspire  
teachers? If so, How?  
 

Mastery Experiences Bandura’s Four Sources of 
Efficacy Beliefs  
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Table 8. Table of Specification for Teacher Focus Group Interviews, continued 

Interview Questions Sources of CTE Research Foundation 

2. Tell me about teacher 
observations and evaluations.  
How involved is the principal  
in this process?  
 

Emotional Arousal  Bandura’s Four Sources of 
Efficacy Beliefs  

3. What forms of feedback are 
provided? 

Verbal Persuasion Bandura’s Four Sources of 
Efficacy Beliefs 
 

4. Does the principal support 
teachers in providing professional 
training and growth opportunities?  
If so, what types of training and 
workshops are provided?  
 

Vicarious Experiences 
 

Bandura’s Four Sources of 
Efficacy Beliefs  

5. Tell me about instruction and the 
principal’s involvement with this. 

Building instructional 
knowledge and skills 

Brinson and Steiner’s 
Building Collective Efficacy 
 

6. How does the principal create 
opportunities for teachers to 
collaboratively share skills and 
experiences? 
 

Creating opportunities for 
teachers to 
collaboratively share 
skills and experience 

Brinson and Steiner’s 
Building Collective Efficacy 

7. What is the principal’s role in  
data analysis? 

Interpreting results and 
providing actionable 
feedback on teachers’ 
performance 
 

Brinson and Steiner’s 
Building Collective Efficacy 
 

8. How does the principal involve 
teachers in school decision 
making? 

Involving teachers in 
school decision making 

Brinson and Steiner’s 
Building Collective Efficacy 

 
 
 The first research question sought to explore how principals contribute to the 

development of CTE of their staffs. Eight questions were asked of each focus group to 

gain insights into the particular principal behaviors and actions based on Bandura’s and 

Brinson and Steiner’s research. The themes that emerged from these questions will now 

be addressed starting with mastery experiences as they are the primary source in the 

development of efficacy. 
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Mastery Experience: Teacher Autonomy, 
Trust, and Professionalism 

 The first interview question centered on how the principal influences school 

climate and inspire teachers? Principals create the conditions in which teachers flourish 

or flounder (Marzano, 2009; Leithwood et al, 2008). They create the environment that 

supports and allows innovation and autonomy to empower teachers in their practice. A 

critical task of principal leadership is to support and enable teachers to practice and 

improve their craft. The more teachers experience success, the greater their perceived 

self-efficacy to complete similar tasks in the future. “The higher teachers’ sense of 

efficacy, the more likely they are to tenaciously overcome obstacles and persist in the 

face of failure. Such resiliency, in turn, tends to foster innovative teaching and student 

learning” (Goddard, Hoy, and Woolfolk Hoy, 2004, p. 4). These performance or mastery 

experiences are a powerful reinforcement that promotes resiliency and perseverance.  

 The notion of teacher autonomy, trust, and individuality in being a professional 

educator was evident in three of the four schools. The JFK teachers stated that “he 

doesn’t want to be the micromanager. His philosophy is he hires really good people and 

he allows them to do their job. He is incredibly supportive that way.” They also shared 

that “he is going to be supportive of his teachers until he knows that someone has made a 

mistake.” This was also consistent with Principal John’s approach of being visible and 

supportive in an informal manner. “I am out and about and I always make sure during all 

lunches I’m around there for the students and the teachers just being visible. That is 

probably the biggest part of my day”. This contributed to the supportive and collegial 

environment where teachers were not afraid to try new things. The Roosevelt group 
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reported that “if we bring up some strange project or idea, as long as it’s benefitting kids, 

he’s usually all for it as long as we can fit it into the time and the budget. We get to do 

some pretty cool things around here because he’s willing to go along with it.” Principal 

Ted also discussed the importance of supporting their ideas. “I don’t try to combat their 

ideas…If you hire the right people you generally get rationale people that will have good 

ideas.” The Truman group stated that “if we see any kind of a problem with a student and 

bring it to her attention, she is immediately, within an hour to two, got them in her office 

to chat and support us in figuring it out” Principal Harriet also reiterated support for their 

ideas on how to improve the school. “If you have an idea about something new, let’s talk 

about it and see if it works and if we can do it.” This is consistent with a key principal of 

the Wallace Perspective of creating a climate hospitable to education. “The most 

effective principals focus on building a sense of school community, with the attendant 

characteristics. These include respect for every member of the school community, an 

upbeat, welcoming, solution-oriented, no-blame, professional environment” (Wallace 

Foundation, 2013, p. 9). The Truman focus group shared that “we’re all really clear that 

she’s not there to nitpick what’s bad, but to notice what’s going well and to help support 

us in figuring out how to do a better job. All three of these schools demonstrated a school 

climate with support for teacher’s ideas and the autonomy to teach without interference, 

but the principal was always available to provide support when and where needed. It was 

also clear that if there were identified problems, the principal was there to provide 

support and not judgement. For example, the JFK group shared that “we’ve got one 

nontenured teacher now that they’ve worked very hard with to try and put some things in 
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place to assist him in his instruction. When they need to go the extra mile, they find ways 

to do that.” A science teacher in the Roosevelt group said “if he were to see something 

that really went haywire, he would not come down on you. He would be supportive and 

give you help. I think that’s the key, you never feel like he’s there to get you.” The 

Jefferson focus group felt less supported by their principal. “He’s visible, talks to kids 

and teachers. One area that we have struggled with this administration is that they are in 

meetings a lot, so their visibility is not huge. So it kind of comes in waves.” In examining 

the CTE survey results, the questions with the highest sum of mean scores were teachers 

here are well-prepared to teach the subjects they are assigned to teach followed by 

teachers here don’t have the skills needed to produce meaningful students learning 

(reverse scored). Both of these questions corroborate with the interview data indicating 

that teachers feel supported in their teaching and are allowed to be innovative. They are 

confident in their collective ability to teach the content and curriculum ensuring student 

learning.  

 

Emotional Arousal: Informal 
Communication and Walkthroughs 

 Emotional arousal or affective state is centered on how teachers react and respond 

to various experiences. Interview question two asked the teacher focus group to discuss 

the principal’s involvement in teacher observations and evaluations. The classroom 

walkthrough and informal conversations were well received by three of the four schools 

and helped to create a supportive and collaborative school culture. The JFK math teacher 

reported that  
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the biggest thing is the walkthrough observations… We are working on 
adopting a new form of evaluations…This is something we are going to 
have for next year so we can get better feedback throughout the year, not 
just instructional effectiveness, but just things throughout the day. 
 

The Roosevelt history teacher stated that  

I think he makes a lot of informal things too, he recognizes what we’re 
doing, even if it’s not formal observation…he’s one of the first ones to 
recognize you too, not only privately but publicly too. So when you do 
need something that needs attention, you’re quick to jump to it because 
you’ve had ten complements for each one…I want to please him. That’s 
what he brings out in me. 
 

This is consistent with Hoy’s (2003) research on enabling structures. “Principals in an 

enabling school find ways to help teachers succeed rather than being obsessed with 

control and compliance” (p. 92). 

 This Truman group was very comfortable with the principal observing and 

providing support as reported by the math teacher. 

She meets with us in a timely manner right afterwards to talk about them, 
and really takes a positive tack on that…She also does a lot of just drive 
by observations where she’ll just step into the classroom, and spend 10 or 
15 minutes observing, very casually, and then she has an app and she‘ll 
send you a little observation sheet of things that she saw happening in the 
classroom. 
 

 These principals made an intentional effort to be visible to both students and 

teachers. By providing positive reinforcement on an ongoing basis and in an informal 

manner, teachers were more open to receiving feedback on how they could improve their 

practice. Hall and Hord (2001) call these informal meetings “incidents” or “one legged 

interviews” (p. 66). They state that “one of the major findings has been that schools that 

are more successful in change have statistically significantly more of the very small, 
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almost unnoticed interventions that we call incidents” (p. 67). Specific, frequent, and 

ongoing feedback is an essential element of enhancing professional practice. 

The Jefferson teachers shared that they would like more formative feedback rather than 

all summative evaluations. One of the English teachers shared the following. 

I think teachers would really like to see the evaluations be more 
educational and informative. I think many teachers feel they are very 
evaluative … I guess my thoughts are that it is a little bit superficial. I 
don’t feel I’m necessary being coached, and if it’s the role of the 
administrator to be an instructional coach, maybe that might be lacking 
somewhat. I do have a general feel for maybe how I’m doing, whether I’m 
performing to expectations, but as far as maybe insights into what I could 
do better, I don’t know that I come away with that. That’s something that I 
probably would like to have, another set of eyes that I can see where I’m 
faltering. It feels more summative than formative. 
 
 

Verbal Persuasion: Feedback 
and Positive Reinforcement 

 The third interview question explored how principals provide feedback to 

teachers. Verbal persuasion is grounded in feedback and positive reinforcement. Being 

able to provide constructive feedback that will encourage and not dishearten teachers is 

critical in developing teacher and staff efficacy. “For feedback to be instrumental in 

developing teacher expertise, it must focus on specific classroom strategies and behaviors 

during a set interval of time” (Marzano, 2011, p. 6). Three of the four schools reported 

ongoing and frequent feedback through an informal process. Teachers were clearly aware 

and communicated that their principal was visible and looking for the good things they 

were doing, but were also able to address any areas of concern in a supportive manner. 

For example, the Roosevelt history teacher shared 
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if he hears something, he’ll talk to ya. You’ll get pulled in. It’s never 
accusatory, it’s this is what’s being said. So I think he’s really good at 
coming and saying, hey I’ve heard … he doesn’t shy away from it because 
you know he wants to protect you too. He can’t protect you if he doesn’t 
know what’s going on. You get a lot of feedback from him, but I always 
seriously feel like the door is always open. 
 

Input from the Truman English teacher stated that 

I feel that what she is really looking for in those drive bys is primarily 
student engagement and variety of teaching methods. Were my kids 
actively engaged in what we were doing and did she see me using 
different strategies during her time there or from the time before? … I 
have also on a few occasions talked to her about a struggle I was having, 
or something I wanted to try to get better at it. I have invited her to come 
in and observe and help me with that. In that case she’s just had a 
conversation with me afterwards about what she saw and what she’s 
thinking. 
 

This JFK business teacher simply stated that “the biggest thing is the walk through 

observations.” The Jefferson group shared that there really is no informal feedback 

provided unless it is written and it often occurs weeks or months after an observation. 

The English teacher reported that 

most of the time there’s a sit down session where you come and go point 
by point over the different elements. Usually it’s like the good job here, 
good job there, which is great. It’s nice to get that kind of positive 
reinforcement, but again, maybe there’s not that other aspect of 
constructive criticism, that formative aspect that we might like to have in 
order to grow. 

 
 
Vicarious Experience: Professional 
Development and Support 

 Interview question four asked teachers how the principal supports teachers in 

providing professional development and growth opportunities. Three of the four schools 

have established peer observation and mentoring programs in their schools to provide in-
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house support to observe other teachers. One school also actively supported peer 

observations in other schools and districts. Pam Robbins (2015) states that peer coaching  

fosters meaningful, personalized, professional growth opportunities for 
staff; increases the influence of exemplary teaching; and magnifies the 
collective propensity of schools to be able to provide responsive, high-
quality learning experiences to ensure that every student succeeds (p. 8).  
 

Two of the four districts also provided an outside instructional coach to work with 

teachers. 

 Vicarious experiences also influence the development of self-efficacy through 

observing others and receiving support in educational content, knowledge, and practice. 

By being aware of how different teachers handle and complete different tasks, teachers 

are able to increase their confidence in also successfully completing similar tasks. “A 

strong sense of coping efficacy reduces vulnerability to stress and depression in taxing 

situations and strengthens resiliency to adversity” (Bandura, 2001, p. 10). This is often 

enhanced through professional development opportunities that provide observation 

opportunities, reflection, and discussions with other teachers around professional 

practice. Three of the four schools reported strong support for receiving professional 

development training and support. “I don’t know that he has ever said no to something 

that somebody really wanted to go to” stated the business teacher from JFK school. The 

Roosevelt English teacher offered that “he is great about finding the resources if it’s 

something you can justify. I think he’ll go above and beyond his duty to find you the 

money.” The Truman math teacher shared that  

she’s very good at making sure that we’re trained in any programs, but 
they are district programs for the most part. When there is something that 
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someone brings to her attention and would like to go to, she is real 
supportive in helping us figure out how to make that happen. 
 

Jefferson teacher group reported that their professional development opportunities were 

severely limited by stating that “we don’t get many opportunities” (English teacher, 2016). 

 The CTE survey results show that all four schools overall perceive their staffs 

being qualified and competent. For example, if a child doesn’t learn something the first 

time teachers will try another way was the fifth highest sum of means question with 

individual school mean scores ranging from 4.50 up to 4.91. Another question correlating 

with this perception is teachers in this school have what it takes to get the children to 

learn which had a range of mean scores from 4.50 to 4.63. Being able to motivate students 

to learn is an important aspect of the learning process. “Teacher expectations can act as 

self-fulfilling prophecies [emphasis in original] because student achievement comes to 

reflect the expectations” (Schunk, 2012, p. 259). CTE results from question two, teachers 

here are confident they will be able to motivate their students, had mean scores ranging 

from 4.14 to 4.88. Overall, each of these staffs perceives they can motivate students. This 

also correlates with the question that teachers in this school truly believe every child can 

learn with mean scores of 4.67 up to 5.57. This question had the second highest sum of 

means for the four schools.  

 
Instructional Knowledge and  
Skills: Principal Support 

 Interview question five asked about the principal’s involvement in instruction. 

Instructional knowledge is enhanced when principals provide opportunities for teachers 

to discuss and reflect on instructional practices in the classroom. In Calik, Suzgin, 
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Kavgaci, and Kilinc (2012) study on the relationship between principal instructional 

leadership and collective teacher efficacy, they found that “teachers’ self-efficacy plays a 

mediator role between instructional leadership and collective teacher efficacy. As a 

result, it can be asserted that self and collective efficacy of teachers increase depending 

on the instructional leadership they perceive” (p. 2500). All schools felt their staff was 

strong instructionally. The JFK math teacher stated that “he really feels like we have an 

incredible staff and he allows them to do their craft and to work at it.” The Roosevelt 

science teacher responded by saying that “he lets you teach. He leaves you as a 

professional to do your job… There is support of every person on every side, and I think 

that comes back to him supporting us - like it just feeds on itself.” Instructional coaches 

were brought in with district support in two of the four schools. When presented as a 

support and not evaluative process, teachers felt supported and were more open to the 

feedback and peer observations. The Truman English teacher shared that  

we had a really awesome relationship with an instructional coach through 
the district who has worked with the principal to identify the things we 
could be doing to increase student engagement and other things about our 
teaching that are going well. So they devised seminars to help us with 
those things that got identified, or things that got identified in the 
MyVoice survey that we can do to improve school climate. 
 

While Jefferson High School also had instructional coaches the past couple of years, the 

English teacher had this to share.  

People that come here are highly qualified to get in the door and they 
don’t want to leave. So we have a lot of master teachers. We have 
collaboration teams that provide time for us to meet with their colleagues 
two times a week. We generally turn to our colleagues for instructional 
support instead of our administrators. 
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 All four of these schools had a shared belief that their staffs were a well-trained 

teaching force. This was also supported by the CTE survey results. The question with the 

highest sum of means for all four schools was teachers here are well-prepared to teach 

the subjects they are assigned to teach. Also, teachers in this school are skilled in various 

methods of teaching had the sixth highest sum of means. The range for all four schools 

was from 4.57 to 4.83. It was evident in all of these schools that teachers were 

professional educators that worked together to ensure high academic achievement. 

 
Collaboration Opportunities: 
Schedule and Structured Time 

 The sixth interview question asked how the principal creates opportunities for 

teachers to collaboratively share skills and experiences. Time to collaborate is an 

essential element of promoting collective efficacy. By providing ongoing opportunities 

for teachers to collaborate and build instructional knowledge and skills, principals can 

enhance and support collective efficacy within their staff. “The leader is the key factor in 

creating the culture of collaboration” (Demir, 2008, p. 97). Principals were creative and 

worked within the existing constraints to provide this time. The Roosevelt teachers 

worked with their principal to design a late start day to be implemented next year. “We 

are now going to do a late start every Monday, where the whole point of that hour is for 

us to get together, collaborate, and get on the same page” (Business teacher, 2016). The 

Jefferson group was part of a school that went to a block schedule. “I think that has been 

a huge gain for us in the last two years. We went to a block schedule last year. Our prep 

time was doubled and half of that prep time was to be used in collaboration with their 
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other colleagues” (English teacher, 2016). The Truman High School struggled to find the 

time, but went to a four-day week and meets as a staff all day on one Friday every month.  

That’s a tough one here because so many of us are just singletons… I feel 
like we do the best job we can to figure out how to… we are always on the 
fly trying to help each other, ask questions of each other. There just isn’t 
the institutional time to devote to that … [during the monthly meeting] we 
generally do some troubleshooting with the issues that are going on in the 
school and that we need to have a discussion around. Whether it’s some 
policy or whether its student issues, and today we’ve got a book study. We 
try to do those kinds of things. (Math teacher, 2016). 
 

JFK High School lost their weekly Early Out time due to budget cuts, but the “English 

department has established a PLC and they meet once a week” (Math teacher, 2016). This 

is teacher initiated, but administratively supported. According to Eaker and Keating, in 

their book Every School, Every Team, Every Classroom (2012), schools require “leaders 

who are highly skilled at creating a meaningful and effective collaborative culture in 

which the complex work of ensuring high levels of learning is accomplished” (p. 15). 

Providing time on a regular basis for teachers to interact, reflect, and discuss pedagogical 

issues is essential in developing a productive professional learning community. While 

this looks different in all of the schools, all four schools expressed the importance of 

having scheduled time to collaborate with colleagues.  

 
Data Analysis and Feedback: 
Principal Leadership and Support 

 Another important aspect of developing a staff’s collective efficacy is helping 

teachers understand and interpret results. Interview question seven explored the 

principal’s role in data analysis. “Schools that are able to use data to take charge of 

change are more effective and improve more rapidly than ones that are not (Gray et al., 
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1999; Rosenholtz, 1989; Stoll & Fink, 1996)” (Earl and Katz, 2006, p. 14). Three of the 

four schools reported active principal involvement in this. The JFK math teacher stated 

that “he was the one who really identified that there was a need in our math. He’s a 

numbers guy. He’s an old math teacher. He’s broken down the ACT into the areas that 

we really need to improve upon.” The Roosevelt technology teacher stated that “he’s 

always really good about getting it out to us and showing us the results of what’s 

happening, whether it’s good or bad, which is important too.” All four schools are 

administering the MyVoice survey to their students and staff. Some schools have been 

using it for a couple of years and other are just starting this year. The Truman group has 

been using this the longest. “We do all the data analysis for the MyVoice survey, Harriet 

does data analysis in terms of grades, homework, coursework, and attendance. She 

handles all of that kind of data, but she is a part of it always” (Math teacher, 2016). The 

Jefferson math teacher stated that “I think that’s kind of been the driving force for us, for 

the last several years, both internally, within the district and at the higher levels and a 

major focus of our data is how it impacts public perception.” This group also shared that 

“I don’t feel we do a lot of data analysis… as far as the data, we don’t go too deep” 

(English teacher, 2016). 

 
Involve Teachers in Decision Making: 
Active and Intentional Involvement 

 Interview question eight asked how the principal involves teachers in school 

decision making. Involving teachers in the decision making process helps develop the 

collective efficacy of the staff. Effective leaders purposefully solicit input from teachers 
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and other key stakeholders. Silins, Mullins, and Zarin’s (2008) study on organizational 

learning and leadership also identified this as one of the six key factors of principal 

leadership stating that “the principal establishes a school structure that promotes 

participative decision making, supports delegation and distributive leadership, and 

encourages teacher autonomy for making decisions.” (p. 621). All schools expressed 

avenues, structures, and processes that were utilized to solicit meaningful staff input into 

decision making. The JFK group stated the following. 

He doesn’t want to make all the decisions by himself, and I think he 
understands the need for some sort of buy in… I think our staff 
understands that they do have a voice and they do have a say in things. I 
think ultimately he knows that is going to be his decision... I think one of 
the things they z  [staff] do really well, they are going to make decisions 
that are best for the kids … if it’s completely against what he maybe 
thinks going in, he’ll still go with the group and the idea that they would 
like to do, so I think he’s been a very good distributive leader (Math 
teacher, 2016). 
 

The Truman math teacher simply stated that “Wow, she rarely makes a decision about 

anything where she doesn’t have us all very involved and onboard.” The Roosevelt focus 

group shared “lots of committees… he does a very good job of hearing everyone, he’s 

very very open... I know he hears us, and advocates for us” (History teacher, 2016). 

“Compared with lower-achieving schools, higher-achieving schools provided all 

stakeholders with greater influence on decisions” (Wallace Foundation, p. 10). The 

Jefferson High School also used a committee format. They shared “a lot of committees, 

we have a council group that meets once a month, sometimes twice a month that brings 

issues on the table and then we take those to the rest of the staff and talk about them” 

(English teacher, 2016). 
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Research Question 1 Summary 

 Teacher focus groups were interviewed to discover their perceptions of how 

principals contribute to the development of teacher collective efficacy. Goddard and 

Hoy’s collective efficacy survey was administered to the teaching staff in each school to 

provide ancillary evidence as well. Both of these data sources as well as information 

gleaned from the principal interviews were triangulated to determine which sources, if 

any, the principal exhibited to develop CTE in their schools. Each school was then 

assigned a label of Clearly Evident (CE), Evident (E), or Not Evident (NE). Clearly 

evident is defined as being prevalent and present as expressed by the teachers through 

multiple statements. This was also corroborated through the principal interviews where 

appropriate and applicable. The CTE survey results provided further evidence to support 

inclusion in this category. Evident is defined as being present in the school, but did not 

meet the criteria for Clearly Evident. The label of Not Evident was assigned when 

teachers clearly indicated that the principal did not exhibit those behaviors. Table 9 

provides a summary regarding principal’s development of Bandura’s four sources of 

efficacy and Brinson and Steiner’s four propositions of building efficacy for each school.  

 
Table 9. Summary of Evidence of Collective Efficacy Sources by Principal 

CTE Sources John Ted Harriet Tom 

Total of Clearly 

Evident or 

Evident 

Mastery Experiences CE CE CE E 4 of 4 

Vicarious Experiences CE CE CE NE 3 of 4 

Verbal Persuasion CE CE CE NE 3 of 4 
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Table 9. Summary of Evidence of Collective Efficacy Sources by Principal, continued 

CTE Sources John Ted Harriet Tom 

Total of Clearly 

Evident or 

Evident 

 

Emotional Arousal CE CE CE E 4 of 4 

Building Instructional 
Knowledge & Skills 
 

CE CE CE NE 3 of 4 

Creating Opportunities to 
Collaborate 
 

E CE CE CE 4 of 4 

Interpreting Results for 
Actionable Feedback 
 

CE CE CE E 4 of 4 

Involving Teachers in 
Decision Making 

CE CE CE CE 4 of 4 

 
 

Research Question 2 
 
 

 How do principals describe their actions and behaviors to develop CTE in rural 

Montana high schools?  The principal interviews asked not only about the four sources of 

efficacy- mastery experiences, vicarious experiences, verbal persuasion, and emotional 

arousal, but Brinson and Steiner’s four propositions of how principals can improve 

collective efficacy though the following four actions were also explored. These 

propositions are: building instructional knowledge and skills; creating opportunities for 

teachers to collaboratively share skills and experience; interpreting results and providing 

actionable feedback on teachers’ performance; and involving teachers in school decision 

making. Table 10 shows the correlations between each question and the source of CTE 

development. 
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Table 10. Table of Specifications for Principal Interviews 

Interview Questions Sources of CTE Research Foundation 

1. How do you support and reinforce 
teachers in having a positive impact 
on their students? 

 

Mastery Experiences  Bandura’s Four Sources of 
Efficacy Beliefs   

2. Do you provide opportunities for 
peer mentoring and observation? If so, 
what does that look like?  
  

Emotional Arousal Bandura’s Four Sources of 
Efficacy Beliefs   

3. How do you encourage and provide 
feedback to teachers on effective 
teaching behaviors while providing 
suggestions for how to improve? 
 

Verbal Persuasion  Bandura’s Four Sources of 
Efficacy Beliefs  

4. How do you support teachers in 
providing professional training and 
growth opportunities? 

Vicarious Experiences  

  

 

 

Bandura’s Four Sources of 
Efficacy Beliefs   

5. How do you support teachers in 
building instructional knowledge? 

 

Building instructional 
knowledge and skills  

Brinson and Steiner’s 
Building Collective 
Efficacy  

6. How do you create opportunities for 
teachers to collaboratively share skills 
and experiences? 

Creating opportunities for 
teachers to 
collaboratively share 
skills and experience  

 

Brinson and Steiner’s 
Building Collective 
Efficacy  

7. Discuss continuous school 
improvement and school goals. What is 
your involvement in that process? 

Interpreting results and 
providing actionable 
feedback on teachers’ 
performance  

 

Brinson and Steiner’s 
Building Collective 
Efficacy  

8. How do you involve teachers in 
school decision making? 

Involving teachers in 
school decision making 

Brinson and Steiner’s 
Building Collective 
Efficacy  

 

 The principal interviews also took place during the months of February and 

March. Principal Ted was interviewed in person as his school was in close proximity to 

researcher and he was willing to make time for researcher to interview and tour the 

school. The other three schools were located farther away and were completed over the 
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phone. All interviews were transcribed verbatim by the researcher and a copy provided to 

each principal for member checking. Pseudonyms for the principals and schools have 

been used to ensure confidentiality during the process. This was also done to solicit 

forthright and potential sensitive information from the interviews. Principal John leads 

JFK High School. He has been in education for 35 years. He has been in his current 

district for 21 years and has spent the past six years as the principal. He and his family 

are well established in the community and school. Principal Ted has led Roosevelt High 

School for the past 18 years. He intends to retire from his current position in a few years. 

In the meantime, he is continuing to enjoy leading his school. Principal Harriet has been 

the principal of Truman High School for the past six years. She loves her job and the 

people that she works with on a daily basis. Principal Tom has been the Jefferson School 

principal for the past four year with a total of 25 years in education. 

 
Mastery Experience: Supportive, 
Visible and Open Communication 

 An important component of developing self-efficacy stems from successful 

experiences. When asked how they support and reinforce teachers in having a positive 

impact on their students, principals described their actions as being supportive, being 

visible, and ensuring the lines of communication were always open. Marzano, Waters and 

McNulty (2005) identify all three of these factors in their meta-analysis of effective 

principal behaviors. Communication was found to have a .23 correlation to student 

academic achievement while visibility was .20, and affirmation registered as .19. 

Principal Harriet shared the following. 



123 
 

We base the decisions that we made on common research. We work 
together, we read together, we discuss together and we talk a lot about best 
practice … so it’s a common learning process…it’s more supporting each 
other in the learning of what makes good practice and what works for us 
as a small school. 
 

The Truman math teacher also supported this statement. “Whenever I have an issue I can 

find her and the door is always open and she responds quickly and very positively. She 

works extremely hard to build relationship, not just with our staff, but with all of the 

students.” 

Principal John focused on communication and visibility.  

Number one is just the daily communication, the back and forth talking, 
cause it goes both ways … you know you might not always agree, but you 
can at least communicate your thoughts …if you talk to any administrator 
its always one of their top goals is to do that, I do think I do better than 
most. I am out and about and I always make sure during all lunches I’m 
around there for the students and the teachers just being visible. That’s 
probably my biggest part of the day. 
 

The JFK business teacher was quick to point out that “he is willing to do anything that 

needs to get done whether it’s picking up something, covering a class, anything. He 

shows that even though he’s the leader of the school, he makes himself available to 

everybody and he’s willing to do anything.” The FACS teacher further shared that “he is 

very approachable. He’s a person you can go to for anything and he doesn’t judge you. 

He’s easy to talk to.” Principal Ted said this. “Professional development, hiring the right 

people, celebrating successes, and I do my best to buffer them from the friction as best I 

can.” The Roosevelt focus group shared many examples of how they feel supported. “We 

get way more messages from him that are positive” (English teacher). The history teacher 

stated that “I’ve never had a time when I talked to him that I feel like I wasn’t heard at 
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least.”  The Roosevelt science teacher shared that “he’s got all his communication 

skills… he’s a strong leader in that sense.” Principal Tom from Jefferson school 

discussed school culture.  

We have a general atmosphere of high expectations, and for the teachers 
that do, my level of support for them is centered on that…, I would say 
one of the biggest impacts of our recent schedule is that it gives them 
collaboration time; gives them a built in professional development 
opportunities during the day each and every week where they are 
conferring with their peers. It’s time for me to visit them. It’s time for 
them to read an article and respond, etcetera, so I think that level of 
support has been significant. 
 

Teachers in the Jefferson focus group did not provide statements that supported 

affirmation of their work from the principal nor direct and effective communication.  

 
Vicarious Experiences: Peer 
Observations and Mentoring 

 Vicarious opportunities allow a teacher to observe another to gain confidence in 

trying different strategies or techniques within their own classroom. The second interview 

question asked principals about the opportunities they provide for peer mentoring and 

observation. This looked different across the schools. Three of the four schools reported a 

specific process for how that occurs. Principal John talked about a two-year cycle where 

during one year tenured teachers do peer observations and the next year they participate 

in the formal administrative evaluation. “I really like the cycle since we’ve started it. 

We’ve been doing it for about three or four years now and the teachers really like it.” 

Principal Harriet said  

Teams of teachers could go into each other’s classrooms and they knew 
what the teachers were looking for. It was set up in a real positive way. It 
wasn’t as intimidating for teachers to be observed by one of their peers, 
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and that really kind of broke the ice with everyone because they went into 
each other’s classroom and went ‘oh, I got it. I understand how you are 
doing this. I really like this’ … my feeling is that they are very 
professional. 
 

Principal Tom commented, 

We had teachers that choose during the course of the year, the 
collaboration team will go in and watch a peer perform a lesson. Then they 
will utilize that as a discussion point among the team, with some very 
specific structure to that. They follow protocols. 
 

Roosevelt High School had very little turnover in their school, but still provided those 

opportunities to their staff.  

It’s just been a lot about how to work in the culture; how to adapt; there’s 
no such thing as a dumb question. To have somebody where they feel 
supported and they can run things by. They can develop a good 
relationship together. I think they feel real supported (Principal Ted). 
 

 By creating a collaborative culture and a sense of community within the schools, 

these principals are promoting cohesion and a common vision throughout the school. 

This is aligned to the Wallace Foundation’s key principal of shaping a vision of academic 

success for all students. Further, Marzano, Waters, and McNulty’s meta-analysis research 

regarding culture of the school found a .25 correlation between student achievement and 

fostering shared beliefs and a sense of community and cooperation. 

 
Verbal Persuasion: Feedback 
and Positive Reinforcement 

 The third interview question asked how do you encourage and provide feedback 

to teachers on effective teaching behaviors while providing suggestions for how to 

improve? “Principals intent on promoting growth in both students and adults spend time 

in classrooms, observing and commenting on what’s working well and what is not” 
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(Wallace Foundation, 2013, p. 14). All principals discussed having open discussions with 

their teachers, and all made a concerted effort to look for all the “good things” teachers 

were doing. For instance, Principal Tom stated that 

I follow the old adage that which gets recognized gets repeated. So I’m 
always looking for things that people are doing right and try to point those 
things out. Then at times when I need to identify something that needs 
correction, I look at it as the old emotional bank account. If there have 
been enough deposits than there is something to withdraw from so 
constructive criticism can be accepted.  
 

Principal Harriet said  

We just have a discussion about it. We focus on good things and the things 
they can improve and we talk about that. It’s kind of based on what they 
are struggling with or what they see they are struggling with and that is 
how I help them individually…. I think that is an ongoing discussion that 
we have as a staff, but I also do individual discussions, certainly when I do 
evaluations. 
 

Principal John stated that  

I guess it’s another one of those places where you just really need to be 
open with them, and through the evaluation cycle there is a process for us 
to do that … we send teachers even to the Billings schools to watch what 
they are doing in that area. So we do encourage the mentoring and invite 
somebody in from outside the school that maybe could help them in their 
area.  
 

Principal Ted shared that “I think we have a pretty comprehensive evaluation program. 

We evaluate teachers… but a lot of times we’ll just talk.” 

 Three of the four principals were recognized by their teacher focus group as 

providing informal feedback to teachers regularly. JFK teachers said that “the biggest 

thing is the walk though observations.” The Roosevelt groups stated that “you get a lot of 

feedback from him” The Truman teachers shared that  
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she does a lot of just drive by observations where she’ll just step into the 
classroom and spend 10 or 15 minutes observing, very casually. She has 
an app and she’ll send you a little observation sheet of things that she saw 
happening in the classroom. 
 
 

Emotional Arousal: 
Professional Development 

 Interview question four focused on providing professional training and growth 

opportunities? “When schools support teachers with well-designed and rich professional 

development, those teachers are able to create the same types of rigorous and engaging 

opportunities for students—a foundation for student success in school and beyond” 

(Darling-Hammond & Richardson, 2009, p. 5-6). Principals did report that money was 

always an issue, but they found ways to fund professional development opportunities for 

the teachers in a variety of ways. One utilized their collective bargaining agreement to 

help support teachers by allowing them to take a professional day at the district’s 

expense. “They can take a professional day every now and then” stated Principal John. 

Others relied on the district to fund and provide resources like Roosevelt High school. 

“The district is really committed to ramping up the amount of professional development 

time” (Principal Ted) and from this Principal Harriet, “if there’s anything they are 

interested in doing than I am always supportive of that, and we have a budget line item 

for doing those kinds of things.” Principal Tom focused on maximizing the expertise on 

staff to build collective understanding and knowledge.  

Collaboration time, that’s probably one of the best models that I’ve been a 
part of in my 25 years in education, because it’s job embedded, its 
nonthreatening, its regular, and they get to help drive the direction with a 
lot of that. Sometimes I’ll need the collaboration team to work on a 
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particular thing, but much of it is driven by them. They’re more interested 
and they get engaged more with that. 
 

All principals were aware of the importance of continual individual improvement. 

Principal Ted remarked that “we really try to keep tabs on folks too. If we see somebody 

hasn’t for a couple of years engaged in a conference or engaged in professional 

development, we’ll start having conversations with them.” “Effective principals also 

encourage continual professional learning… including keeping track of teachers’ 

professional development needs and monitoring teachers’ work in the classroom” 

(Wallace Foundation, 2013, p. 11). According to Marzano, Waters and McNulty (2005) 

providing teachers with materials and professional development to successfully do their 

jobs has a .25 correlation to student achievement. 

 
Instructional Knowledge and  
Skills: Professional Development 

 Teachers benefit when provided opportunities to engage in instructional 

discussions and reflections. Supporting teachers in building instructional knowledge was 

the focus of question five. All of the responses aligned to the Wallace Perspective key 

principal of improving instruction.  

Principals intent on promoting growth in both students and adults spend 
time in classrooms (or ensure that someone who’s qualified does), 
observing and commenting on what’s working well and what is not. 
Moreover, they shift the pattern of the annual evaluation cycle to one of 
ongoing and informal interactions with teachers (p. 14). 
 

Principal Ted shared that  

the professional development piece is very important. Giving time and 
visiting with them about, what do you see. How is it going? We talk a lot 
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about assessment…We engage the students in that process a little bit, and 
we believe in a course survey or course evaluation at the end. 
 

Principal Harriet said  

that comes to being more in encouraging them to take classes, continue 
with their education, and we talk about instructional strategies a lot. We 
spent one whole year looking at different teaching strategies … And the 
coaches would go in help them with a strategy they wanted to try. So we 
have the informational part of it, and the actual practice side of it with 
some coaching going along with it. 
 

Principal Tom also utilized coaches. “We brought in an outside instructional coach that 

helped to model and teach our staff the particular protocols, and the way to utilize that 

collaboration time.” Principal John simply stated that we “encourage them to go to and 

join their professional organizations.” 

 Principals in these schools provide a supportive role in the development of 

teacher’s instructional knowledge by providing the time and resources to attend 

professional development that meets the individual and collective needs of staff. This was 

corroborated with all four teacher focus groups. JKF FACS teacher said that Principal 

John “has been more than supportive of sending teacher to wherever they feel they need 

to go.” The science teacher from Roosevelt High School said “if you say I really want to 

do this, he makes it happen.” Also, the Truman math teacher shared that “when there is 

something that someone would like to go to, she is really supportive in helping us figure 

out how to make that happen.” The Jefferson English teacher did share that professional 

development opportunities are available, but “they don’t seem to be across the board.” 
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Collaboration Opportunities: Providing 
Scheduled and Structured Time 
 
 Question six asked principal to discuss how they create opportunities for teachers 

to collaboratively share skills and experiences. Teachers benefit when they are provided 

ongoing and frequent time to collaborate. “Teacher collaboration is a key to the pathway 

from leadership to collective efficacy beliefs because it is the shared interactions among 

groups members that serve as the building blocks of collective efficacy” (Goddard, 

Goddard, Kim, & Miller, 2015, p. 504). All four principals were able to make time for 

teachers though a variety of approaches and schedules. Truman High School transitioned 

to a four-day school week, and set aside one Friday a month for all staff collaboration. 

“The staff is pretty open with each other and what is happening in their classrooms. We 

just have very open discussions and we have one Friday every month where we have the 

whole day for meetings” (Principal Harriet). Other schools utilized their daily schedules. 

According to Principal Ted, we have “some common prep times, we are on a block 

schedule or modified block schedule and every other month we have department 

meetings.” Jefferson High School has a daily collaboration time of 45 minutes specifically 

designated for teacher collaboration on a variety of school and student issues. Principal 

Tom remarked about the daily collaboration time that “give them a built-in professional 

development opportunities during the day each and every week. Principal John shared 

“that’s probably an area we don’t do very well with. I mean we encourage it, but the 

teachers kind of have to do it during their own time.” 
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Data Analysis and Feedback: 
Continuous School 
Improvement Process 

 Question seven asked principals to discuss continuous school improvement and 

their involvement in that process. Interpreting results is essential in the continuous school 

improvement process to provide feedback and guidance on group performance. All 

schools engaged in a collaborative process involving teachers to reflect and revise their 

common goals. A variety of approaches were employed from simple to complex. JFK 

High School has “our common goal and objectives, and a school improvement plan. The 

district comes up with a plan on a professional development that we all go to.” Principal 

Harriet shared that  

we evaluate what we’ve done, discuss, and decide where we want go from 
there. Normally what we do is research to find out what other people have 
done. What is working and what we think would work here … most of 
what we do is research based.  
 

Roosevelt High School uses a more community based approach as described by Principal 

Ted. 

We have a board retreat format looking at our mission and our goals and 
where we’ve been. Where are we going? Where would we like to go? 
What obstacles do we have? What things are on the horizon? On the other 
end of that, we spend some key time as a staff looking at how we are 
doing. How do we know how we are doing? Often times we look at things 
like assessments, and just any kind of opportunity to look at feedback. 
 
This whole idea of continuous improvement, one of the big portions of 
that for us is where is our community? Where are they at in support of us? 
What can we do to make sure that the school district is part of that 
community process?  
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The Jefferson High School also utilized a similar process as explained by Principal Tom. 

That starts with some strategic planning and goal setting with the school 
board at the district level so for the entire district it’s a big umbrella. 
What’s the vision? What’s the mission? What are the goals for the entire 
district? … And then it goes back out to our staff at each of the buildings. 
They will be giving input through that collaborative process… then then 
we move in at a building level and make sure that our individual vision 
and goals for our school fits within that greater vision of the district. Then 
we do the same process within the team here at the school. We build that 
vision together, bring that up, and that leads to my own personal goals as 
an administrator. Each of the departments and the individuals within the 
departments then create their goals that are tied right back to that building 
level vision and goals which ties back to the district level. 
 

 All schools reported that they followed a cycle of continuous improvement by 

utilizing data to reflect on what was going well and what needs to be improved upon. It is 

an ongoing process. In the word of Lezotte, (2002) an “effective school and district will 

continually ask How are we doing? What can we do better? How can we better serve our 

students? and make frequent adjustments in pursuit of the “learning for all” mission” (p. 

ix). 

 
Involve Teachers in Decision 
Making: Active and Intentional 
Teacher Involvement 
 
 The collective efficacy of the staff is higher, when the staff is actively engaged in 

influencing school and instructional decisions. “The more teachers have the opportunity 

to influence instructionally relevant school decisions, the more likely a school is to be 

characterized by a robust sense of collective efficacy” (Goddard, Hoy, and Woolfolk 

Hoy, 2004, p. 10). Involving teachers in the design and implementation of important 

decisions and policies resulted in a .25 correlation to student achievement according to 
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Marzano, Waters, and McNulty’s meta-analysis. Question eight asked principals to 

explain how they involve teachers in the school decision making process. All principals 

actively sought out staff input through established avenues as well as informal conduits 

such as individual and small group discussions. They were keenly aware of the 

importance and significance of teacher input, expertise, and buy in. They also reported 

intentionally promoting a team atmosphere. Principal John stated that “I believe in having 

small groups … we try to sell that we are a team. We are here to do things together, and 

that only helps each other. When you get them going against each other, that doesn’t 

work. This statement was supported by the JFK focus group. They shared that “he wants 

to hear all the feedback, but he knows that ultimately our staff, and one of the things they 

do really well, they are going to make decisions that are best for the kids… he 

understands and accepts that.” Principal Ted shared that  

we really do collaborate. I rarely make a decision top down, mainly it’s 
just my style … majority of things, we work together whether that is a 
committee or staff meeting. We just really always engage teachers in that 
process … I would say that we really do have an open and collaborative 
school … Our staff meetings are pretty open and often times we just close 
the door and have some pretty good discussions.  
 

This was supported by the teacher focus group of Roosevelt. The science teacher simply 

stated that “I feel that this school is more driven by the teachers. I think Ted is just there 

to help us.” Principal Harriet shared how her first step was to establish a collaborative and 

cooperative relationship with her staff when she started as the new principal. 

So I tried to change what I thought was an almost an adversary 
relationship into a collaborative one. I see them all as leaders in their own 
field, in their own subject matter, and in the school. I think we respect 
each other’s ideas. I just feel that I am one of the people working here, not 
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that I’m always necessarily leading a discussion or anything else. I am 
learning along with them. 
 

The Truman math teacher expressed that “she rarely makes a decision about anything 

where she doesn’t have us all very involved and onboard.” Principal Tom has developed a 

more formal structure to ensure a broad base of input and sharing of information.  

The staff council is a significant part of the advisory component of 
decision-making … each department selected a member of their 
department to be on the staff council and I’m seeing a higher level of trust 
with that type of design … I think it’s just helped our entire staff feel a 
little bit more trustworthy in processes … I want everyone to feel like they 
are part of a system where their voice matters. We have a member that 
will represent them and they can talk about anything with that person, and 
that person represents them in a confidential matter. 
 

The Jefferson focus group corroborated this statement by stating that they have “a lot of 

committees. We have a council group that meets once a month, sometimes twice a month 

that brings issues on the table and then we take those to the rest of the staff and talk about 

them” (English teacher). 

 

Research Question 2 Summary 

 Principals were interviewed to describe their actions and behaviors in developing 

the teacher collective efficacy of their staffs. Data from these interviews as well as 

information gained from the teacher focus group interviews were cross referenced to 

determine if what the principals reported were aligned to what the teachers experienced. 

Each school was then assigned a label of Clearly Evident (CE), Evident (E), or Not 

Evident (NE). Clearly evident is defined as being prevalent and present as described by 

the principal. This was also confirmed through analysis of teacher focus group interviews 

where appropriate and applicable. Evident is defined as being present in the school, but 
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was not also confirmed by the teacher focus group. The label of Not Evident was 

assigned when the principal clearly indicated they did not exhibit the behaviors. Table 11 

provides a summary regarding the principal’s behaviors and actions in relation to the 

development of Bandura’s four sources of efficacy and Brinson and Steiner’s four 

propositions of building efficacy for each school. 

 
Table 11. Summary of Evidence of Principal Behaviors in Developing Collective 
Efficacy 

CTE Sources JFK Roosevelt Truman Jefferson 

Clearly Evident 

or Evident 

in School 

Mastery Experiences CE CE CE CE 4 out of 4 
 
Vicarious Experiences 

 
CE 

 
CE 

 
CE 

 
CE 

 
4 out of 4 

 
Verbal Persuasion 

 
CE 

 
CE 

 
CE 

 
E 

 
3 out of 4 

 
Emotional Arousal 

 
CE 

 
CE 

 
CE 

 
E 

 
3 out of 4 

 
Building Instructional 
Knowledge & Skills 

 
CE 

 
CE 

 
CE 

 
CE 

 
4 out of 4 

 
Creating Opportunities 
to Collaborate 

 
E 

 
CE 

 
CE 

 
CE 

 
3 out of 4 

 
Interpreting Results for 
Actionable Feedback 

 
CE 

 
CE 

 
CE 

 
CE 

 
4 out of 4 

 
Involving Teachers in 
Decision Making 

 
CE 

 
CE 

 
CE 

 
CE 

 
4 out of 4 

 

Research Question 3 
 
 
 The third research question asked how the five High Reliability Organization 

(HRO) principles influence principal decision making in high performing rural Montana 

high schools. To address this question, principals were interviewed and asked three 
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questions based upon Weick and Sutcliffe’s five HRO principles. These five principles 

are: preoccupation with failure; reluctance to simplify; sensitivity to operations; 

commitment to resilience; and deference to expertise. Table 12 associates each question 

to one or more HRO principles. 

 
Table 12. Table of Specification for Principal Interviews and HRO Principles 

 

Interview Question 

 

HRO Principles 

Research 

Foundation 

1. How does a focus on identifying 
potential problems inform your 
decision making?  
 

HRO 1: Preoccupation with 

Failure 

Based on Weick and 

Sutcliffe’s five High 

Reliability 

Organization (HRO) 

Principles 

 

2. How does collaborating and 
communicating with teachers  
influence your decision making?  
 

HRO 1: Preoccupation with 
Failure 
HRO 2: Reluctance to Simplify 
HRO 3: Sensitivity to 
Operations 
HRO 4: Commitment to 
Resilience 
HRO 5: Deference to Expertise 
 

Based on Weick and 

Sutcliffe’s five High 

Reliability 

Organization (HRO) 

Principles 

 

3. The school has established 

routines, protocols or “standard 

operating procedures” in place. 

When making decisions, how do 

you take these practices into 

account?  

HRO 1: Preoccupation with 
Failure 
HRO 2: Reluctance to Simplify 
HRO 3: Sensitivity to 
Operations 
HRO 4: Commitment to 
Resilience 
HRO 5: Deference to Expertise 

Based on Weick and 

Sutcliffe’s five High 

Reliability 

Organization (HRO) 

Principles 

 

 Three questions were designed to understand how principals make decisions at 

the organizational level while attending to a multitude of individual and collective staff 

needs. The first question asks how a focus on identifying potential problems influences 

their decision making. This addresses the first HRO principle of preoccupation with 
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failure. Another question revolves around making decisions and how does the principal 

take established routines and procedures into account? To create an efficient and effective 

organization, routines and procedures must not only be established and followed, but 

understood by the members within that organization. There are also times when these 

procedures should be suspended or amended depending on the situation. How does the 

principal and staff go about making these informed changes while ensuring all members 

know what to do and how to act in the future?  These situations need to be shared and 

discussed so that collective learning occurs and adds to the efficiency of the organization. 

This sharing of information is attended to in another question by asking how does 

collaborating and communicating with teachers influence principal’s decision making. It 

is important to understand how the principal makes decisions in regards to the overall 

operation of the school to ensure a high performing school and how those decisions are 

communicated and implemented. These two questions encompass all five HRO principles 

as decision-making, communication, and collaboration impact and influence the entire 

school operation and management. 

 
Identifying Potential Problems: 
Situational Awareness 

 Question nine asked principal to describe how identifying potential problems 

informs their decision making. Marzano, Waters and McNulty (2005) define situational 

awareness as “leaders’ awareness of the details and the undercurrents regarding the 

functioning of the school and their use of this information to address current and potential 

problems” (p. 60). This principal responsibility has the highest correlation to student 
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achievement according to their meta-analysis. It is .33. Principal John stated that “We 

spend probably a lot of time on that, I think the assistant principal and I, and we have a 

school resource officer, counselors, we probably spend more time talking on that.” 

Principal Ted shared  

that kind of model in regards to collaborative problem solving really 
works for us … there’s most any decision you make impacts somebody. 
So I’m pretty careful in checking, and I’ve learned the hard way. So I’m 
pretty careful about just checking in with people. Just making sure we 
have a dialogue of some sort. It depends on how big or little the issue is. If 
it’s a big problem then maybe we’ll bring in more stakeholders.”  
 

Principal Harriet offered  

we use the MyVoice survey with our students. We always go through the 
results of that and compare it to previous years to see where we are 
improving or where we are not improving and if there are some areas that 
really concern us. A few years ago students were totally not engaged in 
what they were doing at school and it was boring. We went wow; this is 
good information to have. So how do engage them? What do we do? So 
that was our focus. 
 

Principal Tom had this insight to offer. 

We stand on the belief we never solve one problem by creating other 
problems. So when we go into it, we know what might be on the surface 
as a potential solution, may have other impacts. So we’ve got to wrestle 
through that, and try to determine what those other impacts might be … 
you’re never going to protect them all, for any given decision is going to 
have some level of a repercussion that you can’t completely extinguish. So 
we’ve got to weigh those out and try to minimize that as much as possible. 
When it comes to impact on individuals, we’ve had to say we need to find 
a solution that works for everybody, or it’s no deal. We have to go back to 
the drawing board. Other times we’ve had to say we’re never going to get 
everybody on board with this particular one, and what would represent a 
level of support to be able to move it forward. 
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Teachers Influence on  
Decision Making: Open 
Communication and Input 

 Interview question ten asked how does collaborating and communicating with 

teachers influence your decision making? “Effective leadership is a function of the extent 

to which the principal works toward whole-staff consensus in establishing school 

priorities and communicates these priorities and goals to students and staff, giving a sense 

of overall purpose” (Silins, Mulford and Zarins, 2002, p. 620). All principals 

communicated the importance of getting staff input and feedback on decisions that 

impact the school, classroom, and teachers. They actively sought out feedback through 

formal and informal channels on an ongoing and continual basis. Principal John shared 

that 

you’ve got have communication with your staff. If you can’t sit down and 
talk with them about the issues, then you’re in trouble from the get go. I 
think one of the top things we do is provide an open communication with 
everybody, whether it’s good or bad. I think communication has got to be 
one of the top things you do and that’s with parents, teachers, and 
students. I mean you just have to be open with them. 
 

Principal Ted shared that “I mean really a lot…I’m just really blessed that the majority of 

my staff are really pretty on board. They are here for the right reasons and really 

supportive of me, not that there aren’t exceptions.” Principal Harriet stated that “The 

majority of the large decisions that I have to make are impacted by staff and whether they 

want to go that way or not, because without their buy in, it’s not going to happen.”  This 

is congruent with Lambert’s (2003) assertion that “a principal’s vision, standing alone, 

needs to be ‘sold’ and ‘bought into.’ By contrast, a shared vision based upon the core 
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values of participants and their hopes for the school ensures commitment to its 

realization” (p. 6). Principal Tom offered,  

It’s significant. Absolutely. I am constantly using our staff as a sounding 
board and keeping a really close pulse into what our staff thoughts, 
perspectives, and feedback are. I don’t want to come out of left field with 
some decision that’s does not represent us as a whole, or comes as a 
surprise because it’s the first time they’ve heard something about it. I try 
to really stay away from things like that …by at least asking the question 
and getting their perspectives helps lead to a better decision in the end, and 
a lot of times a decision I wouldn’t have been able to make on my own. I 
need that level of input. 
 

Effective leaders are skilled at collaborating with their followers to create a shared future 

in which everyone is included and contributes to the success of the organization. They 

realize that it is not their vision, but the collective vision that must be promoted. All 

principals interviewed clearly communicated that concept and this was also reported by 

all teacher focus groups. 

 
Established Routines: Continuous 
School Improvement Process 

 Question eleven asked principals to discuss how they take into account the 

established routines and procedures when making school decisions. Principal John shared 

that  

the idea that just because we’ve always done it, doesn’t mean we won’t 
look at it … you’re always working on things...what do we need to change 
in the handbook? Why do we need to change anything if it works? But 
you’re always changing something in there. You’re always doing 
something a little bit different in how you approach things. 
 

Principal Ted had this insight he shared.  

Schools really are a routine organism. We really are. There’s that routine 
and there’s that culture that all schools have… really in the forefront of all 
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that, I am 100% about relationships. I just am … I really try to create an 
atmosphere of support, an atmosphere of people that want to be here. They 
feel supported and safe. Those things we all try to achieve in most schools 
-is that obligation to somehow try to protect the integrity of what our 
teachers are doing… I just think you are doing a dissatisfaction to a 
teacher if you don’t. 
 

Effective leaders support and facilitate the work of their followers by creating a culture of 

collaboration and treat their employees as colleagues and not subordinates. “Leaders 

know that they can’t do it alone. They need partners to make extraordinary things happen 

in organizations” (Kouzes and Posner, 1995, p. 214). Principal Harriet offered that  

I really push the idea of how do we go about change and the change 
process … I’ve really talked a lot about change and how change takes 
place in a positive way. I think the staff has accepted that and they are 
willing to make those changes if we have that discussion and it makes 
sense. Not everyone is always 100% for it, but let’s try it and see. They are 
willing to do that. So it’s more developing that attitude of let’s try a 
change and see if it works. Let’s go for it. They are willing to do that, and 
that willingness is what you need to establish. 
 

This is consistent with developing a “growth mindset” in staff that has important 

implications for leaders. Individuals with a growth mindset are reflective on their 

successes and failures, and are open to constructive feedback. They seek out challenges 

and take risks while they continue to improve themselves and their organizations 

(Dweck, 2006). Principal Tom shared that  

I think it’s one of those things that we have to be careful with. If we have 
certain procedures and protocols in place that are truly working and they 
are the best on that particular day. It doesn’t mean that there always going 
to be the best. In the field of education, where change is so challenging in 
many ways, those sacred cows can be beneficial and they can be very 
problem oriented. I think for grounding and to protect against the 
pendulum swings, we have to rely on those things. So when a decision 
comes up, we look at some of our current practices and procedures and we 
use that as grounding. I also believe that it may, the new decision, might 
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cause us to reevaluate that other procedure, and to determine if it really is 
the best, or should we be moving that thing along? 

 

 

Research Question 3 Summary 

 Principals were asked three specific questions based on Weick and Sutcliffe’s five 

HRO principles in regards to their decision making process. Three themes emerged from 

these questions that were evident in all four schools. These principals had developed 

“situational awareness” within their schools, had formal and informal channel of 

communication established, and had a cyclical continuous school improvement processes 

in place.  

 All three of these themes address the five HRO principles and work in concert to 

ensure a high performing high school. Situational awareness certainly addresses the first 

HRO principle regarding a preoccupation with failure. By being constantly aware of 

what’s occurring within their schools on the surface and beneath, these principals were 

able to intentionally look for potential problems or “failures” to better anticipate and react 

to them. This situational awareness is facilitated through the formal and informal 

communication channels they have established. Further, having a continuous school 

improvement process in place helps to stay focused on looking for and identifying 

potential problems. When problems do arise, this prompts discussion and reflection on 

the issue at hand and addresses the other four HRO principles of reluctance to simplify 

(understanding nuances of situation), sensitivity to operations (what’s best for kids), 

commitment to resilience (growth mindset), and deference to expertise (teachers are 

professionals). By having well established lines of communication, principals effectively 
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attended to all five HRO principles by being situationally aware and ensuring the 

continual school improvement process is utilized. 

 
Summary of Multiple Embedded Case Study 

 
 

Based on data from Growth and Enhancement of Montana Students (GEMS) for 

the 13-14 and 14-15 school years, four schools were identified for this multiple 

embedded case study as high performing schools based on two consecutive years of 

above the state average in composite ACT scores and graduation rates. This research 

study sought to answer the question of how principal leadership develops and maintains 

collective teacher efficacy (CTE) in rural high schools, and how CTE and high reliability 

organization (HRO) principles contribute to the development of a high-performing rural 

high school.  

 Data were gathered from an online CTE survey, interviews, observations, and 

document review. The GEMS website was also accessed to gather school profile data as 

well as an online website, Neighborhood Scout, to collect community demographics. 

Interviews were conducted with a teacher focus group of three to five teachers in each 

school to address the first research question on their perceptions of how the principal 

contributes to the development of collective efficacy within the school. Principals were 

interviewed to gather information to answer research questions two and three regarding 

their perceptions on how they develop CTE and the HRO factors that influence their 

decision making. Research question two specifically asked how do principals describe 

their actions and behaviors to develop CTE in rural Montana high schools? The focus 
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group and principal interview questions for both research questions one and two were 

based on Bandura’s (1986, 1977) four sources of developing self-efficacy. These sources 

are mastery experiences, vicarious experiences, verbal persuasion, and emotional arousal. 

The other four questions were based on Brinson and Steiner’s (2007) four propositions on 

specific principal actions to improve collective efficacy. These propositions are building 

instructional knowledge and skills; creating opportunities for teachers to collaboratively 

share skills and experience; interpreting results and providing actionable feedback on 

teachers’ performance; and involving teachers in school decision making.  

 The results of teacher focus group interviews triangulated with principal 

interviews and CTE survey data suggest that all eight sources (Bandura’s and Brinson 

and Stiner’s) of developing CTE are present in all four of these schools to some degree. 

All schools’ CTE scores were within the average range with one school slightly below 

average and the other three above the average but within 1 SD. All eight sources were 

expressed in all four schools as reported by principal interviews. The teacher focus group 

interviews revealed that five of the eight sources were reported in all four schools. The 

three sources not expressed at one school regarding the principal’s direct involvement 

were vicarious experiences, verbal persuasion, and building instructional knowledge and 

skills. Three of the four schools were consistent with the principal interviews in 

identifying all eight CTE sources.  

 The third research question inquired as to how the five HRO principles influence 

principal decision making in high performing rural Montana high schools. These 

questions were the centered around Weick and Sutcliffe’s five HRO principles of 
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preoccupation with failure; reluctance to simplify; sensitivity to operations; commitment 

to resilience; and deference to expertise. Three themes emerged from the principal 

interviews regarding how the HRO principles influence the decision-making of 

principals. The first theme to surface was situational awareness within their schools. The 

second theme to materialize was on the establishment of formal and informal channel of 

communication. The third theme to emerge was an established process for continuous 

school improvement. 

 The findings from these three questions support an influential role of the principal 

in the development of CTE based on the eight sources initially proposed by Bandura 

(1977, 1993) and Brinson and Steiner (2007). There is also support regarding the role of 

HRO principles in principal decision-making to create a high performing high school. 

Furthermore, by having consistent findings across four schools rather than a single school 

adds credibility to the results of this study. “Analytic conclusions independently arising 

from two cases, as with two experiments, will be more powerful than those coming from 

a single case (or single experiment) alone…Having more than two cases will produce an 

even stronger effect” (Yin, 2014, p. 64). 

  



146 
 

CHAPTER 5 
 
 

DISCUSSION 
 
 

Introduction 
 
 

This multiple embedded case study was conducted to understand how principal 

leadership develops and maintains collective teacher efficacy (CTE) in rural high schools, 

and how CTE and high reliability organization (HRO) principles contribute to the 

development of a high-performing rural high school. The following three research 

questions were developed to guide this study.  

1. What are the perceptions of Montana rural teachers regarding how their 

principals contribute to the development of CTE?  

2. How do principals describe their actions and behaviors to develop CTE in 

rural Montana high schools?  

3. How do the five HRO principles influence principal decision making in high 

performing rural Montana high schools? 

This chapter will start with an overview of the existing research and methodology 

followed by the three emerging themes discovered in the study. From there cross case 

findings for HRO and CTE will be presented along with the principal’s role in developing 

and implementing each of these. This study will add to the growing body of knowledge 

on how principals develop collective teacher efficacy (CTE) and utilize the five high 

reliability organization principals to create a high-performing high school. The 
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implications of this study will then be presented and discussed followed by 

recommendations for future study. The chapter will conclude with a final summary. 

 
Principal Leadership 

 
 

 While a broad base of literature exists regarding principal leadership  and how to 

define it, this study utilizes the five key practices that principals employ based on the 

Wallace Foundation (2013) distilling of the research. These practices are: 

• Shaping a vision of academic success for all students based on high 
standards. Creating a climate hospitable to education in order that 
safety, a cooperative spirit and other foundations of fruitful interaction 
prevail. 
 

• Cultivating leadership in others so that teachers and other adults 
assume their parts in realizing the school vision. 
 

• Improving instruction to enable teachers to teach at their best and 
students to learn to their utmost. 
 

• Managing people, data, and processes to foster school improvement (p. 
4). 

 
Throughout the study these practices provided a filter through which to inform the data 

collection and view the data analysis in terms of being an effective leader. The first 

practice of shaping a vision of academic success for all students entails establishing a 

school wide expectation of “learning for all.” All students are expected and supported in 

attaining high academic achievement and success. Creating a hospitable climate is the 

second practice. This key practice builds a foundation of trust throughout the school that 

enables key players to work together towards a common purpose. The third practice is 

cultivating leadership in others. Principals utilizing this practice build teacher capacity 
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and leadership throughout their school. By “distributing” the leadership to others, a 

collective understanding is developed throughout the school. This creates an empowering 

atmosphere where professionals can make informed decisions in real time to improve the 

effectiveness of their instructional delivery and practice. Professional learning 

communities (PLC) are a good example of how this manifests itself in schools. 

Improving instruction is the fourth practice. It is essential that educators continue to hone 

and improve their craft. While PLCs can certainly help facilitate this, additional 

professional development, training, and feedback are essential to support teacher’s 

individual as well as collective improvement. The last practice is managing people, data, 

and processes. Principals need to ensure that the school operates smoothly with 

established routines and protocols so teachers can focus on their primary responsibility of 

educating students. These five practices provide a framework to observe and evaluate the 

effectiveness of principal leadership. 

 

Collective Teacher Efficacy 
 

 

A staff’s belief in their ability to collectively have a positive impact on their 

students’ progress and success is at the heart of CTE. While individual teachers may 

possess high levels of individual teacher efficacy, it is the combined efforts of all teachers 

that influence the overall school culture and climate. It has been shown that schools with 

a higher level of CTE tend to have higher achievement results. The converse has also 

been demonstrated. Schools with lower CTE tend to have lower achievement scores. In 

fact, Hoy, Sweetland, and Smith (2002) determined that CTE was able to mitigate the 
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negative effects of socioeconomic status (SES). Further, Goddard, Hoy and Woolfolk 

Hoy (2000) have found that CTE can be a predictor of student achievement. This has 

important implications for schools as it is more realistic to alter the CTE of a school than 

to improve the SES conditions of the community. Improving and developing the CTE of 

a staff is directly within the principal’s capability to influence and impact. The SES status 

of a school is determined by the community in which the school resides and is outside the 

principal’s control and influence. Principals need to aware of the sources of CTE and 

how they can develop the CTE of their staffs. 

 
Sources of CTE 

 
 

Bandura identified four sources of efficacy: mastery experience, vicarious 

experience, verbal persuasion, and emotional arousal (Bandura, 1977). Mastery 

experiences are very influential in the development of self and collective efficacy. 

Successful experiences have a positive effect on the development of efficacy while 

unsuccessful experiences tend to reinforce negative perceptions about one’s ability to 

perform a task. It is essential that principals strategically provide mastery experiences 

where teachers can succeed and build confidence. Vicarious experiences can also aid in 

this process. Through modeling or observing others, teachers can gain an understanding 

of how to approach a particular task. This is best facilitated when the individual 

observing can identify and relate to the teacher they are observing. This helps create an “I 

can do it too” attitude. Verbal persuasion is another way principals can develop CTE. 

Through verbal conversations and feedback, a principal can provide specific items to 
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reinforce what is going well, and constructively offer suggestions on how to improve. 

Both aspects are essential to the development of CTE. Emotional arousal is the fourth 

source of efficacy and must be approached with sensitivity. How a principal 

communicates and supports teachers in adapting their instructional practice or dealing 

with a stressful situation can have long lasting effects on a teacher’s self-efficacy. It is 

important to develop a trusting and safe environment where teachers are not afraid to try 

new things or to make a mistake. Creating this environment is foundational to developing 

the CTE of a staff. 

Brinson and Steiner (2007) additionally offer four propositions principals can use 

to increase the CTE. These propositions are building instructional knowledge and skills; 

creating opportunities for teachers to collaboratively share skills and experience; 

interpreting results and providing actionable feedback on teachers’ performance; and 

involving teachers in school decision making. Building instructional knowledge and 

skills can be facilitated through formal and informal feedback. Also, providing time for 

teachers to meet and reflect on their instructional practices aids in improving the 

instructional effectiveness of the staff. This also supports the second proposition which 

involves creating opportunities for teachers to collaborate and build collective 

understanding. Many schools utilize the PLC as a vehicle to facilitate this, but other 

models of collaboration are effective as well. Interpreting results and providing feedback 

is the third proposition. Effective principals are skilled at utilizing data to inform and 

build understanding of strengths and weaknesses. By sharing the information with 

teachers and developing an action plan that is teacher driven, principals help increase the 
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CTE of their staffs. This aligns with the final proposition of involving teachers in 

decision making. It is essential to include and involve teachers in the decision making 

process as they offer a practical perspective on how to implement a program, practice, or 

protocol. By involving teachers, many potential problems or glitches can be identified 

and addressed early thus improving the effectiveness of the new innovation. This again 

helps to improve the CTE of the staff when things are implemented efficiently and 

effectively with their input and guidance. 

 
High Reliability Organization Principles 

 
 

Karl Weick and Kathleen Sutcliffe (2007) provide five Highly Reliability 

Organization (HROs) principles that organizations can implement to improve efficiency, 

effectiveness, and reliability throughout the organization. The first principle focuses on 

identifying failures early to reduce and eliminate their negative impacts. Principals must 

ensure that procedures and protocols are well established within the school to 

intentionally identify when staff and students are struggling so the proper support can be 

provided. Many schools have implemented a Response to Intervention (RTI) model to 

support students and staff on the academic side as well as a Positive Behavioral 

Intervention Support (PBIS) system to address student behaviors. By having established 

routines and protocols in place that everyone understands, staff can focus on identifying 

struggling students knowing that interventions are readily available to use. The second 

HRO principle, reluctance to simplify, works in conjunction with the first principle. 

When more interventions and supports are available to staff, they are better able to 
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analyze the specific issue and match it with the best intervention. Sensitivity to operations 

is the third principle and supports the first two principles. Teachers know what’s best for 

their students and need to be supported in making an informed decision. As they are 

interacting with the student each day, they are in the best position to provide information 

and make decisions about the student. Principals attentive to this principle support their 

staff in making decisions at the immediate level while also sharing this information with 

colleagues and school leadership. A commitment to resilience is the fourth principle of 

HRO. By having established routines and protocols for various situations, teachers have 

access to available resources to try different methods or interventions to enhance success. 

The last principle, deference to expertise, involves supporting teachers or other staff that 

are closest to the situation and best able to make informed decisions. While the principal 

is responsible for leading the school, teachers and support staff must be relied upon to 

make good decisions at the classroom and individual level. By developing a schoolwide 

understanding regarding the school’s operations and procedures, the principal helps 

create a more efficient and effective organization. 

 
Research Methodology 

 
 

A multiple embedded case study approach was used to understand how principal 

leadership develops and maintains collective teacher efficacy (CTE) in rural high schools, 

and how CTE and high reliability organization (HRO) principles contribute to the 

development of a high-performing high school under a principal’s leadership. High 

schools were identified by reviewing graduation rates and composite ACT scores for the 



153 
 

2013-14 and 2014-15 school years. This generated a list of 21 schools that had above the 

state average for both years for both criteria. However, when these schools factored in 

principal longevity with the same principal still in the position, the list was narrowed 

down to seven schools with four being chosen due to their larger size and the primary 

role the principal plays in these schools.  

Data were collected from teachers through an online collective efficacy survey, 

interviews, and observations. Demographic data were also collected on each school and 

community. Student handbooks and other documents were reviewed to provide additional 

evidence for consideration. In each school, interviews were conducted with the principal. 

A separate interview was also conducted with a focus group of three to five teachers 

willing to participate in study. 

Goddard and Hoy’s Collective Efficacy Scale survey was administered through an 

online survey to all teachers in each school to determine the CTE level of the staff. 

Interviews were conducted with the principal of each school as well as a focus group of 

three to five teachers to describe principal behaviors that contribute to the development of 

CTE. Eight total sources were identified that contribute to the development of CTE. Four 

of them are based on Bandura’s (1986, 1977) research. They are mastery experiences, 

vicarious experiences, verbal persuasion, and emotional arousal. The other four are 

Brinson and Steiner’s (2007) four propositions on specific principal actions to improve 

collective efficacy. These are building instructional knowledge and skills; creating 

opportunities for teachers to collaboratively share skills and experience; interpreting 
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results and providing actionable feedback on teachers’ performance; and involving 

teachers in school decision making.  

 
Three Emerging Themes 

 
 

 Three themes emerged across all four schools regarding HRO principles, CTE, 

and principal leadership. First, principals had developed “situational awareness” within 

their schools and had the pulse on what was happening in their schools overtly and 

covertly. Second, principals had established effective formal and informal channels of 

communication to ensure they were continually aware of how things were progressing in 

their schools as well as anticipating any potential problems. Third, they had a continuous 

school improvement process that was utilized to make improvements. Each one of these 

will be addressed in more depth. 

 Principals were keenly aware of the necessity to have “buyin” of their staff. They 

all had developed situational awareness to actively seek out feedback and perspectives 

from their staff. This is consistent with the research of Marzano, Waters and McNulty 

(2005) in their meta-analysis. Of the 21 responsibilities of school leaders they identified, 

situational awareness had the highest correlation (.33) with student academic 

achievement. Principals made a concerted effort to reach out and communicate with 

teachers through formal and informal avenues to identify potential problems and bring 

those to the forefront. The use of walkthroughs provided an opportunity for principals to 

have brief conversations with teachers to investigate how staff were feeling about an 

issue. Information was provided to all teachers and all staff discussions were held to fully 
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discuss issues and work towards a consensus that the staff would support. Through 

situational awareness, principals acknowledged the need for teachers to communicate 

concerns and have their voices heard in the operation of the school. Principals created 

different avenues for teachers to communicate concerns and viewpoints. The key to 

developing situational awareness is open lines of communication that work both ways. 

 All principals purposely pursued communication with all of their staff. This was 

accomplished through formal means of department and committee meetings, and 

informal channels such as walkthroughs or drive-bys. These informal meetings represent 

an opportunity for principals and teachers to connect professionally. Principals were 

constantly checking with their teachers to determine their level of support. All principals 

acknowledge the importance of staff input and ensuring a commitment to implementing 

changes. The intentional involvement of teachers in the decision making not only builds 

the CTE of the staff, but also enhances the HRO principles within the school. The 

discussion and dialogue that precedes a school wide decision take time and effort. All 

schools had processes and time set aside to ensure these discussions occurred and that all 

voices were heard and included in the final decision. This time and effort helped ensure a 

broad base of support and dedication to implementing improvements. 

 The third theme to emerge was each school had a process or cycle they followed 

that facilitated school improvement. Crucial to this process is that teachers were actively 

engaged in this school improvement process and often times leading it. Jefferson High 

School was the largest school which required a more formal structure to communicate 

throughout the school with goals aligned from the district level down to the classroom 
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level. Truman High School was the smallest school and utilized a bottom up method to 

develop goals and an action plan based on research and collaboration. No matter how the 

improvement cycle evolved, all principals vigorously engaged teachers in the school 

improvement process to lead the school forward. 

 All three of these themes incorporate the five HRO principles and eight CTE 

sources proposed by Bandura (1986, 1977) and Brinson and Steiner (2007) in this study 

to enable a high-performing high school. Situational awareness is directly influenced by 

the information that the principal receives or doesn’t receive. If open lines of 

communication are not established and work both ways, it is difficult to have a good 

understanding of staff perceptions on different issues. By being constantly aware of 

what’s occurring within their schools, these principals are able to address problems when 

they are small. Once issues are identified, the continuous school improvement process is 

used to have conversations and discussions around the issue that directly involve the 

staff. This is where the CTE of the staff is important as teachers are actively involved in 

making decisions at the school and classroom level to facilitate continuous improvement. 

Further, teachers are also given autonomy to modify or innovate regarding the 

implementation to adjust to immediate issues. This autonomy and innovation contributes 

to the development of the staff’s CTE through successful mastery experiences. Through 

formal and informal conversations, feedback is provided to the principal on what the staff 

is thinking regarding a specific issue. This information is influential not only in the 

principal’s decision-making, but the teachers as well. Being actively involved in the 
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decision-making process helps build the CTE of the staff. This is discussed further in the 

following section. 

 
Cross Case Findings for HRO 

 
 

 The third research question asked how the five HRO principles influence 

principal decision making in high performing rural Montana high schools. These 

questions were based upon Weick and Sutcliffe’s five HRO principles of preoccupation 

with failure; reluctance to simplify; sensitivity to operations; commitment to resilience; 

and deference to expertise. Principals were asked three questions during their interviews 

regarding how these principles effect their decision making process. The questions sought 

to understand how principals make decisions for the entire school while attending to the 

individual and group differences within the staff to create a high-performing high school. 

This is primarily accomplished through the establishment and use of a continuous school 

improvement process. 

 
Identifying Potential Problems 

 When making decisions, all principals were aware and cognizant about the 

potential impact on staff as well as the ripple effect throughout the school. This 

situational awareness helped them navigate and gauge the potential effects of their 

decisions. They utilized individual, small group, and all staff discussions to move 

towards consensus and collaborative decision making that the group would support and 

implement. This correlates to the HRO principles of preoccupation with failure, 

sensitivity to operations and deference to expertise. Principals are continually seeking 
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ways to improve their schools by focusing on what is and is not working. This is 

accomplished not only by analysis of data, but through continual and ongoing 

interactions with their staff. This addresses the two HRO principles of sensitivity to 

operations and deference to expertise by actively engaging teachers for feedback and 

input as to how this will impact their work environment and the collective operation of 

the school. This creates the collective understanding essential for a learning organization. 

When an organization learns collectively, they become more efficient and effective. This 

also empowers and builds the CTE of the staff as they are actively involved in making 

decisions that directly impact them on a daily basis. 

 
Teachers Influencing 
Decision Making 

 All principals communicated the necessity of teacher input when making 

decisions that affect the school, classroom, and teachers. By soliciting teachers’ 

perspective and insights on the nuances of potential changes, principals addressed the 

HRO principal of reluctance to simplify. Also, by problem-solving and anticipating how 

the decisions will impact different teachers and situations, principals are utilizing the 

HRO principles of sensitivity to operations, commitment to resilience, and deference to 

expertise. The implementation of the decision may have diverse impacts in different parts 

of the school. By discussing and planning ahead on how they would or would not work 

throughout the building, the principal is creating a collective and collaborative 

environment where the staff realizes that different aspects of the school may operate 

differently, but it is essential if they are to meet their collective goal. This also empowers 
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teachers as they are the decision makers in the particular situation. This creates a 

“mindful” school environment where teachers make decisions that are in the best interest 

of students rather than policy or procedure driven; although it is understood that these 

need to be followed and not blatantly discarded. Teacher involvement in decision-making 

is foundational in an effective continual school improvement process as well as the 

development of a staff’s CTE. 

 
Established Routines 

 All principals recognized the importance and value in having established routines 

and protocols to manage a school. However, all principals also recognize the value of 

continually reviewing these procedures to determine if they are still the most effective. 

Each principal had a different approach to the question of how they take into account the 

established routines and procedures when making decisions. Principals used a range of 

frameworks to intentionally look for flaws in their system. This is the first HRO principle 

of a focus on failures. Once a flaw is identified, it goes through a collaborative process of 

generating potential solutions (sensitivity to operations) which are then vetted by staff to 

determine their feasibility and potential effectiveness (reluctance to simplify). The key 

question is will this improve our school environment or not. The potential solution goes 

through numerous edits and revisions (commitment to resilience) until the staff 

determines it is worth implementing to improve the school environment. As the new 

routine or procedure is implemented, adjustments are communicated to and amongst staff 

to support its success (deference to expertise). All principals identified the five HRO 

principles within their decision making process. They all recognized the need to identify 
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and resolve problems early. They actively and intentionally sought out teacher input and 

perspective to inform their own decision-making, and they were keenly aware of the 

established routines and the challenges involved in changing them. By addressing the five 

HRO principles throughout their schools, principals help to enhance the efficiency and 

effectiveness of their schools as well as developing them as a learning organization. 

When organizations learn, this empowers and reinforces not only the efficacy of the 

people in the organization, but the organization as well. 

 
Cross Case Findings for CTE 

 
 

 The data revealed that all four schools had principals that exhibited behaviors that 

contributed to the development of CTE based on the eight different sources of CTE. Only 

one school, described principal behaviors that identified only five of the eight sources 

where principal actions contributed to the development of CTE. This school’s focus group 

expressed a concern with a lack of visibility and informal feedback. While this school had 

the least amount of identified principal behaviors in support of CTE development, it was 

also the school that had the highest CTE of the four schools. This could be attributed to the 

teachers already having a well-established culture of collaboration and collective efficacy 

as indicated by some of the teacher responses. Also, this school’s principal had only been 

in his position for the past four years which was the shortest principal longevity of the four 

schools in the study. This aligns with the Wallace Foundation’s (2015) claim. “A rule of 

thumb is that the principal should be in place about five to seven years in order to have a 

beneficial impact on a school” (p. 15). All other schools had principals who had been in 
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the position for six or more years. Of the eight sources identified in this study, a key 

finding is that two sources appear to have more of an impact on the development of CTE. 

They are mastery experiences and involving teachers in decision making with many of the 

other sources supporting and enhancing the development of these sources.  

 
Mastery Experiences: Teacher 
Autonomy, Support, 
and Communication 

Teacher autonomy and being allowed to innovate by trying different methods, 

approaches, and ideas was clearly identified. Principals stressed they were intentionally 

looking for good things to comment on. This helped to develop a safe environment for 

teachers to experiment and innovate. Principals supported their teachers in developing 

collective efficacy by being supportive, visible, and communicating with their teachers. 

Their use of walkthroughs was one of the ways in which they offered feedback and 

positive reinforcement to teachers. There was an emphasis on informal and 

conversational feedback. A team environment was also identified as essential to working 

with teachers. This again reinforces teacher’s autonomy and trust in the decisions they 

make which builds the CTE of the staff. This source appears to have great influence on 

the development of CTE as teachers have some control and influence in the management 

and operation of the school. Donohoo (2016) states that “providing teachers greater 

autonomy and influence over important decisions will help to build collective efficacy” 

(p. 2). This directly ties into another source of CTE of involving teachers in decision 

making that was clearly communicated as equally important to teachers.  
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Involve Teachers in Decision 
Making: Active, Intentional, 
and Professional 

 All principals expressed the importance of soliciting teacher input when making 

school decisions. They had both formal and informal avenues for gathering this input. 

Principals often relied more on the informal and brief conversations to guide and 

influence their decision-making process. They also had small group or committee 

discussions prior to all staff discussions to gain a more in-depth teacher perspective. 

Additionally, all four teacher focus groups also expressed being involved in making 

decisions through various means. Teachers often felt they were leading and setting the 

direction for the school alongside the principal. This again reinforced teacher autonomy 

and treating them as professionals and experts that are competent to do the job well 

which develops their CTE. This is supported by Lewis’s (2009) research. “With more 

opportunity to participate in school decision-making, teams build more mastery 

experiences in this type of decision-making and experience social persuasion through 

colleagues’ feedback” (p. 72). The approach varied in each school, but all teacher focus 

groups discussed being involved in making decisions. Principals were very careful to 

continue conversations until consensus was reached or at least to a point that most of the 

staff would support it. This source was identified in all four schools as important not only 

to the principals, but to the teachers as well. Teachers also relied on gathering 

information and data to help guide their decisions which is another CTE source.  
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Data Analysis and Feedback: 
Continuous School 
Improvement Process 

 All four schools discussed collecting data from various sources to inform their 

decisions; and principals were involved to varying degrees with analysis and feedback. 

Some principals analyzed data and shared their findings with the teachers while other 

principals collaboratively analyzed data with their teachers. Different types of data were 

collected at the different schools depending on what the school and district were trying to 

improve. While identifying areas for improvement, an important observation is that these 

schools were solution orientated. Data were viewed as information and feedback to gauge 

whether or not the students, school, or particular programs were effective. Teachers did 

not report being defensive or concerned about collecting data as they know it would not 

be “used against them.” They felt confident their principal would support them in 

improving those areas and they would have a voice in how they would address and 

improve that area. The school improvement goals provided the impetus for some of the 

data collection. This further supports the development of both the CTE source of mastery 

experiences and teacher decision making. All schools utilized the MyVoice Survey which 

measures students’ and teachers’ perception about the school culture. This focus on the 

culture of the school from the teacher and student perspective is important in the 

development of CTE. Ensuring schools are a safe environment for both students and 

teachers contributes to a supportive and collaborative environment for everyone. This 

was a collaborative process with the principal, which connects to another source of CTE 

– creating opportunities for collaboration. 
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Collaboration Opportunities: 
Scheduled and Structured Time 

 Providing collaboration time was important for all principals. In his recent work, 

What Works Best in Education, John Hattie (2015) states that school leaders “must have 

the expertise to enable teachers to work collaboratively and question their effectiveness” 

(p.24). Creating opportunities for teachers to collaborate together and with their principal 

is essential to making informed decisions. All principals expressed the importance of 

providing this time for teachers to focus and reflect upon their teaching practices, 

assessment data, individual students, school procedures, and other items related to the 

teaching and learning process. This directly supports teachers in making informed 

decisions and interpreting results. By providing time and information for dialogue and 

reflection, teachers are able to collectively focus on improving the specific situation. This 

further enhances CTE through teacher autonomy and strengths mastery experiences to 

develop the school’s CTE. All four schools utilized a different approach to address this 

from a daily collaboration time to a Friday once a month. What’s most important is that 

teachers are provided time for professional discourse and discussion centered on student 

and school issues. With all of the demands on teacher time, it is vital that principals carve 

out and protect this time for teachers.  

 
Building Instructional Knowledge  
and Skills: Professional Development 

Building instructional knowledge and skills was another source this study 

identified as developing the CTE of a staff. Teachers again reported that principals 

supported their instructional knowledge by treating them as professionals that needed to 
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individually refine their professional expertise. This autonomy to individually develop 

their craft contributes to the development of CTE. Principals worked diligently to fund 

professional development opportunities for their teachers and encouraged their 

participation in their professional organizations. Instructional coaches were brought into 

two of the schools and were effective in developing teachers’ instructional strategies 

when viewed as a support and not an evaluation. Principals supported teachers in 

developing their instructional knowledge and skills in a variety of ways. Some schools 

brought in outside instructional coaches to work directly with teachers in a supportive 

and non-evaluative manner. One principal facilitated a school wide book study to 

research instructional strategies and build a collective knowledge base. All principals 

supported teachers by providing collaboration opportunities within the confines of their 

school day for teachers to share and discuss good instruction and teaching methodology. 

This also related to the CTE source of emotional arousal in terms of teacher observations 

and evaluations. 

 
Emotional Arousal: Informal 
Conversations and Feedback 

When teachers were asked about teacher observations and evaluations, they 

reported that informal and frequent feedback was more effective in developing teachers’ 

efficacy than summative evaluations. Teachers reported that the informal conversations 

were important to them and not just regarding instruction. When feedback is supportive 

and provided on an ongoing basis, teachers felt appreciated and supported. The converse 

is also true. The frequency of the feedback is important along with recognizing efforts in 
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not only instructional effectiveness, but other areas as well. This feedback also 

contributed to teachers being more receptive to address something when it was brought to 

their attention.  

An important observation regarding the teacher evaluation process centers on the 

role of trust. When teacher evaluations are presented and viewed as evaluative, it has the 

effect of eroding the trust necessary for building a collaborative and engaging culture as 

teachers become defensive. Holding teachers “accountable” for everything that occurs in 

the school and student achievement results can have a debilitating effect on the trust 

between principal and teacher. The principals in all four schools stressed the importance 

and intentional focus on recognizing all of the good things teachers were doing in and out 

of the classroom. This directly relates to verbal persuasion which is another source of 

CTE. 

 
Verbal Persuasion: Positive 
Reinforcement and Feedback 

 Verbal persuasion was closely linked to emotional arousal as teachers sought 

constructive feedback and positive reinforcement. Through the informal conversations and 

focus on teacher strengths, principals were intentional and purposeful in creating a safe 

supportive culture for teachers in their schools. Principals must able to provide 

constructive feedback that will encourage and not dishearten teachers. This is critical in 

developing teacher and staff efficacy. 

Also, principals need to establish solid professional relationships with their 

teachers so they can approach them about issues to resolve a situation prior to it becoming 
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a major issue. It is important the teachers know their principal will anticipate and deflect 

outside influences so teachers can focus on their primary responsibilities in the classroom. 

If teachers were struggling with a student or situation, they were not viewed in a negative 

light, but offered suggestions and ideas on how they might improve. They worked to 

create a culture where teachers could try different things in their classrooms without 

fearing negative feedback from the principal. Principals wanted their teachers to innovate 

and provided support even if they did not go as planned. This again assists with teacher 

innovation and autonomy enhancing the CTE of the staff. 

 
Vicarious Experiences: 
Peer Observation and  
Professional Development 

 One way principals supported vicarious experiences was through providing 

professional development opportunities for teachers not only through workshops but 

within the school and between teachers. As teachers are diverse in their content areas and 

individual backgrounds and experiences, it is important to provide professional 

development that is tailored to individual needs rather than a one size fits all approach. All 

principals acknowledged the importance of providing professional development 

opportunities and training for teachers to improve their craft. This was accomplished in a 

variety of ways. The peer observation model implemented by the JFK High School was 

promoted by both the teachers and principals as an invaluable resource in observing other 

teachers to improve their own professional practices. Again, a team environment where 

everyone works together and shares knowledge and skills was stressed. Principals were 

very supportive of their teachers attending training and collaborating with each other to 
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improve their practice. They had established an open door policy with their teachers who 

could count on them to be a resource provider. Other schools supported their teachers by 

finding the funds to send teachers to workshops and trainings of their choosing. By giving 

teachers ownership and control of their own professional development, this again 

reinforced teachers as decision makers. This also supported teachers in their mastery 

experience development, as they become more of an expert and “professional” in their 

content and practice. This is an important support in developing individual and collective 

efficacy of the staff. Teachers are more confident in their ability to not only perform better 

in their classroom, but they are also able to support other colleagues, which builds a more 

collaborative culture.  

A key finding regarding the development of the CTE of a school is that mastery 

experiences and involving teachers in the decision making stand out as being particularly 

important sources that principals need to address and reaffirm on an ongoing basis. These 

two sources work in combination with each other to reinforce and enhance the collective 

efficacy of the staff under the guidance and support of the principal. While all four 

principals shared examples and incidents of how they develop the CTE of their staffs 

through each of the eight sources, the underlying foundation is the establishment of a 

collaborative and cohesive environment for the teachers and principal to interact. 

Teachers must feel supported in their efforts to improve and view their principal as a 

nonjudgmental resource they can turn to for assistance and guidance. When teachers view 

the principal as an evaluator, they are less receptive to feedback. However, when the 
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relationship between the teacher and principal is one of support and guidance, teachers 

appreciate and are open to constructive feedback. In fact, they seek it out.  

Also, the other six sources of CTE appear to reinforce and enhance these two 

sources. Mastery experiences are strengthened by teachers improving their instructional 

knowledge. Principals primarily facilitate this through the informal and formal feedback 

they provide to teachers, creating space for innovation and supporting teacher autonomy. 

The sources of emotional arousal, vicarious experiences, and verbal persuasion also 

contribute to enhancing mastery experiences. The principal addresses these sources by 

providing teachers with informal and positive reinforcement in a supportive and 

collaborative environment. Creating opportunities for collaboration along with providing 

teachers with data both contribute to the CTE source of involving teachers in decision 

making. While eight sources are important and work in combination, it is essential to 

identify which sources are foundational to building and sustaining the CTE of a school. 

 
Implications 

 
 

This study can provide new insights on how principals develop collective teacher 

efficacy (CTE) and utilize the five high reliability organization principals to create a 

high-performing high school in rural Montana. There is limited research on how 

principals develop collective teacher efficacy (CTE) and utilize the five high reliability 

organization principals to create a high-performing high school. However, Donohoo 

(2016) proposes three conditions that foster CTE by creating enabling conditions. The 

first condition is advancing teacher influence by increasing opportunities for meaningful 
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engagement. The second is having clear goals reached through staff consensus and the 

last condition is responsiveness of leadership. This refers to the principal helping others 

to carry out their responsibilities and “requires awareness of situations” (p. 3). This study 

supports the importance of establishing these conditions to create a high performing high 

school through the implementation of HRO principles and development of CTE. How the 

principal can develop the CTE of their staff and infuse HRO principals to achieve a high 

performing school will now be explained in further detail. 

 
CTE 

 The CTE of all four high schools was in the average to above average range, but 

within 1 SD of the mean score. This is an important finding in that it demonstrates that 

average to above average CTE at the high school level can have a positive impact on a 

school. This is important in that Hattie (2015) identified CTE as a significant factor 

influencing student achievement with an effect size of 1.57. Further, if the CTE can be 

enhanced and improved by the principal, then this may assist other schools in developing 

into a high performing school. While eight different CTE sources were examined, this 

study provides a starting point for further investigation by identifying mastery 

experiences and involving teachers in decision making as two foundational sources of 

CTE that principals need to address. The principals in all four schools in this study tapped 

into these sources to build a positive school culture and a continuous school improvement 

process to increase student achievement.  

 Mastery experiences were a source that principals actively developed with their 

staffs. This took the form of teacher autonomy and creating space for teachers to innovate 
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and try new ideas in a supportive environment. Teachers reported their principals were 

not “micromanagers” and treated them like professionals. This autonomy and support 

was appreciated and respected by the teachers. Further, it fueled their drive to excel and 

improve the school for the benefit of the kids. Mastery experiences also interact and 

comingle with involving teachers in the decision-making process. This source was not 

only expressed by all of the teacher focus groups, but was strongly identified as key to 

moving the staff forward by the principal. When teachers are included to identify and 

problem solve issues, they are empowered to persevere through difficulties. They “own” 

the process and results. Further as they are typically at the source of implementation, they 

best know how to adjust and adapt to resolve the current issue. This connects to all five of 

the HRO principles: preoccupation with failure, reluctance to simplify, sensitivity to 

operations, commitment to resilience, and deference to expertise. Mastery experiences 

and involving teachers in decision-making are the lynchpins between principal 

leadership, CTE, and HRO principles in a high performing school.  

 
HRO 

 All principals addressed the five HRO principles in their school operations 

primarily through their version of a continuous school improvement process. While some 

schools had a very formal and committee driven process for reviewing results and 

making changes, others school were more informal, but with a clear structure to follow. 

Some schools did spend more time analyzing the data in-depth, but the majority of the 

time in all schools was devoted to developing solutions to address the issue. There were 

structured processes in place to identify failures in the system particularly when it came 
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to struggling students. Teachers were highly involved in the organization and their input 

and guidance actively sought. Open lines of formal and informal communication were 

established that facilitated adaption to changing conditions in real time. Further, having a 

continuous school improvement process in place helped to not only identify potential 

problems (preoccupation with failure), but how to effectively address them. When 

problems did arise, this prompted a discussion and reflection on how to best address the 

issue. There is a commitment to understanding the problem and nuances of situations in 

order to use the best strategy or intervention (reluctance to simplify and sensitivity to 

operations). Teachers were trusted and supported in making decisions based on the best 

interest of the student and within the parameters of school and principal expectations 

(deference to expertise and sensitivity to operations). The principals’ support of teachers 

was critical in developing an atmosphere of trust and mutual respect with the staff. 

Principals were able to gauge the progress and pulse of the staff through informal and 

formal channels of communication and head off problems early. As it was safe to make 

mistakes or not get it right the first time, teachers were comfortable in trying different 

methods to meet the goals. An attitude of “failure is not an option” permeates the staff 

and promotes and atmosphere of perseverance in meeting the expectations. This continual 

cycle enhanced the collective understanding of the school leading to efficient operation of 

the school. By having well-established lines of two way communication and ensuring the 

continual school improvement process is utilized on an ongoing basis, principals 

effectively attended to all five HRO principles by being situationally aware and 

supporting implementation of staff driven changes. 
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Principal Leadership 

 Principal leadership is the key component that allows the collective efficacy of the 

staff to work in conjunction with high reliability principles to produce a high-performing 

school. By building a safe and supportive environment where teachers can implement and 

innovate, the building leadership acts more as a facilitator rather than a director. The 

concept of teacher autonomy and trusting teachers as professionals to do their job was 

clearly identified by the teacher groups and principals. This trust in their ability to 

succeed directly contributed to their self and collective efficacy. It also fueled their 

passion to improve the school in other ways. Even when things did not go as planned, 

teachers doubled their efforts to fix the problem as they wanted to succeed. The guidance, 

support, and trust of the principal in this process are foundational to a high-performing 

school.  

 Principals were also cognizant that decisions had to include significant teacher 

input and were best made when teachers were taking the lead. By being constantly aware 

of what was  occurring with their schools on the surface and beneath, these principals 

were able to intentionally look for potential problems or “failures” to better anticipate and 

react to them. This situational awareness is facilitated through the formal and informal 

communication channels they have established. Principals purposely provided staff with 

information and data to identify areas for improvement and facilitated conversations on 

how to best address these areas. Support was their primary role rather than being the 

leader to decide what solutions were going to be implemented. By facilitating and 

supporting teachers in identifying issues and solutions, principals gained the trust of their 
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staff and were able to collaboratively improve the school for students and staff. By 

focusing on developing the CTE of the staff, principals are also improving the HRO 

principles operating within their school creating a more effective and efficient school 

environment that better meets the needs of all of its students. 

 
Recommendations for Future Research 

 
 

 One area that needs further exploration is in regards to the relationship between 

CTE and principal leadership. While this study only looked at four different schools, the 

school with the highest CTE had the lowest principal involvement from the teacher’s 

perspective and the school with the lowest CTE appeared to have the highest principal 

involvement. Is there an inverse relationship between the principal involvement and 

support on a daily basis and the CTE of the staff? Do teachers “pull together” if they 

perceive a lack of principal leadership to support and manage the school? When teachers 

feel their principal takes care of issues rather than their colleagues, does that lead to a 

reliance on the principal rather than each other? This topic needs further investigation. 

 Another area for consideration would be to increase the knowledge base of how 

principals can improve the collective efficacy of their staffs. While this study identified 

eight sources and explored how they contribute to a high-performing school, there may 

be other sources that influence or develop CTE. Further, this study identified two 

predominate sources of mastery experiences and teacher decision making as having a 

greater influence on the development of a staff’s CTE, would this be consistent with 

other future research? Are there other sources of CTE that have not been identified that 
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need investigating? Also, how, if any, does each source of CTE correlate to student 

achievement? This study provides an introductory exposure to sources of CTE and the 

principal’s role in its development and maintenance. Further research is needed to 

corroborate these results. 

 
Final Summary 

 
 

This study sought to understand how principal leadership develops and maintains 

collective teacher efficacy (CTE) in rural high schools, and how CTE and high reliability 

organization (HRO) principles contribute to the development of a high-performing rural 

high school. Principals have a key role to play in the development of CTE as well as the 

implementation of HRO principles in their schools to create a high-performing school. 

The results of this study add to existing body of knowledge by confirming the role CTE 

plays in student achievement and success. Specifically, schools with higher CTE tend to 

produce achievement results that are higher. This is certainly the case with these four 

schools as they were all selected based on their higher than average ACT scores and 

graduation rates and all four schools exhibit average to above average CTE. The role of 

HRO principles in an educational setting is less developed in the literature, but this study 

does add to the importance of how these principles can manifest themselves within a 

school to facilitate a safe and orderly operation as well as enable a collaborative 

continuous school improvement process. Principal leadership has been well researched 

and continues to be key component of any effective school. This study also adds to the 

research base on the importance of principal leadership in high-performing high schools. 
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The existing literature on CTE, HRO principles, and principle leadership have provided 

insights into how each can impact student achievement individually. This study sought to 

understand how principals develop collective teacher efficacy (CTE) and utilize the five 

high reliability organization principals to create a high-performing high school in rural 

Montana. Through this study, three themes emerged. 

 First, principals had developed “situational awareness” within their schools. 

When principals utilize situational awareness to intentionally anticipate problems they are 

using the HRO principles to effectively manage the situation. This situational awareness 

also interacts with the collective efficacy of the teachers as they are actively involved in 

providing information and responding to it. This also enhances CTE through promoting 

an atmosphere of trust and autonomy of the teachers which directly enhances mastery 

experiences. Principals actively sought teacher input into the direction and 

implementation of school improvement measures by being aware of what’s happening in 

their schools above and below the surface. This active involvement of teachers 

contributes to the development of the CTE through teacher decision making. 

 Second, principals had established effective formal and informal channels of 

communication to ensure they were continually aware of how their school was operating 

on a daily basis as well as intentionally looking for any problems or “failures” in the 

system. Principals purposely established open lines of two-way communication. Relevant 

and timely communication facilitated the principal’s situational awareness and engaged 

the staff in decision making. Good communication also assisted in building trust and 

support between teachers and principals which led to teacher autonomy and innovation. 
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Teachers involved in decision making and mastery experiences through teacher 

autonomy and innovation were foundational sources of CTE identified in this study. 

 Third, all schools had a continuous school improvement process that was utilized 

to make improvements. Through situational awareness of the principal and a supportive 

and trusting environment, teachers were engaged and leading the school improvement 

process. Principals purposely pursued teacher input and ideas and often let teachers take 

the lead in the direction of the school. This trust and support in their decision making 

reinforced their individual and collective efficacy. It further supported the execution of 

HRO principles within the school through the continuous school improvement process. 

While more research is certainly needed to further explore and ascertain the role 

of principal leadership in the development of CTE as well as how HRO principles operate 

within a school, this study does provide an initial starting point for further exploration. 

Overall, this study added to the literature base by providing specific examples of how 

principal leadership develops and maintains collective teacher efficacy (CTE) in rural 

high schools. It also builds on previous research by clarifying how CTE and high 

reliability organization (HRO) principles contribute to the development of a high-

performing rural high school through an established continuous school improvement 

process. 
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