
EDITORIAL FOREWORD 
Advancing Innovation Through Scholarship: Launching the Inaugural 

Special Editorial Issue 

The Journal of Innovations in Education & Human Development: Research and Practice 
(JIEHD) is founded on the belief that rigorous scholarship has the power to inform practice, 
influence policy, and inspire meaningful change across educational and human development 
contexts. As a peer-reviewed, open-access journal, JIEHD is committed to disseminating high-
quality, interdisciplinary research that advances knowledge, fosters innovation, and promotes 
evidence-based solutions to contemporary challenges facing educators, leaders, researchers, and 
practitioners. The journal serves as a scholarly forum for original research, theoretical and 
conceptual contributions, innovative practices, literature reviews, and case studies that bridge the 
gap between research and professional practice. 

This inaugural Special Editorial Issue marks an important milestone in the establishment of 
JIEHD and reflects the journal's commitment to scholarly excellence. To commemorate the 
launch of the journal, members of the Editorial Board and Advisory Board were invited to 
contribute manuscripts representing their areas of expertise and current scholarly work. These 
invited contributions establish the intellectual foundation of the journal while demonstrating the 
breadth, quality, and interdisciplinary nature of scholarship that JIEHD seeks to promote. 
Collectively, the manuscripts exemplify the collaborative leadership and academic rigor that will 
continue to shape the journal's identity and future direction. 

The educational landscape continues to evolve in response to technological advancement, 
demographic shifts, changing policy environments, and increasingly complex societal needs. 
Addressing these challenges requires interdisciplinary collaboration that extends beyond 
traditional disciplinary boundaries. Educational innovation is strengthened through the 
integration of leadership, instructional practice, organizational development, technology, equity, 
human development, and policy research. The manuscripts featured in this Special Editorial 
Issue reflect these interconnected perspectives, illustrating how diverse methodological 
approaches and disciplinary lenses contribute to a deeper understanding of educational 
improvement and organizational effectiveness. 

Guided by the theme, Leading Innovation Through Research and Practice: Perspectives on 
Educational Leadership, Learning, and Human Development, this Special Editorial Issue is 
organized to reflect the progression of educational leadership from preparation and professional 
development to instructional innovation, equity-centered leadership, and systems-level decision-
making. 

 



The issue opens with Designing the Future of Leadership Preparation, featuring Redesigning 
Educational Leadership Preparation Programs in New Mexico: One University's Perspective. 
This conceptual article examines the redesign of a university educational leadership program in 
response to newly adopted state standards and demonstrates how leadership preparation 
programs can intentionally prepare aspiring leaders to meet the evolving demands of 
contemporary educational systems. 

The second section, Developing and Sustaining Educational Leaders, focuses on the 
structures and relationships that support leadership development throughout advanced graduate 
study. Assistant Principals in Doctoral Programs: Engaging Sources of Support explores the 
experiences of assistant principals enrolled in doctoral programs and highlights the importance of 
faculty mentorship, cohort models, and institutional support. Complementing this work, Online 
Doctoral Persistence: Students' Perceptions of Dissertation Success Factors examines the 
experiences of graduates of online doctoral programs and identifies key factors associated with 
persistence and dissertation completion. Together, these studies underscore the importance of 
relational, organizational, and academic supports in cultivating future educational leaders. 

The third section, Transforming Teaching, Learning, and Leadership, examines innovation 
within instructional and organizational contexts. Hands-On, Minds-On: Strategies for Teachers 
and Educational Leaders to Enhance Student Learning synthesizes current research to present 
evidence-based instructional strategies that promote meaningful student learning through 
intentional instructional design. Accompanying this contribution, Digital Resilience in Teacher 
Education: The Role of School Leadership in Strengthening Work-Integrated Learning Across 
Contexts explores how distributed leadership, professional learning communities, and 
organizational resilience facilitate sustainable digital transformation across educational settings. 
Together, these articles demonstrate how leadership and instructional innovation work 
collaboratively to improve educational practice. 

The fourth section, Equity, Identity, and Inclusive Leadership, features Baila Conmigo: 
Reimagining Leadership Development Through Latina-Centered Mentoring. Drawing upon 
culturally sustaining perspectives, community cultural wealth, and Mujerista scholarship, this 
conceptual framework offers an innovative approach to mentoring Latina educational leaders 
through identity development, community engagement, advocacy, and leadership empowerment. 
The article broadens traditional conceptions of leadership development by emphasizing the 
critical role of culture, representation, and belonging in fostering equitable educational 
leadership. 

The issue concludes with Leadership for Policy and System Change, featuring Stakeholder 
Perceptions of Four-Day School Weeks: Leadership and Policy Implications in K–12 Education. 
Employing a convergent mixed-methods design, this study investigates the perceptions of 
teachers, administrators, and school board members regarding four-day school week models. The 
findings illuminate the complexity of educational decision-making by examining stakeholder 



perspectives related to instructional quality, educator well-being, equity, childcare, and 
organizational sustainability. The article reinforces the importance of evidence-informed 
leadership and inclusive policy development when implementing systemic educational change. 

Although each manuscript addresses a distinct area of inquiry, collectively these contributions 
illustrate that educational innovation is strengthened through intentional leadership, collaborative 
partnerships, interdisciplinary inquiry, and a sustained commitment to continuous improvement. 
Across diverse educational contexts, the authors emphasize that effective leadership is developed 
through rigorous preparation, meaningful mentoring, instructional excellence, culturally 
responsive practice, organizational resilience, and informed policy decisions. Together, these 
themes reflect the multifaceted nature of educational leadership and underscore the importance 
of integrating research with practice to address contemporary educational challenges. 

As the inaugural Special Editorial Issue of JIEHD, this collection establishes the journal's 
commitment to publishing scholarship that is methodologically rigorous, practically relevant, and 
socially responsive. The Editorial Team extends its sincere appreciation to the members of the 
Editorial Board and Advisory Board whose scholarly contributions have made this inaugural 
issue possible. Their leadership and dedication exemplify the collaborative spirit upon which the 
journal is founded and provide a strong foundation for future volumes. 

It is our hope that the scholarship presented in this issue will stimulate meaningful dialogue, 
inspire future research, and encourage innovative practices that advance education and human 
development across diverse local, national, and international contexts. We invite scholars, 
practitioners, and educational leaders to engage with the ideas presented herein and to contribute 
to the continued growth of JIEHD as a scholarly forum dedicated to advancing research, 
informing practice, and promoting transformative change. 

 

—Kathryn Washington, Editor-in-Chief  

Journal of Innovations in Education & Human Development: Research and Practice 
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Abstract 
New Mexico Governor, Michelle Lujan Grisham, signed House Bill 157 in April of 2025 with 
the goal of adding robust standards to the state’s educational leadership preparation programs. 
These standards seek to transform and update PK-12 educational leadership master’s programs to 
ensure that aspiring school leaders are prepared with current research-based skills and 
competencies. This conceptual paper describes how the PK-12 educational leadership program 
faculty at New Mexico State University (NMSU) addressed the new programmatic mandates. 
Updates to the NMSU educational leadership PK-12 program structure seeks to develop aspiring 
school leaders with the capacity to lead culturally diverse school communities in New Mexico.  

Keywords: educational change, educational leadership, residency programs, principalship 

Research has confirmed the importance of effective school leadership for a safe and inclusive 
environment that focuses on student learning, teacher development, and community involvement 
(Gooden, 2012; Khalifa, 2012, Noguera, 2011; Scriber & Crow, 2012, Theoharis & Scanlan, 
2026). Educational administrators are key in establishing the culture and climate of their schools, 
serving as instructional leaders, hiring, and developing effective teachers, and initiating 
meaningful community engagement. On a daily basis, more than 47 million PK-12 students 
attend public schools across the United States (National Center for Education Statistics, 2025). 
From rural to urban, large to small school districts, educators tirelessly work to meet the needs of 
a variety of learners. The frequent disconnect with students, especially those from economically 
disadvantaged backgrounds, English learners, students with mental health issues and special 
learning needs often leads to students performing poorly on state standardized assessments, 
dropping out at higher rates and leaving high school ill-prepared for college or careers. Large, 
impersonal schools often lead students to become passive and disengaged. Today’s schools need 
what Rosa Rivera McCuthen (2021) has coined “radical care.”  As described in her book, 
Radical Care: Leading for Justice in Urban Schools, radical care is “a way of leading that moves 
beyond the individual circumstances and conditions of schooling and works to create structural 
change” (Rivera-McCutchen, 2021, p. 14). Radical care aims to address systemic injustices 
within communities and improve the conditions of schooling for students by building on existing 
community assets and strengths.  



 

The radical care framework includes five components: 1) adopting an antiracist stance; 2) 
cultivating authentic relationships; 3) believing in students’ and teachers’ capacity for 
excellence; 4) leveraging power strategically; and 5) embracing a spirit of radical hope (Rivera-
McCutchen, 2021). A lack of radical care is evidenced in the educational inequities across the 
national but overwhelmingly in New Mexico. As three PK-12 faculty members in the 
Educational Leadership and Administration Program (ELAD) at New Mexico State University, 
we are collaborating with our cohort universities to implement “radical care” - transformative 
changes to our educational leadership programs that will address the long-standing needs of New 
Mexico.  

New Mexico has ranked at or near the bottom on education, economics and “family and 
community” based on the annual Kids Count report that tracks sixteen metrics of children’s 
access to education, health, economic and social stability at home (2024). Seventy-nine percent 
of fourth grade students are not proficient in reading while 87% are not proficient in 8th grade 
mathematics (Kids Count, 2024). With a long history of low accountability scores and 
graduation rates with high student absenteeism, school districts in the state have struggled to 
meet the needs of students despite attempts to implement various education reform initiatives. In 
addition, New Mexico is one of the 10 lowest states for principal retention (Think New Mexico, 
2025). A strong motivator for educational leadership reform derived from the 2018 
Yazzie/Martinez vs. New Mexico lawsuit which asserted that the state failed to provide an 
equitable education to low-income, Native American, English language learners and students 
with disabilities (NM Center on Law and Poverty, 2022). The ruling from the lawsuit established 
that the state had failed to provide services and programs such as dual language, social services, 
small class sizes, extended learning and funding for teacher retention. In light of the 
Yazzie/Martinez decision, school districts in New Mexico are working to address the long 
standing academic inequities. This paper describes how the PK-12 educational leadership 
program faculty at New Mexico State University (NMSU) addressed the new programmatic 
mandates. Updates to the NMSU educational leadership PK-12 program structure seeks to 
develop aspiring school leaders with the capacity to lead culturally diverse school communities 
in New Mexico.  

Revisiting School Leadership Development 
Students need equity-oriented leaders who wish to provide equal educational opportunities and a 
high quality education to all students regardless of socioeconomic and cultural background 
(Cooper, 2009). School leaders with the capacity to lead culturally diverse school communities 
are critical to the future of public education, especially in New Mexico.  

On April 10, 2025, Governor Michelle Lujan Grisham signed New Mexico House Bill 157 to 
develop and support school and district leaders. University education preparation programs were 
tasked with applying for the new SAPP (Site Administrator Preparation Program). This state-
funded program seeks to boast candidate quality, preparation and retention of graduate students 
interested in pursuing the masters degree in educational leadership in New Mexico. The New 
Mexico Public Education Department (NMPED) must approve each university SAPP to include: 

• Comprehensive curriculum aligned to national and state standards
• Deliberate candidate recruitment and selection



 

• Robust clinical experiences; and
• Formal partnerships between university programs, districts and charter schools

(NMPED, 2026).

The Current NMSU Principal Preparation Program 
The Division of Educational Leadership and Administration in the School of Teacher 
Preparation, Administration and Leadership at New Mexico State University has a goal of 
graduating proficient, competent and social justice minded leaders to serve the southern New 
Mexico borderland communities.  

The NMSU Master of Arts (M.A.) plus Licensure Program in Educational Leadership and 
Administration emphasizes school administration and organization, effective leadership 
strategies, campus business management, and federal, state, and local school regulations. 
Students in this program cultivate skills necessary to evaluate programs for overall school 
improvement, implement research to improve instruction and curricula and understand how 
diverse populations and special programs affect a school and its community. Our program 
consists of 11 courses, two of which are clinical based, for a total of 33 credit hours. Courses 
focus on instructional leadership, strategy and operations, policies and regulations, curriculum 
development, evaluation methods, sustainable change, pedagogical theory, and the application of 
data for school improvement. Our program consists of 11 courses, two of which are clinical 
based, for a total of 33 credit hours.  

The Department of Educational Leadership and Administration Principal Preparation Program 
boasts the following:  

• Hybrid Coursework: Coursework is online except for the residency in a student-
friendly format that is interactive, engaging, and practical. This is helpful to students
with full-time work in schools and districts. With a total of 450 hours in the field
throughout the two years of coursework and four hours a month, per course
synchronous online professor-led instruction; students get practical support and
learning in a school leadership environment and practical and theoretical support
from coaches and faculty in a hybrid environment.

• Time Efficient: This two-year program begins in the fall and ends the following
spring.

• Nationally Recognized: Our program is a member of the University Council for
Educational Administration, a collective of top research institutions specializing in
advancing educational leadership and policy.

• Highly Effective: Prepare for Principal certification while you satisfy program
requirements (you will need a level 3B teaching license in the state of NM, pass the
state certification test, pay the fee for the state certification test, and pay the fee for
the NM administrator’s license). Our pass rate in 2021-2022 and 2022-2023 for the
NM Assessment for School Leaders exam was 100%.

• Hands-on Learning: Due to our hybrid format, students can apply the knowledge they
learn in class to their principal residencies as well as apply their experiences during
their NMPED required 450 hours in the field to the coaching and theory provided in
their coursework.



 

• Supportive Faculty: Students benefit from engaged and dedicated faculty who offer
career guidance and personalized assistance and have real-world experience in school
administration.

• Affordable: Students can advance their career in a top-rated program at a fraction of
the cost compared to similar institutions.

• Social Justice: Our program has a continuous focus on social justice and equity for
southwest borderland communities and responds and acts upon the requirements
provided by the state of NM, CAEP, and the mandates from Yazzie v. Martinez court
case.

Overall, ELAD provides high-quality instruction, direction, and support for students in a hybrid 
format allowing a combination of practice and theory. Our online classes are facilitated using 
updated and appropriate technologies and platforms to allow for engagement in discussions, and 
online and face-to-face group activities, promoting active learning. Timely feedback and 
guidance are provided to students on their coursework, discussions, and 
assessments. Assignments and syllabi are linked directly to the new NMPED standards for 
aspiring principals.  

Fall 2026 Proposed Changes to Our Program: Principal Residencies 
The New Mexico Public Education Department will fund full year residencies for aspiring 
principals through university leadership preparation programs. The goal of the residencies is to 
provide authentic, field-based opportunities to practice competencies that will prepare graduates 
for future administrator roles in the state. With more intensely prepared school leaders, the hope 
is to retain campus leaders who have become transformative administrators who have increased 
student achievement, tackled chronic absenteeism, increased family and community engagement 
and increased graduation rates in New Mexico.  

The NMSU educational leadership program will pilot three full-time residencies in the fall of 
2026. The principal residency grant opportunity will allow us to better prepare all our students 
and pilot full-time, full-year residencies alongside our regular cohort-based program. The three 
chosen students will be able to move directly into a leadership role having been coached and 
working alongside their mentor principals at two different levels of schools. Through the SAPP, 
we will further partnerships with our participating district(s) and assist them to “grow their own” 
well trained school leaders. The new Fall 2026 cohort will benefit from 450 hours of field 
experiences between their residency courses and practical time built into the newly revamped 
coursework.  

The 2026 aspiring principals’ residency grant application encompasses the following to align 
with the characteristics of high-quality residencies as defined in the NMPED RFA:  

• Full-year release time paid residency experience (candidates should retain current
salary and benefits or be paid the equivalent to a level 2 or 3 teacher salary/benefits);

• Authentic field-based opportunities to practice competencies aligned to the New
Mexico performance evaluation system for site administrators;

• Common performance assessment tasks that demonstrate competencies;



 

• Experiences in multiple school environments (early childhood, elementary, middle,
and high school);

• Candidates receive at least 8 hours of individualized coaching from program staff
(including faculty or other staff that includes feedback on practice;

• Program selected residency sites with mentor(s) who have at least three years of
experience and demonstrated effectiveness;

• Training for mentors, coaches, and faculty supervisors;
• Strong partnerships with districts;
• Ongoing self-evaluation and improvement of the residency program.

The goal will be to continue this practice with 100% of our graduate students in the future, with 
funding and support from the NMPED, partnering districts, and external 
organizations. Continuing to build partnerships with NM districts, especially our local school 
district (Las Cruces Public Schools) and rural southwestern NM districts with a shortage of 
school leaders, will be a priority. Ongoing support will be provided to the coaches and mentor 
principals as they give much of their time and energy to aspiring principals. Future full-time 
residencies will allow districts to have a cadre of well prepared and socially just minded aspiring 
school leaders to hire during this time of school leader shortage.  

Through principal residency coursework and practical field experience, students will develop 
advanced competencies in:   

• Establishing and implementing a shared vision and culture of excellence among
students, staff, parents, and the community.

• Partnering with fellow administrators, teachers, and parents to support student
learning.

• Developing and executing high-quality instruction through collaboration.
• Supervising and evaluating classroom instruction.
• Providing feedback and professional development to educators and staff.
• Hiring and retaining effective teachers.
• Improving student outcomes.
• Strategic operations for a school setting.
• Promoting ethics and support for all learners within the school organization.

Conclusion 
All students have the right to a rigorous education that prepares them for careers and college. As 
the instructional leader, the principal must set the tone for high expectations, high standards and 
a rigorous curriculum.  With the best instructional practices, positive relationships and effective 
leadership, students can succeed. As former public school administrators, we have direct 
experience with the skills and competencies necessary to become a successful school leader. By 
investing in research-based changes to the principal leadership programs across the state of New 
Mexico, we hope to develop more competent school leaders who can transform schools. We 
want to see students with literacy and mathematical grade level skills, culturally responsive 
teachers developing curious minds and actively engaged communities. The well-being of New 
Mexico children is at stake. Real change often requires risk. As the instructional leader, the 
principal must set the tone for high expectations, high standards, a rigorous curriculum and best 



 

leadership practices including instructional pedagogy, relationship development, and effective 
leadership. As former public school administrators, we have direct experience with the skills and 
competencies necessary to become a successful school leader. By investing in positive and 
productive changes to the principal leadership programs across the state of New Mexico, we 
hope to develop school leaders who can transform schools beyond rhetoric. We want to see 
competent students with literacy and mathematical grade level skills, culturally responsive 
teachers, and school leaders within actively engaged communities. There is no limit to the 
success of students in New Mexico when schools provide the vision and opportunities to make 
their hopes and dreams a reality.  
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Abstract 

This qualitative research study focused on 10 assistant principals currently enrolled or recent 

graduates of doctoral programs was the focus of this article. The perceptions and experiences of 

school leaders from Texas and North Carolina were shared with the authors through individual 

interviews and focus groups conducted over Zoom. Three key findings emerged from the data 

analysis: 1) faculty advisor role; 2) cohort model; and 3) programmatic initiatives. The 

discussion centered on the value that each of these findings played in the participants doctoral 

journeys. The article concludes with recommendations that faculty and staff in other doctoral 

programs could emulate to support student retention and completion of the dissertation.  

 

This qualitative research study sought perspectives and reflections from 10 assistant principals 

who were currently enrolled or had recently graduated from doctoral programs. The data 

discussed in this article focuses specifically on the experiences of ten assistant principals who 

were enrolled in doctoral programs or were recent graduates of less than five years. The primary 

concept that we will emphasize is the type of support that the assistant principals found most 

helpful within their departments and universities. We will incorporate relevant literature, the 

methodological approach, and key findings. The latter sections of this article will then elaborate 

on what this means for the support of school leaders in doctoral programs and recommendations 

for doctoral program support systems.  

 

Keywords: assistant principals, cohort model, dissertation completion, doctoral education, 

educational leadership, faculty advising, qualitative research, student persistence. 

 

ASSISTANT PRINCIPALS AND DOCTORAL EDUCATION 
 

In the following section, we make literature connection to the focus of this article which was to 

learn from the experiences of ten assistant principals in doctoral programs and the support 

systems they found to be effective.   

 

Assistant Principals 

The work that assistant principals conduct in schools includes a myriad of responsibilities 

ranging from instructional supervision to student discipline (Barnett et al., 2017; Oleszewski et 

al., 2012). Assistant principals have traditionally held duties that are secondary to the work of 

school principals. Assistant principals often engage in conducting teacher observations and 

classroom walkthroughs as part of supervisory feedback (Moyer & Goldring, 2023). Assistant 



 

principals also traditionally have been considered as the disciplinarians in the school as a duty 

relegated to them by the principals that they work with (Barnett et al, 2012).  

 

Assistant principals support the work of the principals they serve through opportunities for 

shadowing and to help grow them as instructional leaders (Bartanen et al., 2021). It is helpful for 

the leadership development of assistant principals to learn from their principals so that they can 

“hit the ground running” when they are assigned their own schools to lead as principals. 

Adversely, if assistant principals do not receive effective mentoring from the principals that they 

serve with then the assistant principals will have to learn new responsibilities and skills while 

“on the job.”  

 

Educational Leadership Doctoral Programs 

Doctoral programs in educational leadership include both Doctor of Education (Ed.D.) and 

Doctor of Philosophy (Ph.D.) degrees. The former is traditionally focused on the application of 

research for practice and/or policy that the candidates can apply to the school districts where they 

work. The latter degree has a strong focus on research that gives candidates opportunities for 

scholarly approaches to solving research problems. Both degrees offer coursework that supports 

leadership development, engagement with academic literature, and methodological approaches 

(Smith et al, 2021; Sverdik et al, 2018). 

 

Traditional doctoral programs follow coursework with dissertation research that includes data 

collection and analysis. Doctoral candidates then submit their dissertations to their dissertation 

committee for review and feedback that culminates in an oral dissertation defense. This lengthy 

and rigorous process gives doctoral candidates opportunities to share what they have learned 

through their foray into the scholarly process of academic writing. Such processes are not only 

challenging regarding the work required, but also balancing dissertation requirements with full-

time work responsibilities like that of assistant principals (Peters et al., 2016).  

 

Cohort Models in Doctoral Programs 

The use of cohort models in doctoral programs in educational leadership is the traditional type of 

modality that students participate in. Cohort models offer students opportunities to take 

sequenced courses together. This helps students to develop friendships and partnerships to 

support them through their dissertation journeys (Leland et al, 2020). Learning side by side and 

sharing successes and vulnerabilities enhances relationship building (Jackman et al, 2023). 

Working through a new and challenging process like doctoral education with a close-knit group 

can make a positive impact on all involved.  

 

The authors of this article both participated in cohort models in their respective doctoral 

programs. The first author is a doctoral candidate who maintains a close bond with her fellow 

cohort members. They are often in communication with each other to encourage each other and 

to share opportunities within academic organizations. The second author graduated from an 

educational leadership doctoral program that also emphasized a cohort model. The second author 

has sustained relationships with her cohort members across the over twenty years that have 

passed since the cohort graduated. They continue to present together at conferences and support 

each other both professionally and emotionally.  

 



 

Faculty Advisor Roles 

Faculty members in universities have various work responsibilities rooted in the three areas of 

research, teaching, and service. When it comes to advising and mentoring doctoral students, 

faculty members integrate all three areas of their work responsibilities (Wollast et al., 2023). 

They engage in research support and development of the doctoral students that they advise. They 

teach their doctoral students about scholarly literature and context related to their dissertation 

work. Then they serve as dissertation chairs to support doctoral students through all phases of the 

dissertation process through final defense.  

 

The importance of faculty advisors and dissertation chairs is critical when it comes to student 

retention in doctoral programs (Singe et al., 2021). The professional relationship between 

advisors and students is built on trust, respect, and aligned research vision (Santa-Ramirez, 

2022). Thus, advisors can serve as role models for doctoral students by helping guide them with 

research and writing. They can also encourage and motivate doctoral students through the 

various phases from coursework through dissertation defense. Another element of support that 

faculty advisors can engage in is to support the academic socialization of doctoral students by 

co-authoring publications with them and co-presenting with them at professional conferences 

(Rodriguez, 2024).  

 

In this section we made connections to scholarly literature around key areas of doctoral programs 

support for school leaders. We introduced literature related to assistant principals in doctoral 

program and key areas of support that included the role of the faculty advisor and the cohort 

model. In the following section we will briefly discuss the methodological approach that we 

employed for this study.  

 

METHODS  

 
This qualitative research study began with the purpose of learning the experiences of school 

leader assistant principals currently enrolled in doctoral programs or who were recent graduates 

of doctoral programs since 2020. Our goal was to learn the most support practices that supported 

school leaders’ retention in graduate programs. To this end, we sent a recruitment flyer through 

our social media outlets (LinkedIn and Facebook). Casting a wide net helped recruit 10 assistant 

principals for this research study. Participant selection criteria required participants to have been 

or currently be principals or assistant principals. Participants just have also been currently 

enrolled in a doc program or have graduated from a program after 2020. We were happy to 

receive participants' interests in participating in the study and confirmed 10 assistant principals to 

participate. Of the 10 assistant principals in the study, 6 were women and 4 were men. Overall, 

they shared a commitment to serving students in Title I schools with participants representing 

elementary, middle, and high schools in Central Texas, East Texas, and the East Coast. 

 

The study was conducted through two individual interviews with each participant followed by 

three separate focus groups for the ten assistant principals with about 3 assistant principals 

participating in each group. All of these research sessions were conducted via Zoom to 

accommodate participants from various regions of the US. Interviews were transcribed using 

Zoom functions and all meetings were recorded with the permission of participants.  

 



 

Data was analyzed using the transcripts and researcher notes through the literature connections 

that were previously discussed. Reference to the transcripts as well as re-watching interviews and 

focus groups helped the authors to internalize the data. Both authors engaged in weekly 

discussions and reflections based on the data to formulate the key findings that will be presented 

in the following section. The voices of the 10 assistant principals will be highlighted as a priority 

of their research study was to understand their supportive experiences in doctoral programs. 

Participants selected their own pseudonyms and those will be used in the presentation of key 

findings.  

  

KEY FINDINGS 
 

In this section we will focus our presentation of the key findings specifically related to the 

programmatic support found within the participants’ departments and universities. The first 

theme that will be presented is the important role of the faculty advisor. This will be followed by 

cohort support that the assistant principals in the study identified. Lastly, programmatic support 

systems within the department and university that proved helpful to the study participants will be 

presented.  

 

Faculty Advisor Roles 

During our first interview with Acy, an elementary school assistant principal, she remarked that 

“Making sure they [faculty members] are available to us” as important for her to feel supported 

during her doctoral program. This reflects the need for faculty advisors to connect with doctoral 

students consistently. Clear communication could help to avail anxieties that students may have 

during their doctoral coursework and dissertation research phases. 

 

Another example of faculty member availability was a comment made by Belen, a high school 

assistant principal, when she stated that she and her advisor were “best friends.” She mentioned 

that her advisor had been supportive and accessible throughout her program. He was only “a text 

away” anytime that she needed assistance. Such a strong relationship between Belen and her 

faculty advisor could be because the same professor was her faculty advisor when Belen was in 

the master’s degree program at her university. Thus, the years of study within the master’s 

degree program and now into her last year of coursework in the doctoral program helped to 

cement the bond with her faculty advisor.  

 

In the same vein, Dan, a middle school assistant principal, described his relationship with his 

faculty advisor as “vital” for his progress in the doctoral program. He called the guidance that his 

advisor offered as “stretching my thinking.” They both co-presented on a panel that Dan found a 

rewarding experience.  

 

Milo, a middle school assistant principal, also spoke about the value of the relationship with his 

faculty advisor. He described the ways that she supported him in his coursework and had 

recently invited him to co-author a publication with her. Milo emphasized that “she is always 

there when I need her.” This comment reflects the important role of faculty advisors in 

supporting and motivating doctoral students. 

 



 

Another aspect of faculty advisor support for doctoral students is through academic socialization. 

During an assistant principal focus group with three assistant principals, Dr. Salas, an assistant 

principal in an elementary school, explained that her dissertation chair has “absolutely been 

supportive” post-degree completion. They will be publishing two book chapters together and by 

participating in academic conferences together.  

  

Cohort Support 

Dr. Wayne, who was an assistant principal at the time that he earned his Ph.D., made sure to 

mention various ways that the cohort that he was a member of helped him during his academic 

path. During his second interview with us, Dr. Wayne explained how the cohort helped him to 

create friendships and professional networks. He remarked that the benefits of the cohort model 

extended beyond the program as he continues to remain in contact with other members of his 

cohort.  

 

Trinidad, an elementary school assistant principal, expressed that “the cohort is there to uplift 

you” during a focus group with three other assistant principals in the study. She explained this 

sentiment because the cohort model has brought her close to other school leaders in the program 

and they rely on each other. They began sitting together during classes and were able to extend 

course context into their school leadership roles by debriefing and reflecting together.  

 

Other assistant principals in the study also referred to the value of the connections made with 

cohort members. Milo, who is in his last year of coursework, called his cohort members his 

extended family. Specifically, he said that “I couldn’t have done it without them” as he reflected 

on the impact that the cohort had on his academic journey. This is certainly another example of 

the benefits of doctoral students learning together within their respective university programs. 

 

Likewise, another middle school assistant principal named Jack reflected “I hit on the right 

cohort.” He explained that he made good friendships and described the ways that his cohort of 

twelve Ph.D. students remained in constant communication through a group chat. He mentioned 

how they keep each other informed about upcoming assignments and cheer each other on when 

taking on new professional positions or winning awards. This showed that they care about each 

other, and that they respect the stages where everyone in the cohort is on their journeys. 

 

Arely, an elementary school assistant principal who is currently in the coursework stage of her 

doctoral program, told us that she found a “sister” in the cohort. They bonded instantly based on 

similar professional backgrounds and goals. In this way, they act as support systems for each 

other. Meeting likeminded individuals and those with similar research interests through a cohort 

model enhances the value that such learning models have on doctoral students.  

 

Programmatic Initiatives  

Several of the assistant principals in the study referred to university library staff who provided 

assistance during literature review searches. Milo, a middle school assistant principal in his last 

year of coursework, called the dedicated university librarian “a lifesaver” for the time that the 

librarian has given to assist him. Then, Trinidad, an elementary assistant principal, also referred 

to the dedicated content librarian as providing invaluable assistance during her coursework. 

Having individuals that they could turn to for support was helpful in reducing some anxiety. This 



 

also shows the ways that university staff can collaborate with faculty members to offer seamless 

resources for doctoral students.  

 

Another supportive program that some of the assistant principals in the study mentioned were 

workshops dedicated to dissertation writing sponsored by their respective departments or 

graduate schools at their institutions. Acy, an elementary school principal who was a doctoral 

candidate when she participated in the study, informed us about a dissertation writing camp that 

her university sponsored on weekends. Andrea lives about 90 minutes away from the university, 

but made time to join the writing camp that other students had told her was very helpful. A few 

assistant principals in the study observed that most of the workshops were offered during the 

workday. Thus, as assistant principals, they were not able to take advantage of these 

opportunities given their busy schedules.  

 

Then a few of the assistant principals described writing circles as extremely helpful in keeping 

them accountable with their dissertation writing. Elise, an elementary school assistant principal, 

mentioned how writing circles have helped her to find dedicated time for writing. Similarly, Dr. 

Salas who is also an elementary school assistant principal, mentioned how writing circles proved 

to be a supportive resource when she was writing her dissertation. Bringing students together in-

person or virtually to focus on writing was a good motivator. 

 

DISCUSSION  
 

The three themes presented under key findings elaborated on strategies and activities that the 

assistant principals in the study found helpful. See Figure 1 below for a visual representation of 

the three themes: 1) faculty advisor; 2) cohort model; and 3) programmatic initiatives. Each of 

the themes reflects value-added activities to help sustain the assistant principals during their 

doctoral student journeys.  
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Figure 1: Sources of support for doctoral students 

 

The findings confirmed the important role that faculty advisors serve in supporting doctoral 

students. All ten of the participants in the study referred effusively to the critical ways that their 

faculty advisors/dissertation committee chairs mentored them. The participants referred to 

specific examples and instances when their mentors provided emotional and academic support. It 

was evident from the ways that the assistant principals so caringly referred to their dissertation 

supervisors that the bond that unites them will continue post-graduation (Rodriguez, 2016). 

Faculty mentors for doctoral students provide writing support, research support, and career 

enhancement through activities like co-publishing manuscripts and co-presenting with students at 

conferences. Thus, they contribute to the academic socialization of doctoral students. 

 

Each of the ten assistant principals in the study referred to the critical ways that members of their 

respective cohorts had played in helping the participants to remain in the program and to feel 

motivated. Cohort models emphasize ways that students find support, motivation, and 

encouragement with classmates in the same doctoral program. This team approach to the 

learning process offers students opportunities to not only take courses together, but to build 

professional networks. Cohorts of doctoral students provide engagement experiences that foster a 

community-building approach (Roberts, 2021).  

 

A few programmatic initiatives sponsored by the participants’ departments, colleges of 

education, and/or graduate colleges were mentioned by the participants as helpful to their growth 

in academic writing and dissertation preparation. A few of the participants mentioned writing 

circles as an important component that helped them to grow in their academic writing. Engaging 

in the writing process with other students (in-person or virtually) helped the doctoral students in 

the study to find structured time to dedicate to their writing. It was also a way to have 

accountability partners in the writing process.  

 

In the following section we will offer recommendations for doctoral programs based on the 

aforementioned discussion of findings from the perspectives and experiences shared by ten 

assistant principals enrolled or recent graduates of doctoral programs. The recommendations are 

presented in the spirit of service for students, especially those who work full-time and are part-

time doctoral students. The recommendations could also be helpful to faculty members and 

university staff members responsible for developing professional growth initiatives for doctoral 

students. 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR DOCTORAL PROGRAMS  

 

Now we get to the traditional “so what?” question. What can faculty advisors, dissertation 

committee members, mentors, and professors learn from the key findings presented in this study? 

One item that resonated across all of ten of the assistant principals in the study was the 

mentoring relationship with their faculty advisors and dissertation committee chairs. A 

recommendation is for departments to invite faculty advisors who have an extended and 

successful record of student completion to graduation to serve on panels and/or webinars. These 

faculty members could share tips and strategies with university colleagues based on how they 

work with doctoral students effectively, especially those who are school leaders with extremely 



 

busy schedules like the assistant principals in this study. Likewise, the faculty members and their 

doctoral student mentees could all participate in an informational session where they would share 

the foundation of their mentor/mentee relationship and how such a relationship remains steady 

through the doctoral program process. 

 

Cohort models proved very helpful to the participants in this study. Therefore, doctoral programs 

that currently offer a cohort model could conduct a needs assessment with their students to 

identify strengths and areas for growth within the cohort model to continue to sustain it as an 

effective tool for student motivation. Then doctoral programs who do not offer cohort models 

need to begin learning about ways to generate such helpful groups. They could visit (physically 

or virtually) with program faculty at other universities to determine the next steps for 

implementing their own cohort models within their doctoral programs. 

 

Most of the assistant principals in the study affirmed helpful programmatic initiatives like 

writing support, library research support, and dissertation writing support. Institutions of higher 

education could bring together staff members from the graduate college and faculty members 

from various departments to conduct webinars and/or in-person workshops about topics that 

could help doctoral students continue to pave a path to degree completion. Given that assistant 

principals work during the workday, universities should plan writing activities and learning 

events after 5pm so that the part-time students who are full-time school leaders can participate in 

the trainings and webinars.  

 

CONCLUSIONS  
 

This article shared the voices of 10 assistant principals in doctoral programs, currently enrolled 

or who were recent graduates. Through individual interviews and a focus group, data was 

gleaned that focused on areas of support for students in doctoral programs. The discussion and 

recommendations sections following the presentation of findings elaborated on the myriad ways 

that university programs could develop or strengthen mentoring relationships between students 

and faculty advisors, the benefits of cohort models in doctoral education, and programmatic 

initiatives that serve to meet student needs in helping to get them to the next level. Approaches 

and actions to support doctoral students to dissertation completion were offered so that other 

doctoral students, especially those who are school leaders like the assistant principals in the 

study, could benefit from what was discussed in this article. This work could also benefit faculty 

advisors and those who develop programmatic initiatives to identify ways that can best support 

the students that they serve.  

 

REFERENCES  
 

Barnett, B. G., Shoho, A. R., & Oleszewski, A. M. (2012). The job realities of beginning and  

experienced assistant principals. Leadership and Policy in Schools, 11(1), 92–128.  

https://doi.org/10.1080/15700763.2011.611924  

Barnett, B. G., Shoho, A. R., & Okilwa, N. S. A. (2017). Assistant principals’ perceptions of  

meaningful mentoring and professional development opportunities. International Journal  

of Mentoring and Coaching in Education, 6(4), 285–301.  

https://doi.org/10.1108/IJMCE-02-2017-0013  

https://doi.org/10.1080/15700763.2011.611924
https://doi.org/10.1108/IJMCE-02-2017-0013


 

Bartanen, B., Rogers, L. K., & Woo, D. S. (2021). Assistant principal mobility and its  

relationship with principal turnover. Educational Researcher, 50(6), 368–380.  

https://doi.org/10.3102/0013189X21993105  

Jackman, P. C., Slater, M. J., Carter, E. E., Sisson, K., & Bird, M. D. (2023). Social support, 

social identification, mental wellbeing, and psychological distress in doctoral students: A 

person-centered analysis. Journal of Further and Higher Education, 47(1), 45-58. 

Leland, A. S., Firestone, W. A., Perry, J. A., & McKeon, R. T. (2020). Examining cohort models 

in the education doctorate. Studies in Graduate and Postdoctoral Education, 11(3), 249-

262. 

Moyer, A., & Goldring, E. (2023). Match or mismatch? Assistant principals’ roles and their  

perceptions of the evaluation system. Educational Administration Quarterly, 59(1),  

40–71. https://doi.org/10.1177/0013161X221137047 \ 

Oleszewski, A., Shoho, A., & Barnett, B. (2012). The development of assistant principals: A 

literature review. Journal of Educational Administration, 50(3), 264–286. 

https://doi.org/10.1108/09578231211223301  

Peters, G. B., Gurley, D. K., Fifolt, M., Collins, L., & McNeese, R. (2016). Assistant principals’  

perceptions regarding the role and the effectiveness of an educational leadership  

program. International Journal of Higher Education, 5(1), 183.  

Roberts, L. (2021). “This is just what we do”: PhD students on becoming scholars in a  

community of practice. Communications in Information Literacy, 15(1), 75-94. 

Rodríguez, M. A. (2016). Con todo mi corazón: Mentoring Latinas in educational leadership  

doctoral programs. Association of Mexican American Educators Journal, 10(3), 30-46. 

Rodríguez, M. A. (2024). Mentoring doctoral students to thrive. In B. Kutsyuruba & F. Kochan  

(Eds.), Mentoring for wellbeing in higher education. Information Age  

Publishing.  

Santa-Ramirez, S. (2022). Sink or swim: The mentoring experiences of Latinx PhD students with  

faculty of color. Journal of Diversity in Higher Education, 15(1), 124-134. 

Singe, S.M., Sheldon, L.N., Rynkiewicz, K.M., Manning, C.N., Filep, E.M., Zuk, E.F., & 

Hargrave, C. (2021). Mentorship experiences of doctoral students: Understanding desired 

attributes of doctoral student mentors. Internet Journal of Allied Health Sciences and 

Practice. 

Smith, R. A., Gowen, G. H., Perez, R. J., Tipton, J. A., Ogilvie, C. A., & Brooks, T. R. (2024). Is  

it any better? A comparison of PhD students’ experiences and degree completion plans  

between the summers of 2020 and 2021. AERA Open, 10(1), 1-18. 

Sverdik, A., Hall, N. C., McAlpine, L., & Hubbard, K. (2018). The PhD experience: A review of  

the factors influencing doctoral students’ completion, achievement, and well-being.  

International Journal of Doctoral Studies, 13, 361-388.  

Wollast, R., Aelenei, C., Chevalère, J., Van der Linden, N., Galand, B., Azzi, A., Frenay, M., & 

Klein, O. (2023). Facing the dropout crisis among PhD candidates: The role of supervisor 

support in emotional well-being and intended doctoral persistence among men and  

women. Studies in Higher Education, 48(6), 813-828. 

 

https://doi.org/10.3102/0013189X21993105
https://doi.org/10.1177/0013161X221137047%20/
https://doi.org/10.1108/09578231211223301


 

ONLINE DOCTORAL PERSISTENCE: 

STUDENTS’ PERCEPTIONS OF DISSERTATION 

SUCCESS FACTORS 

 
Jennifer Teal 

Texas State University 

 

Kaye Shelton 

Lamar University 

 

Kelly Brown 

Texas A&M Corpus Christi 

 

Abstract 

This phenomenological study sought to identify success factors for online EdD doctoral students 

that may improve student satisfaction, retention, and successful dissertation completion. This 

study explored students’ experiences and perceptions of factors that contribute to the successful 

completion of a dissertation in an online professional doctoral degree program in the United 

States. Study participants included a purposeful sample of 11 students who previously completed 

online EdD degree programs representing two public and six private universities. Overall, 

findings suggest there are factors contributing to the successful completion of an online EdD 

program, such as relationships with the dissertation chair and fellow students, support systems, 

time management, and a balance between school and life events. By recognizing the challenges 

online EdD students face and identifying best practices that can help students overcome such 

challenges, online doctoral program administrators can foster learning environments that 

promote positive student-faculty and student-student relationships aimed at helping doctoral 

students overcome common obstacles faced during the dissertation phase. 
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Online learning has increased in popularity, continued to grow, and is now commonplace in 

higher education (Burrus et al., 2019; NCES, 2024; Palvia et al., 2018; Shard et al., 2024), due in 

part to the increased use of emerging technology (Mehta et al., 2017), the Covid Pandemic 

(Garrett et al., 2022) and its usefulness and perceived ease of use (Shard et al., 2024). Programs 

now being offered fully online include doctoral programs where students are not required to 

come to campus. However, attrition rates among doctoral students in both face-to-face and 

online have remained a concern (Berry, 2017; Breitenbach, 2019; Fiore et al., 2019; Lake et al., 

2018; Studebaker & Curtis, 2021; Young et al., 2019). In fact, Craft et al. (2016) approximated 

that almost half of all enrolled doctoral students in American programs do not finish their degree 

while Baltes and Brown (2018) observed 40% of online doctoral students did not complete the 

dissertation or capstone project. 



  

Because doctoral programs have been offered online for just a little more than two decades and 

the continued concern for student attrition, more research is needed to support online doctoral 

students in professional doctoral programs, e.g., Doctor of Education (EdD) (Ames et al., 2018). 

In addition, according to Deshpande (2016) and Akojie et al. (2019), further research is needed 

to examine obstacles to degree completion online professional doctoral students face. Similarly, 

Rockinson-Szapkiw et al. (2014b) noted a gap in qualitative research related to doctoral 

persistence. To address these calls for research, this study was designed to explore students’ 

experiences and perceptions of factors that contribute to the successful completion of a 

dissertation in an online EdD program in the United States. Recommendations are made to assist 

online doctoral program administrators with supporting student and faculty dissertation chair 

success through the online dissertation process. 

  

LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

Online learning in higher education continues to increase (Moloney & Oakley, 2019; NCES, 

2024; Olesova, 2023). In fact, Allen and Seaman (2016, 2017) recognized the significance of this 

in the face of an overall decline in higher education enrollment over the past few years. Before 

the COVID-19 pandemic, data indicated nearly 30% of higher education students were taking at 

least one distance education course (Allen & Seaman, 2017). After the COVID-19 pandemic, 

more students than ever enrolled online with the growth continuing still. The NCES Trends 

Report (2024) showed in Fall 2024, 53.8% of all college students were taking online classes. 

Overall, more than 7 million college students completed all of their coursework through distance 

education in the fall of 2024 (NCES, 2024). 

 

Student Attrition 

Attrition rates among doctoral students are concerning (Ames et al., 2018; Berry, 2017; Craft et 

al., 2016; Deshpande, 2016; Nuuyoma & Sing, 2025; Rockinson-Szapkiw et al., 2014a; 

Santicola, 2013). Factors influencing attrition include financial burden, family obligations, 

feelings of isolation, personality, and motivational factors (Santicola, 2013). Additionally, Berry 

(2017) and Melián et al. (2023) recognized online doctoral students were at a high risk of 

attrition as a result of not having social connections with both fellow students and faculty, while 

Dzubinski and Sanchez (2022) found doctoral students valued the socialization process into 

higher education. Research conducted by Su and Waugh (2018) concluded with a 

recommendation to ensure prospective students are given realistic expectations of the time 

commitment and level of effort necessary to succeed in an online program. 

 

Challenges to Online Learning 

According to Clinefelter and Aslanian (2015), online programs reflect a diverse student 

population as well as learning preferences, which are at times contradictory. A review of the 

literature identified many challenges as factors that can contribute to online students’ success or 

failure such as feelings of isolation (Ames et al., 2018; Berry, 2017; Brill et al., 2014; Erichsen et 

al., 2014), competing priorities (Boton & Gregory, 2015; Brill et al., 2014; Su & Waugh, 2018; 

Thompson et al., 2013), and social presence (Berry, 2017; Lambert & Fisher, 2013; Tekiner 

Tolu, 2013). Furthermore, Thompson et al. (2013) determined students’ self-regulation was a 

major factor in whether or not they succeeded, while Lambert and Fisher (2013) suggested 



further research to determine whether technical skill proficiency impacts collaboration, 

communication, and an overall sense of community in distance education courses. 

 

Factors Influencing Success and Persistence 

Research has also shown factors that may influence online students’ success include grit (Cross, 

2014; Kebritchi et al., 2023), student engagement (Benedetti, 2015; Berry, 2017; Britt, 2015; 

Radda & Mandernach, 2012; Thompson et al., 2013; Underdown & Martin, 2016), fostering a 

sense of community (Berry, 2017, 2019; Radda & Mandernach, 2012; Studebaker & Curtis, 

2021), differences in student learning styles (Benedetti, 2015), commitment and discipline 

(Santicola, 2013), mentoring (Bartlett & Bartlett II, 2021; Black, 2017; Brill et al., 2014, Mullen, 

2021), and students’ perceived sense of connectedness (Rockinson-Szapkiw et al., 2014a). 

Research by Ampaw and Jaeger (2012) concluded one of the greatest factors influencing degree 

completion was financial aid and more specifically research assistantships.  

 

Similarly, many factors contribute to student attrition or persistence in distance education. 

Kauffman (2015) described the successful online student as possessing characteristics such as 

self-motivation and self-regulation, and also noted variances in learning styles recognizing not 

every student is well equipped for online learning. After conducting a thorough review of the 

literature, the following were identified as contributors to student success in online learning: 

instructional design (Mehta et al., 2017), student engagement (Benedetti, 2015; Berry, 2017; 

Britt, 2015; Radda & Mandernach, 2012; Thompson et al., 2013; Underdown & Martin, 2016), 

building a sense of community (Berry, 2017, 2019; Radda & Mandernach, 2012; Studebaker & 

Curtis, 2021), adapting a cohort model (Berry, 2017; Provident et al., 2015; Santicola, 2013), 

connectedness (Rockinson-Szapkiw et al., 2014a), student grit (Cross, 2014; Kebritchi et al., 

2023), self-regulation (Gomez, 2013; Kelley & Salisbury-Glennon, 2016; Thompson et al., 

2013), supervision and collaboration (Augustsson & Jaldemark, 2014; Brill et al., 2014), and 

authentic learning experiences (Boton & Gregory, 2015; Britt, 2015; Holzweiss et al., 2014). 

 

Measures of Student Success 

Earning a doctoral degree is an immense achievement, as a doctoral degree is the highest 

postgraduate academic degree culminating in original research and a dissertation defense; 

however, it is difficult to predict who will succeed in a doctoral program. While Cross (2014) 

used student GPA as a predictor of success, Gomez (2013) indicated student GPA from their 

Master’s program had no bearing on their ability to persevere in a doctoral program. Research 

conducted by Gomez (2013) identified another potential method of predicting student success 

and concluded a concept referred to as Modeling the Way was the best predictor of perseverance 

and successful online doctoral leadership program completion. Once all required coursework has 

been completed, the final culminating step for a doctoral student is writing and defending a 

dissertation, the final measure of success for doctoral students, which merits investigation of 

factors impacting completion. This study explored students’ experiences and perceptions of 

factors that contribute to the successful completion of a dissertation in an online professional 

doctoral degree program in the United States. 

 

METHODOLOGY 
 

This phenomenological study focused on online EdD doctoral students’ experiences with 



dissertation completion. Creswell (2013) described a phenomenological study as one that, 

“describes the common meaning of several individuals of their lived experiences of a concept or 

a phenomenon” (p. 76), while van Manen (2016) reiterated the main purpose was to, “explore 

examples and varieties of lived experiences, especially in the form of anecdotes, narratives, 

stories, and other lived experience accounts” (pp. 312-313). A phenomenological approach was 

chosen to explore the phenomenon students experienced and perceptions of factors that 

contribute to the successful completion of a dissertation in an online professional doctoral degree 

program. 

 

Through one-on-one interviews, participants shared insights into their experiences, including 

thoughts, feelings, lived experiences, and perceptions of the dissertation process. Participants 

described their successes and challenges, as well as specific factors that helped or hindered 

completing their final dissertation. The complexities of factors presenting challenges and 

influencing success could only be evaluated through individuals who had encountered them. 

 

Purpose of the Study and Research Questions 

The purpose of this phenomenological study was to identify success factors for online EdD 

doctoral students that may lead to improved student satisfaction, retention, and successful 

dissertation completion. The following questions guided the study: 

RQ 1: What factors do students believe contribute to the successful completion of an 

online doctoral degree? 

RQ 2: What common challenges do online doctoral students face with dissertations?  

RQ 3: How do students perceive the value of the student and chair/advisor relationship? 

RQ 4: What practices of the dissertation chair/advisor do students believe were most 

helpful? 

RQ 5: How do students believe student-faculty interactions affect dissertation completion 

in online doctoral programs? 

 

Setting 

The setting for this study included eight universities (two public and six private) located 

throughout the United States. The population for this study targeted online doctoral degree 

students who completed online professional practice doctoral (EdD) programs throughout the 

United States. For the study, one-on-one interviews were conducted via WebEx online video 

conferencing software with individual participants who previously completed various online 

EdD degree programs. All research participants were assigned pseudonyms and the findings and 

emerging themes are discussed using those pseudonyms. 

 

Participants 

The study utilized a purposeful sample of 11 students who previously completed online EdD 

degree programs. Inclusion criteria were (a) 18 years of age or older, and (b) completion of an 

online EdD degree program in the United States. Purposeful sampling allowed the intentional 

selection of participants who had experienced and could provide a detailed understanding of the 

central phenomenon (Creswell, 2015). The goal of purposeful sampling was to gain examples of 

experientially rich descriptions of the central phenomenon (van Manen, 2016). Additional 

participants were invited based on snowball sampling (Creswell, 2013). 

Study participants included one male and 10 females who completed online EdD programs at 



eight different universities around the United States, both public and private universities. Study 

participants ranged in age from 28-70 years old at the time of graduation. Seven participants 

were married and four were single, and five participants had minor children at home during their 

doctoral program. 

 

Data Collection and Treatment of the Data 

Data collection methods followed Creswell’s (2013) recommendations for phenomenological 

studies, which included utilizing interview protocols containing questions designed to seek 

detailed descriptions of experiences, to reflect on meaning and perspectives, and to identify 

common themes (Moustakas, 1994). All interviews were recorded using WebEx online web 

conferencing software to preserve the discussions, allowing reference back to the recordings 

frequently during the transcription process and as data were analyzed. Data were collected using 

interview protocols. Participants were asked open-ended questions during interviews, prompting 

participants to describe their experiences with an online doctoral degree program, their 

dissertation chair, and factors contributing to the success of dissertation completion. 

NVivo qualitative data analysis software was used to analyze narrative descriptions of personal 

experiences, develop a list of significant statements, group the statements into themes, and 

provide a written description of the findings. Data analysis followed recommended protocols by 

Creswell (2013) to identify the essence of what participants experienced (textural description) 

and how they experienced it (structural description). Significant statements and emerging themes 

(clusters of meaning) were documented to describe what the participants experienced. 

 

RESEARCH FINDINGS 
 

Analysis of the data collected from the 11 participants revealed three overarching themes: (1) the 

dissertation chair relationship, (2) structural and community factors, and (3) navigating the 

dissertation.  

 

Theme One: Dissertation Chair Relationship 

Research question one centered on the dissertation student and chair relationship. Analysis of the 

data revealed all study participants valued the relationship they developed with their chair. 

Although some participants had been assigned more than one chair during their doctoral 

program, it became evident finding the right match was instrumental to study participants’ 

success. The three subthemes that emerged were gratitude and appreciation, they make or break 

you, and a lasting bond. Study participants described their chair as their champion, their 

cheerleader, and even their Oracle. Many of the study participants reflected positively on the 

relationship with their dissertation chair and in some cases attributed their overall success to that 

relationship. 

 

Several research participants expressed gratitude toward the value of the relationship with their 

dissertation chair and the critical role the chair played in their success. One participant noted, “I 

owe a debt of gratitude for the guidance that he provided because it was instrumental to my 

success.” Another described the relational stakes directly: “That relationship piece that your 

adviser gives you really makes or breaks your experience in a doctoral program.” For some, the 

bond formed with their chair carried deep emotional weight: “I just started crying because of the 

impact that he had on my success and helped me to make sure that he believed in me therefore, I 



knew I could achieve my goal in life.” 

 

In terms of facilitating dissertation completion identified by research question three, study 

participants described their appreciation of their respective chairs for keeping them on track, 

managing expectations, and providing guidance and resources. Many participants described how 

helpful their chair was in managing expectations of their study, timelines, and the technical 

aspects of the dissertation such as formatting and overall study design. One participant captured 

the importance of managing scope: “Making sure that we understood that this was a part of the 

process to get you finished, not that we are trying to cure cancer with this.”  Another described 

the value of timely follow-up: “Constant follow-ups that he had with us via email and making 

sure that we’re following the dates. That’s what helped me to be successful.” Chairs also 

provided helpful guidance on the work itself: “Guidance in constructing my dissertation because 

there were times when I took a first stab at composing a section and I was way off base.” Beyond 

the technical, moral support also emerged as a valued practice: “Sometimes he would reach out, 

you know, through email, whatever, or text, just to say, hey, how’s everything going.” 

 

Research participants expressed both positive and negative impacts faculty interactions had on 

their degree completion. Timeliness and responsiveness were seen as both positive and negative. 

Some participants reflected frustration with the amount of time it took for responses from their 

chair, while others indicated their chair was readily available and provided timely, constructive 

feedback. One participant reflected, “I definitely think we could have had a greater level of 

interaction. I think it could be much greater, I think it would have improved my work, and it 

would have lessened her work, had we interacted a little more.” Some participants who did not 

receive timely feedback felt their chairs had too many dissertation students assigned to them. 

One participant offered a vivid contrast, comparing an effective chair to a familiar cultural 

reference: “I’ve compared him to the Oracle, the one that told Neo what he needed to hear, not 

always what he wanted to hear, but what he needed to hear in order to succeed. My chair was my 

Oracle.” 

   

Theme Two: Structural and Community Factors 

Research question four examined students’ perceptions of factors contributing to the successful 

completion of an online doctoral degree. The research revealed four emerging themes: program 

structure, support systems, intrinsic and extrinsic motivation, and commitment and 

determination. 

 

Program structure emerged as a significant contributing factor. As one participant reflected, “The 

flexibility of being able to take the classes when I had time for them was tremendous, made all 

the difference in the world. That flexibility is just, I don’t think I could have dealt with it if I’d 

have gone through a brick-and-mortar school.” Several participants recognized their cohort 

members as a key component to their success: “My fellow classmates were absolutely fantastic. 

We were able, like, emotional support, through that process.” 

 

Several intrinsic motivating factors emerged throughout the interviews, including passion and the 

desire to achieve a personal goal. As one participant shared, “Intrinsic motivation really kind of 

helped me when I was feeling like, is this ever going to end?” Some participants also described 

external factors such as promotion potential and the financial impact of not finishing on time. 



Personal characteristics such as tenacity, self-discipline, persistence, dedication, and 

commitment emerged as success factors contributing to the successful completion of an online 

doctoral program. One participant captured this directly: “It actually takes a great deal of 

discipline to be able to complete an online program because you’re pretty much left to your own 

devices.” 

  

Theme Three: Navigating the Dissertation 

Research question two examined practices of the dissertation chair students perceived to be most 

helpful to their success. Many participants described how helpful their chair was in terms of 

managing expectations like the scope of their study, timelines, and the technical aspects of the 

dissertation such as formatting and overall study design. In terms of facilitating the completion 

of the dissertation, study participants described their appreciation of their respective chairs for 

keeping them on track, managing expectations, and providing moral support. 

 

Research question five explored common challenges online doctoral students faced with 

dissertation completion. Six subthemes were identified: challenges with dissertation chair and 

committee members, managing the scope, the mechanics of the dissertation, feelings of isolation, 

time management, and balancing life. Findings from research question one indicated the 

relationship with a dissertation chair has the ability to help or hinder a student’s success. When 

there are challenges with the chair or committee members, this leads to frustration and in some 

cases impacts the student’s ability to complete their dissertation. More than half of the study 

participants discussed the challenge of having to switch chairs during their doctoral programs. 

One participant noted, “My chair was an issue because she wasn’t giving me good feedback, and 

she wasn’t giving me timely feedback.” 

 

Managing the scope and format of the dissertation presented another obstacle: “Trying to figure 

out the exact topic that was interesting enough, but also narrow enough, to where I know I could 

get finished.” The mechanics of the dissertation itself also posed challenges: “You can look at a 

thousand other dissertations and still not know how you want to produce your own.” Another 

participant remarked how their chair helped as they struggled with, “narrowing the scope as I 

was writing, and not trying to save the world, as my chair would say.” 

 

As in the dissertation advisor relation, feelings of isolation also emerged as a significant 

challenge, particularly as students transitioned from coursework to the dissertation phase. As one 

participant described, “When I started writing a dissertation, again it was kind of like you’re on a 

lone island because I had finished the coursework and I didn’t communicate with my 

classmates.” 

 

Time management and balancing life emerged as interconnected challenges. One participant 

described the constant negotiation: “The challenge was, how do you balance full-time work, the 

class that you’re in at the moment, and still finding time to write your dissertation.” Another 

reflected on the personal cost: “Anyone beyond my immediate family did not get any of my time 

for that year because I simply didn’t have the resource of time to give.”  

 

Study participants expressed both positive and negative impacts faculty had on their degree 

completion. Again, as in the dissertation advisor relationship, responsiveness was seen as both 



positive and negative impacts. Some participants reflected frustration with the amount of time it 

took for responses from their chair, while others indicated their chair was readily available and 

provided timely, constructive feedback. Some of the participants who did not receive timely 

feedback felt their chairs had too many dissertation students assigned to them.  

 

DISCUSSION 
 

The three themes that emerged from this study, the dissertation chair relationship, structural and 

community factors, and navigating the dissertation, are not isolated factors but interdependent 

forces that collectively shape doctoral student success. When the chair relationship falters, 

feelings of isolation intensify; when program structure fails to build community, students are left 

without the scaffolding needed to manage competing life demands. Understanding these 

connections, rather than treating each factor independently, is essential for designing programs 

that genuinely support doctoral completion. 

 

Theme One: The Dissertation Chair Relationship as a Foundation for Success 

Research has shown supervision and collaboration contribute to student success in online 

learning (Augustsson & Jaldemark, 2014; Brill et al., 2014). Similarly, research has indicated 

mentoring is important in online learning (Black, 2017; Brill et al., 2014) and is critical to the 

success of doctoral students (Brill et al., 2014; Kelley & Salisbury-Glennon, 2015; Melián et al., 

2023; Mullen, 2021). In addition, the relationship between the student and their dissertation 

chair/advisor is noted throughout the literature as an influence on completing the doctoral degree 

(Craft et al., 2016; Melián et al., 2023). Although Erichsen et al. (2014) noted challenges exist 

with supervising online doctoral students, they recognized most participants found value in 

receiving encouragement and support from their chair. According to findings by Akojie et al. 

(2019), Craft et al. (2016), Friesen et al, (2022) and Lively et al. (2021), relationships between 

students and their dissertation chair are a critical element in completing a doctoral degree. 

 

Because of the more unstructured nature of the dissertation process in comparison to previous 

coursework, participants described their chairs as instrumental in helping them stay on track 

while navigating the dissertation process, and in helping them manage expectations. 

Additionally, chairs provided helpful guidance and resources to the doctoral students and offered 

moral support. Similarly, research by Erichsen et al. (2014) found helpful practices identified by 

their study participants included: 

 

Timely, effective, and proactive communication on the part of the supervisor; outlining 

the process and a timeline with accountability measures; clarification of roles in the 

supervision relationship; critical questioning and probing; clear, substantive, and timely 

feedback; goal setting; providing encouragement, praise, and support; and providing 

examples and clear guidelines for the research process (p. 331). 

 

Although students reported satisfaction with supervision, Erichsen et al. (2014) and Fiore et al. 

(2019) concluded there was room for additional improvement considering many students also 

reported feelings of isolation. More recently, Rost and Krahenbuhl (2023) found “helping shift 

online graduate students towards a sense of belonging is something that can make a notable 

difference in their experience and in their ultimate success” (p. 47). 



 

Considering research by Clinefelter and Aslanian (2015) reported, nearly 30% of online students 

were concerned with their ability to remain focused and motivated. Many researchers identified 

student engagement as one of the main success factors for online students (Benedetti, 2015; 

Berry, 2017; Britt, 2015; Radda & Mandernach, 2012; Thompson et al., 2013; Underdown & 

Martin, 2016), while Berry (2017) suggested there is a connection between student engagement 

and a sense of community. Additionally, Lowery et al. (2018) found mentor-to-mentee 

communications can foster a sense of connectedness. It must be noted, according to the CPED 

(Carnegie Project on the Education Doctorate)(n.d.), mentoring and advising is one of the key 

elements of program design for the professional doctorate in education, however mentoring and 

advising should be guided by principles of equity and justice, mutual respect, dynamic learning, 

flexibility, intellectual space, supportive and safe learning environments, cohort and individual 

attention, rigorous practices, and integration. 

 

Theme Two: Structural and Community Factors 

Research has shown doctoral students experienced feelings of anxiety and depression as well as 

feeling alone and disconnected (Berry, 2017). Several of the participants in this study recognized 

their cohort members as a key component to their success, which was recognized as factors 

influencing success in studies by Berry (2017) and Santicola (2013). Research findings suggest 

feeling connected with fellow students and the instructor is one of the key elements of creating a 

successful learning atmosphere. In the present study, several participants reflected on the 

importance of support from cohort members as being important to their success. This finding 

coincides with research that found cohort models foster a sense of community (Berry, 2017, 

2019; Kumar et al., 2011; Kumar et al., 2014; Rockinson-Szapkiw et al., 2014b) and can 

contribute to the success of doctoral students (Brill et al., 2014).  

 

In addition, Berry (2017) recognized online doctoral students to be at a high risk of attrition as a 

result of not having social connections with both fellow students and faculty, while Lambert and 

Fisher (2013) contended building a sense of community in online education could improve 

student retention and engagement. Managing roles and expectations of both the doctoral student 

and the advisor can help foster relationships potentially leading to positive impacts on the overall 

doctoral experience (Craft et al., 2016; Lively et al., 2021). 

 

Regarding intrinsic motivations noted by participants, Kauffman (2015) described the successful 

online student as possessing characteristics such as self-motivation and self-regulation. Similarly, 

Thompson et al. (2013) determined students’ self-regulation was a major factor in whether or not 

they succeeded. These characteristics are similar to what Duckworth et al. (2007) described as 

grit, or “perseverance and passion for long-term goals” (p. 1087). Furthermore, according to 

McClendon et al. (2017), “gritty learners persevere in spite of obstacles, determined to succeed 

no matter the hurdle” (p. 12). 

 

Theme Three: Navigating the Dissertation 

Completion of a dissertation is a challenging yet rewarding endeavor (Burkard et al., 2014; 

Kelley & Salisbury-Glennon, 2015). Craft et al. (2016) identified constraints with allowing 

students to either select or change chairs as needed and found there was more emphasis on 

holding doctoral students accountable than holding the faculty advisors accountable. Research 



shows encouraging students to select dissertation topics that hold their interest and provide 

intrinsic value to them, which in turn would promote self-regulated learning (Kelley & 

Salisbury-Glennon, 2015).  

 

Feelings of isolation were among the most consistently reported challenges, particularly as 

students transitioned from coursework to the dissertation phase (Ames et al., 2018;  Berry, 2017; 

Brill et al., 2014; Erichsen et al., 2014). In addition, managing competing priorities (Boton & 

Gregory, 2015; Brill et al., 2014; Su & Waugh, 2018; Thompson et al., 2013), and social 

presence (Berry, 2017; Lambert & Fisher, 2013; Tekiner Tolu, 2013) present obstacles for 

dissertation completion. In fact, a systematic review of the online doctoral experience found that 

isolation, juggling work and family roles, and financial pressures are the main challenges facing 

online doctoral students, and that pursuing a doctorate online is more isolating than in face-to-

face programs, with students encountering additional challenges around supervision and study-

life balance (Melián et al., 2023). 

 

The mechanics of writing the dissertation with guidance from the advisor was also noted. This is 

supported by the literature as a systematic review of doctoral dissertation writing covering 2000–

2024 identified supervisor-student communication and research skill development as central 

concerns across institutions, suggesting that struggles with scope and mechanics are not 

individual problems but reflect the need for more structured disciplinary writing support built 

into program design (Dardour & Bouyahya, 2025). 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

 
By recognizing challenges online EdD students face and identifying best practices that can help 

students overcome such challenges, program administrators can effectively foster learning 

environments that promote positive student-faculty and student-student relationships aimed at 

helping doctoral students overcome common obstacles faced during the dissertation phase. For 

many, this begins with the dissertation chair and the critical role they play in a student’s success. 

Online doctoral program administrators must strive to facilitate mutually beneficial relationships 

and take care to ensure chairs have adequate time and are committed to helping students succeed 

through the dissertation process. 

  

While much of the research focuses on the relationship between the dissertation chair and the 

doctoral student, program administration and resources can also support student success by 

providing resources, training, and guidelines for success. For example, creating clear processes 

for selecting/matching and/or changing dissertation chairs/advisors are recommended (Roumell 

& Bolliger, 2017). The literature also suggests developing guidelines that outline clear 

expectations for both the doctoral students and chairs to adhere to during the dissertation phase, 

including timely feedback (Burrington et al., 2022; Craft et al., 2016; Erichsen et al., 2014; 

Lively et al., 2021) and frequent communication (Akojie et al., 2019; Burrington et al., 2022; 

Byrnes et al., 2019). In addition, Russell (2021) suggested templates for dissertation writing and 

data collection should be provided. 

 

Additional recommendation center on the dissertation faculty advisor. Many researchers suggest 

providing models and best practices for mentoring online doctoral students, exploring 



opportunities for co-mentoring and student alumni mentors (Byrnes et al., 2019; Melián et al., 

2023; Pollard & Kumar, 2021; Roumell & Bolliger, 2017), and providing faculty advisor training 

(Frazer et al. 2017; Pollard & Kumar, 2021; Roumell & Bolliger, 2017). Program administrators 

should ensure faculty taking on the role of dissertation chair have adequate time and resources to 

mentor their doctoral students effectively (Erichsen et al., 2014). In addition, providing 

scheduled opportunities for student engagement with faculty and fellow students can create and 

foster a sense of community (Britt et al., 2015; Kumar et al., 2014; Rockinson-Szapkiw et al., 

2014b).  

 

Finally, providing multiple methods or communication channel (Crosta et al., 2018) and 

encouraging students to use social media channels like WhatsApp or GroupMe to facilitate 

students connecting to peers can help with feelings of isolation (Akojie et al., 2019; Crosta et al, 

2018). Assisting students with managing expectations and creating a positive dissertation 

experience can potentially decrease student attrition and foster rewarding, lasting relationships 

between doctoral students and their chair/advisor while supporting overall student success. 

 

Recommendations for Future Research 

More research is needed in the area specific to online doctoral students and success during the 

dissertation phase. While this study focused specifically on online students’ perceptions of 

dissertation success factors, there is an opportunity for additional research to look more closely 

at the process of assigning students with a dissertation chair. Since the relationship between the 

online doctoral student and chair was found to have both positive and negative impacts on 

dissertation completion, how to facilitate a relationship that is productive and rewarding for both 

student and chair warrants further investigation. Additional research should be conducted in the 

area of managing communication and expectations during the dissertation process, exploring 

effective strategies used by online faculty advisors to support doctoral students with 

dissertations, and further investigating best practices for helping doctoral students overcome 

common obstacles faced during the dissertation phase. Future research should explore how 

programs structure communication and expectations throughout the dissertation phase. A deeper 

understanding of these mechanisms will further equip institutions to reduce attrition, support 

doctoral completion, and strengthen the overall integrity of online doctoral education.  

 

CONCLUSION 

 
This study centered the voices of EdD students who successfully navigated one of the most 

demanding phases of doctoral education, and in doing so, revealed consistent findings that: 

completion is rarely the product of individual effort alone. Rather, it emerges from an ecosystem 

of relational, structural, and personal factors that must work in concert. The dissertation chair is 

not merely an academic supervisor but often a cornerstone keeping students connected to the 

program during its most isolating phase. Program structure and community, particularly the 

cohort model, serve as the connection that sustains motivation when intrinsic drive wavers. 

While students must bring considerable self-discipline and resilience, they cannot be expected to 

compensate for institutional gaps in support. 

 

These findings carry a direct charge for program administrators: intentional design is not 

optional. Matching students with well-prepared, adequately resourced chairs, building structured 



opportunities for peer connection, and establishing clear expectations for communication 

throughout the dissertation phase are not just enhancements, they are foundational. Online 

doctoral programs that treat these elements as secondary risk losing students not because they 

lacked ability, but because the environment failed them. Closing that gap is both an institutional 

responsibility and an imperative. 
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Abstract 

The growing emphasis on hands-on learning in contemporary education reflects a broader shift 

toward active, student-centered instruction designed to increase engagement and relevance. 

However, this expansion also underscores a critical need to examine how such approaches can be 

implemented effectively to ensure they lead to meaningful learning rather than surface-level 

participation. This research review synthesizes theoretical and empirical literature to provide a 

framework for effective hands-on learning, research-informed instructional strategies, and a 

practical checklist for educators and instructional leaders. The literature consistently indicates 

that while hands-on activities enhance engagement, engagement alone is insufficient for deep 

conceptual understanding. Effective learning occurs when experiences are intentionally 

structured to promote reflection, conceptual development, and collaborative meaning-making. 

Across instructional contexts, teachers play a central role as facilitators who design, scaffold, and 

guide learning aligned with clear objectives and students’ prior knowledge. Strategies such as 

guided inquiry, structured problem-solving, and purposeful questioning are identified as essential 

for translating active participation into cognitive growth. The review further highlights the 

importance of sustained professional support, including coaching and collaborative planning, to 

strengthen instructional implementation. Overall, the proposed framework and research-based 

checklist emphasize that hands-on learning must be deliberately designed to move beyond 

engagement toward rigorous understanding. With such intentional design and support in place, 

hands-on learning has strong potential to foster deep conceptual understanding and meaningful, 

lasting learning outcomes. 

Keywords: hand-on learning, student engagement, instructional practices, educational leadership 

In an era characterized by rapid technological advancement and constant change, students face 

an increasing array of distractions that may hinder the development and preservation of curiosity 

within educational settings. Moreover, as students progress through the educational system, 

many begin to lose the spark that once fueled their curiosity and enthusiasm for learning. While 

early childhood education often emphasizes play-based, sensory-rich experiences, later stages 

tend to shift toward abstract, decontextualized instruction. This transition can lead to a decline in 

intrinsic motivation, as students are increasingly distanced from the kinds of learning that feel 

meaningful and engaging. The question arises: How can educational leaders create and support 

learning environments that tap into learners’ natural curiosity and sustain this innate drive 

throughout their academic journey? 

One promising answer lies in the application of active, hands-on learning approaches. Students 

possess an innate curiosity, and the role of education is to cultivate this disposition by fostering 



active engagement in the learning process. John Dewey, one of the most influential American 

philosophers of education, articulated the concept of “learning by doing” as a foundational 

principle for meaningful learning (Dewey, 1938). His philosophy positions learners as active 

agents who construct understanding through inquiry, reflection, and direct experience. The 

growing popularity of hands-on learning, especially in technology-rich classrooms, underscores 

the need for educational leaders to critically examine these approaches from an instructional 

perspective to ensure they effectively promote meaningful learning. In this context, educational 

leaders should move beyond the “if you build it, they will come” assumption by recognizing that 

the mere implementation of learning activities does not guarantee authentic student engagement 

or meaningful learning outcomes. 

 

Hands-on learning activities are commonly associated with broader models of active learning, 

which encompass a range of pedagogical approaches that emphasize learner engagement through 

direct participation in the learning process. These approaches are grounded in the premise that 

knowledge is constructed through meaningful activities that provide learners with concrete 

experiences. Several instructional models position learners at the center of the learning process 

by encouraging them to explore, investigate, and develop an understanding of key concepts, 

including discovery learning, problem-based learning, inquiry-based learning, experiential 

learning theory, and constructivist learning theory. Although these models differ in their 

theoretical foundations and instructional practices, they share the underlying assumption that 

learners develop deeper understanding through active engagement in constructing, exploring, and 

applying knowledge within authentic contexts. Accordingly, the central principle of hands-on 

learning is the active engagement of students in meaningful learning experiences. 

 

Within the broader tradition of active learning, several theoretical perspectives provide a 

foundation for understanding the effectiveness of hands-on activities. Experiential learning 

theory conceptualizes learning as a cyclical process involving concrete experience, reflective 

observation, abstract conceptualization, and active experimentation (Kolb, 1984). Meaningful 

learning requires learners not only to engage in concrete experiences but also to reflect on those 

experiences, as experiential engagement alone does not ensure learning. Experiential learning 

theory has been widely applied in STEM education, where active and hands-on instructional 

strategies have consistently been shown to improve student performance compared with 

traditional lecture-based approaches (Prince, 2004). Constructivist learning theory provides a 

complementary perspective by emphasizing that learners actively construct knowledge by 

connecting new information to their existing understandings. This perspective, articulated by 

Piaget (1973) and Bruner (1966), has become a foundational framework in educational research. 

 

Constructivist learning theory views learners as active participants in the learning process who 

construct knowledge through engagement with ideas, experiences, and prior understanding rather 

than through the passive reception of information. This perspective is further extended by social 

constructivism, as articulated by Vygotsky (1978), which emphasizes the role of social 

interaction in learning. Collaboration with peers, more knowledgeable others, and instructors 

supports cognitive development by enabling learners to extend their understanding beyond what 

they could achieve independently through interaction, dialogue, and instructional scaffolding. 

 



Within this framework, instructors play an important role as facilitators who guide students 

toward deeper conceptual understanding. Although learners are central to the process of 

constructing meaning, effective learning also depends on the instructor’s ability to structure and 

scaffold learning experiences. This highlights the importance of pedagogical content knowledge, 

a concept introduced by Shulman (1986), which refers to a specialized understanding of how 

subject matter can be organized, represented, and taught in ways that make it accessible and 

meaningful for learners. In hands-on learning activities involving problem solving, effective 

instructors facilitate learning by monitoring students’ progress and guiding their thinking through 

timely coaching and questioning (Hmelo-Silver & Barrows, 2006). 

 

Taken together, these theoretical perspectives suggest that effective hands-on learning activities 

require more than physical engagement. They must also promote reflection, conceptual 

development, and collaborative meaning-making. Consequently, teachers and educational 

leaders should critically examine whether hands-on and active learning approaches are 

intentionally designed and implemented to promote meaningful learning outcomes, particularly 

students’ ability to develop conceptual understanding from their experiences rather than simply 

participate in engaging but conceptually superficial activities. 

 

Not All Hands-On Learnings are Created Equal 

When designed and implemented well, hands-on learning can be powerful because it allows 

learners to acquire knowledge through direct experience by being engaged with authentic 

problems, where both the processes and procedures of a given discipline are an essential part of 

the learning, not just the final outcome. However, not all hands-on learning activities are equally 

effective. While many aim to actively engage students, some are criticized as mere busy work 

due to poor design. Moreover, the possible ineffectiveness of minimal guidance during 

instruction has been highlighted in the scholarly article Why Minimal Guidance During 

Instruction Does Not Work (Kirschner et al., 2006). These concerns raise important questions for 

educational leaders: What distinguishes meaningful, cognitively engaging hands-on learning 

from superficial activity? How much guidance is necessary to support deep understanding 

without stifling exploration? 

 

Several factors distinguish effective hands-on learning activities from less effective ones. 

Designing impactful experiences requires careful planning, including aligning activities with 

learning standards, ensuring key concepts are addressed, calibrating instructional scaffolding, 

monitoring peer interactions, and assessing both processes and outcomes. Effectively 

orchestrating these elements is a complex endeavor. Some constructs, such as scaffolding, are 

context-dependent (van de Pol et al., 2015), and supporting students through adaptive teaching 

requires substantial knowledge and experience (Hardy et al., 2022), which poses a particular 

challenge for novice teachers. Marzano (2011) highlights the complexity of discovery learning, 

noting that, in some cases, teachers may need to rely on direct instruction to ensure learning 

effectiveness. 

 

For novice learners with limited prior knowledge, fully guided or direct instruction is generally 

more effective than inquiry- or discovery-based approaches. Novices often lack the foundational 

knowledge necessary to generate accurate solutions through exploration alone, particularly 

within constrained instructional time. Cognitive load research supports this, showing that 



minimally guided methods can overload working memory and hinder learning (Clark et al., 

2012). Learners also tend to retain information more effectively when instruction follows a 

coherent, logically structured sequence rather than primarily open-ended activities. Consistent 

with this evidence, a large-scale randomized controlled trial in primary classrooms found that 

teacher-centered lesson sequences produced stronger learning outcomes than student-centered or 

hands-on instructional variants (Buchan et al., 2020). 

 

Framework for Effective Hands-on Learning: A Research-Informed Practices 

Hands-on learning has often been discussed in broad or polarized terms, yet large-scale research 

offers more precise guidance when findings are examined by student level, subject area, and 

instructional conditions. Across the literature, both strong positive effects and mixed or negative 

findings are reported, suggesting that the effectiveness of hands-on learning is contingent rather 

than inherent. Syntheses of research indicate that hands-on approaches can support meaningful 

gains in student learning when they are sufficiently structured, sustained, and aligned with 

instructional goals, whereas weaker outcomes tend to emerge when activities are brief, 

minimally guided, or poorly integrated into the curriculum (Kirschner et al., 2006; Buchan et al., 

2020; Chen & Yang, 2019). 

 

Both elementary and secondary students demonstrate positive learning outcomes when engaged 

in learning formats that involve complex and real-world tasks, which is a form of hands-on 

learning, according to a meta-analysis of 30 studies (Chen & Yang, 2019). These findings 

challenge assumptions that younger students are not developmentally ready for inquiry-oriented 

learning. In fact, research suggests that elementary learners benefit most when hands-on 

instruction incorporates clear goals, structured scaffolding, guidance on inquiry processes, 

opportunities for reflection, and sufficient instructional time (Kleickmann et al., 2016; Skene et 

al., 2022). Moreover, outcomes are enhanced when hands-on learning is preceded by a 

preparatory unit that equips teachers and students with an understanding of inquiry processes, 

expectations, and procedures before engaging in the main learning activities (Heindl, 2019). 

 

Gains from hands-on learning have been documented across a range of subject areas, including 

the social sciences, such as language arts and geography, as well as STEM disciplines. However, 

variation by subject area highlights the conditions under which such approaches are most 

effective. The strongest effects are found in social studies and language-based subjects, where 

instruction emphasizes interpretation, synthesis, and application in authentic contexts (Chen & 

Yang, 2019). In contrast, effects in science and mathematics tend to be more modest and are 

contingent on structured scaffolding and careful sequencing of instruction. Evidence indicates 

that hands-on activities in these domains are most effective when they complement, rather than 

replace, conventional instruction, aligning with research cautioning against minimally guided 

approaches for novice learners. Across contexts, instructional time and support structures further 

moderate outcomes with sustained implementation and the deliberate integration of instructional 

technology to facilitate inquiry and collaboration are associated with stronger effects, whereas 

brief interventions, limited guidance, or misalignment with instructional objectives are linked to 

weaker results (Buchan et al., 2020; Chen & Yang, 2019; Kirschner et al., 2006). 

 

Based on a synthesis of P–12 research, a role-based, evidence-informed framework was 

developed to support teachers and educational leaders in translating research into effective 



hands-on learning practices. Responsibilities are organized by phase and role, and the key 

theoretical and evidence-based concepts underpinning each responsibility are presented in Table 

1. The framework provides guidance to enhance student engagement, support conceptual 

understanding, and ensure sustainable implementation. 

Table 1 

A Role-Based, Evidence-Informed Framework for Effective Hands-On Learning in P-12 

Education 

Phase and 

Role 
Key Responsibilities 

Key Theoretical and 

Evidence-Based 

Concepts 

Planning Stage before Instruction 

For 

Teachers 

• Clarify instructional purpose, learning objectives, 

and standards to guide lesson design. 

• Determine whether tasks introduce new concepts or 

apply knowledge to authentic problems. 

• Assess students’ prior knowledge and readiness to 

guide scaffolding and manage cognitive demand. 

• Specify anticipated evidence of learning to maintain 

coherence between instructional intent, student 

activities, and assessment. 

Constructivism 

(Dewey, 1938; Prince, 

2004); Cognitive Load 

Theory (Paas & van 

Merriënboer, 2020; 

Sweller et al., 2011); 

Experiential Learning 

(Kolb, 1984) 

For 

Educational 

Leaders 

• Support the availability of flexible learning spaces, 

materials, and schedules that facilitate hands-on 

learning. 

• Provide professional development to build teacher 

capacity in designing and facilitating hands-on 

learning experiences. 

Student-Centered 

Learning Environments 

(Fredricks et al., 2004; 

Zhang et al., 2021); 

Teacher Professional 

Development (Darling-

Hammond et al., 2017) 

Implementation Stage during Instruction 

For 

Teachers  

 

• Select and adapt hands-on learning tasks responsive 

to developmental and contextual factors. 

• Scaffold thinking, provide formative feedback, and 

use authentic assessment capturing processes and 

outcomes. 

• Facilitate structured collaboration and reflection. 

Active Learning 

(Prince, 2004); 

Formative Assessment 

(Hattie & Timperley, 

2007); Reflective 

Practice (Kolb, 1984) 

For 

Educational 

Leaders 

• Monitor instructional conditions and provide 

support to maintain high-quality implementation.  

• Facilitate coordination among leaders and teachers 

to share best practices and to maintain consistency. 

System-Level Support 

(Gibbons et al., 2019); 

Collaborative Learning 

Communities (Darling-

Hammond et al., 2017) 

 



This role-based framework organizes hands-on learning into complementary responsibilities for 

teachers, instructional leaders and administrators, providing guidance intended to support 

engagement, conceptual understanding, and long-term sustainability. For teachers, the 

framework emphasizes lesson-level planning and classroom implementation. Effective hands-on 

learning begins with clarifying instructional purpose, aligning activities with intended cognitive 

demand, and determining whether a task introduces new concepts or supports the application of 

existing knowledge to authentic problems (Henze & Shaw, 2020). Teachers are expected to 

assess learners’ prior knowledge and readiness to provide appropriate scaffolding and to reduce 

the risk of cognitive overload for students unfamiliar with the material (Ploetzner & Fillisch, 

2017; Stull & Mayer, 2007). Clearly specifying anticipated learning outcomes and evidence of 

learning further supports coherence among instructional intent, student activity, and assessment 

practices (Shernoff et al., 2018). 

 

Following the planning phase, teachers draw on pedagogical judgement to make ongoing, 

context-sensitive decisions about selecting and adapting hands-on learning tasks that actively 

engage students while remaining responsive to developmental and contextual considerations 

(Leskinen et al., 2023). In the course of instruction, teachers deliberately scaffold student 

thinking, provide formative feedback, and use authentic and performance-based assessments to 

make both learning processes and learning outcomes or products visible (Henze & Shaw, 2020; 

Leskinen et al., 2023). They can further orchestrate structured collaboration and guide intentional 

reflection to deepen sense-making, continuously calibrating instruction in relation to learning 

contexts and curricular pacing constraints (Kumpulainen et al., 2020). 

 

During planning and implementation stages, educational leaders play interdependent roles in 

shaping the conditions that enable hands-on learning to become embedded in everyday 

instructional practice. Rather than functioning as isolated supports, these conditions operate as a 

coherent system that includes flexible, well-equipped learning environments such as laboratories, 

and sustained professional learning that builds teachers’ capacity for project-based and design-

oriented pedagogies while positioning hands-on learning as central to instructional practice 

rather than peripheral enrichment (Rouse & Rouse, 2022; Shernoff et al.; Voogt et al., 2023, 

2018). Together, these conditions share responsibility across instructional levels and strengthen 

coherence between system structures and pedagogical practice, thereby positioning experiential 

learning as a structurally supported and sustained dimension of education. 

 

A Checklist for Effective Hands-On Learning  

Building on this body of evidence, a practical checklist was developed to support educational 

leaders in systematically examining the conditions under which hands-on learning is most likely 

to be effective on their campuses. Rather than serving as a prescriptive script, the checklist 

translates research-based design principles into observable indicators related to lesson design, 

classroom implementation, and organizational support, thereby operationalizing the proposed 

framework. Table 2 summarizes this checklist and illustrates how the framework can be used to 

guide instructional observation, professional learning, and schoolwide improvement efforts. 

 

Table 2 

A Checklist for Effective Hands-On Learning 



 Phase 1: 

Foundational and Guided 

Learning Phase 

Phase 2: 

Independent and Deep 

Learning Phase 

   

 
Learning Goals Yes No NA 

1.1 Set clear learning objectives that 

are aligned with curriculum 

standards. 

Design learning objectives that 

engage students in higher-order 

thinking, are student-driven, and 

allow choice and personal 

relevance 

 

☐ 

 

☐ 

 

☐ 

1.2 Break learning goals into 

manageable steps to support 

novice learners in achieving 

success and building confidence. 

Provide choice and personal 

relevance in learning objectives 

that involve higher-order thinking 

and are student-driven. 

 

☐ 

 

☐ 

 

☐ 

 
Instructional Materials Yes No NA 

2.1 Prepare all necessary learning 

tools for students. 

Prepare all necessary learning 

tools or encourage students to 

plan, organize, and manage their 

learning tools. 

 

☐ 

 

☐ 

 

☐ 

2.2 Provide structured tools, such as 

step-by-step guides, worked 

examples, checklists or visual 

aids that scaffold exploration 

without overwhelming learners. 

Support student-driven 

experimentation by providing 

open-ended materials that invite 

innovation and problem solving. 

 

☐ 

 

☐ 

 

☐ 

 
Learning Activity and Instruction Yes No NA 

3.1 Incorporate structured 

exploration tasks that allow 

students to safely experiment 

within defined boundaries. 

Connect activities to authentic, 

complex real-world problems or 

projects that extend beyond the 

classroom (community issues, 

global challenges). 

 

☐ 

 

☐ 

 

☐ 

3.2 Embed scaffolded supports such 

as examples, checklists, or 

guiding questions to support 

problem-solving and reflection. 

Plan open-ended, problem-solving 

activities that encourage students 

to apply skills creatively and 

critically. 

 

☐ 

 

☐ 

 

☐ 

3.3 Use modeling and 

demonstrations of key skills, 

strategies, or expected behaviors 

and skills prior to independent 

student work. 

Integrate interdisciplinary concepts 

to reflect real-life complexity and 

build transferable skills. 

 

☐ 

 

☐ 

 

☐ 

 
Feedback, Assessment, and Reflection Yes No NA 

4.1 Provide immediate, specific, and 

actionable feedback focused on 

effort and process. 

Facilitate timely, specific, and 

constructive feedback from 

 

☐ 

 

☐ 

 

☐ 



teachers, peers, and self-

assessment to guide growth. 

4.2 Use formative assessments (e.g., 

observations, checklists, exit 

tickets) to monitor learning 

progress. 

Use teacher, peer, and self-

assessment feedback in peer 

critique and problem-solving 

activities to promote reflection and 

higher-order thinking. 

 

☐ 

 

☐ 

 

☐ 

4.3 Provide clear criteria or rubrics 

to help students understand 

expectations, with teacher 

guidance to support self-

monitoring. 

Prompt students to reflect and self-

assess against rubrics or personal 

learning targets. 

 

☐ 

 

☐ 

 

☐ 

 

The checklist elements related to learning purpose and instructional guidance reflect 

longstanding findings that hands-on learning is most effective when cognitive demands are 

aligned with students’ prior knowledge and readiness. Research grounded in cognitive load 

theory demonstrates that novice learners benefit from explicit goals, modeling, and structured 

supports, whereas minimally guided exploration often leads to inefficiency or misconceptions 

(Kirschner et al., 2006; Stull & Mayer, 2007). Emphasizing clarity of instructional intent and 

early scaffolding addresses a common source of negative findings associated with poorly guided 

hands-on activities and reinforces the importance of intentional instructional design. 

 

A second set of checklist indicators emphasizes task quality and instructional sequencing, 

reflecting evidence that hands-on learning yields stronger outcomes when embedded within 

coherent, sustained instructional sequences rather than implemented as isolated activities. 

Large-scale classroom studies and meta-analytic findings show that brief or episodic experiential 

tasks tend to produce weaker effects than projects or investigations that unfold over multiple 

lessons and build cumulatively toward learning goals (Buchan et al., 2020; Chen & Yang, 2019). 

Accordingly, the checklist directs leaders to consider not only what students are doing in a given 

lesson, but how hands-on activities are positioned within broader units and trajectories of 

learning. 

 

The emphasis on formative assessment, feedback, and reflection aligns with research showing 

that learning in hands-on environments develops through iterative cycles of action, feedback, and 

revision. Studies of project-based and inquiry-oriented instruction suggest that conceptual 

understanding deepens when students receive timely, specific feedback and opportunities to 

reflect on both learning processes and outcomes rather than focusing solely on task completion 

(Kumpulainen et al., 2020; Shernoff et al., 2018). By foregrounding clear criteria and 

performance-based evidence, the checklist reinforces assessment practices that make learning 

visible and support metacognitive engagement. 

 

Finally, the checklist incorporates leadership and organizational conditions, reflecting evidence 

that hands-on learning functions as a system-level practice rather than an isolated classroom 

strategy. Research on implementation and sustainability indicates that instructional approaches 

such as hands-on or project-based learning are unlikely to persist or scale without adequate 

instructional time, professional learning, material resources, and supportive scheduling structures 



(Rouse & Rouse, 2022; Voogt et al., 2023). By including indicators related to leadership support 

and learning environments, the checklist aligns with the framework’s emphasis on the 

interdependence of classroom practice and organizational context in promoting high-quality, 

sustainable hands-on learning. 

 

Collectively, this work brings coherence to a fragmented body of research by integrating lesson 

design, instructional practice, and organizational conditions within a single analytic structure. 

Rather than treating hands-on learning as an isolated instructional technique, the framework 

highlights the interdependence of guidance, sequencing, assessment, and leadership supports in 

shaping learning outcomes. By offering both a conceptual framework and a research-informed 

checklist, the study contributes a practical yet theoretically grounded resource for instructional 

leaders and administrators seeking to promote purposeful, high-quality, and sustainable hands-on 

learning across educational contexts. 

 

Conclusion 

Any form of hands-on learning places students at the center in the process of learning, 

emphasizing knowledge construction through active participation and the manipulation of 

learning tools, whether digital or non-digital. Although these experiences often appear simple, 

fun, or engaging, they are, in fact, cognitively complex and demanding. Teachers navigating this 

terrain benefit from thoughtful support, such as professional resources, collaborative planning 

opportunities, and encouragement from educational leaders, which can help them balance learner 

autonomy with guidance, scaffolding, and clear learning objectives. Without such intentional 

preparation and support, students may not fully benefit from peer collaboration or meaningful 

interaction with learning materials, diminishing the impact of hands-on learning. 
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Abstract 

Digital transformation has emerged as a significant challenge for educational institutions 

worldwide, particularly in contexts marked by increasing inequality and recurring crises. This 

study examines how institutional digital resilience is shaped by leadership practices, professional 

learning cultures, and policy environments in schools and teacher education programs. Guided 

by an interpretivist paradigm, the research employs a comparative qualitative case study design, 

analyzing institutional documents and annual reports from two contrasting educational contexts 

to explore how digital strategies are conceptualized, implemented, and sustained. 

The findings identify several factors that strengthen institutional digital resilience. First, 

distributed leadership fosters shared responsibility for digital transformation across multiple 

organizational levels, promoting collaboration and collective ownership. Second, communities of 

practice provide essential structures for peer learning and the development of collective digital 

competence. Third, a clear leadership vision translates policy into practice by aligning 

institutional strategies with teaching and learning. Fourth, crises serve as both catalysts for 

digital innovation and sources of persistent digital inequities, highlighting the need for equitable 

and sustainable approaches. Finally, policy coherence across institutional, school, and national 

levels enhances preparedness by supporting consistent, long-term digital practices. 

This study contributes to the growing scholarship on digital resilience by demonstrating how 

leadership, collaboration, and policy interact to strengthen institutional capacity for digital 

transformation. The findings suggest that resilient digital ecosystems depend not only on 

technological investment but also on enabling leadership, supportive professional learning 

communities, and coherent policies that prioritize equity and sustainability. Implications include 

strengthening leadership development, expanding capacity-building initiatives, and conducting 

comparative research across diverse educational systems. 

Keywords: digital resilience, work-integrated learning, school leadership, teacher 

education, distributed leadership, comparative education 

 



Teacher education programs across the globe are experiencing remarkable and unprecedented 

changes resulting from global crises, including the COVID-19 pandemic, economic downturns, 

and the rapidly evolving nature of technology (Arendse et al., 2024; Goodwin, Madalińska-

Michalak, & Flores, 2023; Rwodzi & De Jager, 2021). These changes have underscored the 

importance of developing digital resilience, which refers to the ability to adapt and sustain 

learning through digital platforms under a variety of circumstances (Boh et al., 2023; Sun et al., 

2022). Within teacher education, concerns have also emerged regarding the vulnerability of 

Work-Integrated Learning (WIL), as this component depends heavily on collaboration and 

interaction between universities and partner schools (Aprile & Knight, 2020; Cooper et al., 2010; 

Gamage, 2022). These emerging vulnerabilities highlight a critical gap in understanding how 

teacher education systems can develop the digital resilience necessary to sustain WIL in rapidly 

changing educational environments. 

 

For institutions to navigate challenging periods successfully, digital resilience in teacher 

education enables teacher educators, pre-service teachers, and partner schools to provide 

teaching and learning through flexible, technology-enhanced approaches. This approach allows 

educators to adapt their instructional strategies and learning platforms to sustain Work-Integrated 

Learning (WIL), even when traditional teaching placements are disrupted (Rwodzi & De Jager, 

2021). Research has shown that teachers who possess digital resilience are better equipped to 

deliver effective instruction during crises, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, and to develop 

innovative solutions in response to challenging circumstances (Eri et al., 2021; Nyathi & Joseph, 

2024). This paper examines leadership practices that enhance digital resilience in WIL across 

two distinct learning contexts. 

 

Based on prevailing concerns regarding how teacher education programs are coping with and 

responding to digital disruption, this paper examines the role of school leaders in enhancing the 

digital resilience of pre-service teachers through Work-Integrated Learning (WIL). It also 

analyzes the similarities and differences in the strategies implemented by school leaders in South 

Africa and the United States to promote digital resilience among pre-service teachers. By 

presenting a comparative perspective, the paper highlights points of convergence and divergence 

across these two educational contexts. Ultimately, the study identifies strategies employed by 

school leaders that can strengthen the digital resilience of pre-service teachers participating in 

WIL across diverse educational settings. 

 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
 

This paper is grounded in the Community of Practice (CoP) framework and Distributed 

Leadership Theory. These complementary theoretical perspectives provide the foundation for 

examining the role of school leaders in fostering the digital resilience of pre-service teachers 

through Work-Integrated Learning (WIL). The relevance and application of each framework are 

discussed throughout the paper to demonstrate how they inform the study's analysis and 

interpretation of the findings. 

 

Community of Practice Theory 

Community of Practice (CoP) Theory provides a foundation for understanding the development 

of pre-service teachers' digital competence and professional identity within Work-Integrated 



Learning (WIL) contexts. The theory serves as a framework for examining learning development 

and identity formation within the collaborative social environment that characterizes WIL. 

According to Wenger (1998), a community of practice develops through shared practice, mutual 

engagement, and the creation of a shared repertoire of resources, tools, and practices. These 

collaborative learning experiences are essential to the professional growth of pre-service 

teachers, who draw upon the expertise of mentor teachers, school leaders, and other educational 

professionals to develop and demonstrate effective digital teaching practices. 

The application of CoP Theory has been widely examined in research on digital learning and 

teaching practices (Garrison et al., 2010; Wenger-Trayner & Wenger-Trayner, 2020). The theory 

provides a valuable lens for exploring how digital readiness is co-constructed through 

collaboration, shared participation, and authentic learning experiences during teaching practice. 

In the context of digital resilience, CoP Theory conceptualizes the development of pre-service 

teachers' competencies through participation in professional learning communities and 

collaborative networks within educational settings in both the United States and South Africa. 

The present study employs Community of Practice Theory to explain how pre-service teachers 

develop digital readiness through active participation in supportive learning environments where 

digital knowledge, skills, and instructional practices are collaboratively shared and refined. This 

theoretical framework directly informs Research Question 1, which examines how leadership 

practices within Work-Integrated Learning influence the digital readiness of pre-service teachers. 

Distributed Leadership Theory 

Distributed Leadership Theory supports and complements the Community of Practice (CoP) 

Theory by emphasizing that leadership for digital resilience is enacted through collective 

processes within school systems. As a complementary theoretical perspective, Distributed 

Leadership Theory provides an additional lens for understanding how leadership practices foster 

digital resilience across educational ecosystems. Based on the work of Spillane (2006), 

leadership is conceptualized as a distributed practice in which expertise, decision-making, and 

responsibility are shared among multiple individuals rather than residing with a single leader.  

This perspective aligns with the view that digital resilience and the successful digital 

transformation of teaching and learning cannot be achieved through isolated efforts but instead 

require collaborative processes that address the challenges associated with technological 

innovation and change (Harris, 2014; Harris & Spillane, 2008). 

Within the work-integrated learning (WIL) context, Distributed Leadership Theory underscores 

the importance of collaborative actions among school principals, information and 

communication technology (ICT) coordinators, mentor teachers, teacher educators, university 

administrators, and other educational stakeholders in preparing preservice teachers with the 

digital competencies needed for professional practice. Leadership during periods of 

technological disruption highlights the necessity of shared responsibility, collaborative decision-

making, and organizational adaptability to sustain effective teaching and learning environments 

(Fullan, 2021; Spillane et al., 2020). The integration of Community of Practice Theory and 

Distributed Leadership Theory emphasizes the interconnected social and organizational 

dimensions that contribute to the development of digital resilience in teacher education. 



Distributed Leadership Theory is aligned with Research Question 2 because it examines the 

similarities and differences in leadership practices that support digital resilience within learning 

environments in South Africa and the United States. The theory provides a framework for 

comparing how leadership structures, collaborative processes, and shared responsibilities differ 

across the two countries while influencing the development of digital resilience among 

preservice teachers. 

 

Integrating the Frameworks 

The Community of Practice (CoP) and Distributed Leadership frameworks are integrated 

through the concept of digital resilience, as both emphasize the importance of resilience as a 

collaborative and collective process. The CoP framework highlights the development of 

resilience through active participation in supportive professional communities, where 

knowledge, skills, and experiences are shared among members (Wenger, 1998). In contrast, 

Distributed Leadership Theory emphasizes the role of shared leadership structures in enabling 

schools to respond effectively and adaptively to digital challenges by distributing expertise and 

decision-making across multiple stakeholders (Spillane, 2006). Together, these frameworks 

provide complementary perspectives for understanding how digital resilience is developed and 

sustained within teacher education and work-integrated learning (WIL) environments. 

 

Research Question 3 draws upon both theoretical frameworks and the digital resilience literature 

to investigate the strategies that strengthen collective digital resilience in WIL settings. Digital 

resilience refers to the capacity of individuals and institutions to adapt, recover, and continue 

learning effectively in response to digital disruptions and technological challenges (Sun et al., 

2022; Weller & Anderson, 2013; Wright, 2016). For pre-service teachers, digital resilience 

encompasses the confidence, knowledge, and adaptive capacity to effectively use a range of 

digital technologies while navigating uncertainty and responding to disruptions such as power 

outages, pandemics, connectivity issues, and learning platform failures (Livingstone, 2018). 

Developing digital resilience therefore requires intentional leadership practices, equitable access 

to technology, ongoing professional learning, and flexible institutional structures that support 

adaptation and innovation. 

 

By integrating social learning processes, shared leadership practices, and the principles of digital 

resilience, this conceptual framework provides a comprehensive foundation for examining how 

leadership influences the digital experiences of pre-service teachers during WIL across diverse 

educational contexts. The integration of these perspectives recognizes that digital resilience is 

not solely an individual competency but also an organizational capability that emerges through 

collaboration, shared expertise, and supportive leadership practices. Figure 1 illustrates the 

relationship and interconnectedness among the theoretical frameworks and the concept of digital 

resilience that underpins this study. 

 

 

Figure 1 

Conceptual Diagram 

 

 



The conceptual diagram in Figure 1 shows the role that CoP Theory and Distributed Leadership 
Theory complementarily play, together with Digital Resilience, in informing and developing an 
optimal WIL experience. CoP Theory has a practice in making a structure for collaboration and 
learning processes for participants as students. Lave and Wenger (1991), explains the CoP 
theory follows a phenomenon that describes how members, within a certain community, learn by 
developing as they practice. Spillane (2006); Harris (2013), argue that Distributed Leadership 
Theory supports skills within an organizational structure as members are capable of sharing 
skills. Thus, these two theories; Distributed Leadership Theory, together with CoP Theory, 
supports organizational digital resilience with regard to peer collaboration, problem-solving, and 
responsibility in dealing with technological changes (Panadero et al. 2023). It is therefore 
important to note that, according to the CoP Theory, learning within an organization occurs 
through collaborative knowledge-sharing structures. In contrast, Distributed Leadership Theory 
promotes an organizational framework characterized by shared responsibility and supportive 
interactions, thereby contributing to the development and expansion of leadership capacity 
throughout the organization. 

METHODOLOGY 

This study is situated within the interpretivist paradigm, which assumes that reality is socially 
constructed through the meaning’s individuals attribute to their experiences. This paradigm is 
appropriate for the current study because it emphasizes understanding how educational 
institutions conceptualize and implement digital transformation within their unique sociocultural 
contexts (Schwandt, 1994; Willis, 2007). Rather than seeking objective or universal truths, 
interpretivist research focuses on exploring participants' perspectives, beliefs, and lived 
experiences. 

According to Merriam (2009), interpretive research seeks to understand the meanings that 
participants assign to their experiences, assumptions, and practices within their natural settings. 
Consistent with this perspective, the interpretivist paradigm provides the analytical lens through 
which this study examines how institutional stakeholders perceive and enact leadership 
strategies, allocate resources, and foster digital resilience within work-integrated learning (WIL) 



environments. This approach enables a deeper understanding of the complex social processes 

that influence digital transformation in teacher education. 

Comparative Qualitative Case Study Design 

This study employs a comparative qualitative case study design to facilitate an in-depth 

investigation of the contextual complexities and richness of two educational institutions. Case 

study research is particularly appropriate for examining complex organizational phenomena in 

which the boundaries between the phenomenon being studied and its contextual environment are 

not clearly delineated (Yin, 2018). A comparative case study approach strengthens the analytical 

depth of the research by enabling systematic examination of similarities, differences, and 

contextual factors across cases (Goodrick, 2014). 

Through this design, the study explores how each institution’s governance structures, historical 

development, and strategic priorities interact to shape their approaches to digital transformation 

and the cultivation of digital resilience. This approach allows for a nuanced understanding of 

how institutional contexts influence the adoption, implementation, and sustainability of digital 

practices within educational settings. 

Locale of the Research Site 

The digital contexts of Mangaung, South Africa, and Houston, United States of America, reflect 

distinct socioeconomic and infrastructural environments that influence the digital readiness of 

pre-service teachers within work-integrated learning (WIL) contexts. These differing 

environments provide an important comparative foundation for examining how institutional 

conditions shape access to digital resources, technology integration, and digital resilience in 

teacher preparation. 

Digital Context of the Research Sites 

The Mangaung digital environment is characterized by limited technological infrastructure, with 

variations in internet connectivity across schools that influence the consistency of work-

integrated learning (WIL) experiences for pre-service teachers. Although internet penetration in 

South Africa has increased, with approximately 74.7% of the population having internet access 

in 2024, the availability, reliability, and quality of connectivity remain unevenly distributed. 

Many communities continue to rely heavily on cellular networks due to limited access to stable 

broadband infrastructure (DataReportal, 2024; Statistics South Africa [Stats SA], 2024). At the 

provincial level, the Free State has made progress in expanding digital connectivity; however, 

these improvements remain limited to a subset of schools targeted through recent connectivity 

initiatives (Free State Province, 2023). 

Research within the Mangaung context has also identified persistent challenges related to access 

to digital devices and teachers’ capacity to effectively integrate information and communication 

technologies (ICTs) into teaching and learning practices. These limitations require mentor 

teachers and pre-service teachers to rely on collaborative networks and supportive peers to 

complete digitally mediated tasks associated with the WIL process (Stats SA, 2024). 

Consequently, digital engagement within the Mangaung educational context remains influenced 

by institutional capacity, teacher digital competence, and the availability of external support 

structures. 



In contrast, the Houston educational context reflects a comparatively advanced digital 

environment characterized by stronger technological infrastructure, greater institutional 

investment, and broader access to digital learning platforms. However, digital equity challenges 

continue to exist within the district and surrounding communities. Nationally, most school 

districts in the United States have achieved the minimum connectivity standards established by 

the Federal Communications Commission (FCC), with approximately 74% of districts meeting 

the benchmark of one megabit per second per student in 2023 (Connect K12, 2023). These 

developments have contributed to a more stable technological foundation for in-school access 

and digital learning opportunities. 

Despite this progress, digital inequities remain evident in Houston, particularly among 

economically disadvantaged households. A post-pandemic survey conducted within the Houston 

area identified continued disparities in home-based digital access, with many low-income 

families experiencing challenges obtaining reliable internet connectivity and computers 

necessary for students to complete academic work. Additionally, a significant number of teachers 

reported that some students lacked access to functional digital devices outside of school settings 

(Kinder Institute, 2022). 

The comparison of these two contexts suggests that while Houston benefits from stronger 

institutional infrastructure, learning management system (LMS) availability, and district-

supported digital initiatives, challenges related to equitable access beyond the school 

environment remain unresolved. Similarly, Mangaung faces more foundational challenges 

involving infrastructure, connectivity, and digital capacity. These contextual differences are 

significant for understanding how pre-service teachers experience and develop digital resilience 

during WIL placements. The availability of technological resources, institutional support, and 

opportunities for digital engagement collectively shape the extent to which pre-service teachers 

can participate effectively in digitally mediated teaching and learning practices. 

The comparative digital landscapes of Mangaung and Houston highlight how socioeconomic 

contexts, infrastructure availability, and institutional leadership influence the digital readiness of 

pre-service teachers within work-integrated learning (WIL) environments. While Houston 

benefits from a more mature digital ecosystem supported by established district initiatives, 

structured digital leadership practices, and greater access to learning technologies, Mangaung 

continues to encounter challenges related to inconsistent connectivity, limited availability of 

digital devices, and variations in teachers’ digital competencies. 

These contrasting contexts demonstrate that the central issue extends beyond technological 

access alone and involves the development of equitable digital infrastructure, effective leadership 

practices, and collaborative systems that support meaningful WIL experiences. Enhancing digital 

readiness in both settings, although from different points of departure, requires context-specific 

investments, sustained professional capacity building, and the strengthening of Communities of 

Practice (CoPs). Such collaborative structures can support pre-service teachers’ engagement with 

digitally mediated teaching and learning practices while promoting greater equity, resilience, and 

preparedness across diverse educational environments. 



Data Sources and Selection Criteria 

The primary data source for this study is document analysis, which Bowen (2009) describes as “a 

systematic procedure for reviewing or evaluating documents” to generate insights into 

organizational intentions, priorities, and practices. Document analysis is particularly appropriate 

for studies examining institutional policies, strategic planning, and organizational practices 

because documents represent formal expressions of institutional commitments, priorities, and 

narratives. This study analyzes three categories of documents: policy documents, strategic plans, 

and institutional reports. These sources serve as key comparative data sets for examining how 

digital resilience within work-integrated learning (WIL) contexts is conceptualized and enacted 

through leadership practices across South African and United States teacher education 

environments. 

Purposive sampling was used to select relevant documents at global, national, and institutional 

levels within both South Africa and the United States. The selection criteria focused on 

documents that provided insight into teacher education policies, digital transformation initiatives, 

leadership practices, and institutional responses to technological change. Policy documents 

examined in this study included the Minimum Requirements for Teacher Education 

Qualifications (MRTEQ) in South Africa and the standards and requirements established by the 

Council for the Accreditation of Educator Preparation (CAEP) in the United States. These 

documents were selected because they provide regulatory and professional frameworks that 

shape expectations for teacher preparation and institutional accountability. 

Strategic plans were selected based on their relevance to digital resilience, institutional 

transformation, and leadership priorities over time. These documents were considered important 

sources for understanding how educational institutions articulate strategic responses to 

technological change, resource allocation, and digital readiness. Institutional reports provided 

additional evidence regarding how strategic intentions related to digital transformation and WIL 

implementation were operationalized within teacher education programs. These reports included 

WIL reports, institutional self-evaluation reports, and other relevant organizational documents 

that demonstrated institutional practices and responses to emerging challenges. 

The selected documents also supported methodological triangulation by enabling comparison 

between stated institutional intentions, strategic priorities, and evidence of implementation. 

Through the analysis of multiple document types across two national contexts, the study sought 

to develop a comprehensive understanding of how leadership structures, institutional strategies, 

and collaborative practices contribute to the development of digital resilience in WIL 

environments. 

Data Analysis 

The document analysis process was guided by two primary analytical focus: (a) leadership 

strategies and frameworks and (b) digital infrastructure and resource deployment. The first 

analytical focus examined how leadership articulates priorities related to digital transformation 

through governance structures, strategic planning models, and capacity-building initiatives. 

Attention was given to the principles commonly associated with effective digital transformation 

leadership, including distributed decision-making, strategic visioning, collaborative leadership 

practices, and the alignment of institutional resources with digital priorities. 



The second analytical focus examined the role of digital infrastructure and resource deployment 

in shaping institutional capacity for digital transformation. This included analysis of institutional 

investments in information and communication technology (ICT) infrastructure, learning 

management systems, connectivity, digital platforms, and support structures. Existing research 

suggests that robust digital ecosystems provide the foundation necessary for fostering 

pedagogical innovation, institutional adaptability, and digital resilience within educational 

contexts (Jeladze & Pata, 2018; Marchese et al., 2025; Tondeur et al., 2017). 

Together, these analytical foci enabled a comprehensive examination of how leadership 

intentions and material conditions interact to influence digital transformation within teacher 

education. By analyzing both leadership frameworks and digital infrastructure, the study moved 

beyond policy rhetoric to investigate the extent to which strategic visions are translated into 

sustainable, context-responsive practices. This analytical approach supported an examination of 

how institutions develop the conditions necessary to promote pedagogical innovation, digital 

resilience, and effective work-integrated learning (WIL) experiences across diverse educational 

environments. 

Drawing on Distributed Leadership Theory, this study employed an analytical approach that 

examined how responsibility for digital learning initiatives and work-integrated learning (WIL) 

support is distributed among various leadership actors within educational institutions. In 

addition, Communities of Practice (CoP) Theory informed the analysis by providing a lens for 

understanding how pre-service teachers develop professional identities and become legitimate 

participants in digitally enabled teaching and learning practices. 

Data were analyzed using NVivo qualitative data analysis software, which enhanced analytical 

rigor through systematic coding, categorization, and identification of emerging themes. 

Following the coding process, cross-case synthesis was conducted to compare patterns, 

similarities, and differences in leadership practices and institutional responses across the two 

contexts. This comparative analytical approach enabled a deeper understanding of how 

distributed leadership practices, collaborative learning structures, and contextual conditions 

influence the development of digital resilience within WIL environments. 

Ethical Considerations 

Approval was obtained from the relevant institutional ethics committee prior to the 

commencement of data collection. Because this study relied on publicly available policy 

documents, strategic plans, and institution-level reports, there was no direct engagement with 

human participants. The documents were analyzed objectively and ethically, with care taken to 

avoid making evaluative judgments about specific institutions, individuals, or leadership teams. 

Findings were presented at a broader institutional and contextual level to maintain analytical 

neutrality and respect for the organizations represented in the study. 

Attention was given to ethical considerations associated with cross-contextual comparison. The 

analysis sought to avoid deficit-based interpretations, particularly when examining differences in 

technological infrastructure, socioeconomic conditions, and policy environments between South 

Africa and the United States. Instead, the study approached each context as a unique educational 

ecosystem shaped by historical, institutional, and structural factors. This approach supported a 



balanced interpretation of how leadership practices, digital resources, and collaborative 

structures contribute to digital resilience and work-integrated learning (WIL) experiences across 

diverse educational settings. 

FINDINGS 

Analysis of policy documents, strategic plans, and institutional reports revealed how digital 

resilience in Work-Integrated Learning (WIL) is constructed, enabled, and constrained through 

leadership practices across South African and United States contexts. Four interrelated themes 

emerged from the cross-document and cross-context analysis. 

1. Leadership Framing of Digital Transformation in Work-Integrated Learning

Across both the South African and United States contexts, national and institutional policy

documents positioned digital transformation as a strategic priority, although they differed in the

extent to which they explicitly addressed Work-Integrated Learning (WIL) and the preparation of

pre-service teachers. In the South African policy documents, digitalization was primarily framed

as a long-term systemic objective, with limited reference to how digital technologies should be

enacted during WIL placements in schools. For example, the Department of Education (2004)

stated that “All pre-service teacher training in higher education institutions includes basic ICT

literacy and basic ICT integration into teaching and learning” (p. xx). While this policy

emphasizes the importance of developing foundational digital competencies, it does not provide

explicit guidance or structured opportunities for pre-service teachers to apply digital technologies

during their WIL experiences.

In contrast, strategic plans and accreditation-related documents from the United States more 

explicitly connected digital learning with clinical practice and professional preparation. One 

institutional strategic plan emphasized the need to “train and build faculty capacity to expand 

the utilization of technology to reach millennial generation students” (University Strategic Plan, 

USA, p. xx). This framing positioned digital competence as an integral component of teacher 

preparation rather than an additional skill, highlighting the expectation that technology 

integration should be embedded throughout WIL experiences. 

The cross-context analysis suggests that leadership framing plays a significant role in shaping 

how digital resilience is conceptualized and enacted within teacher education. While both 

countries recognize the importance of digital transformation, the United States policy documents 

provide clearer strategic direction for integrating technology into WIL practices. Conversely, 

South African policies establish a strong commitment to digital literacy but provide less explicit 

guidance on how institutional leaders, mentor teachers, and pre-service teachers should 

collaboratively implement digital practices during school-based learning. These findings indicate 

that effective leadership for digital resilience requires not only policy commitment but also 

practical frameworks that support the integration of digital technologies into authentic WIL 

contexts. 

2. Distributed Leadership and Responsibility for Digital Support

Leadership responsibilities for digital learning during WIL were unevenly articulated across

documents. School leadership standards in both contexts recognised the role of principals in



enabling teaching and learning; however, responsibility for digital mentoring of pre-service 

teachers was often implied rather than explicitly assigned. A South African institutional report 

noted that “support for student teachers’ use of digital tools varied significantly across 

placement schools, depending on local leadership priorities and available expertise” (Teaching 

Practice Report, SA). 

In contrast, several U.S. institutional and district-level documents reflected a more distributed 

leadership approach. One report described how “mentor teachers, instructional coaches, and 

school leaders collaboratively support teacher candidates’ integration of digital tools during 

practicum” (College of Education Annual Report, USA). This suggests a clearer distribution of 

leadership roles across actors, aligning with a distributed leadership model that supports digital 

resilience through shared responsibility. 

3. Positioning of Pre-Service Teachers within Communities of Practice

The extent to which pre-service teachers were positioned as legitimate participants in digitally

mediated communities of practice differed across contexts and document types. In South African

policy texts, pre-service teachers were often referred to generically as “student teachers” within

WIL, with limited attention to their participation in digital practices. One institutional report

reflected that “student teachers largely adapted to existing school practices, including available

technologies, rather than actively shaping digital teaching approaches” (WIL Evaluation

Report, SA).

Conversely, several U.S.-based documents explicitly positioned pre-service teachers as active 

contributors. A practicum handbook stated that “teacher candidates are expected to engage fully 

in the school’s digital learning environment, including learning management systems, assessment 

platforms, and online communication tools” (Practicum Handbook, USA). This language reflects 

a stronger alignment with Communities of Practice theory, where participation, access, and 

legitimacy are central to learning. 

4. Digital Resilience, Crisis Response, and Continuity of Work-Integrated Learning

Policy documents and institutional reports across both contexts highlighted how digital resilience

was challenged and reconfigured during periods of crisis and educational disruption. The

findings demonstrate that the continuity of Work-Integrated Learning (WIL) depended not only

on access to digital technologies but also on leadership capacity, institutional preparedness, and

the effectiveness of policy implementation.

In the South African context, institutional reports revealed considerable variability in schools' 

capacity to sustain WIL through digital modalities during periods of disruption. One faculty 

report observed that “the continuation of teaching practice during periods of disruption 

depended largely on individual schools’ access to devices, connectivity, and leadership support” 

(Faculty Teaching and Learning Report, South Africa, p. xx). This finding suggests that digital 

resilience was unevenly distributed across institutions and schools, reflecting disparities in 

technological infrastructure, digital resources, and leadership support. Consequently, pre-service 

teachers experienced varying levels of access to meaningful WIL opportunities, depending on 

the capacity of their placement schools to adapt to changing circumstances. 



By comparison, institutional documents from the United States reflected more formalized 

approaches to ensuring continuity during crises. A district-level report stated that “established 

digital platforms and leadership protocols enabled teacher candidates to continue clinical 

practice through hybrid and remote models” (District Continuity Report, USA, p. xx). These 

documents indicate that institutional leaders had implemented structured contingency plans, 

supported by established digital systems and coordinated leadership practices, to minimize 

disruptions to teacher preparation. 

The cross-context analysis demonstrates that digital resilience extends beyond the availability of 

technological infrastructure. Instead, it emerges through the interaction of strategic leadership, 

coherent institutional policies, organizational preparedness, and collaborative learning practices. 

Institutions with clearly defined leadership structures and established digital continuity plans 

were better positioned to sustain WIL during periods of disruption, whereas institutions with 

limited infrastructure and less coordinated leadership encountered greater challenges in 

maintaining quality clinical experiences. These findings underscore the importance of leadership 

in fostering digital resilience by developing adaptive systems, promoting institutional learning, 

and ensuring that pre-service teachers can continue meaningful professional practice despite 

changing educational conditions. 

Summary of Findings 

The findings of this study demonstrate that digital resilience in Work-Integrated Learning (WIL) 

is shaped by the distribution of leadership responsibilities, the positioning of pre-service teachers 

within digital communities of practice, and the extent to which policy intentions are translated 

into institutional practice. Across both the South African and United States contexts, policy 

documents consistently identified digital transformation as a strategic priority for teacher 

education. However, notable differences emerged in the ways leadership was enacted, the clarity 

of leadership roles and responsibilities, and the degree to which digital technologies were 

intentionally integrated into WIL experiences. 

The analysis further revealed that leadership practices influenced the development of digital 

resilience by shaping institutional preparedness, collaboration among stakeholders, and the 

continuity of learning during periods of disruption. Institutions that articulated clear leadership 

structures, supported collaborative decision-making, and implemented coordinated digital 

strategies were better positioned to sustain meaningful WIL experiences. In contrast, contexts 

where leadership expectations and implementation strategies were less explicit experienced 

greater variability in the integration of digital technologies and the continuity of professional 

practice. 

Overall, these findings highlight the importance of leadership-informed approaches to digital 

resilience in teacher education. They suggest that strengthening digital resilience requires not 

only strategic policy commitments but also coherent institutional leadership, collaborative 

professional learning, and the effective integration of digital technologies into WIL. These 

findings provide the foundation for the discussion presented in the next chapter, where the results 

are interpreted in relation to the study's conceptual framework, existing literature, and 

implications for policy and practice. 



IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Implications for Policy and Practice 

The main implications of this study for policy development and institutional practice in the 

strengthening of digital resilience are manifold. These relate to the structural, leadership, and 

cultural conditions that underpin the sustainable digital transformation of educational 

institutions. 

Enhancing Distributed and Strategic Leadership Capacity 

The findings indicate that the centrality of distributed leadership requires policies and 

institutional strategies to prioritize the development of leadership capacity across multiple levels 

of the organization rather than concentrating responsibility for digital transformation solely 

within senior leadership positions. Strengthening leadership capacity at all organizational levels 

enables institutions to respond more effectively to technological change, fosters collaborative 

decision-making, and enhances the sustainability of digital initiatives. 

Professional development programs should therefore extend beyond technical digital 

competencies to include the knowledge, skills, and practices associated with digital leadership. 

Such programs should promote collaboration across academic and administrative units, 

encourage shared responsibility for digital innovation, and empower middle leaders to initiate 

and implement contextually appropriate technological improvements. By cultivating leadership 

expertise throughout the institution, organizations can strengthen their capacity to adapt to 

emerging digital challenges while promoting collective ownership of transformation initiatives. 

At the policy level, educational authorities should reinforce these institutional efforts by 

embedding expectations for distributed leadership within information and communication 

technology (ICT) and digital transformation policy frameworks. Clearly articulated leadership 

responsibilities at departmental, faculty, and institutional levels can promote consistency in 

implementation, strengthen accountability, and facilitate coordinated decision-making. 

Integrating distributed leadership principles into policy frameworks can therefore support 

coherent and sustainable digital transformation while enhancing institutional digital resilience. 

Embedding Communities of Practice in Institutional Professional Learning Models 

This involves a call to formally embed the structures of collaborative professional learning 

within the staff development models of institutions and to make time, resources, and digital 

platforms available to facilitate teachers sharing tools, exchanging pedagogical strategies, and 

reflecting on practice. Institutional policies should position CoPs as one of the core professional 

learning mechanisms and provide ongoing support, facilitation, and recognition for these 

networks. This is a part of investing in long-term organizational capacity, as well as a culture of 

learning. 

Remedying Digital Inequalities through Strategic, Long-Term Investment 

The revelation of a lack of digital equities within a crisis brings with it the need for, and 

emphasis on, deliberate, non-crisis-oriented investment in digital space. Equity in accessing 

devices, internet, and developing the necessary digital skills for both staff and students would 

need to become a priority at an institutional level. The needs of such policies ought to include a 

set of provisions that make it possible to support the distribution of resources to underserved 



departments, campuses, or communities. The digital equity situation within a country might also 

need improvement regarding supporting universal access, subsidized data initiatives, and 

technology procurement. 

Achieving Greater Policy Coherence Among Institutional Levels 

Findings show that policy coherence is a factor that leads to improved preparedness and 

implementation capacity within institutions. The alignment of strategic plans, e-transform 

models, ICT policies, and strategies for teaching and learning should thus be considered by 

policymakers. Good policy vision, together with a participatory approach in developing a policy, 

may reduce fragmentation while cultivating a common vision for e-transformation. The senior 

management at the institutions should thus set frameworks that enable alignment and consistent 

interpretation of policy within the faculties. 

Turning Crises into Opportunities for Structured Innovations 

Although crises should not be a central force in adapting to developments in digital technology, 

they provide a very compelling environment to facilitate reflection and innovation. It is 

necessary that institutions make use of post-crisis learning practices such as after-action reviews, 

which enable learning from experiences, identifying impediments, as well as reflecting on and 

adapting to innovations that are created during a situation of a crisis. Policymakers need to 

facilitate learning by making resilience planning a central force for adaptation. 

Framing a Digital Resilience Structure  

It is evident that a comprehensive approach is necessary for digital resilience that links 

leadership, professional development, infrastructure, and policy alignment from this research. It 

is therefore essential that institutions develop comprehensive frameworks for digital resilience 

that clarify goals, roles, and evidence-informed approaches to preparedness, as well as 

innovation in a digital setting. Such frameworks can be linked to quality assurance and planning 

cycles to make progress. 

CONCLUSION 

The research explores how educational institutions navigate digital transformation, though, and 

across leadership practices, learning cultures, policy contexts, and responses to disruptions. This 

research concluded that the concept of digital resilience is a complex phenomenon that is shaped 

by human and structural factors. The themes that cut across, from this research, are leadership 

practices that are distributed, communities of practice, visionary leadership, innovation in times 

of crisis, and policy coherence, which layer on top of one another to enable the necessary 

conditions for a positive adaptation into digital capacity within institutions. 

The implications of the findings are that digital transformation is not a technological issue but, 

on the contrary, a highly social process. This is because, with distributive leadership, there is 

shared ownership that helps several members within an institution take part in developing an 

improved form of education through digitization. Communities of practice are infrastructural in 

ensuring that learning takes place within the peer group, which is a way for teachers to gain more 

confidence and tackle challenges that come along the way. In all these, visionary leadership is 

the only component that ensures that digitization is rooted in the organizational goals. 



In relation to that, it emphasizes the challenges that would require constant attention. The 

potential that crises revealed for innovation in institutions might never have been revealed, but 

alongside that, certain discrepancies, especially regarding inequality, might have been revealed 

as well. In this regard, policy coherence is a necessary condition within a situation where a 

certain inequality must be remedied. 

Taken together, these findings contribute to the overall conversation on digital resilience in 

education, and they are meant to affirm that the emergence of resilient development is a result of 

the interrelationship of leadership, policy, shared sense of culture, and equity in infrastructure. 

This research has demonstrated that the development of digital resilience in students is not 

merely the result of a short-term solution but a long-term commitment. 

Future studies might follow on from this work by including perspectives from educators, 

students, and administrators via interviews or even an ethnographic setting, which would enable 

a far more thorough understanding of the experiences of digital transformation. Comparison 

within a different geographical setting might shed further light on the factors influencing digital 

resilience, for instance. 

Lastly, the research clearly indicates that for institutions which aim at developing a competitive 

digital environment, they need to create a setting that is conducive to technological readiness as 

well as human Readiness to Change. 
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Abstract 

Despite their growing presence in schools and universities, Latina educators remain 

underrepresented in educational leadership. Traditional leadership development often overlooks 

the cultural, relational, and identity-driven strengths Latinas bring to their roles. This article 

introduces the Baila Conmigo framework, a dance-based, culturally sustaining mentoring model 

designed to support Latina leaders through six interconnected stages: Calentamiento (warming 

up the identity and the story), Ritmo (discovering leadership rhythm), Pareja & Rueda 

(community and partnership), Coreografía (leadership planning), Spotlight & Escenario 

(visibility and advocacy), and Celebración (reflection and legacy). Grounded in lived experience, 

community cultural wealth, Mujerista thought, and activist scholarship, Baila Conmigo offers 

practical guidance for mentors, leadership programs, and school organizations seeking to foster 

representation, opportunity, and supportive leadership development. The framework provides a 

much needed tool for empowerment, connection, and leadership growth at a time when many 

Latina leaders continue to navigate isolation, underrepresentation, and challenges to 

advancement. By honoring ancestral wisdom and the collective strength of comunidad, Baila 

Conmigo reimagines leadership development as both a personal and communal journey. Baila 

Conmigo serves as an invitation for Latina leaders to lead with authenticity, purpose, and 

courage. 

 

Keywords: Latina leadership, mentoring, leadership development, cultural wealth, educational 

leadership 

 

 

Across PK–20 educational settings, Latina educators serve in vital roles as teachers, counselors, 

faculty, and administrators. However, despite their increasing presence, Latinas remain 

underrepresented in formal leadership positions. Traditional leadership and mentoring programs 

often emphasize technical skills while insufficiently addressing the cultural, relational, and 

identity-driven experiences that shape Latina leadership journeys. 

 

In my work as a bilingual classroom teacher, school counselor, educational leader, professor, and 

mentor, I have witnessed the transformative impact of culturally affirming mentoring 

relationships. Latina leaders consistently describe leadership as deeply intertwined with family, 

community, culture, language, and collective responsibility, demonstrating that leadership 

development is inseparable from identity development. 

 

Drawing from these insights and directly informed by my research, I developed Baila Conmigo 

as a novel framework for Latina leadership development. This model reimagines leadership 

mentoring through the metaphor of dance, a culturally resonant and relational practice that 



 

 

embodies tradition, movement, rhythm, partnership, and growth. Latina leadership, much like 

dance, is not performed in isolation; rather, it is cultivated through guidance, coaching, 

observation, reflection, community, and spirit. 

 

This practitioner article introduces the Baila Conmigo Latina mentoring framework and 

demonstrates how my research has contributed to its development and application. It offers 

guidance for educational leadership programs, universities, school districts, and professional 

organizations seeking to support Latina leaders. The framework provides a culturally responsive 

approach to mentoring that centers identity, community, voice, and legacy while presenting 

actionable strategies for effective Latina leadership development. 

 

PROBLEM OF PRACTICE 
 

Power often shapes social norms that constrain women’s access to leadership roles, particularly 

in fields historically construed as masculine. In education, for example, White men have 

traditionally occupied the highest leadership positions in schools. The conventional vertical and 

patriarchal structure has consistently positioned White men at the top and minoritized groups, 

particularly women of color, at the margins of leadership (Brunner, 1999, 2000, 2002; Blount, 

1996; Grogan, 1996, 2005; Tallerico, 2005). Although research increasingly demonstrates that 

women’s leadership styles can advance equity and inclusion, women remain substantially 

underrepresented in the superintendency. More specifically, the superintendent role continues to 

be among the slowest PK–12 administrative positions to integrate women of color (Tallerico, 

2002). 

 

A particularly significant concern is the persistent underrepresentation of Latinas in educational 

leadership roles, especially superintendent positions. Although the Hispanic student population 

continues to grow rapidly, Latina superintendents remain markedly underrepresented. In Texas, 

as of 2018, there were only 14 Latina superintendents out of 1,144; in California, there were 17 

out of 948 (Texas State Data Center, 2018; California Department of Education, 2018). Recent 

qualitative studies (Alvarez, 2025; De La Cruz, 2025; Espinoza, 2025; Castillo et al., 2021; 

Martinez, 2024) suggest that progress has been limited, underscoring the continued 

underrepresentation of Latinas in key decision-making roles. 

 

This underrepresentation is especially consequential given the rapidly shifting demographic 

landscape of U.S. students. The 2020 U.S. Census indicates that Hispanic or Latino people 

comprise 18.7% of the U.S. population (U.S. Census Bureau, 2021). In California and Texas, 

that proportion approaches 40%, making Hispanics the largest ethnic group in both states. 

Hispanic students also account for more than half of public-school enrollment in both states 

(California Department of Education, 2022; Texas Education Agency, 2022). As these 

demographic trends continue, the need for representative leadership becomes increasingly 

urgent. As Ortiz (2001, p. 58) notes, districts “benefit from leaders who are representative of 

their community’s population.” Therefore, given the continued shortage of Latinas in 

superintendent roles, it is essential to examine and learn from the experiences of those who have 

reached this level of leadership. Their stories and insights can illuminate pathways and strategies 

for others who aspire to lead (Alvarez, 2025; Castillo et al., 2021; Espinoza, 2025). 

 



 

 

When I began this research, I focused on Mexican American women. This focus reflected my 

identity and my family’s Tejano heritage in Texas, where the Latinx population is predominantly 

Mexican and Tejano. For clarity, “Tejano” refers to people of Mexican descent whose families 

lived in Tejas, now Texas, before it became U.S. territory after the Texas Revolution and the 

Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo in 1848. I use “Mexican American” to denote Americans of 

Mexican descent, distinguishing this group from broader terms such as “Latinx” or “Hispanic.” 

While “Hispanic” generally refers to Spanish-speaking populations and “Latinx/Latino/Latina” 

includes communities from across Latin America, each subgroup brings distinct histories, 

cultures, and identities. Scholars have argued that many Latinx communities primarily identify 

with specific national or regional identities, such as Mexican, Cuban, or Puerto Rican; therefore, 

these distinctions should be clarified rather than obscured by broad labels. 

 

As my work has evolved, so has my commitment to uplifting Latinas in leadership while 

honoring the specific cultural and historical perspectives rooted in my Tejana background. My 

research and my experience co-editing the Baila Conmigo series (Baila Conmigo: Mentoring 

Latinas for Leadership and Baila Conmigo Dos: Mentoring Latina y Hispana Leaders in Higher 

Education) inspired the development of a mentoring framework that is intentionally inclusive 

and deeply attentive to the richness and complexity of Latina identities. 

 

Within the field of mentoring, educational leadership research consistently identifies mentorship 

as critical to leadership development and advancement. However, many existing mentoring 

models ground themselves in individualistic assumptions and often overlook the cultural assets 

that Latina leaders contribute. Latina educators are frequently expected to conform to dominant 

leadership norms, which can require them to suppress or minimize aspects of their cultural 

identity to be perceived as fitting within conventional leadership spaces. 

 

Notably, much of the educational leadership and mentoring literature has been shaped by 

Western organizational traditions that privilege individual achievement, autonomy, and career 

advancement (Hofstede, 2001; Kram, 1985). Although these models have contributed 

substantially to leadership development, they often conceptualize mentoring as a dyadic 

relationship focused primarily on the professional growth of the individual. In contrast, Latina 

leadership traditions emphasize familismo, comunidad, reciprocity, and collective responsibility, 

viewing leadership as relational and deeply embedded within social and cultural networks 

(Bordas, 2013; Yosso, 2005). Rather than positioning leadership as an individual pursuit, the 

Baila Conmigo mentoring framework recognizes mentoring as a communal process through 

which cultural knowledge, identity, advocacy, and leadership are cultivated across generations. 

This culturally grounded orientation extends traditional mentoring models by centering the 

social, relational, and collective dimensions of Latina leadership development. 

 

Many emerging Latina leaders I have spoken with describe feeling isolated, invisible, or 

uncertain about whether they belong in leadership spaces. Although these experiences are often 

described as “impostor syndrome"; I resist that framing because it locates the problem within the 

individual rather than within the organizational and systemic barriers that have historically 

excluded Latinas from positions of influence. The challenge is not a lack of capability, talent, or 

readiness; rather, it is the persistent absence of equitable opportunities, representation, and 

affirmation. 



 

 

 

Access to influential sponsorship and leadership networks remains limited for many Latinas, 

creating additional barriers to advancement. Although mentoring programs exist within some 

educational organizations, few are intentionally designed with Latinas in mind or grounded in the 

cultural values, lived experiences, and strengths they bring to leadership. Too often, these 

programs overlook the rich community cultural wealth Latinas possess such as familial, 

aspirational, social, navigational, linguistic, and resistant forms of capital that serve as powerful 

assets for leadership development. We should not see Latina leaders as lacking in skills; instead, 

we should see and build on these strengths as important building blocks for leadership growth 

and advancement. 

 

Thus, the central challenge is not a lack of talent or potential among Latinas. Rather, educational 

systems often lack mentoring structures that reflect and support the unique experiences, 

strengths, and aspirations of Latina leaders. Mentoring models must move beyond professional 

advancement alone by nurturing leadership identity, cultural pride, critical consciousness, and 

collective empowerment. In response to this gap, the Baila Conmigo framework was developed 

and is designed to help Latina leaders thrive, rather than merely persist, in educational 

leadership. 

 

THE BAILA CONMIGO FRAMWORK 
 

Baila Conmigo (Dance with Me) was conceptualized as a dance-based mentoring framework 

grounded in the belief that leadership development is embodied, relational, and culturally 

situated. Drawing upon the rich traditions of the quinceañera, the framework recognizes that the 

leadership journeys of Latinas are rarely solitary. Instead, they are enlivened and sustained by a 

network of comadres, mentors, family members, and community members who guide, 

encourage, and accompany them every step of the way. 

 

Traditional leadership development models have largely emerged from Western organizational 

contexts that privilege individual achievement, autonomy, and personal advancement (Hofstede, 

2001). These assumptions often contrast with the collectivist orientations reflected in many 

Latina/o/x communities, where leadership is understood through relationships, reciprocity, and 

community responsibility. At its core, the mentoring framework draws from Mujerista thought 

by centering the lived experiences, testimonios, and ancestral wisdom of Latinas. It resists 

individualistic and Eurocentric notions of leadership, instead affirming that growth emerges 

through comunidad, relational accountability, collective care, and the moral agency of Latinas as 

sources of theological and leadership knowledge (Isasi-Díaz, 2004). Within this framework, 

leadership development is not solely personal; it is embodied, relational, and rooted in culture. 

The Baila Conmigo concept is fundamentally informed by the Mujerista thought, which honors 

the lived experiences, testimonios, and ancestral wisdom of Latinas. This approach actively 

resists individualistic and Eurocentric paradigms of leadership, instead arguing that authentic 

growth flourishes within comunidad, sustained by relational accountability, collective care, and 

the moral agency of Latinas as central sources of both theological and leadership knowledge 

(Isasi-Díaz, 2004). Within this epistemological orientation, leadership development transcends 

individual achievement and focuses on community care, becoming an embodied, relational 

process deeply rooted in cultural context. 



 

 

 

Anchored in mujerista scholarship, the Baila Conmigo mentoring framework conceptualizes 

leadership as an inherently culturally affirming, relational, and liberatory endeavor. Drawing 

upon Comas-Díaz’s (2016) theorization of mujerista psychospirituality, the framework 

acknowledges that effective mentoring must encompass not only professional competencies, but 

also the cultivation of cultural identity, spirituality, collective healing, and resilience in response 

to systemic inequities. Similarly, Bryant-Davis and Comas-Díaz (2016) emphasize that mujerista 

psychology foregrounds the lived realities, cultural assets, and voices of Latinas as reservoirs of 

knowledge and empowerment. This scholarship provides a robust foundation for Baila 

Conmigo’s intentional use of storytelling, community engagement, and reciprocal mentoring as 

mechanisms to foster culturally responsive leadership. 

 

The Baila Conmigo framework honors mentoring as a communal and spiritual practice, where 

Latinas are continually accompanied by comadres, elders, and community networks who 

collectively nurture leadership potential. Leadership is seen not as a solitary ascent but as a 

relational dance, sustained by guardianship, reciprocity, and the affirmation of cultural identity. 

This philosophy is deeply connected to the ancestral practices of dance as a source of energy, 

empowerment, and community among women.  

 

For example, in pre-Columbian Maya civilization, ceremonial dance was central to spiritual and 

communal life. Through ritual movement and trance, Mayan women embodied their “wayob” or 

soul companions, bridging human and divine realms and drawing strength from ancestral 

connections (Houston, 2023; Maya Dance, n.d.). Dance represents an embodied form of 

relational leadership in which leadership and followership are co-constructed through trust, 

reciprocity, movement, and mutual responsiveness (Matzdorf & Sen, 2015).  

 

Contextually, across cultures, dance has long served as an embodied practice through which 

communities preserve cultural knowledge, strengthen collective identity, and cultivate resilience 

(Ehrenreich, 2006; Hanna, 1987). Within Chicana and Latina traditions, dance extends beyond 

artistic expression to become a celebration of heritage, intergenerational connection, and cultural 

resistance. Whether expressed through danza folklórica, matachines, Aztec/Conchero dance, 

Tejano dance halls, or family celebrations such as quinceañeras, dance reinforces comunidad, 

affirms cultural identity, and creates spaces where women exercise agency, leadership, and 

belonging (Bordas, 2013; Delgado Bernal, 1998; Hurtado, 2003). It is this understanding of 

dance as a relational, cultural, and empowering practice that serves as the foundation for the 

Baila Conmigo mentoring framework. 

This reverence for dance as a spiritual and communal force is echoed across the world. In the 

Balkan women’s circle dances, for instance, movement becomes a shared language of healing, 

celebration, and empowerment, preserving cultural memory and fostering solidarity, even within 

patriarchal contexts (Gimbutas, 2019). Symbolizing the graceful progression of a dance, The 

Baila Conmigo framework unfolds through six interconnected stages that nurture leadership 

development, identity formation, and transformational growth. Yet, before stepping onto this 

vibrant leadership dance floor, it is essential to pause and embrace the wisdom drawn from both 

cultural heritage and lived experience, that will guide each movement. 

 

BAILA CONSEJOS: WORDS OF WISDOM FOR LATINA LEADERS 



 

 

Over time, I have examined how many Latina leaders draw strength from simple yet powerful 

consejos, or timeless words of wisdom that celebrate both cultural heritage and leadership 

potential. These Baila Consejos are more than guiding principles; as they function as 

affirmations and reminders that every Latina leader carries a unique rhythm, a story worth 

sharing, and a source of strength that should be recognized. 

 

Each consejo aligns with a letter in “Baila” (“Dance”), underscoring that leadership, much like 

dance, is both a personal expression and a collective celebration: 

 

• B — Believe in yourself. Trust that you belong at the table and in every room you 

enter. Your voice, your story, and your presence matter. 

• A — Access your currency. Recognize the skills, knowledge, and relationships you 

already possess. Strengthen your currency by establishing interpersonal networks. 

These are the keys to opening doors not just for yourself, but for others who will 

follow. 

• I — Incorporate your cultural wealth. Embrace and draw deeply from your heritage, 

your traditions, and your ancestors. Let your origins ground and elevate your vision 

as a leader. 

• L — Listen to your “gut.” Trust your intuition and honor your lived experiences. True 

leadership means having the courage to believe in yourself, especially when the path 

forward is unclear. 

• A — Accept change. Embrace transitions and new opportunities with resilience and 

hope. Leadership development means stepping into the unknown and opening new 

doors but remember you never dance alone. 

 

These consejos are woven throughout every stage of the Baila Conmigo framework, infusing 

each step with empowerment, wisdom, values, and the lived realities of Latina leaders. 

By centering these affirmations, the model encourages Latinas to embrace both the challenges 

and triumphs of leadership with pride, dignity, agency, and a deep sense of unity. Therefore, 

these Baila Consejos provide the spirit and foundation for the mentoring journey. They are not 

merely words of encouragement but guiding principles that accompany Latina leaders as they 

navigate opportunities, challenges, and moments of transformation. The Baila Conmigo 

Mentoring Framework is based on Mujerista thought and shaped by the lived experiences of 

Latinas, and it unfolds through a series of interconnected stages. Like a dance, leadership 

development is not linear; it is dynamic, relational, and shaped by reflection, movement, and 

community. I offer these Baila Consejos as a heartfelt gift from my corazón (heart), words of 

encouragement, wisdom, and affirmation for every Latina leader preparing to step boldly onto 

the leadership dance floor. May they serve as a reminder that you carry within you the strength 

of your ancestors, the support of your comunidad, and the courage to lead with authenticity, 

purpose, and grace. 

 

THE SIX STAGES OF THE BAILA CONMIGO MENTORING 

FRAMEWORK 
 

The six stages that follow invite Latina leaders to honor their stories, embrace their cultural 

wealth, and step into leadership with confidence and authenticity. 



 

 

 

Calentamiento: Warming Up the Soul  

With these guiding words in mind, the mentoring process begins with the Calentamiento (warm-

up), the first stage of the leadership dance. Just as dancers warm-up before performing, leaders 

must cultivate self-awareness by examining their identities and the experiences that have shaped 

them. This stage invites participants to explore personal identity, family histories and traditions, 

cultural norms and values, community influences, and personal testimonios. Another, aspect of 

the Calentamiento, is identity and the story. Mentors are a apart of both and create supportive 

spaces for critical dialogue about origin stories, influential role models, and cultural strengths 

such as familismo (family), respeto (respect), perseverance, and service. Leaders are encouraged 

to craft identity statements that connect their personal journeys to their professional aspirations. 

Through Calentamiento, Latina leaders are reminded that their cultural identities are powerful 

assets and sources of resilience, wisdom, and inspiration for the leadership journey ahead. 

 

Ritmo: Discovering Leadership Tempo 

Every dancer has a rhythm, and every leader has a distinctive leadership style. During the Ritmo 

(rhythm) stage, participants examine their natural leadership tendencies and learn to embrace 

authentic approaches to leadership. Using dance metaphors rooted in Tejano and Latina 

traditions such as cumbia, salsa, bachata, merengue, Tejano two-step, conjunto polka, ranchera, 

and norteño waltz, participants discover how they engage with others, make decisions, and 

respond to challenges. In turn, these discussions focus on emotional intelligence, resilience, and 

self-awareness. It is important to note that rather than encouraging Latina leaders to imitate 

dominant leadership styles, the framework encourages them to identify and leverage their own 

cultural attributes and strengths. Participants learn that effective leadership does not require 

abandoning cultural identity or authenticity. 

 

Pareja and Rueda: Mentoring Through Relationship and Community 

At the heart of Baila Conmigo is the belief that leadership develops through relationships, 

reflecting the communal spirit of the quinceañera tradition. The Pareja (partner) and Rueda 

(circle) stages emphasize mentoring partnerships and collective learning communities rooted in 

comadrazgo. For example, participants engage in one-on-one mentoring relationships while also 

participating in peer mentoring circles. These circles create opportunities to exchange diverse 

perspectives, engage in collective problem-solving, share lived experiences, and transmit 

wisdom across generations. Therefore, an important feature of this stage is sponsorship. 

Participants are encouraged not only to mentor others but also to actively advocate for emerging 

Latina leaders by creating opportunities, making introductions, empowering others, and 

amplifying voices. Through this process, mentoring becomes a reciprocal practice that benefits 

both mentors and mentees. 

 

Coreografía: Designing the Leadership Journey 

The fourth stage, Coreografía, turns vision into action as participants set leadership goals and 

create personalized plans that define clear pathways for growth. In this stage, mentors support 

participants in identifying leadership competencies, addressing barriers, and establishing 

milestones. Leadership development is viewed as choreography, an intentional sequence of steps 

that requires practice, adjustment, and persistence. Through this stage, participants develop 

action plans related to leadership roles, professional learning opportunities, networking goals, 



 

 

and advocacy efforts. Progress is reviewed regularly, allowing leaders to reflect, revise, and 

continue moving forward. 

 

Spotlight and Escenario: Leading with Visibility 

Many Latina leaders bring deep talent, knowledge, and expertise to their work, yet cultural and 

organizational influences can sometimes make visibility difficult. The Spotlight stage supports 

participants in moving beyond their comfort zones and entering leadership spaces with 

confidence and presence. Activities may include self-affirmation, public speaking practice, 

presentation development, storytelling, salary negotiation preparation, and personal branding. 

Participants learn strategies for advocating for themselves and their communities while 

maintaining authenticity and cultural grounding. This stage encourages Latina leaders to 

recognize that visibility is not self-promotion for its own sake; rather, it is a means of expanding 

influence and creating pathways for others. As participants embrace their leadership voice, they 

become better prepared to serve as advocates, change agents, and role models. 

 

Celebración: Reflection, Renewal, and Legacy 

The final stage, Celebración, recognizes that leadership development is ongoing. Participants 

reflect on their growth, celebrate accomplishments, and consider how they will support future 

leaders. In this stage, reflection activities encourage participants to examine how their leadership 

identities have evolved throughout the mentoring experience. Discussions also emphasize 

wellness, sustainability, and the importance of rest as a leadership practice. Most importantly, 

participants are invited to transition from mentees to mentors, extending the framework’s impact 

to future generations. The dance continues as each leader contributes to a broader community of 

support and empowerment. 

 



 

 

EVIDENCE OF POTENTIAL IMPACT 

 

While the Baila Conmigo mentoring framework remains in the developmental phase, initial 

applications in mentoring, professional development, workshops, webinars, and leadership 

preparation have produced several promising outcomes. In the absence of formal evaluation data, 

practitioner testimonios and reflective perspectives provide valuable qualitative evidence 

regarding the framework’s value for Latina leadership development. 

 

Participants frequently report: 

• Increased confidence in their leadership abilities 

• Enhanced connection to cultural identity 

• A stronger sense of belonging within leadership communities. 

 

The framework’s focus on shared live experiences, storytelling, and identity affirmation is 

frequently cited as empowering. As one Professor Emeritus described, 

 

Baila Conmigo is cultural dance that enables us to take a peek at the complexities of 

navigating the labyrinth of educational leadership intertwined with culture, language, and 

ethnicity. 

 

Moreover, Baila Conmigo has contributed to the development of sustained professional 

networks. Mentoring relationships and peer support systems often persist beyond the formal 

boundaries of programming, cultivating ongoing communities of practice. An Executive Director 

of an Educational Leadership Professional Organization reflected: 

 

In the journeys of strength, solidarity, and Resistencia, shared here (Baila Conmigo), 

there is hope for Latina women, and those who identify as women, who are ready and 

eager to add their beautiful songs to ours. 

 

Within leadership preparation programs, the framework provides a practical structure for 

integrating leadership theory with culturally responsive practice. Rather than positioning 

diversity and equity as discrete topics, Baila Conmigo embeds these principles across all stages 

of leadership development. As articulated by a Community College Chancellor, 

 

Baila Conmigo highlights how mentoring remains one of the most critical tools in Latina 

educator success! It is sure to influence how you approach and understand educational 

leadership. 

 

The framework is especially relevant for Hispanic-Serving Institutions (HSIs) and organizations 

seeking to strengthen leadership pipelines for historically underrepresented groups. Given the 

growing demographic presence of Latina/o/x students, culturally grounded leadership 

development models are increasingly essential. A Director of Professional Leadership Programs 

with the Hispanic Association of Colleges and Universities commented: 

 



 

 

Your work hits right at the center of what drives me. Also, this program isn’t about me, 

so moving past my fan girl moment, you absolutely hit the target with your framework. 

They speak directly to what PK–12 leaders, especially Latinas, need to thrive.” 

 

Collectively, these participant reflections serve as early indicators of the framework’s potential 

impact. As implementation expands, ongoing collection and analysis of participant feedback will 

be critical for future evaluation and refinement of Baila Conmigo (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; 

Yosso, 2005). 

 

LESSONS LEARNED AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 
As indicated below, several lessons have emerged through the development of the framework. 

 

1. First, identity matters. Leadership development is most effective when participants 

are encouraged to explore and affirm their cultural identities rather than suppress 

them. 

2. Second, mentoring should be relational rather than transactional. Trust, vulnerability, 

and mutual learning create conditions that support meaningful growth. 

3. Third, leadership development must be grounded in community. While individual 

mentoring is valuable, peer networks and shared learning opportunities strengthen its 

impact. 

4. Fourth, visibility is a leadership skill. Many talented leaders require intentional 

support in developing confidence, voice, and advocacy strategies. 

5. Finally, sustainability matters. Effective leadership development includes attention to 

wellness, reflection, and legacy. 

 

Organizations interested in implementing Baila Conmigo should consider creating cohort-based 

mentoring experiences, leadership circles, facilitator training programs, and opportunities for 

participants to transition into mentoring roles. 

 

FUTURE DIRECTIONS 
 

As the Baila Conmigo framework continues to evolve, the next stage is to finalize our co-edited 

book Baila Conmigo Tres: Resisting Erasure Mentoring Latinx Activist Scholarship in the 

Academy. This forthcoming work explores and supports activist scholarship and strategies for 

resisting erasure among traditionally marginalized groups within academic spaces and will 

provide additional relevant research for the framework.  

 

Building on the established foundations, the subsequent project will involve co-authoring a 

practical “how-to” handbook and implementation guide. Designed for use in workshops, 

leadership programs, and school or community organizations, this resource will translate the core 

principles of Baila Conmigo into actionable steps, tools, and activities for practitioners and 

facilitators. The handbook aims to make the framework accessible for hands-on training, 

professional development, and ongoing program development. 

 



 

 

The ongoing application of the Baila Conmigo mentoring framework in workshops and 

conference presentations will provide opportunities for constructive feedback, allowing the 

framework and its resources to be refined based on practitioner experience and participant 

outcomes. These efforts will further support the cultivation of culturally responsive leadership 

practices at multiple levels which include local, regional, national, and international.  

 

While the Baila Conmigo concept remains unapologetically centered on the lived experiences, 

cultural knowledge, and leadership journeys of Latinas, the framework contains elements such as 

identity affirmation, relational mentoring, and community-building that may hold transferable 

value for mentoring initiatives in other disciplines or among other historically underrepresented 

groups (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Practitioners outside of education, or those working with 

diverse populations, may thoughtfully adapt select practices while respecting the cultural 

specificity and epistemological foundations of the original model. 

 

Future research should investigate the impact of the Baila Conmigo concept across varied 

educational and professional contexts and explore how principles of the framework might inform 

or inspire culturally grounded mentoring in other fields, always with an emphasis on adaptation 

rather than generalization (Yosso, 2005). Through these next steps, Baila Conmigo seeks to 

advance leadership development that affirms identity, resists erasure, and centers Latina and 

Latinx voices, while offering insights that others may thoughtfully consider for their own 

communities. 

 

CONCLUSION 
 

The Baila Conmigo framework offers educational leaders a culturally grounded approach to 

Latina leadership development, honoring identity, community, and collective growth. Baila 

Conmigo was intentionally developed from Mujerista thought, which recognizes the lived 

experiences, testimonios, and cultural knowledge of Latinas as legitimate sources of theory and 

practice (Isasi-Díaz, 2004). Expanding the framework to encompass all marginalized populations 

would risk diminishing the very epistemological foundations from which it emerged. 

 

Through six interconnected stages; Calentamiento, Ritmo, Pareja and Rueda, Coreografía, 

Spotlight, and Celebración, the framework supports leaders in developing confidence, voice, 

purpose, and legacy. As educational institutions continue to seek more inclusive approaches to 

leadership development, mentoring models that affirm culture, identity, and community become 

increasingly important. Baila Conmigo invites Latina leaders to step onto the leadership dance 

floor with courage, authenticity, and connection. More importantly, it reminds us that leadership 

is not a solo performance; it is a dance we learn, practice, and share together. 
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Abstract 
As school districts increasingly consider four-day school weeks to address staffing shortages and 
educator burnout, educational leaders must weigh potential benefits against instructional, equity, 
and community implications. This study employed a convergent mixed-methods design to 
explore the perceptions of teachers, administrators, and school board members regarding a four-
day school week, drawing from diverse school districts throughout the United States. 
Quantitative survey data were analyzed to identify differences across stakeholder groups, while 
qualitative data from surveys, focus groups, and interviews were thematically analyzed to 
provide contextualized explanations. Findings indicate administrators and school board 
members more strongly perceived benefits related to recruitment and retention, whereas teachers 
emphasized improvements in work–life balance and sustainability. Teachers also expressed 
greater concern regarding instructional quality, student fatigue, childcare access, and equity for 
families with limited resources. Integrated findings suggest stakeholder support for a four-day 
schedule is conditional and shaped by role, proximity to practice, and perceived mitigation 
strategies. Implications for school leadership highlight the importance of inclusive decision-
making, equity-centered planning, and ongoing evaluation when considering alternative 
scheduling models. 

Keywords: four-day school week, teacher recruitment and retention, teacher burnout, 
educational leadership, school scheduling policy, educational equity, mixed methods research 

School calendar reform has emerged as one of the most visible leadership strategies for 
addressing structural pressures in K–12 education. Over the past decade, more than 1,600 school 
districts across the United States have adopted a four-day school week (4DSW), most often in 
rural and economically constrained communities (Morton et al., 2024). Although initially 
justified as a cost-saving measure, the four-day school week has increasingly been positioned as 
a response to teacher shortages, educator burnout, and persistent challenges in recruiting and 
retaining qualified staff (Morton & DeWitt, 2024). Districts frequently cite savings in 
transportation and operations, as well as improved staff morale, as central motivations for the 
shift (Anderson & Walker, 2015). 

Despite its rapid expansion, the four-day school week remains a contested reform. Quantitative 
studies have examined its effects on student achievement, attendance, and staffing, often 
reporting modest or mixed outcomes (Anderson & Walker, 2015; Morton, 2022; Morton et al., 



2024; Thompson, 2019). These findings have fueled debate about whether reducing instructional 
days compromises academic quality. However, far less is known about how those responsible for 
implementing and governing the four-day week experience this reform in practice. This gap is 
especially consequential for educational leadership because calendar reform reshapes 
instructional rhythms, labor expectations, and family–school relationships in ways that extend 
beyond test scores. 

From a leadership perspective, the four-day school week represents far more than a scheduling 
adjustment. It requires administrators, teachers, school boards, and community partners to 
renegotiate responsibilities for learning, supervision, meals, transportation, and student support. 
These shifts raise serious equity concerns, particularly for families who rely on schools for 
childcare, nutrition, and structured daily supervision (Day et al., 2025). For these families, the 
non-instructional day may represent not only flexibility but also increased financial, logistical, 
and safety risks. Consequently, the four-day school week offers a powerful case for examining 
how leadership, policy implementation, and equity intersect in real-world school reform. 
The purpose of this study is to examine how key professional stakeholders perceive the four-day 
school week and how those perceptions shape leadership and implementation dynamics.  

Specifically, this study addresses three research questions: 
1. How do teachers, administrators, and school board members differ in their perceptions of

the benefits of a four-day school week?
2. What themes emerge from stakeholder narratives regarding equity, well-being, and

community impact?
3. How do these perceptions inform leadership and implementation strategies for calendar

reform?

LITERATURE REVIEW

The four-day school week (4DSW) has transitioned from a marginal innovation to a widely 
adopted calendar reform across the United States. More than 1,600 districts, serving hundreds of 
thousands of students, have implemented four-day schedules, with the highest concentration in 
rural and economically constrained regions (Morton et al., 2024). Early adopters frequently cited 
transportation, energy, and food-service savings as primary motivations (Anderson & Walker, 
2015). However, in recent years the rationale for adoption has shifted toward addressing chronic 
workforce instability, teacher shortages, and educator burnout (Morton & DeWitt, 2024). 

The post-pandemic educational landscape has intensified these pressures. Districts now face 
historically high teacher attrition, difficulties filling specialized positions, and increasing 
demands for mental health and social-emotional supports. Within this context, the 4DSW has 
emerged as a labor policy as much as an instructional one, offering districts a non-monetary 
incentive to attract and retain staff (Camp et al., 2025). While the fiscal savings associated with 
four-day schedules are often modest, their symbolic and practical value as a quality-of-life 
improvement for educators has driven renewed interest (Morton & DeWitt, 2024). 

Yet the growth of the four-day school week has not been uniform. Morton et al. (2024) found 
adoption patterns vary by state policy environments, labor market conditions, and community 



demographics. Rural districts with limited tax bases and fewer employment alternatives have 
been particularly likely to adopt compressed schedules. These patterns suggest calendar reform is 
shaped by structural inequality and resource constraints, raising important leadership and equity 
questions that extend beyond efficiency. 
 
Four-Day School Weeks and Student Outcomes 
A substantial body of research has examined the academic consequences of four-day school 
weeks, often with mixed or modest findings. Anderson and Walker (2015) discovered small 
negative effects on student achievement in some contexts, particularly in mathematics, while 
Thompson (2019) reported little systematic difference in test scores between four-day and five-
day schedules in Oregon. More recent multi-state analyses similarly suggest achievement effects 
are heterogeneous and dependent on local implementation conditions (Morton et al., 2024). 
 
One explanation for these mixed results lies in how instructional time is reallocated. Most four-
day schedules lengthen the remaining school days, attempting to preserve total weekly 
instructional minutes. However, Day et al. (2025) noted extended days may disproportionately 
tax younger students’ attention and stamina, potentially undermining instructional quality even 
when time requirements are technically met. Moreover, longer days can complicate participation 
in extracurricular activities and special education services. 
 
Equity concerns also emerge in this literature. Morton et al. (2024) ascertained achievement 
effects varied across student subgroups, with economically disadvantaged students sometimes 
experiencing larger declines. These patterns suggest calendar reform may interact with family 
resources and community capacity in ways that widen existing gaps. Despite these risks, 
achievement-focused studies rarely incorporate leadership or implementation variables, leaving 
unanswered questions about how local governance and stakeholder engagement shape academic 
outcomes. 
 
Teacher Labor, Burnout, and Retention 
One of the most consistent findings in the 4DSW literature is its relationship to teacher labor 
conditions. Camp et al. (2025) found districts adopting four-day schedules experienced improved 
recruitment and retention, particularly in hard-to-staff rural areas. Similarly, Morton and DeWitt 
(2024) reported Colorado districts using four-day schedules saw reductions in teacher turnover 
and increases in applicant pools. 
 
These patterns align with broader research on teacher burnout and working conditions. Johnson 
et al. (2012) demonstrated that workload, time pressure, and emotional exhaustion are key 
drivers of attrition, particularly in high-need schools. By offering an additional non-instructional 
day, four-day schedules may alleviate some of these pressures by creating space for planning, 
recovery, and family responsibilities. 
 
From a leadership perspective, these findings position calendar reform as a workforce policy. 
Ingersoll and Collins (2017) argued organizational conditions, not individual deficits, are the 
primary drivers of teacher turnover. Leaders who adopt four-day schedules may therefore be 
attempting to restructure the organization in ways that make teaching more sustainable. 



However, focusing primarily on teacher labor risks obscuring the broader system impacts of 
calendar change, particularly for students and families. 
 
Equity, Childcare, and Family Capacity 
Schools function not only as instructional institutions but also as pillars of the social safety net. 
They provide meals, supervision, transportation, and stability for millions of children, 
particularly those from low-income families (Rothstein, 2014). The four-day school week 
disrupts this infrastructure by shifting responsibility for care and supervision onto families and 
communities. 
 
Day et al. (2025) identified childcare access as one of the most significant challenges associated 
with four-day schedules. Families with flexible work arrangements or financial resources may 
view the non-instructional day as an opportunity for enrichment or rest. In contrast, families 
working hourly or multiple jobs often struggle to secure affordable childcare, leaving students 
unsupervised or in unstable arrangements. 
 
Food insecurity is another critical concern. Many students rely on school meals for daily 
nutrition, and a non-instructional day can exacerbate hunger and stress for vulnerable families. 
Cooper et al. (2021) emphasized the role of schools in supporting student mental health, noting 
instability in routines and basic needs undermines emotional well-being and learning. 
Steinberg and Lacoe (2018) further demonstrated access to childcare is linked to academic 
outcomes, suggesting calendar reforms that reduce school-provided supervision may have 
indirect effects on achievement. These findings underscore the four-day school week is an 
equity-sensitive policy whose consequences depend heavily on family and community capacity. 
 
Community Impacts and Cross-Sector Burden 
Calendar reform also redistributes responsibility beyond families to community organizations, 
including nonprofits, faith-based groups, and youth-serving agencies. Stone et al. (2001) argued 
successful education reform requires civic capacity, the ability of institutions across sectors to 
coordinate and share responsibility for children’s well-being. Four-day schedules test this 
capacity by increasing demand for community-based supervision, meals, and enrichment. 
Day et al. (2025) found in many districts, local organizations became de facto providers of fifth-
day programming, often without stable funding or coordination. Honig (2006) warned such 
policy drift occurs when reforms shift burdens onto actors who lack the resources or authority to 
meet new expectations. From a leadership standpoint, failing to engage community partners in 
calendar reform risks overloading already strained systems. 
 
Policy Implementation in Education Reform 
The four-day school week exemplifies the complexity of policy implementation in education. 
Honig (2006) argued reforms succeed or fail based on how they are interpreted and enacted by 
local actors. Calendar change requires adjustments to transportation, instruction, food service, 
special education, and family communication, making it a deeply embedded organizational 
reform. 
 
Coburn (2001) demonstrated educators engage in collective sensemaking when interpreting new 
policies, negotiating meaning through professional interaction. Similarly, Lipsky’s (1980) 



concept of street-level bureaucracy highlights how frontline workers adapt policy to fit daily 
realities. In the context of four-day schedules, teachers, bus drivers, cafeteria staff, and 
administrators must reconcile policy intent with practical constraints. 
These frameworks suggest leadership must attend not only to formal policy adoption but also to 
how reforms are experienced and enacted across the system. Without this attention, well-
intentioned calendar changes can produce unintended consequences. 
 
Distributed Leadership and Large-Scale Change 
Distributed leadership theory provides a useful lens for understanding how calendar reform 
unfolds. Spillane (2006) conceptualized leadership as a practice distributed across people and 
situations, rather than confined to formal roles. Harris (2008) found distributed leadership is 
particularly important in periods of organizational change, when expertise and influence must be 
mobilized across the system. 
 
Leithwood et al. (2020) identified shared vision, relational trust, and collaborative problem-
solving as core elements of successful leadership. Sun and Leithwood (2015) further emphasized 
the role of direction-setting and stakeholder engagement in sustaining reform. These insights 
suggest four-day school weeks require leaders to engage teachers, school boards, and 
communities in ongoing sensemaking and adaptation. 
 
Gaps in the Literature 
Despite a growing body of research on four-day school weeks, significant gaps remain. Most 
studies focus narrowly on achievement or staffing, with limited attention to leadership, equity, or 
governance (Anderson & Walker, 2015; Thompson, 2019; Morton & DeWitt, 2024). School 
board perspectives are rarely included, and few studies use mixed-methods designs to integrate 
quantitative patterns with stakeholder experiences. Moreover, community impacts and 
implementation processes remain under-theorized. 
 
By examining stakeholder perceptions through the lenses of distributed leadership and policy 
implementation, this study addresses these gaps and contributes a more holistic understanding of 
calendar reform. 
 
Scientific and Scholarly Significance 
This study addresses critical gaps in the literature on school calendar reform by centering 
leadership, equity, and policy implementation. While the four-day school week has become a 
prominent feature of the contemporary educational landscape, relatively little research has 
examined how distributed leadership and stakeholder sensemaking shape its adoption and 
effects. 
 
By combining robust theoretical frameworks with a rigorous mixed-methods design, this study 
contributes to scholarship on educational leadership, organizational change, and policy 
implementation. It advances understanding of how leaders and stakeholders negotiate reforms 
redistribute time, labor, and responsibility in ways that can either mitigate or exacerbate 
inequality. 
 



Practically, the findings offer district leaders and school boards evidence-based guidance for 
navigating calendar reform while balancing competing demands for efficiency, equity, and 
instructional quality. The study also informs leadership preparation programs by illustrating how 
complex policy changes unfold in real organizational and community contexts. 

 
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 
This study is guided by two complementary theoretical frameworks: distributed leadership 
(Spillane, 2006) and policy implementation theory (Honig, 2006). Together, these perspectives 
provide a lens for understanding how the four-day school week is interpreted, enacted, and 
sustained within school systems. 
 
Distributed leadership theory conceptualizes leadership as an organizational practice rather than 
a function of formal authority (Spillane, 2006). Leadership emerges through interactions among 
administrators, teachers, school boards, and community members as they collectively make sense 
of problems and coordinate action. In the context of a four-day school week, leadership involves 
negotiating competing priorities such as workforce sustainability, instructional quality, family 
needs, and fiscal responsibility. Rather than viewing calendar reform as a top-down 
administrative decision, distributed leadership highlights how multiple actors shape how the 
policy is understood and operationalized. 
 
Policy implementation theory emphasizes educational reforms do not move from policy to 
practice in linear or predictable ways. Instead, reforms are filtered through local contexts, 
organizational routines, and stakeholder beliefs (Honig, 2006). Calendar reforms must be 
translated into daily practices governing transportation, instructional pacing, meal provision, 
childcare, and supervision. These processes involve both formal rules and informal negotiations. 
Whether a four-day school week succeeds or fails depends largely on how well leaders align the 
policy with community capacity, professional norms, and student needs. 
 
By integrating these frameworks, this study positions stakeholder perceptions as central to 
understanding how the four-day school week functions in practice. Leadership effectiveness 
depends on how well district and school leaders align policy goals with the lived realities of 
educators, families, and communities. 

 
METHODS 

 
Research Design 
This study employed a convergent mixed-methods design (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2017), in 
which quantitative and qualitative data were collected concurrently and integrated during 
analysis. This approach allowed statistical patterns in stakeholder perceptions to be interpreted 
through the lived experiences and contextual insights of participants. 
 
Participants and Setting 
The participants in this study comprised 120 individuals, including teachers, school 
administrators, and school board members. These individuals were drawn from various types of 
K-12 districts throughout the United States, all of which were either currently implementing or 



contemplating the adoption of a four-day school week. A combination of purposive and stratified 
sampling was used to ensure representation across professional roles (teacher, administrator, 
board member) and school levels (elementary, middle, and high school). 
 
Quantitative Data Collection and Analysis 
Survey instruments measured stakeholder perceptions across three domains: 

 (a) staff recruitment and retention, 
 (b) staff work–life balance, and 
 (c) family flexibility. 

Likert-scale items were adapted from prior studies of stakeholder perceptions of calendar change 
(Patterson et al., 2020). One-way ANOVA was used to test for statistically significant differences 
among teachers, administrators, and school board members. See Appendix A for the full survey 
instrument. 
 
Qualitative Data Collection and Analysis 
Focus groups were conducted with teachers to explore how the four-day week affected 
instruction, workload, and relationships with students and families. Semi-structured interviews 
were conducted with administrators and school board members to examine leadership 
perspectives on policy development, communication strategies, and implementation challenges.  
All sessions were audio recorded and transcribed verbatim. The interview protocol is included in 
Appendix B. 
 
Transcripts were analyzed using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase thematic approach. Coding 
focused on perceived benefits, equity concerns, community impact, and implementation 
conditions. 
 
Integration 
Quantitative and qualitative findings were integrated to identify convergence, divergence, and 
complementarity across data sources, providing a multidimensional understanding of how 
stakeholders experience calendar reform. 
 

FINDINGS 
 

This study employed a convergent mixed-methods design to examine stakeholder perceptions of 
a four-day school week among teachers, administrators, and school board members. Quantitative 
and qualitative data were collected concurrently, analyzed separately, and then integrated to 
provide a comprehensive understanding of perceived benefits, challenges, and factors 
influencing support or resistance. In accordance with established mixed-methods reporting 
conventions, the results are presented by research question and reflect explicit integration of 
quantitative and qualitative survey findings (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). 
 
Stakeholder Perceptions of the Advantages and Disadvantages of Four-Day School Weeks 
Quantitative analyses revealed significant differences among stakeholder groups regarding the 
perceived advantages and disadvantages of four-day school weeks. Administrators were more 
likely to view the model favorably because of its potential to improve recruitment and retention, 



while teachers placed greater emphasis on work–life balance and reduced burnout. School board 
members tended to focus on family flexibility and district competitiveness. 
While the quantitative findings identified statistically significant differences among stakeholder 
groups, the qualitative data provided important context for understanding the reasons behind 
these differences. Participants' narratives illustrated how professional roles and daily 
responsibilities shaped perceptions of the four-day school week. Teachers frequently described 
the value of an additional day for rest, planning, and personal responsibilities. One teacher 
explained, “Having that extra day would help teachers recharge and be more effective during 
the week.” Administrators similarly viewed the schedule as a strategy for attracting and retaining 
educators, noting “We have to stay competitive if we want to attract teachers.”  
 
Together, these findings suggest perceived benefits and drawbacks are closely tied to 
stakeholders' professional responsibilities and lived experiences. (See Appendix C, Table C1) 
 
Differences Across Stakeholder Groups 
The quantitative results indicated statistically significant differences across stakeholder groups 
on all measured items. Stakeholders varied considerably in how they viewed staffing benefits, 
family flexibility, and potential challenges associated with implementation.  
To better understand the patterns observed in the survey data, qualitative responses were 
examined to explore the experiences and perspectives that influenced stakeholder perceptions. 
The qualitative findings revealed stakeholders approached the issue through different lenses 
shaped by their roles within the educational system. Teachers emphasized workload and burnout 
reduction, administrators focused on recruitment and organizational sustainability, and school 
board members highlighted accountability to the broader community. These narratives explain 
why stakeholder groups differed significantly in their quantitative ratings and reinforce the 
importance of considering multiple perspectives when evaluating calendar reform. (See 
Appendix C, Table C2) 
 
Concerns and Challenges Associated with Four-Day School Weeks 
Survey results demonstrated concerns about implementation remained prevalent across 
stakeholder groups, particularly regarding instructional quality, student outcomes, and equity 
implications. Teachers were less convinced than other groups that the four-day schedule would 
provide meaningful benefits for families.  
 
Although the quantitative analyses identified significant differences across stakeholder groups, 
the qualitative findings explain how these concerns emerged through participants' experiences 
with student learning, family responsibilities, and community needs. Teachers frequently 
expressed concerns about student fatigue during longer instructional days, while administrators 
worried about potential learning loss and widening achievement gaps. Participants also raised 
concerns regarding extracurricular scheduling, transportation, and student supervision. One 
administrator noted, “We can't afford to lose learning time with our students,” while a 
community member observed students may have “nowhere to go” on the additional non-
instructional day.  
 



These qualitative insights demonstrate stakeholder concerns extend beyond operational logistics 
and reflect broader questions about educational equity and student well-being. (See Appendix C, 
Table C3) 
 
Factors Influencing Support or Resistance 
Quantitative findings suggested support for four-day school weeks was generally stronger among 
individuals who perceived direct benefits from implementation, particularly those closest to 
instructional and staffing challenges.  
 
The qualitative findings reinforce the quantitative results by demonstrating stakeholder support is 
influenced by personal experiences, organizational context, and perceptions of equity. 
Participants who had previous exposure to four-day schedules often expressed greater confidence 
in the model's effectiveness. Others viewed the schedule as a means of addressing teacher 
burnout and improving workplace satisfaction. However, resistance frequently emerged when 
stakeholders considered the potential impact on vulnerable student populations and working 
families. As one board member stated, “If we can't support families, we shouldn't do this.”  
These findings indicate support for four-day school weeks is not solely determined by perceived 
benefits but is also shaped by stakeholders' beliefs about fairness, access, and community 
readiness. (See Appendix C, Table C4) 
 
Integrated Interpretation of Findings 
When considered together, the quantitative and qualitative findings present a nuanced 
understanding of stakeholder perceptions. While the survey results identified statistically 
significant differences among stakeholder groups, participant narratives revealed these 
differences were influenced by contextual factors such as educator well-being, family needs, 
community capacity, and equity considerations. The convergence of findings across both data 
strands strengthens the overall interpretation that stakeholder support for four-day school weeks 
is highly contextual and dependent upon local implementation conditions. Consequently, 
educational leaders considering calendar reform should engage stakeholders throughout the 
decision-making process to ensure both operational benefits and potential unintended 
consequences are carefully considered. (See Appendix C, Table C5) 
 

DISCUSSION 
 

The purpose of this mixed-methods study was to examine stakeholder perceptions of a four-day 
school week and to understand how perceived advantages, challenges, and levels of support vary 
across teachers, administrators, and school board members. Guided by a convergent mixed-
methods design, the discussion integrates quantitative and qualitative results to interpret patterns, 
explain divergences, and situate findings within the broader literature on alternative school 
scheduling, educational leadership, and policy implementation (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). 
 
Interpreting Perceived Advantages and Disadvantages 
Findings from this study indicate stakeholders simultaneously recognize meaningful advantages 
and express substantial reservations regarding a four-day school week. Quantitative results 
demonstrated administrators perceived staffing and retention benefits more strongly than 
teachers, while teachers emphasized improvements in work–life balance. Qualitative findings 



further clarified these distinctions, revealing educators’ support is grounded in lived experiences 
of burnout, workload intensity, and limited planning time. 
 
These findings align with existing research suggesting four-day schedules are often viewed 
favorably by educators due to perceived reductions in stress and improvements in professional 
sustainability (Morton & DeWitt, 2024; Thompson & Morton, 2021). At the same time, both 
quantitative and qualitative data indicate perceived disadvantages particularly those related to 
childcare access, student supervision, and equity temper enthusiasm for the model. This duality 
suggests the four-day school week functions as both a potential lever for workforce stability and 
a source of risk for families and students, depending on contextual conditions. 
 
Stakeholder Role and Divergent Perspectives 
Differences across stakeholder groups emerged as a defining feature of the findings. 
Administrators and school board members tended to evaluate the four-day schedule through 
system-level lenses, emphasizing recruitment, retention, and organizational adaptability. 
Teachers, by contrast, assessed the model through classroom-level realities, including student 
fatigue, instructional continuity, and family needs. 
 
This role-based divergence is consistent with scholarship on policy implementation, which 
emphasizes proximity to practice shapes how reforms are interpreted and enacted (Honig, 2006). 
Rather than indicating disagreement about goals, these findings suggest stakeholders operate 
from distinct accountability frameworks. Teachers are primarily accountable for student learning 
and daily classroom management, whereas administrators and board members balance workforce 
sustainability, fiscal responsibility, and community expectations. Recognizing these differing 
vantage points is essential for leaders seeking coherent and inclusive policy adoption. 
 
Concerns Related to Equity and Unintended Consequences 
One of the most salient contributions of this study is the identification of equity-related concerns 
associated with four-day school weeks. Teachers’ lower ratings of family flexibility benefits, 
compared to school board members, were explained qualitatively through concerns about 
childcare availability, food insecurity, and student safety. These findings echo prior research 
cautioning that the effects of four-day schedules are highly context-dependent and may 
disproportionately affect economically disadvantaged families and younger students (Anderson 
& Walker, 2015; Morton et al., 2024). 
 
Importantly, these concerns do not necessarily reflect opposition to alternative scheduling but 
rather apprehension about inadequate support structures. Stakeholders consistently emphasized 
without intentional mitigation strategies, four-day schedules risk shifting responsibility for 
supervision and enrichment from schools to families and communities that may lack capacity. 
This finding reinforces the need for equity-centered analyses when evaluating policy innovations 
in education. 
 
Factors Shaping Support and Resistance 
Support for the four-day school week was determined to be conditional rather than absolute. 
Administrators’ stronger support reflected alignment with staffing and operational goals, while 
teachers’ support was closely tied to perceived improvements in well-being. Qualitative findings 



revealed prior exposure to four-day schedules and awareness of educator burnout increased 
openness to the model, whereas uncertainty regarding student outcomes and community 
readiness contributed to resistance. 
These patterns align with implementation research suggesting stakeholder support increases 
when reforms are perceived as responsive to local needs and when risks are transparently 
acknowledged (Desravines et al., 2015). Resistance, in this context, appears pragmatic rather 
than ideological, underscoring the importance of trust-building, pilot initiatives, and continuous 
evaluation. 
 
Implications for Educational Leadership and Policy 
The integrated findings suggest adopting a four-day school week is a complex adaptive challenge 
rather than a technical scheduling change. Effective leadership requires navigating competing 
priorities, aligning system-level objectives with classroom realities, and addressing equity 
implications proactively. Leaders who approach alternative scheduling as a one-size-fits-all 
solution may overlook critical contextual factors that shape outcomes. 
From a policy perspective, the findings highlight the importance of inclusive decision-making 
processes that elevate multiple stakeholder voices. Policies that mandate needs assessments, 
require monitoring of academic and equity outcomes, and allow for iterative adjustment may 
better support sustainable implementation. Moreover, the findings suggest flexibility within 
policy frameworks rather than rigid mandates may enable districts to respond effectively to local 
conditions. 
 
Contribution to Literature 
This study contributes to the growing body of literature on four-day school weeks by providing 
an integrated, stakeholder-informed analysis that combines quantitative differentiation with 
qualitative explanation. By demonstrating how perceptions vary systematically by role and 
context, the study extends prior research that has primarily focused on student achievement or 
teacher labor markets. The mixed-methods approach offers a more nuanced understanding of 
how leadership, equity, and community capacity intersect in alternative scheduling decisions. 

 
DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

 
The findings of this mixed methods study suggest the four-day school week (4DSW) holds 
promise as a strategy for addressing educator wellbeing and staffing challenges; however, it 
simultaneously raises significant concerns related to equity, student support, and community 
capacity. Importantly, the success of alternative scheduling models appears to depend less on the 
schedule itself and more on the quality of leadership, inclusiveness of decision-making 
processes, governance structures, and the availability of mitigation supports reduce unintended 
consequences. As districts continue to explore innovative calendar reforms, future research must 
adopt evidence informed and equity centered approaches that account for the complex and 
context dependent nature of structural change. 
 
First, future research should expand stakeholder representation. While this study incorporated 
perspectives from teachers, administrators, and school board members, subsequent research 
should intentionally include students and parents or caregivers. Their lived experiences offer 
essential insight into how the noninstructional day influences learning, wellbeing, childcare 



arrangements, food access, and family routines. Incorporating these perspectives would deepen 
understanding of equity related impacts and complement the professional stakeholder voices 
represented here. Mixed method and longitudinal designs integrating student achievement data 
with qualitative accounts of family and community experiences would provide a more holistic 
portrait of reform consequences (Anderson & Walker, 2015; Morton, 2022; Thompson, 2019). 
Second, future studies should investigate the longitudinal effects of the 4DSW across diverse 
contexts and time horizons. Multiyear research designs tracking academic performance, 
attendance, wellbeing indicators, and workforce patterns would clarify when and for whom the 
model is beneficial. Longitudinal analyses are especially critical for identifying differential 
impacts across grade levels, disability status, multilingual learners, and economically 
disadvantaged students. Although prior quantitative studies have assessed aggregate academic 
outcomes (Anderson & Walker, 2015; Morton, 2022), less is known about sustained 
organizational and community level effects over time. 
 
Third, implementation design and noninstructional day utilization warrant closer examination. 
Focus group participants highlighted operational complexities involving athletics, transportation, 
career and technical education, and special education services. Future research should explore 
how districts structure professional learning, tutoring, enrichment programming, and community 
partnerships on the noninstructional day, and how these practices influence instructional 
coherence and policy durability. Because total instructional time appears to moderate academic 
outcomes (Anderson & Walker, 2015; Morton, 2022), greater clarity regarding how time is 
reallocated is essential for understanding variation in results across districts. 
 
Fourth, governance processes and leadership framing merit sustained inquiry. Participants 
described polarized reactions shaped largely by how the 4DSW was framed, whether as a cost 
saving measure, a workforce strategy, or an instructional redesign. Distributed leadership theory 
suggests reform legitimacy is constructed through shared interpretation rather than formal 
authority alone (Spillane, 2006). Comparative case studies could examine how superintendents 
and school boards engage in collective sense making, how narratives are strategically 
constructed, and how these processes shape stakeholder acceptance and policy sustainability. In 
addition, qualitative analyses of board deliberations, stakeholder engagement strategies, and 
decision-making dynamics would illuminate how competing values such as efficiency, equity, 
instructional quality, and community wellbeing are negotiated within local governance structures 
(Honig, 2006). 
 
Fifth, future research should assess equity supports and community capacity. Participants raised 
concerns regarding childcare access, food insecurity, youth supervision, and supervision for 
vulnerable students. Studies should measure whether mitigation strategies such as childcare 
partnerships, meal distribution, transportation adjustments, and community-based supervision 
reduce burdens for families and promote equitable access to resources. Comparative case studies 
across districts with varying levels of community infrastructure could clarify how responsibilities 
shift among schools, families, and local organizations, and what resource investments are 
necessary to sustain equitable implementation. 
 
Finally, there is a need for research that bridges organizational theory and empirical policy 
analysis. Adoption of the 4DSW represents not merely a technical scheduling adjustment but a 



leadership mediated structural reform embedded within governance systems and community 
ecosystems. Integrating distributed leadership perspectives (Spillane, 2006) with policy 
implementation frameworks (Honig, 2006) may provide more nuanced explanations for why 
similar reforms yield divergent outcomes across districts. Building accessible datasets that link 
student outcomes, family indicators, workforce data, and implementation logs would further 
strengthen the field’s capacity to conduct cross context comparisons and support evidence 
informed policy development. 
 
Taken together, these recommendations underscore structural school reform must be examined 
as a leadership driven, governance mediated, and contextually contingent process. Advancing 
research on the four-day school week and comparable calendar reforms requires methodological 
rigor, expanded stakeholder inclusion, longitudinal analysis, and sustained attention to equity 
centered leadership and community capacity. 
 
Implications for Practice and Policy 
The findings of this mixed-methods study yield important implications for K–12 educational 
leaders and policymakers considering the adoption of a four-day school week. Rather than 
functioning as a universally beneficial reform, alternative scheduling emerges as a context-
dependent strategy that requires deliberate planning, stakeholder engagement, and equity-
focused safeguards. 
 
Implications for Educational Practice 
For district and campus leaders, the findings underscore the importance of aligning system-level 
goals with classroom-level realities. Teachers’ strong emphasis on work–life balance and 
instructional sustainability suggests leadership decisions related to scheduling should explicitly 
address workload expectations, protected planning time, and educator well-being. When teacher 
experiences are foregrounded, alternative schedules are more likely to be perceived as supportive 
rather than imposed. 
 
Leaders should also anticipate and proactively address implementation challenges identified by 
stakeholders. Childcare access, food security, student supervision, and extracurricular scheduling 
require coordinated responses that extend beyond the school day. Partnerships with community 
organizations, faith-based institutions, and local agencies may help mitigate unintended burdens 
on families, particularly in rural or high-poverty contexts. 
 
Pilot programs and phased implementation models represent promising strategies for practice. 
Allowing districts to test four-day schedules on a limited basis provides opportunities to gather 
local data, assess instructional and equity impacts, and make adjustments before districtwide 
adoption. Ongoing monitoring of academic outcomes, attendance, behavior, and staff retention 
should be embedded into implementation plans to ensure responsiveness to emerging needs. 
In addition, the findings point to the value of strengthening leaders’ capacity for collaborative 
sensemaking and shared problem-solving as they navigate calendar reform. Because perceptions 
of the four-day school week vary across roles, leaders may benefit from establishing ongoing 
structures, such as cross-role planning teams or routine stakeholder check-ins, that foster 
transparency and mutual understanding. These structures can help leaders surface unintended 
consequences early and adapt implementation strategies in real time. Moreover, prioritizing 



relational trust and open communication may increase stakeholder confidence and reduce 
uncertainty during periods of significant schedule change, reinforcing the distributed leadership 
practices highlighted in prior research. 
 
Implications for Policy 
At the policy level, the findings highlight the need for frameworks that balance local flexibility 
with accountability and equity protections. State and district policies governing alternative 
schedules should require comprehensive needs assessments prior to adoption, including analyses 
of childcare availability, transportation, instructional minutes, special education services, and 
extracurricular access. Such requirements can help ensure scheduling decisions are informed by 
local capacity rather than solely by anticipated benefits. 
 
Policies should also emphasize continuous evaluation rather than one-time approval. Clear 
criteria for monitoring student outcomes, equity indicators, and community impact can support 
evidence-informed decision-making and provide mechanisms for revision or discontinuation if 
negative effects emerge. Funding flexibility at the state and federal levels may further support 
districts in developing mitigation strategies, such as expanded meal programs or supervised 
enrichment opportunities on non-instructional days. 
 
Importantly, policymakers should recognize four-day school weeks are not inherently 
appropriate for all districts. Contextual factors, including rurality, labor markets, community 
resources, and family needs must guide decision-making. Policies that allow districts to opt in 
based on demonstrated readiness may better support sustainable and equitable implementation. 
Furthermore, the findings suggest policymakers should consider adopting guidance that 
encourages districts to integrate community capacity assessments and family impact analyses 
into the early stages of decision-making. Given the equity concerns raised by stakeholders, 
policies that support partnerships with childcare providers, youth-serving organizations, and 
local agencies may help ensure the noninstructional day does not exacerbate existing resource 
disparities. Policymakers might also explore targeted funding streams or technical assistance 
models that help districts develop evidence-informed mitigation plans. Such supports would 
allow local leaders to tailor implementation to their specific contexts while maintaining a focus 
on equitable access and student well-being, a priority echoed throughout the stakeholder 
responses in this study. 

 
CONCLUSION 

 
This mixed-methods study examined how key professional stakeholders perceive the four-day 
school week and how those perceptions shape leadership and implementation dynamics. By 
integrating quantitative survey data with qualitative focus group and interview findings, the 
study demonstrates calendar reform is not a neutral or purely operational change but a leadership 
decision that redistributes time, labor, and responsibility across schools, families, and 
communities. Stakeholder perceptions were nuanced, role-dependent, and deeply shaped by 
professional responsibilities and contextual realities. 
 
In response to the first research question, clear differences emerged in how teachers, 
administrators, and school board members evaluated the benefits of a four-day school week. 



Administrators primarily viewed the reform as a strategy for recruitment and retention, reflecting 
their responsibility for workforce stability amid persistent staffing shortages. Teachers 
emphasized the value of the four-day schedule for improving work-life balance and reducing 
burnout, highlighting the daily intensity of instructional labor. In contrast, school board members 
were most likely to frame the four-day week as a means of increasing family flexibility and 
responding to community preferences. These differences underscore that no single stakeholder 
group holds a complete perspective on calendar reform and that perceptions are shaped by 
proximity to daily school operations. 
 
The second research question addressed themes related to equity, well-being, and community 
impact. Across stakeholder groups, participants acknowledged the four-day school week can 
enhance educator well-being and, in some cases, improve student focus by providing longer 
recovery periods. At the same time, substantial concerns emerged regarding childcare access, 
food insecurity, student supervision, and unequal family capacity. These equity-related risks 
were especially visible to teachers who work closely with families facing economic hardship. 
Participants also described increased pressure on community organizations to provide meals, 
supervision, and enrichment on the non-instructional day. Together, these findings suggest that 
while the four-day school week may offer meaningful benefits, it can also create or intensify 
inequities if not accompanied by intentional supports. 
 
The third research question examined how stakeholder perceptions inform leadership and 
implementation strategies. Findings indicate the success of a four-day school week depends less 
on the schedule itself and more on how leaders manage the reform process. Stakeholders 
consistently emphasized the importance of transparent communication, early calendar release, 
pilot programs, and ongoing evaluation. These strategies reflect the need for distributed 
leadership in which administrators, teachers, school boards, and community partners 
collaboratively interpret and adapt the reform to local conditions. Support for alternative 
scheduling increased when stakeholders perceived alignment with community needs and 
adequate safeguards to address potential risks. 
 
Taken together, the findings demonstrate the four-day school week is a complex policy reform 
that requires adaptive, equity-centered leadership rather than technical adjustment alone. For 
district and school leaders, this means that calendar change must be accompanied by robust 
stakeholder engagement, partnerships that address childcare and nutrition, and continuous 
monitoring of student and family outcomes. For leadership preparation programs, the four-day 
school week provides a valuable case for teaching policy implementation, collaborative 
governance, and equity-oriented decision-making. 
 
Ultimately, this study demonstrates the success of four-day school weeks is determined not 
simply by the structure of the school calendar, but by the quality of leadership guiding its 
implementation. Educational leaders must balance workforce sustainability with their 
responsibility to ensure equitable opportunities for all students and families. Leadership-
informed, equity-centered decision-making requires meaningful stakeholder engagement, careful 
consideration of local context, and continuous evaluation of both intended and unintended 
outcomes. As school systems continue to pursue innovative approaches to addressing persistent 
educational challenges, reforms that are grounded in evidence, collaboration, and a commitment 



to equity are far more likely to produce sustainable and meaningful improvements for schools 
and the communities they serve. 
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APPENDICES 
Appendix A 

Survey: Exploring Stakeholder Perceptions of the Four-Day School Week 
 

Estimated Completion Time: 10–15 minutes 
Thank you for taking the time to complete this survey. Your feedback is valuable in 
understanding the potential impacts and perceptions of the four-day school week. All responses 
will remain confidential. 
 
Section 1: Demographic Information 
1.1 What is your current role? (Select all that apply) 
• ☐ Teacher 
• ☐ Administrator 
• ☐ Student 
• ☐ Parent/Guardian 
• ☐ School Board Member 
• ☐ Community Member 
• ☐ Other (please specify): ___________________________ 
1.2 What grade level(s) or area are you affiliated with? 
• ☐ Elementary (K–5) 
• ☐ Middle School (6–8) 
• ☐ High School (9–12) 
• ☐ District Level (Central Office) 
• ☐ Other (please specify): ___________________________ 
1.3 How many years have you been involved with the school district? 
• ☐ Less than 1 year 
• ☐ 1–5 years 
• ☐ 6–10 years 
• ☐ More than 10 years 
1.4 What is the type of your school district? 
• ☐ Urban 
• ☐ Suburban 
• ☐ Rural 
1.5 In what state is your school district located? 
__________________________ 



 
 
Section 2: Perceived Benefits 
Instructions: Please indicate your level of agreement with each statement. 
Scale: 
1 = Strongly Disagree  2 = Disagree  3 = Neutral  4 = Agree  5 = Strongly Agree 
The four-day school week improves student attendance. 
☐ 1 ☐ 2 ☐ 3 ☐ 4 ☐ 5 
The four-day school week reduces overall costs for the district. 
☐ 1 ☐ 2 ☐ 3 ☐ 4 ☐ 5 
The four-day school week improves work-life balance for staff. 
☐ 1 ☐ 2 ☐ 3 ☐ 4 ☐ 5 
The four-day school week provides greater flexibility for families. 
☐ 1 ☐ 2 ☐ 3 ☐ 4 ☐ 5 
The four-day week helps attract and retain staff. 
☐ 1 ☐ 2 ☐ 3 ☐ 4 ☐ 5 
Other benefits you perceive: 
________________________________________ 
________________________________________ 
 
Section 3: Perceived Challenges 
Instructions: Please indicate your level of agreement with each statement. 
The four-day school week creates childcare difficulties for families. 
☐ 1 ☐ 2 ☐ 3 ☐ 4 ☐ 5 
The four-day week negatively affects student academic performance. 
☐ 1 ☐ 2 ☐ 3 ☐ 4 ☐ 5 
Students miss access to meals and support services on the fifth day. 
☐ 1 ☐ 2 ☐ 3 ☐ 4 ☐ 5 
The longer school days are tiring for students and staff. 
☐ 1 ☐ 2 ☐ 3 ☐ 4 ☐ 5 
It is difficult to align extracurricular or athletic schedules. 
☐ 1 ☐ 2 ☐ 3 ☐ 4 ☐ 5 
Other challenges you perceive: 
________________________________________ 
________________________________________ 
 
Section 4: Overall Support 
4.1 Overall, how supportive are you of implementing a four-day school week? 



• ☐ 1 - Strongly Oppose 
• ☐ 2 - Oppose 
• ☐ 3 - Neutral 
• ☐ 4 - Support 
• ☐ 5 - Strongly Support 
4.2 Please explain your answer: 
________________________________________ 
________________________________________ 
 
Section 5: Additional Comments 
Is there anything else you would like decision-makers to know about the four-day school week? 
________________________________________ 
________________________________________ 
Thank you for your time and thoughtful responses! 
 



Appendix B 
Interview or Focus Group Protocol 

Interview Protocol: Exploring Stakeholder Perceptions of the Four-Day School Week 
Estimated Time: 30–45 minutes 
 
Introduction Script: 
 
Thank you for agreeing to speak with me today. This interview is part of a study about  
perceptions of the four-day school week. Your participation is voluntary, and you may skip any  
questions or stop at any time. Your responses will be kept confidential. 
 
Questions: 
1. Can you describe your experiences or thoughts about the four-day school week? 
2. What do you see as the main benefits for students, families, or staff? 
3. What concerns do you have about this schedule? 
4. How do you think this change affects the broader community? 
5. What would help make this transition successful? 
6. Is there anything else you would like to share? 
 
Closing Script: 
Thank you for sharing your perspectives. Your input is very valuable and will help inform our  
understanding of how this policy affects the school community 
 

 
 



 
Appendix C 

Table C1 
Themes and Exemplar Quotes 

Theme Description Exemplar Quote (Participant 
Identifier) 

Improved work–life balance 
Reduced burnout and increased 
time for personal and 
professional responsibilities 

“Having that extra day would 
help teachers recharge and be 
more effective during the 
week.” (Teacher) 

Increased planning and 
instructional focus 

Additional time for lesson 
preparation and collaboration 

“With more planning time, 
instruction would be more 
intentional instead of rushed.” 
(Administrator) 

Childcare challenges 
Limited access to affordable 
childcare on the non-
instructional day 

“The biggest issue is what 
parents are supposed to do with 
their kids on that extra day.” 
(Parent) 

Equity and access concerns Disproportionate impact on 
low-income families 

“Families with resources will 
manage, but others will 
struggle.” (Support Staff) 

 
Table C2 
Stakeholder Differences and Exemplar Quotes 

Stakeholder 
Group Primary Perspective Exemplar Quote (Participant Identifier) 

Teachers Work–life balance, burnout 
reduction 

“This would help teachers stay in the 
profession longer.” (Teacher) 

Administrators Recruitment, retention, district 
competitiveness 

“We have to stay competitive if we want to 
attract teachers.” (Administrator) 

School board 
members 

Community impact and 
accountability 

“We have to consider how this affects the 
whole community.” (Board Member) 

Parents/support 
staff Childcare, safety, supervision “It creates another burden for families who 

already struggle.” (Parent) 
 
Table C3 
Anticipated Challenges and Exemplar Quotes 
Area of Concern Theme Exemplar Quote (Participant Identifier) 
Instructional 
quality 

Student fatigue during 
longer days 

“Little kids are already tired by the end of the day.” 
(Teacher) 

Academic 
outcomes 

Risk of widening 
achievement gaps 

“We can’t afford to lose learning time with our 
students.” (Administrator) 

Extracurricular 
access Scheduling conflicts “Everything would end up happening on Fridays.” 

(Coach) 



Area of Concern Theme Exemplar Quote (Participant Identifier) 
Community 
impact Supervision and safety “Kids will be out in the community with nowhere 

to go.” (Community Member) 
 
Table C4 
Factors Influencing Support or Resistance and Exemplar Quotes 

Factor Influence Exemplar Quote (Participant Identifier) 

Prior experience Increased confidence and 
support 

“Once you see it work, it makes more sense.” 
(Administrator) 

Awareness of 
burnout 

Support driven by staff well-
being 

“Teachers are exhausted, and this could help.” 
(Teacher) 

Equity concerns Resistance linked to childcare 
and food access 

“If we can’t support families, we shouldn’t do 
this.” (Board Member) 

Contextual fit Rural capacity and community 
readiness 

“What works in one district won’t work 
everywhere.” (Administrator) 

 
Table C5 
Joint Display of Quantitative and Qualitative Findings by Survey Section 

Survey Section Quantitative Findings Qualitative 
Themes Integrated Interpretation 

SS2: 
Advantages and 
disadvantages 

Administrators rated staffing 
benefits higher; teachers rated 
work–life balance higher; 
board members rated family 
flexibility higher 

Well-being, 
recruitment, 
childcare, equity 

Perceived benefits vary by 
role, while disadvantages 
center on family and 
equity impacts 

SS2: Group 
differences 

Significant ANOVA 
differences across all three 
items (p < .05) 

Role-based 
priorities and 
proximity to daily 
operations 

Stakeholder role strongly 
shapes perception of 
benefits and risks 

SS3: Concerns 
and challenges 

Teachers less convinced of 
family flexibility benefits 

Childcare, student 
fatigue, 
extracurricular 
conflicts 

Classroom-level awareness 
heightens concern for 
unintended consequences 

SS4: Support or 
resistance 

Greater support among those 
closest to implementation 
benefits 

Experience, 
burnout awareness, 
contextual fit 

Support increases with 
experience and perceived 
relief; resistance reflects 
equity and capacity 
concerns 
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