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Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic has tested schools’ abilities 
to rapidly pivot their modes of teaching and learning in an 
unprecedented way—revealing how resilient schools are 
to crisis and organizational change more generally. 
Navigating the often-competing demands of district guid-
ance and their schools’ growing needs, principals have 
been tasked with leading organizational change under his-
torically challenging conditions. As middle managers 
(Spillane et al., 2002), principals are both proximate to the 
“frontline” and aware of the “big picture,” so they are 
uniquely positioned to identify organizational problems 
(Huy, 2001, p. 73). Simultaneously, principals work in 
resource-constrained environments and are frequently 
tasked with competing demands—for example, “maintain-
ing stability while delivering change” and “operating 
through existing routines and processes while developing 
new ones” (McKenzie & Varney, 2018, p. 384).

Principals lead change within their schools by leveraging 
preexisting school structures and conditions, such as relation-
ships, shared decision making, and professional community 

(Bryk & Schneider, 2002; Fink & Resnick, 2001; Fullan, 
2002). Organizational conditions can supersede other envi-
ronmental factors, such as economic disadvantage, in shaping 
schools’ capacity (Kraft et al., 2015; Simon & Johnson, 2015). 
Theory suggests that key organizational features, such as 
clearly defined role systems and norms of respectful interac-
tion, are critical to organizations being resilient in times of 
crisis (Weick, 1993, p. 628). Less is known about how princi-
pals’ reliance on these conditions varies as they lead through 
crises, when school leadership looks fundamentally different 
(L. Smith & Riley, 2012).

Drawing on interviews with 20 principals conducted at 
the onset of the pandemic in four large, urban districts—
Boston, Denver, New York City, and San Diego—we explore 
how principals respond to external guidance in times of cri-
sis, with attention to the ways they lean on preexisting struc-
tures and conditions in their schools. We build on 
organizational learning (OL) theory and scholarship on the 
role of school structures and conditions to examine how 
principals operate as middle managers during periods of 
organizational change. Our central research question is
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Research Question 1: How did principals in large, urban 
districts rely on external guidance and preexisting 
organizational resources as they led their schools 
through the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic?

We find that principals’ responses to district guidance 
landed on a spectrum—from abiding to district mandates, to 
challenging district decisions to initiate change, to actively 
subverting guidance. Principals’ responses were shaped both 
by the nature of district support and guidance that they 
received, as well as their schools’ preexisting structures and 
conditions. Importantly, the patterns we describe are neither 
comprehensive nor causal; rather, they suggest a typology of 
how principals function as middle managers, and the organi-
zational resources they rely on to lead. Thus, we build on the 
middle management and OL literature and present an emer-
gent framework of how principals, as middle managers, con-
ceptualize and operationalize their roles in times of crisis. 
Given the massive disruptions COVID-19 presented to 
schools (Kraft et al., 2021), understanding how principals 
conceptualize their roles during periods of crisis offers les-
sons for policy and practice to support school leadership 
more broadly.

Conceptual Framework and Prior Research

Our conceptual framework draws on OL theory and 
scholarship on the role of school working conditions in 
shaping OL (Figure 1). Together, this scholarship provides a 
lens to understand principals as middle managers in times of 
crisis—how they respond to external guidance and the ways 
they leverage the preexisting resources in their organizations 
to do so. In this section, we describe the theoretical and 
empirical grounding for the conceptual framework that 
guides this study.

The Principal’s Role in Organizational Learning

Originating in management studies, OL theory posits that 
organizations like schools and districts learn by integrating 
knowledge from their interactions and previous experiences 
into their policies and routines (W. Cohen & Levinthal, 
1990; Farrell et al., 2019; Levitt & March, 1988). OL relies 
on the “systemic thinking” of the whole organization (Senge, 
1990, p. 6), and is triggered by a “stimulus,” such as a crisis, 
that brings about a perceived need to seek a solution to some 
problem within the organization (Leithwood et al., 1998). As 
middle managers, leaders can draw on organizational rou-
tines to interpret directives from above and justify organiza-
tional change efforts to those they lead (Rouleau, 2005), and 
provide other organizational members with the freedom and 
resources to innovate (Amabile, 1997). Principals can be 
considered “chief learning officer[s],” as they play a key role 
in shaping the conditions for OL (Weiner et al., 2021, p. 2).

Principals’ ability to orchestrate OL is shaped by their 
position within the nested organizational contexts of their 
schools, networks, and districts (Marsh et al., 2017; Spillane 
et al., 2002). They are responsive to external policy from the 
state and district; simultaneously, they face demands inter-
nally from their own school sites, which “pull [them] in two 
directions” (Spillane et al., 2002, p. 734). Additionally, prin-
cipals operating within district networks navigate an added 
layer of organizational and management structures, which 
can offer additional venues for shared decision making and 
collaboration to support the implementation of district poli-
cies (Kelleher, 2014; A. K. Smith & Wohlstetter, 2001). 
These structures can also, however, present principals with 
further, potentially competing demands to attend to.

As middle managers, principals serve as brokers between 
their schools and districts (Spillane et al., 2002) and thus 
must determine which demands to attend to with any given 
decision: when they judge external guidance as illegitimate 
(Huy et al., 2014) or at odds with their self-interest (Guth & 
MacMillan, 1986), they can actively resist and even subvert 
organizational change efforts. As principals encounter exter-
nal demands, they are left to foster “coherence” within their 
schools and districts by “negotiat[ing] connections among 
policy and school goals for teaching and learning” (Stosich, 
2018, p. 204). Coherence is central to OL as it enables mem-
bers of organizations to organize their work around shared 
goals (Johnson et al., 2014).

Our work builds on existing typologies which frame how 
principals exert agency in policy implementation. Honig and 
Hatch (2004) posit that schools can strategically “bridge” or 
“buffer” external demands from their central district office 
in order to craft coherence. For example, principals can filter 
external messages based on their own sense making (Coburn, 
2005; Reinhorn et al., 2017)—thereby buffering teachers 
from external demands less aligned with the schools’ priori-
ties (Yurkofsky, 2020). Donaldson and Woulfin (2018) frame 
principal’s agentic role in policy implementation on a spec-
trum: from “tinkering” with policy to “going rogue.” To bet-
ter understand how principals see themselves as middle 
managers—and which conditions enable them to exercise 
more or less autonomy—it is also necessary to understand 
how principals’ responses to district guidance are associated 
with the organizational capacities of their schools.

Preexisting School Structures and Conditions

A central mechanism by which principals facilitate OL 
is through shaping and leveraging their schools’ organiza-
tional structures and conditions (Burkhauser, 2017; 
Johnson et al., 2012; Leithwood et al., 2008). When lead-
ing OL, leaders must attend to both their organizations’ 
formal structures—that is, the norms, routines, procedures, 
and policies, as well as the conditions—that is, the rela-
tionships, the politics, and the capacities—that need to be 
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in place for those structures to function properly (Bolman 
& Lee, 2017). Organizational structures, such as routines 
for decision making, allow principals to rationalize ways of 
being and provide security for individuals in an organiza-
tion (Feldman & Pentland, 2003; Hallett, 2010). For exam-
ple, principals can leverage structures to more tightly 
couple the technical core of their schools with external 
regulations (Spillane et al., 2011).

At the same time, structures do not operate in a vacuum, 
but work alongside organizational conditions. OL may be 
stifled when leaders challenge preexisting conditions and 
ways of operating (Hallett, 2010; Spillane et al., 2002) or do 
not take into consideration preexisting relationships among 
staff (Lockton, 2019). Furthermore, social network scholar-
ship highlights how the quality of relationships in schools is 
perhaps just as important as the structure of teachers’ social 

FIGuRE 1. Conceptual framework.
Note. Given the nature of our data and focus of our study, we do not provide evidence for shifts in schools’ organizational learning outcomes; however, we 
include these outcomes in our conceptual framework as a hypothesis to investigate in future studies.
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networks (Comstock et al., 2021; Kaul et al., 2021). As such, 
understanding how principals lead their schools through 
organizational change requires attending to both the organi-
zational structures and conditions which they leverage.

Key Structures. Establishing norms and procedures for 
decision making—that is, the roles, routines, norms, and 
policies in place to facilitate decision making in schools—is 
an essential aspect of principals’ work as middle managers. 
Principals’ poor management skills can lead to lost instruc-
tional time and teacher attrition (Simon & Johnson, 2015), 
while organized systems for management and distributed 
leadership practices can support organizational change 
efforts (Leithwood et al., 2009; Spillane et al., 2004). Fur-
thermore, continuity of roles within decision-making teams 
has been shown to facilitate change efforts (Higgins et al., 
2012). Thus, principals’ reliance on structures and proce-
dures for distributed decision making—and the continuity of 
those procedures—facilitates organizational change.

At the same time, principals establish the infrastructure 
for teachers to collaborate as instructional leaders (Simon & 
Johnson, 2015). Teacher collaboration structures—such as 
grade-level and department teams—enable teacher auton-
omy (Bowen et al., 2007; Johnson et al., 2018; Weiner, 
2016), and are associated with teachers’ instructional 
improvement and increased student achievement (Ronfeldt 
et al., 2015). Teachers’ social networks have also been found 
to be associated with a range of important school-level out-
comes, including innovation and reform sustainability 
(Atteberry & Bryk, 2010; Moolenaar, 2012; Penuel et al., 
2009), and the policies principals enact can shape the nature 
of teachers’ social networks (Coburn & Russell, 2008). 
Thus, teacher collaboration structures are a key resource for 
organizations, and the nature of relational dynamics within 
them greatly influences those structures (Lockton, 2019).

Key Conditions. Significant scholarship speaks to the nature 
and quality of relationships among educators as an essential 
condition for organizational functioning (Bryk & Schneider, 
2002; Cosner, 2009). At the heart of their work, principals 
shape the climate for learning—the level of trust and col-
laboration within their schools. Bryk and Schneider (2002) 
posit that relational trust—that is, the strength of relational 
quality among principals, staff, and the broader school com-
munity—is the bedrock of organizational change. Relational 
trust reduces the vulnerability of members of the organiza-
tion to take risks and innovate (Cross et al. 2005; Giles & 
Hargreaves, 2006; Louis & Lee, 2016). Thus, by shaping the 
climate for learning, leaders influence the nature and quality 
of relationships and the social capital—that is, the resources 
that reside in the interactions among individuals in an orga-
nization (Coleman, 1988)—in their schools.

Finally, principals depend on teacher human capital—
that is, expertise and capacity of staff. Teachers’ access to 

and knowledge of expertise in their schools can support 
reform implementation and instructional change (Frank 
et al., 2004; Coburn et al., 2013). The combination of social 
and human capital has been found to be more strongly asso-
ciated with student learning than each individual form of 
capital alone (Daly et al., 2011). Leaders of well-functioning 
schools know the expertise that resides in their organizations 
and utilize that expertise to foster individual and organiza-
tional improvement (Harris, 2013). Thus, in their role as 
middle managers, principals have access to a set of key orga-
nizational resources that bolster their efforts to lead organi-
zational change.

Method

This article is based on qualitative data drawn from a 
larger study conducted between April and August 2020 by a 
national team of 18 education researchers. In the present 
study, we draw on 20 interviews from a subsample of four 
large, urban districts (Table 1).

Sample and Data Collection

Sample. Districts in the full study sample were recruited by 
members of the larger research group, primarily based on 
where individuals had personal contacts with principals. We 
then employed a snowball method to recruit additional prin-
cipals recommended by participants. The result was a large 
and heterogeneous sample of principals who differed in 
experience and personal background—leading schools 
which varied by grade level, size, demographics, geography, 
and performance level.

For this article, we drew on a subsample of 20 principals 
in four large, urban school districts: Boston Public Schools 
(BPS), Denver Public Schools (DPS), New York City 
Department of Education (NYCDOE), and San Diego 
unified School District (SDuSD) (Table 2). We intentionally 
focused on urban districts because of the sustained focus 
nationally on urban school reform in recent decades, and 
because urban districts primarily serve low-income commu-
nities (Suitts, 2015). Given that COVID-19 has dispropor-
tionately affected low-income communities and communities 
of color (Parker et al., 2020), the crisis was particularly severe 
in these contexts. Large, urban districts, therefore, provide an 
important context to consider the role of school leaders as 
middle managers during crisis, as there is often heightened 
external pressure to deliver results, with more limited physi-
cal capital. Furthermore, we narrowed in on the four districts 
in our study with attention to geographic variation, as well as 
variation in the nature of district guidance—which we con-
sider in the following section on District Contexts. NYCDOE 
principals represent a large proportion of the sample, which 
is appropriate given the system’s size and complexity relative 
to the other districts (Table 1).
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Interviews. Interviews were conducted via phone or Zoom 
and lasted between 60 and 90 minutes. Prior to each inter-
view, principals completed a brief background survey. We 
used a semistructured protocol (Supplemental Appendix A, 
available in the online version of this article) to guide our 
interviews. The semistructured approach enabled us to elicit 
comparable data within and across sites and also granted 
flexibility to interviewers to probe further on particular top-
ics (Maxwell, 1996). In each interview, we asked principals 
to describe their school’s transition to emergency remote 
teaching, and to describe district policies and directives dur-
ing this period, and probed about whether and how they 
depended on school structures and conditions during the 
transition. We also asked principals to explain how they 
interacted with district officials, the teachers’ union, their 
staff, and students and families. All interviews were recorded 
and transcribed.

Document Collection. In preparation for interviews, and 
during the analysis phase, we reviewed school and district 

websites to better understand principals’ contexts. We col-
lected descriptive information about the schools and districts 
from National Center for Education Statistics, including stu-
dent and school-level demographic information. We also 
analyzed relevant documents—both publicly available doc-
uments, such as guidance memoranda issued by district offi-
cials, memoranda of understanding between the teachers and 
principals’ unions and the district, and news articles, and 
documents shared by participants, such as communiques to 
families or teachers.

Analysis. We developed and executed an analytic process 
specific to this article. After listening to interview record-
ings, we used thematic summaries to conduct a preliminary 
analysis of each site individually and to conduct cross-site 
comparisons, identifying common themes, similarities and 
differences. We used the preliminary analysis to supplement 
the etic codes with a list of emic codes that emerged from the 
data (online Supplemental Appendix B). We used this pre-
liminary list of codes to review a small subset of transcripts, 

TABLE 1
Characteristics of Sampled Districts (2019–2020)

District
Superintendent 

(term)
Student 

enrollment Student demographics
Date of school 

closures
COVID index at time of 

school closures

Boston Brenda Cassellius 
(2019–)

51,433 20% Hispanic/Latino
23% Black
10% Asian
45% White
2% Multiracial
29.2% English learners
29.5% Students Qualifying for FRPL

March 23, 2020 35 cases

Denver Susan Cordova 
(2018–2020)

92,039 30% Hispanic/Latino
9% Black
4% Asian
1% American Indian/Alaska Native
54% White
27.4% English learners
18.2% Students Qualifying for FRPL

March 17, 2020 93.1 Cases

New York City Richard Carranza 
(2018–2021)

1,126,501 40.6% Hispanic/Latino
25.5% Black
16.2% Asian
15.1% White
13.2% English learners
72.8% Students Qualifying for FRPL

March 16, 2020 714 Cases

San Diego Cindy Marten 
(2013–2021)

103,194 29% Hispanic/Latino
7% Black
16% Asian
44% White
4% Multiracial
20.9% English learners
19% Students Qualifying for FRPL

March 16, 2020 13 Cases

Note. COVID-19 index is based on the 7-day case average in the city each district is located within, reported on the date of school closures in each district 
respectively. We employ the racial/ethnic categories for the student demographics directly as they are classified by National Center for Education Statistics. 
FRPL = free and/or reduced-price lunch.



6

individually and together, to calibrate our understanding and 
use of the codes, as well as to refine the code list and defini-
tions. We repeated this process to finalize the list of codes 
and to improve interrater reliability. We then coded each 
transcribed interview using Dedoose.

After coding, we wrote district-level memos synthesizing 
findings from across the key codes at the district-level and 
looked across memos to identify the preexisting structures 
and conditions which principals reported relying on the most 
across the districts (collaboration, decision making, teacher 
human capital, and relationships). We created data-analytic 
matrices to compare responses within and across schools 
and districts, identify emerging themes (Miles et al., 2014), 
and cross-check with data from relevant documents.

To develop the emergent typology of principals’ responses 
to district guidance, we reviewed all excerpts in which prin-
cipals discussed district guidance. No principal’s response 
was consistent across all areas of their decision making, so 
we characterized principals based on how they described 
responding to the majority of district guidance. We coded 

each excerpt focused on district guidance based on princi-
pals’ response type. We then determined each principal’s pri-
mary response type by considering how they responded in 
the majority of excerpts. To place principals on the spectrum 
relative to one another (Figure 2), we placed principals who 
described abiding to more guidance further left on the spec-
trum, and those who described subverting more guidance 
further right on the spectrum. We addressed risks to validity 
by returning often to the data to review coding decisions, 
check our emerging conclusions, and consider rival explana-
tions or disconfirming data (Miles et al., 2014).

Study Limitations

Interviews for this study were conducted in spring and 
summer 2020, as the pandemic was unfolding across the 
united States—a notoriously difficult time for principals 
and teachers. Consequently, the research team recruited a 
convenience sample of principals with whom we had exist-
ing connections; however, principals who have relationships 

TABLE 2
Principal and School Characteristics

District Principal

Principal characteristics School characteristics

Total years 
of principal 
experience

Years of 
experience 
at school Race/ethnicity Grade span Enrollment

Students of 
color, %

Students 
qualifying for 

FRPL, %

Denver Principal Day 5 5 White PK–5 450 25 10
Principal Davis 14 1 Black 6–12 1,000 30 10
Principal Daniels 8 5 White 6–8 800 75 70

San Diego Principal Stewart 3 2 Black 9–12 1,700 98 80
Principal Sullivan 11 5 Hispanic/Latino KG–5 400 98 95
Principal Shaw — 0 White KG–5 600 98 95
Principal Snyder 12 7 Black KG–5 400 98 70
Principal Salas 11 11 Black KG–5 300 98 90

Boston Principal Boyle 7 30 White 9–12 1,200 90 55
Principal Beale 7 7 White PK–8 1,000 75 50

New York 
City

Principal Nelson — — White 6–12 700 85 65
Principal Neal 4 4 White 9–12 400 75 75
Principal Newton 10 10 Black/Hispanic/

Latino
9–12 — 90 95

Principal Nash 7 7 White 9–12 550 99 80
Principal Noble 14 14 Native Hawaiian/

Pacific Islander
6–12 500 90 80

Principal Nott 3 3 White 9–12 450 98 70
Principal Nasir 10 10 Hispanic/Latino 9–12 350 90 80
Principal Newcombe 3 3 White 9–12 250 97 85
Principal Newhart 5 10 White PK–12 900 97 80
Principal Norman 15 15 White PK–12 900 96 80

Note. All principal names are pseudonyms. We assigned pseudonyms to each principal beginning with the same first letter as their district. All enrollment 
numbers and student demographics (including racial/ethnic demographics and FRPL percentage) are rounded to ensure anonymity of research participants 
and schools. Student demographics are also not disaggregated to ensure anonymity. Dashes indicate missing data. FRPL = free and/or reduced-price lunch.
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Principals as Middle Managers During Crisis

with education researchers may be more likely to lead espe-
cially strong schools. Additionally, the percentage of princi-
pals interviewed in a single district differed widely. Thus, it 
is important to note that the sample is not representative of 
schools in the district—nor did we intend for it to be. 
Similarly, because we intentionally focus our analysis here 
on urban school districts, we do not seek to be reflective of 
all school districts. Although our recommendations cannot 
be transferred directly to other settings, our findings deepen 
conceptual understandings of principals as middle managers 
and provide considerations for districts and principals on 
how they might establish conditions that support principals 
in times of urgent change.

District Contexts

Each district in our study had a unique response to the 
pandemic. Our four district cases highlight variation in how 
large, urban districts responded to the pandemic more 
broadly. In this section, we summarize each district’s first 
response, noting variation in the amount/timing, substance, 
and flexibility of guidance to schools. Notably, collectively 
bargained agreements between districts and their teachers’ 
unions played a significant role in shaping the guidance of 
some districts (Mitchell et al., 1981).

San Diego. On Friday, March 13, 2020, Superintendent 
Marten announced the cancellation of in-person instruction 
effective the following week (Sevilla, 2020). The district 
continued offering school food to students and initially, stu-
dents could access enrichment activities on the district web-
site in lieu of formal instruction (Washburn & Hong, 2020). 
At the end of this period, the district initiated a “soft launch” 
of distance learning (SDuSD, 2020). Most of the formal 
guidance to schools came from a series of memoranda of 
understanding (MOus) between the district and the teachers’ 
union. For example, an April MOu noted that teachers could 
not be expected to provide more than 240 minutes of direct 
instruction and flex time (SDuSD & SDEA, 2020). As per 
the MOus, principals were restricted from observing virtual 
classrooms without permission from teachers, and were not 
allowed to consult with teachers over the summer to plan for 
the Fall 2020 semester.

Boston. On Friday, March 13, 2020, Mayor Walsh of Bos-
ton and BPS Superintendent Cassellius announced that the 
district would transition to remote instruction by March 17, 
2020 (BPS, 2020). Families were provided guidance on 
picking up instructional materials from schools, access to 
internet and technology, and school food (Cassellius, 2020). 
The district did not issue formal guidance related to instruc-
tion, teacher work hours, or state assessments until mid-
April when the Boston Teachers union (BTu) and BPS 
signed an MOu (Vaznis, 2020). The MOu prescribed 

specific regulations regarding teachers’ work—limiting 
instructional hours, and requiring teachers and other staff to 
work at least 20 hours a week and attend at least 5 hours of 
professional development about virtual instruction (BPS & 
BTu, 2020).

New York City. On Sunday, March 15, 2020, Mayor de Bla-
sio announced that in-person instruction would be cancelled 
beginning the following day (Shapiro, 2020). Staff were 
instructed to return to schools for 1 week for training before 
remote instruction began on March 23, 2020. Chancellor 
Carranza announced that students would be invited to 
retrieve learning materials from their schools (NYCDOE, 
2020a), and later provided additional guidance on what vir-
tual learning would entail, noting that each school would use 
its own online platform (NYCDOE, 2020b). Notably, in our 
sample, seven principals belonged to a common network 
within the district called the Affinity Group. Comprising 164 
schools across the city, Affinity schools are supported by 
nonprofit and university partners, such as New Visions for 
Public Schools, Outward Bound, urban Assembly, and the 
City university of New York. In collaboration with Affinity 
superintendents, Affinity partners offer a host of services, 
including leadership development and instructional support 
services, data analysis support, practitioner networks, opera-
tional support, technical and compliance support, and more 
(New Visions for Public Schools, n.d.). Typically, Affinity 
schools are associated based on shared substantive interests, 
rather than geography.

Denver. On Wednesday, March 18, 2020, DPS announced 
that the district would transition to remote instruction after 
an extended spring break, following an executive order from 
the governor suspending in-person instruction (Hernandez, 
2020). The Colorado Department of Education also 
announced that the state test for the year was cancelled, and 
the district provided guidance to families regarding the dis-
tribution of school food (DPS, 2020a). Shortly thereafter, the 
district published a Remote Learning Plan, which provided 
schools with the flexibility to choose from one of three 
options for instruction: (1) district-provided digital instruc-
tional materials for students to access independently with 
some teacher support, (2) teacher-led hybrid instruction, or 
(3) teacher-led full digital instruction (DPS, 2020b). Schools 
had the flexibility to decide which option would best meet 
the needs of their schools, and the district suggested that 
schools select options aligned with their teachers’ level of 
proficiency with technology.

Findings

Within and across the four districts we studied, principals 
varied in their reliance on preexisting school structures and 
conditions. All principals relied on teacher collaboration, but 
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principals’ reliance on decision-making structures, human 
capital, and relationships varied.

Principals varied in how they responded to district guid-
ance, and within that typology, they varied in how they drew 
on existing resources. We classified principals’ responses to 
district guidance on a continuum—from abiding to district 
mandates, to challenging the district decisions, to turning 
inward to their schools to subvert guidance (Figure 2).

Based on principal response types, we then describe how 
they leveraged preexisting structures and conditions during 
their efforts to transition their school in response to the pan-
demic. We focus on four key preexisting structures and con-
ditions that emerged in our analysis as salient: (1) decision 
making, (2) teacher human capital, (3) teacher collaboration 
structures, and (4) relationships. We observed key patterns 
within principal response types as well as cross-cutting 
themes we observed across all response types (Table 3).

Abiders: Strictly Adhering to District Guidance

The largest proportion of principals—half of the princi-
pals in our sample (including two DPS principals, all five 
SDuSD principals, one BPS principal, and two NYCDOE 
principals)—were Abiders. These principals described wait-
ing for district guidance before acting—even when they dis-
agreed with the guidance. Abiders fell into one of two 
categories: (1) they felt that they had sufficient autonomy to 
carry out their work within the district, or (2) they were 
forced into compliance with the district by the collectively 
bargained agreement with the union. In both cases, Abiders 
worked within the existing system to enact and respond to 
guidance. In order to meet the demands of abiding to district 
guidance, there was wide variation across Abiders in their 
reliance on preexisting school structures and conditions.

Finding Pockets of Support Within the District. The princi-
pals who most strongly abided (two DPS principals, one 
BPS principal, and two NYCDOE principals) were those 
who found support within their districts. Typically, Abiders 
“waite[d] on [the] system to tell them what to do,” as one 
said, before making key decisions. Abiders largely credited 
this to the pockets of support within their districts to flexibly 
adapt guidance to fit their local needs. For example, Princi-
pal Newhart shared that he had an “amazing [network] 
superintendent” who created structures of support for princi-
pals. Although Principal Newhart saw the central district 
office’s guidance as largely technical in nature, his superin-
tendent provided what Newhart characterized as “adaptive 
guidance of how to lead through a moment like this.” 
Newhart noted that his superintendent “basically reads all 
day and night, and so he was just finding resources [. . .] for 
leaders in uncertain times—readers or resources for inci-
dents, you know, post 9/11, post-Katrina.” Similarly, DPS 
Principal Daniels reflected that he “always got support” 
when he reached out to the district, and noted: “It’s just the 
way [district] has been to me.” Despite these supports, how-
ever, Principal Daniels remained somewhat critical of his 
district’s response to the pandemic, but afforded them the 
“grace of patience” because he saw acting preemptively as 
“futile.” Some Abiders found sufficient support from within 
their districts, so they did not feel the need to challenge guid-
ance and/or they were able to tolerate uncertainty in guid-
ance before acting.

Pressure to Abide by Inflexible District Guidance. The other 
Abiders (all five SDuSD principals) expressed that, as one 
said, their “hands were tied” by their district’s collective bar-
gaining agreement—not because they had sufficient support 
within the existing system. Notably, the MOus signed 

FIGuRE 2. Principals by district and response type.
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between SDuSD and BPS with their respective teachers’ 
unions in response to COVID-19 were expansive—covering 
a wide range of topics concerning teachers’ workloads (e.g., 
work hours, grading, SPED staff, substitutes) as well as 
teachers’ nonteaching duties (Hemphill & Marianno, 2021). 
For SDuSD, principals reported that the inflexible nature of 
the MOu constrained their work—preventing them from 
consulting with teachers over the summer of 2020 to plan for 
the fall. As Principal Stewart said, “I was leading under the 
construct of the MOu between the district and teachers’ 
union. And so, we were [. . .] kind of limited.” Because the 
agreement prevented principals from making any demands 
on teachers’ time during the summer months of 2020, 
SDuSD principals expressed being constrained in their abil-
ity to support teachers or plan for the following academic 
year. As Principal Salas noted, “there was no way for princi-
pals to see supports that the teachers might have needed or to 
give feedback.” For these Abiders, it was not strong district 
support that influenced their responses; rather, as middle 
managers, they lacked channels to challenge or subvert 
guidance without potentially facing legal repercussions.

Reliance on Preexisting Structures and Conditions. Abid-
ers’ responses were primarily dictated by the relationship 
between their schools and their districts and the intraorgani-
zational routines that shaped those relationships, rather than 
their schools’ internal capacities. Abiders had the most var-
ied reliance on preexisting structures and conditions across 
the three groups of principals; there were no clear patterns 
among Abiders except variation itself. Regarding decision 
making, there were instances of stakeholder input, delega-
tion, sole decision making, and collaborative decision mak-
ing. Abiders were also unique in that two put in place new 
processes for making decisions, rather than relying solely on 
preexisting structures: one principal established a remote 
leadership team to make decisions throughout the crisis, 
while the other became the sole decision maker on many 
decisions out of necessity to make many quick decisions. 
Abiders also characterized variation in teacher human capi-
tal in their schools—for example, several noted a range of 
experience among their staff with technology use, including 
many strong committed teachers, as well as teachers who 
were less engaged or who needed to “step up.”

Challengers: Networked Delegators

Six of the 20 principals in our sample (five NYCDOE 
principals and one DPS principal)—were Challengers. All 
challengers discussed leveraging their connections to 
resources and decision-making bodies outside of their 
schools. Challengers described themselves as mediators 
between their districts and their school sites, consistent with 
an understanding of their roles as middle managers. 
Challengers were highly critical of district guidance but 

proactive in working beyond their individual schools to 
improve district guidance and support. As Principal Davis 
shared, “Instead of complaining, wondering what’s going to 
happen, we need to organize to see what we can make hap-
pen.” Challengers identified channels of support within their 
districts, such as district representatives and/or networks, 
which buffered them while challenging guidance. They also 
felt that they had the internal school capacity to challenge 
guidance.

Seeing Value in Changing the System. Challengers were 
highly critical of their district guidance; however, they saw 
value in working alongside the existing systems to ensure 
coherence across their districts and they had the existing 
intraorganizational routines and structures with the district 
to share their voice in decision making beyond their school 
site. Importantly, challengers selectively deviated from dis-
trict guidance when they felt it would not benefit their school 
communities. For example, Principal Noble noted that she 
ignored guidance from NYCDOE to transition away from 
Zoom to a new platform, because her staff had already been 
trained to operate on Zoom and switching mid-year would 
disrupt teaching and learning. Generally, however, challeng-
ers saw value in not deviating from district guidance when 
not necessary. Principal Davis, a veteran Denver principal 
who had led a school in the New Orleans post-Katrina, artic-
ulated the need to challenge from within the system in order 
to ensure coherence during moments of crisis:

What I learned in Katrina [is that the] thing that happens is you got 
15 people trying to make decisions and that just didn’t work. [. . .] 
We need to organize to see what we can make happen with those 
resources. [. . .] our internal systems, and then we reached out to 
make sure those systems were consistent with the district and the 
government policies.

Challengers saw the value of aligning their school opera-
tions with district guidance, even despite their dissatisfac-
tion with that guidance. As Principal Davis reflected, “We’re 
trying to make this systematic, uniform, and consistent mes-
sage in a time of organized chaos.”

District Networks as a Platform and Buffer to Challenge the 
System. In other cases, principals’ key platform for chal-
lenging the system was their district networks, such as the 
Affinity network in NYCDOE. For these principals, net-
works ended up being more important than central office 
leadership. Principals saw their networks as distinct from the 
central district offices, in part because the networks had 
some autonomy to deviate from central district guidance. 
Principal Nott, an NYCDOE principal who resigned at the 
end of the 2019–2020 academic year due to the lack of dis-
trict support throughout the pandemic, reflected: “[the dis-
trict] induced a lot of trauma on principals. [. . .] I would say 
our network was great. I think our superintendent is very 
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supportive, but I think that his hands were tied.” Similarly, 
Principal Nelson shared that “the central [district] was in 
over their head with a lot of stuff,” but “it helped to be a part 
of that community [i.e., the network] of other like-minded 
schools.” When districts had access to a network, it was 
often their lifeline. Principal Nott expanded, “Without [my] 
network, I don’t know what it would be like to be a principal 
in New York City.” Principal Noble similarly noted that her 
network community served as “almost group therapy” 
because it made her feel less “alone” in dealing with unprec-
edented levels of uncertainty.

Reliance on Preexisting Structures and Conditions. Chal-
lengers emphasized their reliance on preexisting delegation 
or collaborative strategies for decision making in their 
schools, which facilitated buy-in. For those who delegated, 
they relied heavily on other administrators and teacher lead-
ers to take the lead on various decisions. Principal Davis 
summarized, “sometimes you have to lead, and sometimes 
you have to follow.” In other cases, Challengers’ decision-
making processes were highly collaborative, relying on 
input from across the school. For example, Principal Noble 
reflected that instituting daily staff meetings allowed ideas 
and needs to more efficiently “bubble up.” Across cases, 
Challengers emphasized leveraging their delegation-based 
or collaborative decision-making structures as a way to gen-
erate buy-in and “ownership” of their collective decisions. 
To do so, they depended on the strong relational quality in 
their schools. Principal Nott shared, for example:

I learned a lot about my ability for adaptive leadership. I think that 
the relationships that I had prior to this, I was able to lean into. I 
think that people knowing that you care about them does volumes 
for their well-being and for the work.

Challengers did not discuss teacher human capital as a key 
component to their transition. Importantly, we do not suggest 
that teacher human capital was not important to these 

principals; rather, when discussing the key organizational 
structures and conditions that influenced their responses to 
crisis, Challengers focused primarily on their delegation strat-
egies, engagement with their networks, and strong relation-
ships in their schools. In doing so, these principals revealed 
that they relied on strong collaborative relationships and del-
egation of leadership responsibilities in their schools while 
they reached outward to gather support from their networks 
and to influence decisions outside their schools.

Subverters: Self-Sustaining Islands

The remaining principals in our sample—four of the 20 
principals (three NYCDOE principals and one BPS princi-
pal)—were Subverters. Subverters were the most critical of 
district guidance, but reported that they lacked effective chan-
nels to voice their concerns to their districts. These principals 
took the risk of both preempting and actively ignoring district 
guidance because they trusted that they had the capacity as a 
school to respond. Subverters responded first by identifying 
the inadequacies of district guidance, and then turning inward 
to focus on leading change within their own schools, rather 
than seeking to enact change in the system at large.

Strong Opposition to District Guidance. Subverters were 
highly critical of district guidance. Principal Nasir, an NYC-
DOE principal with previous experience in health care, 
described on the shortcomings of district guidance:

The directives I was getting from the DOE about how to handle 
situations were completely inadequate. And I was like, “Wait a 
minute, if this is supposed to be how you are going to contain an 
epidemic, this is inappropriate and impossible.” They even told me 
to assign a person to sit with a kid who might potentially be 
infectious. And I was like, “This is ridiculous.” And I refused to do 
it.

Some Subverters responded by attempting to voice their 
concerns to the district; however, they saw preexisting 

TABLE 3
Organizational Structures and Conditions by Principal Response Type

Principal response type Decision making Teacher human capital Teacher collaboration Relationships

Abiders Range of responses: 
stakeholder input, 
delegation, sole 
decision making, and 
collaborative decision 
making

Perceptions of wide 
variation in teacher human 
capital

use of both 
department/grade 
level team and in 
some cases, whole 
staff meeting 
structures

Mostly strong relationships
Some issues between admin and 

staff, and staff and students

Challengers Delegation-based or 
collaborative

Limited discussion of 
teacher human capital

Strong relationships between 
administrators, staff, and 
students

Subverters Stakeholder input or 
collaborative

Perceptions of high levels 
of teacher human capital

Particular emphasis on strong 
school/family relations
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intraorganizational district-school routines as solely perfor-
mative. Principal Nash poignantly shared her experience try-
ing to engage with the district at a meeting for principals:

[The district has] these [Zoom] meetings where everyone’s on and 
there’s a chat. Everyone is muted. No one can take themselves off 
mute. There’s a chat that you can type into, but you can’t see what 
anyone else is saying. You can type in questions, but no one ever 
responds to your questions.

When principals identified that the structures to influence 
decision making beyond their schools were futile, they often 
stopped attempting to engage in change at that level.

Turning Inward. Because they saw district guidance as 
inadequate, Subverters turned inward to their schools and 
leaned on other school staff to make decisions that they felt 
best met the needs of their school. Principal Norman synthe-
sized this approach as “Stay out of my way. Let me do what 
I need to do and let me get the job done.” Subverters had 
nearly 10 years of experience at their schools on average, 
and had the foresight to anticipate the needs of their com-
munities. Principal Norman, a leader with 15 years of expe-
rience leading his school, reflected:

I knew on March 1st that March 13th was gonna be the last day of 
school. I was really clear about that, so I was ignoring everything 
that the politicians were saying and I was getting busy getting my 
community.

When Subverters perceived that district guidance would 
prevent them from meeting the needs of their school com-
munity, they did not hesitate to pursue any means necessary 
to support their community. In order to “get the job done,” 
Subverters guided their school staff to similarly ignore guid-
ance. For example, when Principal Beale felt that asking her 
teachers to prepare students for the state test (the “MCAS”) 
was the wrong priority, she swiftly decided to encourage her 
staff to ignore the test:

When I said I was distributing Chromebooks, [my teachers] all 
looked at me and said, “What about MCAS?” [. . .] “I said, “F*** 
the MCAS.” And I don’t normally talk like that to people, and they 
actually all cheered. I was like, “I don’t even care. I don’t care about 
MCAS anymore. I care about people being safe and kids learning.”

Subverters responded to the inflexible and delayed dis-
trict guidance by both actively preempting and disregarding 
the guidance they received.

Reliance on Preexisting Structures and Conditions. Sub-
verters emphasized that they were able to subvert guidance 
due to their reliance on stakeholder input or collaborative 
structures for decision making, strong school-family rela-
tions, and a school staff whom they viewed as highly compe-
tent. Related to decision-making, Subverters relied heavily 

on internal structures for soliciting input from educators. 
Principal Beale summarized:

You cannot do things alone. The teamwork really matters, and I’m 
lucky enough to be [at a] big enough school that I have a leadership 
team. Without their support or their willingness to do whatever it 
takes with me, I personally probably would have quit.

The reliance on teachers for decision making aligned 
with Subverters’ perceptions of teacher human capital. 
Subverters consistently emphasized the high levels of 
teacher human capital in their schools, often referring to 
their teachers as “savvy” and “dedicated.” Principals 
described their school staff’s capacity as critical for shifting 
their norms and routines in response to COVID-19. 
Subverters also leveraged strong school–family relations to 
move through the crisis. Prioritization of school–family rela-
tionships fostered a sense of trust that may have been espe-
cially necessary during this time of transition. As Principal 
Nash in NYCDOE explained,

We do things like that a lot where we say, “This is what DOE says, 
and this is what I think. This is what I’m doing with my kids.” 
There’s a high level of trust even though our families have a lot of 
reasons not to trust systems like the DOE.

Nash believed that her teachers had the space to experi-
ment and had been supported in high-quality professional 
learning opportunities for years leading up to the pandemic, 
which facilitated the transition in response to COVID-19. 
These preexisting structures and conditions ultimately sup-
ported Subverters’ ability to turn inward. Principals per-
ceived their staff to be highly skilled and were bolstered by 
the support and input from their students’ families.

Crosscutting Themes: Teacher Collaboration and Strong 
Relationships

While principals varied by response type, two key themes 
cut across all principals. First, across the board, principals 
heavily relied on preexisting team collaborative structures 
during the transition to support shifts in instruction and 
ongoing instructional planning. As Principal Newcombe, an 
Abider in NYCDOE, described, teachers could fall back on 
to these structures to “work through” the issues presented by 
COVID-19:

When there’s a crisis, you’re like, “Okay, throw it all out the 
window. We have to start from scratch.” And when in reality, we had 
structures in place: the crew system, our professional learning is an 
instructional rounds model . . . so [teachers] knew how to [use] the 
structures and the protocols to sort of work through that.

Teachers typically met in content area and/or grade level 
teams each week to plan for instruction, share “best prac-
tices,” discuss student needs, “make sure they were on the 
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same page,” and support each other with tech use. Teacher 
teams served as a way in which teachers contributed to 
ongoing decision-making through the COVID-19 transition, 
as well as a way to support ongoing instructional efforts.

Second, nearly all principals described the importance of 
high-quality relationships to their work—especially rela-
tionships among staff and between staff and students. This 
was true even among Abiders, who reported some uneven 
relationships in their schools. Consistent with Bryk and 
Schneider’s (2002) work on relational trust, principals 
reflected that relational quality and trust was a key condition 
for enabling effective use of organizational structures. As 
Principal Daniels, an Abider in Denver, explained,

To be able to move through crisis and move through the unknown, 
you have to rely on the relationships that you have built with the 
team, and I’m so thankful that we had really built relationships we 
could rely on so that [. . .] we were able to jump into the crisis as a 
team.

Likewise, Principal Nott, a Challenger in NYCDOE 
explained, “I can’t underscore that enough, that having a 
really stable school environment when you’re in a moment 
of crisis is incredibly important.” As Principal Nash, a 
Subverter in NYCDOE, elaborated,

There’s a lot of staff cohesion. [. . .] that meant that we were in the 
best possible position to figure out what we could do to help, and 
where the opportunities were, and create consensus among the staff 
about what the best way forward was.

Principals explained that strong relationships made their 
schools a safe space for teachers to bring their concerns to 
the table and attributed strong relationships in schools with 
high teacher morale, empowerment, and persistence to work 
through the crisis.

Discussion and Conclusion

Consistent with prior research, our findings highlight the 
importance of both district guidance and school conditions 
in shaping principals’ work. Building off of Spillane et al.’s 
(2002) notion of principals as middle managers, we find that 
how principals conceptualize their work is shaped by the 
nature of district guidance, as well as their perceptions of 
their schools’ internal capacities. When guidance was highly 
inflexible and legally binding, as was the case in SDuSD, 
principals did not see any option but to abide by it. Guidance 
alone did not determine principals’ responses, however. 
Notably, we categorize principals’ response types statically 
(i.e., based on how they responded in the majority of cases 
of district guidance), but all principals we studied fell on dif-
ferent places on that continuum for different decisions. This 
suggests that principals’ roles as middle managers may look 
different based on the demands they face, and principals’ 

relative autonomy and level of district support may vary by 
area of decision making.

We observed the greatest variation in principals’ responses 
in NYCDOE, where there was wide variation in how sup-
ported principals reported feeling by their district. Whereas 
some principals believed they had channels to voice their 
concerns to the district, others did not, and instead relied 
solely on the preexisting conditions at their schools. When 
district guidance was both inflexible and delayed, as was the 
case in Boston, principals were forced to either wait for 
guidance to arrive, or to preempt it. Even where the guidance 
was most flexible in DPS, however, one principal still chal-
lenged the guidance—suggesting that the substance of guid-
ance, as well as its flexibility, matters to principals. Principals 
have been tasked with delivering on rapid organizational 
change, with oftentimes vague guidance that was uncoupled 
from supports. As such, ensuring that district guidance is 
both flexible and supportive of principals’ work is critical.

These findings also support well-established findings that 
schools’ organizational conditions matter (Bryk & Schneider, 
2002; Johnson et al., 2012)—particularly in periods of crisis 
(Weick, 1993). We expand on this scholarship by exploring 
the ways in which principals frame their reliance on organi-
zational conditions vis-à-vis their enactment of district guid-
ance during a period of crisis. Although strong relationships 
and teacher collaboration mattered for all principals, certain 
conditions were associated with particular principal response 
types. For example, because Subverters depended on their 
school community to follow alongside them in rejecting dis-
trict guidance, they benefited from collaborative school 
structures and strong family–school relations to back up 
their leadership. On the other hand, Abiders’ responses were 
primarily dictated by their adherence to district mandates, 
and their reliance on preexisting resources were more var-
ied. In some cases, schools had the internal capacity to 
respond effectively; however, this was not always the case.

Additionally, we find that district networks can serve as a 
key district-level structure that supports principals’ work. 
According to Challengers, it was not a function of central dis-
trict offices to provide the support and spaces for shared deci-
sion making that their networks afforded them; their primary 
function was to create new rules. Networks served as a buffer to 
challenge guidance, within otherwise large and highly bureau-
cratic working environments. This corroborates earlier findings 
that district networks support schools’ capacities for improve-
ment (D. K. Cohen et al., 2014; Rowan et al., 2009). Our results 
are consistent with findings that such networks enable collabo-
ration, knowledge and cost-sharing, and work with external 
partners (A. K. Smith & Wohlstetter, 2001), and are particularly 
influential when they create distributed structures for leadership 
and resource allocation amongst network members (Wohlstetter 
et al., 2003). We find that networks’ support is especially critical 
to principals when they are tasked with leading through periods 
of great organizational uncertainty.
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Our emergent typology of principal responses to district 
guidance contributes to scholarship on school leadership by 
providing a lens to better understand the ways that principals 
conceptualize their roles as middle managers, and how dis-
trict and school conditions shape those conceptions. This 
builds on existing conceptions of how principals exert 
agency when enacting policy (Donaldson & Woulfin, 2018; 
Honig & Hatch, 2004). We extend this work by drawing 
attention to the role of school conditions in shaping how 
principals employ agency in response to district policy. For 
example, we found that principals filtered, and even sub-
verted, external policy guidance when they perceived it to be 
misaligned with the self-interest of their school. In line with 
previous research, our typology highlights the range of prin-
cipal agency in responding to external demands. Even 
Abiders, however, regularly acted as “buffers” between the 
demands of their districts and the needs of their schools 
(Honig & Hatch, 2004). Together with existing scholarship, 
our findings offer a deeper understanding of principals both 
as agentic sense-makers of district policies, as well as lead-
ers of their own organizations.

While not a focus of our data collection, several princi-
pals also reflected on how their personal identities shape 
their leadership. Future studies might build on our work to 
investigate which conditions and personal factors provide 
some principals the confidence to deviate from district guid-
ance and which factors force others to comply—for exam-
ple, their level of experience, what resources were at play, 
and how their personal identities tie in. understanding how 
these roles intersect in principals’ work is key to better con-
ceptualizing the nature of school leadership and middle 
manager roles more broadly.

These findings suggest several implications for policy 
and practice. For one, these findings highlight the need for 
district leaders to consider principals’ roles as middle man-
agers when creating guidance and policy. Designing guid-
ance to be flexible enough for principals to adapt to their 
contexts, while coupling that guidance with supports, is 
critical. This flexibility represents a need for districts to see 
themselves as learning organizations, too (Honig, 2012; 
Rusch, 2005). At every level of the system, organizational 
routines and policies need to be flexible enough to leverage 
the expertise of those closest to the work. Given principals’ 
role as middle managers, districts should leverage princi-
pals’ expertise in district decision making and consider the 
ways that principals need to be responsive to their school 
communities when enacting policy. Given that all but one of 
the superintendents in the districts we studied have left their 
roles since the onset of the pandemic (Table 1), the lack of 
leadership continuity at the district-level may create an addi-
tional hurdle for districts to learn—in a parallel way to how 
principal turnover affects schools’ capacities to learn (useem 
et al., 1997).

Second, our findings highlight the importance of district 
networks for principals—particularly for role-alike network-
ing and collaboration. Given the new terrain COVID-19 has 
forced principals to navigate, having formal forums to learn 
alongside one’s peers was a key support to principals. 
NYCDOE stands on its own as an outlier in size and com-
plexity, as their district networks can be the size of other 
medium-sized districts. Particularly for large systems like 
NYCDOE, district networks may foster critical communi-
ties of practice for principals, and offer venues for decision 
making that are harder to foster across the broader system. 
Given that principal turnover is driven by poor working con-
ditions (Levin et al., 2020) and professional isolation 
(Stephenson & Bauer, 2010), developing such spaces to sup-
port principals is critical to retaining principals and ensuring 
organizational stability in schools.

The COVID-19 pandemic has put tremendous stress on 
school leadership and provided schools with an impetus for 
learning. The extent to which principals are able to effec-
tively lead organizational change in this moment depends on 
the broader district and organizational conditions which 
shape their work. Building schools which are resilient 
enough to not only survive, but even learn from crises such 
as COVID-19, requires better supporting principals’ work.
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