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When COVID-19 changed schooling in Illinois from face-to-face teaching and learning to remote teaching 
and learning, the transformation was sudden and swift. While there may have been premonitions and 
feelings of urgency about the effects of the novel coronavirus, there was little time to plan for the change 
that would take place and little information to understand how this change would be implemented and 
monitored over the next several months. There was no gaining buy-in from faculty, parents, and students 
for the abrupt change. There was no professional development to prepare for the dramatic changes in 
delivery of instruction. There was no preparation to overcome the resistance that frequently accompanies 
organizational change. How this change was handled is of significance for the way schools move forward. 
What did they manage well? What did they learn from the changes? And how does dramatic change affect 
how schools move forward? 
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 COVID-19 disrupted lives around the world in 2020. For educators and students in Illinois schools, 
the disruption of prek-12 services began on Tuesday, March 17, as Governor Pritzker closed all Illinois 
schools, suspending in-person instruction through March 30, 2020 (Illinois State Board of Education, 
March 13, 2020). Subsequent gubernatorial executive orders kept schools closed, offering only remote 
instruction through June 29, 2020 (State of Illinois, May 29, 2020). During summer 2020, Illinois districts 
made plans for fall 2020 including online, in-person, and hybrid instruction (Illinois State Board of 
Education, July 23, 2020). As of April 10, 2021, the Illinois State Board of Education’s Dashboard on District 
Instruction reported the number of districts offering Blended Remote Learning, 457: In-Person Learning, 
409; and Remote Learning, 47 (Illinois State Board of Education, April 10, 2021). For the fall start of the 
2021-2022 school year, Illinois schools were planning on prek-12 instruction being ‘back-to-normal,’ in-
person instruction.   

“In the rush to return to normal, use this time to consider which parts of normal are worth rushing 
back to” (Hollis, 2021). 
 In a previous qualitative study, a number of assistant principals participated in a survey, were 
interviewed, and were observed in their schools to determine the degree to which they were instructional 
leaders or disciplinarians (VanTuyle, 2018). Shortly after Illinois’ suspension of in-person instruction was 
enacted, this question was raised, “What are your assistant principals doing?” The previous research 
results caused assumptions to surface in my mind. “They aren’t handling as many discipline problems. 
They aren’t evaluating teachers in classrooms in brick-and-mortar schools.” In addition, it was apparent 
the various models and theories of organizational change APs had studied in their administrator 
preparation courses may not be useful, as this change was sudden, unplanned, and lacking stakeholder 
buy-in and pre-conceived outcomes. With this uncertainty, however, there were many important tasks 
APs around the state were handling. They were preparing lunches, delivering lunches, delivering 
possessions left at schools to students and faculty at home. They were managing school maintenance, 
solving technology issues, and supporting students and teachers transitioning to remote learning. They 
responded to an unplanned change with little time to consider outcomes of all they would be expected 
to do. They fulfilled a variety of responsibilities, of which many were new tasks. They were very busy.  
 The purpose of this qualitative study is threefold: to determine how the role, relationships, and 
responsibilities of APs have changed as in-person instruction was halted and then transitioned to a hybrid 
model; to determine what APs learned from any changes in their role, relationships, and responsibilities; 
and to consider the degree to which any change in practice was worth retaining for the benefit of 
enhancing school culture or student outcomes.   
 There is value in reviewing the outcomes of adjustments and adaptations undertaken by students, 
teachers, and administrators when in-person instruction was suspended and in examining how these 
outcomes affected the role of APs in particular. As well, it is important to consider what positive outcomes 
resulted from adapting to the radical change caused by COVID-19 and whether these changes should be 
maintained as APs advise on creating “a new normal” for their schools in the future. The research raises 
a question of whether to discard any new practice that is not aligned with “the way we have always done 
things,” signifying a resistance to change or to accept the adopted changes as part of “a new normal.”  

 
Organizational Change 

 
 Education in the United States has a long history of reform movements that have led to 
evolutionary organizational changes in schools. And this history of reforms is often embedded in many 
courses teachers and administrators take for professional licensure. Reforms in the last 150 years include 
examples like Horace Mann’s common school reform, the Supreme Court decision in Plessy v. Ferguson 
in 1896, Public School System development resulting from the Industrial Revolution of the early 1900s, 
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Title IV of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, Standards-based Education reform in the 1990s, No Child Left 
Behind, in early 2002s, and, most recently the very Student Succeeds Act.     
 Each of these national reform movements affected individual public schools, faculty and staff, 
students, parents, communities, and school administrators. Reform efforts like these do not lead to the 
expected outcomes without effective, administrative leadership at the school level (Fullan, 2000). Change 
does not occur without trusted relationships, a successful implementation of an organizational change, 
and on-going evaluation of progress. As a result, organizational change is a topic in many school 
administration preparation programs.   

Among the earliest references to organizational development and change is the psychologist, Kurt 
Lewin (1947). Lewin’s theory was based on recognizing “social happenings are both the result of, and the 
conditions for the occurrence of, physical events,” and “…are characterized by relations between parts…”. 
(p. 7). His model of change is expressed this way, “A successful change includes therefore three aspects: 
unfreezing (if necessary) the present level L1, moving to the new level L2, and freezing group life on the 
new level,” (p. 35), which became the three-step process known as Unfreeze, Change, and Refreeze. The 
unfreezing step requires communication and collaboration among stakeholders to understand and 
become comfortable with the change. The change level requires leadership coaching and support as the 
change is established and refined. Refreeze requires adopting the change with fidelity to specific 
outcomes.    

In the 1950s, as industry and mass production grew in the United States, W. Edwards Deming 
created a model for improving industrial practices to meet demands. The Deming Wheel had four stages, 
Plan, Do, Check, Act (Deming, 1950). Through several iterations of the Deming model over the next several 
years, the PDCA model continued to be focused on products and service. Yet, in the 1990s Deming Wheel’s 
Check step was changed to Study (Moen & Norman, 2010). The PDSA wheel found a new use, in education 
as a continuous-improvement model, despite the fact there is no mention of the importance of personal, 
professional relationships in this model.    

First-order change and second-order change were first defined by Watzlawich, et al. (1974). 
However, Marzano. et al. (2005) promoted understanding of these terms for school administrators, in 
their book School Leadership that Works:   

First-order change in incremental. It can be thought of as the next most obvious step to take in a 
school or a district. Second-order change is anything but incremental. It involves dramatic 
departures from the expected, both in defining a given problem and in finding a solution (p. 66). 

The characterization of second-order change, as a dramatic departure from the expected, describes the 
change associated with the shift to remote learning at the outset of COVID-19.   The authors cite four 
areas of responsibility leaders of schools must engage in to manage effectively a second-order change. 
These areas are cited with brief examples from the Marzano, Waters, and McNulty text. “Culture:  …work 
with small groups generating explicit ideas and connections…. Communication: …Probe for questions and 
concern from colleagues…. Order:  …foster a sense of stability…. Input:  …Meet frequently with small 
groups to hear concerns and respond… (2005, p. 122). Their book provides insight into the importance of 
collaborative relationships in successful implementation of second-order change.    

John Kotter’s 1988 publication, Leading Change, was the blueprint for his eight-step model for 
change. In a subsequent publication in 2006, titled Our Iceberg is Melting, Kotter demonstrated the steps 
with a fictional story of a waddle of penguins faced with a challenging dilemma. Kotter’s model includes 
these steps: (a) create a sense of urgency; (b) build a guiding coalition; (c) form a strategic vision and 
initiatives; (d) enlist a volunteer army; (e) enable action by removing barriers; (f) generate short-term 
wins; (g) sustain acceleration; and (h) institute change (Kotter, 1996). Curious Fred, Alice, and the Head 
Penguin strategically created relationships that led to a collaborative effort to solve their community’s 
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problem. Kotter’s book and the eight-step process for change continues to be cited as a popular source 
for understanding change management (Harrin, 2022).      

These examples of research-based approaches to organizational change include planning for a 
change and deciding on specific actions to implement the change, and as well include the order and timing 
of these actions to accomplish the anticipated results. These change models are evolutionary, the gradual 
development of something. When Illinois schools suspended in-person instruction and began facilitating 
remote instruction, the change was revolutionary, a dramatic change. Organizational change at the onset 
of the pandemic has been described as “…incomplete maps without clear destinations” (Choflet, Packard, 
& Stashower, 2021, p. 4) or as “…impossible to effectively scenario plan, an invidious situation for any 
leader” (Amis & Janz, 2020, p. 273). The changes school administrators facilitated were norm-breaking. 
How did these changes impact the role of APs during COVID-19?    

Organizational change in the COVID-19 environment has added nuance to some steps and 
emphasis to other steps in evolutionary change models. The importance of the nature of relationships in 
organizations cannot be discredited whether change is planned or evolutionary. Research on change 
during COVID-19 reflected how collaborative relationships helped support stakeholders through 
challenges associated with change.      

Amis and Janz (2020) studied leadership challenges in response to COVID-19 and cited the 
importance of “a people-centered approach to change” (p. 273). They noted rapid organizational change 
can be successful in organizations with an established culture of trust, openness, and risk-taking. Leaders 
are successful when they engage stakeholders early in the crisis and encourage collaborative problem-
solving relationships. Leadership is not seen as top-down, but as collaborative, viewing employees as idea 
generators needed to “harness the collective insight within the organization” (p. 273).   

A group of Texas teachers in a post-graduate course contributed to an article sharing their 
thoughts about what worked and what didn’t work in their schools from March through May of 2020 
(Brelsford et al., 2020). Among the “what worked” items during these months, the teachers cited 
parent/administrator and teacher/administrator relationships. Teachers in schools whose administrators 
had established a positive relationship with parents before the COVID-19 crisis, continued to build upon 
this asset by checking on the students and families while managing change. Principals, who had previously 
been kept busy with discipline, were now spending more time helping and supporting students and 
families. Relationships between administrators and teachers also shifted. “The honesty and vulnerability 
that some principals were willing to show deepened the level of trust and respect between them and the 
teachers” (p. 18).   

Martinez and Broemmel (2021) studied the effects of COVID-19 on teachers and their self-efficacy 
as they navigated COVID-19. The authors compared the preparation for and the management after a 
natural disaster (tornado, flood, and/or hurricane) to the response to COVID-19. They noted the 
importance of leadership adaptability, moral responsiveness, and recognizing the vulnerability of 
stakeholders. An important finding was “Participants attributed feelings of support to family and friends 
and collaboration with colleagues, attributions that were not evident in related research. It was clear that 
the educators in our study valued collaboration” (p. 28). In addition, the distribution of essential items, 
was an activity common among school employees responding to COVID-19 and when a natural disaster 
like a flood, tornado, or hurricane, ravages a school or community.     

Six elementary teachers participated in a study conducted by Anderson and Hira (2020) 
investigating how teachers responded to moving from brick-and-mortar instruction to remote instruction 
early in the COVID-19 pandemic. Teachers navigated the transition from in-person “by choosing to hone 
fewer formal learning goals…” and by “rethinking what counts as essential knowledge and skills” (p. 415). 
Accompanying the revision of instruction was the care and support teachers lent to students and their 
families. They created assignments that could be completed with materials students had access to. They 
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communicated consistently and supportively and in a variety of ways with students and families, not only 
throughout a typical school day, but at other times as well. The teachers responded with understanding 
and compassion to parent and guardian needs and concerns. The authors concluded their research by 
noting the care these teachers may need as they “are stretching themselves thin to do their best for 
students” (p. 417).   

A reflective essay, written by O’Connell, (2020) a scholar, and Clarke (2020) a headmaster of a 
western Australia boarding school, suggested several effective practices they employed during COVID-19. 
Among them was “Identify and solve the pressing problems.” The authors note there is no perfect 
solution, and there is no time to gather more information. Decide based on the facts at hand and move 
on. “Be authentic” is noted as “revealing one’s vulnerability.” The author’s assert, “In crises, one’s 
demonstration of humanity counts for much in the eyes of those being led” (p. 7). “Be open” which 
“requires that one speaks up early and truthfully” and provides “psychological safety” to others. 
“Demonstrate empathy” is defined as giving “assurance that overall community welfare is paramount” (p. 
8).    

Ute Kaden (2020) conducted a single case study of a secondary school teacher’s transition to 
online instruction during spring 2020. Mr. Carl, a pseudonym, was an experienced, secondary math and 
science teacher at a small rural school in Alaska. As a veteran employee in his school, he was considered 
the Lead Teacher. The district in which he taught, had had a one-to-one technology program fully 
instituted. With the exception of delivering some print materials and hotspots to homes, students 
appeared to transition to remote successfully. His notes and transcriptions of Zoom interviews note 
firsthand his thought. He noted, “Student engagement in learning needed constant daily contacts (e.g., 
phone calls) outside the ZOOM meetings…” (p. 6). “Daily communication was key…” (p.8). More personally 
he expressed: 

Checking on my students’ well-being and asking them about their day was crucial for me. 
Nurturing good student-teacher relationships is critical. Some of my students had to provide 
childcare for younger siblings and help with their schooling. Family support was not equal. (p. 9)  

As well, Mr. Carl noted, “Socially reserved students enjoyed working at home…. Students are taking 
ownership a bit more because they’re no longer under the bell schedule of the school day” (p. 8). Author 
Kaden summarized some salient points from Mr. Carl’s case study including his effective approach to 
engaging students during remote learning: “Freed from the constraints of standards-based learning and 
the bell schedule, there was more time to focus on connected learning, hobbies, and interest-driven 
projects…” (p. 11). Students appeared to thrive as a result of meaningful instruction tailored to interests 
and as a result of a teacher’s deep and meaningful relationship with each student.     

Illinois school band directors were surveyed to under their experiences as they transitioned to 
remote learning (RL) (Hash, 2021). One of the questions asked band directors to identify whom they relied 
upon for professional development or assistance as they moved online. Their choices were: Colleagues, 
Facebook and/or other platforms, Podcasts, Professional organizations, School Administrators, and School 
technology support. Only 49.6% of the respondents relied upon School Administrators, compared to 74% 
relying upon colleagues, and 53% relying upon School technology support (p. 389).       

The American Institutes for Research (2021a) conducted a comprehensive study among 
elementary school principals from 43 states to determine answers to these questions about schooling 
from March 2020 to June 2021: “What innovative practices and new perspective emerged that they 
believed would be indelible, what learning emerged through the changes, and what challenges remain?” 
(p. 2). Among the innovative practices cited was “reengineering student flow (i.e., student movement 
into, through, and out of the school building)” (p. 5). Many reengineering ideas were noted: school start 
and end times, food service processes, lengthened class times and learning pods to limit movement of 
students between classrooms (p. 10). As a result of student flow changes, there were fewer discipline 
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issues. As well, principals noted the forced use of instructional technology led to considering technology 
use for enrichment, remediation, and future school closures. Among new learning, the study cited “for 
some students, technology offered a better way to engage with content and provided a better social space 
for learning…” (p. 7). And, through remote learning, seeing students in their homes or in other places 
where they had wi-fi service, helped teachers recognize and understand the many challenges their and 
their families faced. Greater communication and collaboration between schools and parents created 
better understanding of each other’s vulnerabilities, values, and beliefs. Principals in the study think these 
changes will continue.    

In a study conducted by the American Institutes for Research (2021b) how principals perceived 
how their work changed during the 2020-2021 school year as aligned to the PSEL standards. PSEL Standard 
6 concerns supporting the professional development of teachers to promote student academic success. 
Simply stated this concerns teacher evaluation. The study noted this difference when comparing to a 
previous study. “In 2018, a majority of principals said that teach evaluation and development were key 
areas of concern for them (Fuller et al., 2018).  In the focus groups for this study, principals did not mention 
teacher evaluation. Instead, they discussed teacher development in the context of learning new skills, 
rather than building on teachers’ strengths, as part of a continuum of learning and development as a 
professional” (p. 10). PSEL Standard 8 concerns meaningful engagement of families and communities. The 
report noted principals spent more time engaging with families. “All principals in the study said that 
engagement with families was more important in 2020-2021 than ever before because many students 
learned from home and many of their families experienced health and economic changes. Principals said 
that they spent more time communicating with families than they had done in the past…” and “Principals 
and other educators made extra efforts to reach families and students, particularly students who stopped 
coming to school either virtually or in-person (p. 11). PSEL Standard 9 concerns operations and 
management. Principals spent much time working to assign use of space that would accommodate groups 
of students appropriately socially distanced.  

The changes administrators, teachers, students, and parents navigated adapting to COVID-19 
revealed challenges as well as some opportunities to adapt and grow. Will APs in Illinois share similar 
views and results?   
 

Method 
 
Research Design  
 
 The research design for this study is phenomenological. Phenomenology is used “to describe the 
essence of a phenomenon by exploring it from the perspective of those who experienced it so as to 
understand the meaning participants ascribe to that phenomenon” (Teherani, et al., 2015, p. 669) and is 
well-suited to developing a picture of APs’ perceptions of how their role, relationships, and responsibilities 
were altered by the phenomenon of COVID-19.  

Interview questions were developed to gather perceptions of the AP participants. Each interview 
led by asking what word or phrase best described the AP’s role during the past year’s pandemic. Questions 
that followed asked about differences in the AP’s responsibilities as an instructional leader and as a 
disciplinarian, pre-pandemic and during the last year. When needed, an example or more detail was 
requested a response. Participants were asked how relationships with students, parents, and teachers 
differed from the past. Concluding questions in the interviews were: What have you learned about your 
job that leads you to think differently about it in the future? What have you practiced this year that is a 
practice to maintain? What processes were modified to accommodate COVID-19 protocols, and which of 
these do you believe would be worthwhile to maintain when your school moves toward a new normal?   
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Interviews were conducted using Zoom which enabled video and audio recordings of the 
interviews to be retained for analysis. The researcher and participants were visible to each other keeping 
cameras on during the interview. The interviews lasted 30 minutes or less. While the interviews were 
conducted from January through June 2021, the APs interviewed were responding to questions reflecting 
on their experiences from mid-March 2020 through fall 2020.  
 
Participants 
 

Over 600 APs were identified from the Illinois State Board of Education’s 2020 EIS Salary Public 
Data Set. The data set included APs from Illinois regions other than Chicago and its collar counties. The 
data set was divided into six sets. In each of these sets, there were school districts with no APs, one AP, 
or two or more APs. To ensure no individual district had over representation, districts were randomly 
numbered. A random numbers table excerpt was used to randomize the participant recruitment 
(Creswell, 2008, p. 153). When twenty participants were identified by random selection, the email address 
at their school was determined and a request-to-participate email was sent. Most persons willing to 
participate responded within a day or two. Interviews were set up as soon as possible. After several rounds 
of request emails, the need to stratify the sampling was necessary to represent a balance of responses 
from APs of elementary, middle, and high schools. The six sets were used again for this stratified sampling. 
Sets of 20 email requests to participate in Zoom interviews were sent to several random selections of over 
200 APs from this list. During a period of six months, the email requests resulted in interviews with 15 
willing participants, six high school APs, four middle school APs, and five elementary school APs.   
 
Data Collection and Analysis 
 

Zoom recordings of the interviews were captioned. Each interview was transcribed from reading 
the captions and listening to either the audio or video Zoom recording. For each transcript, a code was 
developed which anonymously identified the person whose responses were recorded. The codes include 
three identifiers: (a) a number assigned to each person interviewed; (b) an M or an F for a male or a female 
AP interviewed; and (c) a grade span representing the grade span in the school where they served as AP. 
As an example, 1M9-12 is interview 1, a male AP, in a 9-12th grade high school. All Zoom recordings have 
been stored in the researcher’s university’s video vault subscription platform. The recordings can only be 
accessed with the researcher’s login and password. All research documents are stored on a portable drive 
in a locked cabinet in researcher’s campus office.   
 Analysis of data in this study is guided by Corbin and Strauss’ qualitative analysis approach (2008). 
The transcript of each participant’s responses was printed, cut apart, and organized by responses to each 
of the research questions concerning changes in role and responsibilities related to instructional 
leadership, in role and responsibilities related to discipline, in relationships related to instructional 
leadership, in relationships related to discipline, and organized by participants’ responses to questions 
about what was learned and what practices would be worthwhile to continue. Following this organization 
of responses, the researcher re-read and reviewed the collected group responses. Using open coding, the 
researcher created notes when finding greater “meaning” in the responses than a mere example of a 
change associated with the “phenomenon” of COVID-19 changes. These notes, accompanied by additional 
analysis, established the coding, as Corbin and Strauss describe, “taking raw data and raising it to a 
conceptual level” (p. 66). The APs’ perceptions of how their role, relationships, and responsibilities had 
changed reflected new and unexpected outcomes compared to previous experiences. These outcomes 
led APs to reveal new ways of conceptualizing their role, relationships, and responsibilities and codes 
related to student discipline, teacher evaluation, and relationships. Interrelationships among codes were 
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noted. As an example, when time spent on discipline was reduced, APs had more time to spend on 
fostering relationships with students, parents, and teachers. Themes that emerged from the coding were: 
the role of disciplinarian had diminished; the responsibilities associated with teacher evaluation had 
become coaching, and relationships with stakeholders were became more productive.   
 

Results 
 

 The role, relationships, and responsibilities of APs adapted to COVID-19 instructional protocols 
during remote and return-to-school instruction from March 2020 through December 2020 in Illinois. This 
period of time led to changes in their role, relationships, and responsibilities. Discipline issues had 
declined. Teacher evaluations were discontinued for some time as teachers needed time and support as 
they adjusted their instruction to remote learning. Families of students reached out to APs for support as 
students were adapting to learning virtually. Dramatic shifts were made in the way Illinois schools 
delivered instruction.  

When APs were asked what one word or phrase they would use to describe their role during 
COVID-19, supportive, flexible, and evolving were cited most frequently. Other descriptors were multi-
tasking, chaos, significant, and intentional. In these responses, APs appear to understand the balance 
between being strategic about actions and being aware of human needs.    
 
Changes in the Role of Disciplinarian  
 

Typically, AP job requirements include handling student discipline and evaluating teachers. When 
asked about handling student discipline during COVID-19, APs reported student discipline referrals had 
decreased substantially, which led to more time for helping teachers, students, and families. Fewer 
discipline referrals were attributed to a variety of changes to past practice. APs attributed several changes 
to this reduction in discipline issues.   

In elementary schools, morning assemblies, lunch procedures, smaller class sizes, and the 
motivation of being with school friends contributed to reduced discipline issues:    

My role with discipline just ended. Smaller class size was huge. Kids finally getting to leave their 
homes and see their friends. They were so thankful and happy just to get to go to school. Lunch 
procedures were a huge game changer. It operated like a restaurant, so they’re being served [their 
trays]. Manners were taught and expectations were taught.  We’re not going to have morning 
assembly next year. We’re going to go straight to classrooms. (13F1-5) 
Wearing masks, along with social distancing, were perceived as having a positive effect on student 

behavior:   
We didn’t have discipline issues. I think kids appreciate being here. They didn’t have a lot of time 
with their friends, so they didn’t want to be away from their friends. There probably could be 
something said for having masks on and social distancing. We did not have discipline issues. The 
majority of our discipline happened in the afternoon and they’re going home by the afternoon.  If 
we didn’t learn something from this, we have done a disservice to ourselves. In general, I think 
that teachers like their structure, and they really had to like flip that upside down, and I have a 
ton of respect for them. For a majority of them this is not easy. Once you know better, you have 
to do better. (10F1-5)  

 Eliminating morning assembly in the gym and creating more cafeteria sections reduced discipline 
and created a positive atmosphere. An AP offered these perceptions:   

I’m doing a lot less discipline. And really, everything seems to be a lot more positive this year. Not 
a lot of complaints. A lot of the negativity is gone. We have been in-person and parents are 
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appreciative. We’ve had very few discipline issues this year. We went from two cafeterias to six. 
It has been fabulous. It was a nightmare in the beginning to staff.  Not putting 500 kids in the gym 
in the morning has helped tremendously in setting a positive tone, not going into this noisy 
crowded room. (3E1-5) 
Moving from remote learning to in-person learning in some schools was a choice and in other 

schools, it was an expectation. An AP identified an increase in truant students reducing discipline referrals:     
I’m primarily the discipline side. In the spring [2020] it was just staying afloat getting stuff to 
students at home. In the fall, returning discipline is lighter because the kids that need to be here 
the most aren’t. The kids who have been truant in the past are extremely truant this year. (2E1-
8)    
Among other things, access to hallway lockers was eliminated. An AP noted this was welcomed 

by teachers:    
I think it’s amazing how little discipline issues that we have had. I think the masks have a lot to do 
with that. Plus, the shortened school day. We cut down mitigation by not having big lunchrooms. 
We never used lockers this year. The kids brought backpacks. The teachers overwhelmingly…said, 
“Can we just not use lockers next year, because we had no tardies this year?” (11M6-8)  
A middle school AP plans to continue reducing unstructured time for the upcoming year, as he 

found this change to reduce his involvement with students:  
I had a lot less interaction with students than I normally would. I attribute a lot of that to extremely 
small class sizes and no unstructured time because we weren’t doing lunch and recess and PE. We 
are already talking about how we’re going to reformat our unstructured time. (12F6-8) 
Related to discipline, for the future, an AP noted the responsibility of the teacher connecting with 

parents if a discipline issue arises in a classroom:  
I think one thing we’re going to adjust next year is, we’re going to have to do a little better job of 
like…I think sometimes we ‘kill flies with sledgehammers.’ That’s a term we use around here, and 
I think a policy that I’m going to incorporate next year is if you send a kid to the office that’s 
perfectly fine…you’re going to call their parents, because I think that’s one thing that’s been 
missing. (14M6-8) 
An AP provided the percentage of time they believed was devoted to discipline during COVID-19: 

“We’ve probably seen our discipline reduced by 80% which is incredibly significant. (5M9-12) “So, I tell 
teachers all the time, I’ve gone from being 75% disciplinarian, 25% curriculum director to 75% academic 
curriculum and 25% discipline.” (5M9-12)  

Changing the schedule to a modified block schedule, attributed to fewer discipline issues for a 
high school AP: 

The one part of the job, the discipline, has probably been reduced by 95%. We have really limited 
the movement of our students to one passing period using a modified block schedule. There is 
less down time…like no extra passing period, no lunch supervision.  No changing in the locker 
room. (8M-9-12) 
Several APs cited examples of reducing students’ unstructured time in specific areas or during 

particular time of the day. Lunch time and morning, large-group congregation was eliminated in this AP’s 
school:  

Eliminating lunch time takes a huge portion of discipline out of there. You know, kids aren’t thirty 
minutes unsupervised, unstructured. One thing in our building that has also limited discipline is 
normally we would open at 7 a.m. and school wouldn’t start till 7:45. Students would be milling 
around…the building…and that created discipline problems.  More administration is on board now 
of greeting students at the door as they come in. (6M9-12) 
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 Shortening length of the school day, reducing the number of classes students attended each day, 
and sending lunches home with students reduced discipline issues among high school APs:   

We have shorter days (dismiss at 12:30 p.m.), so there’s less disciplinary issues. Lunchroom 
issues…the vast majority of those are just nonexistent this year. Only going to about half the 
classes than they normally would. We have seen a huge reduction in disciplinary issues this year. 
To the point where if someone’s in our office, it’s almost a surprise. (4M9-12) 
One high school AP expressed a sense of freedom resulting from a 50% reduction of discipline 

issues during lunch:  
We have shortened our day. Losing our lunches has probably reduced our discipline by 50%. So 
let’s say we go back to a regular 8 hour day…I’m going to have to make a conscious effort to not 
get sucked into the discipline as much. (5M9-12) 
While many changes were made in schools that reduced discipline referrals, an AP acknowledged 

a focus on keeping students in school as opposed to suspending students: 
Discipline is very light. I think I’d set a record with suspensions, but I will not suspend one student 
this year. What this means is our relationships with our students are improving. We’re working as 
an administrative team on keeping the students in school.  We have really changed our focus. We 
understand that suspending students is not the best alternative. Some discipline infractions, the 
discipline has to be carried out—gross misconduct. (1M9-12) 
For one AP the shift from disciplinarian to being a source of support for students and families and 

to feeling a greater sense of purpose:    
While this has been our most challenging year in a lot of ways, it’s also been one in the six years 
I’ve been assistant principal and athletic director, this has been my most rewarding as far as 
dealing with kids and parents, you know, and feeling like I make a difference because—
newsflash—discipline doesn’t feel like you’re making a difference, you’re must management. 
(5M9-12)  
Discipline referrals result in students spending time in an office, typically an AP’s office rather than 

spending time in an instructional classroom. If discipline referrals in a school are significantly reduced by 
changes in school practices, this would mean, that more students are engaged instructionally in school. 
When new school practices are led to reduced discipline referrals it would be in the best interest of school 
stakeholders to consider the value of continuing these practices. 
 
Change from Teacher Evaluator to Teacher Coach  
 

The transition to remote instruction created both challenges and opportunities for teachers, new 
and veteran. For teachers who had little experience with online learning and online platforms the 
conversion to online instruction was profound. For teachers who were teaching their students online and 
who had school-age children at home who were also learning online can only be imagined as anxiety-
producing. Whether a teacher considered themselves a ‘good’ teacher or not, a teacher’s mind would 
have questioned how their remote teaching would be evaluated—whether formally or informally and 
whether evaluated by students, parents, or APs. Yet, many teachers embraced the changes with a ‘can-
do’ attitude, bolstered by support of other teachers and their administrators.    

An elementary AP articulated her awareness of a variety of teacher needs and was sensitive to 
providing support to their teachers:  

I think teachers were just in all different places through this, and a lot of it had to do with like their 
family dynamics set up. I think our teachers that were struggling the most were our veteran 
teachers that did not have a lot of experience with technology, in that kind of shift of having to 
get more comfortable with like the platforms and everything. So those teachers were just needing 
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a lot more support in that way. But then I think the other group of teachers that I think were 
struggling the most were teachers who had young kids at home that were trying to navigate all of 
that because childcare was, you know, maybe not an option, or you know their kids would get put 
in quarantine, and they were trying to like watch their kids and do their lessons and keep up on 
and support their kids in the classroom and things like that. So, I just think giving them grace as 
much as possible.  (10F1-5)  
Prioritizing relationships with teachers was recognized as valuable approach to supporting 

teachers by an elementary AP:  
I think just to be a voice of reason for teachers. Our teachers, I guess, they put a lot of, so much 
pressure on themselves, and just from this side saying, “You need to stop. You need to do what’s 
important, and then you need to give yourself grace.” Try and take the pressure off.  Focus on 
relationships and do what we can instructionally. (13F1-5) 

  Relationships between the AP and teachers were perceived to be more collaborative, compared 
to practices associated with observations and evaluations:     

Some teachers were only remote. Some teachers were hybrid. So just doing what we could to 
assist those educators in that role….  It was a lot of home visits, a lot of what can I do to take 
something off your plate? Because you’re working on these lesson plans and adapting everything, 
just how can I be of assistance. A word we threw out all year long was ‘grace.’ I think our staff 
needed to know very early on our Superintendent set the bar that staff didn’t have to be 
evaluated if they didn’t want to and that was not going to be held against them. Just kind of 
explaining the process of…it’s more of a collaboration with us. Let us see what you’re doing and 
learn from it. (15M4-6) 

 As teachers navigated new ways of teaching, they questioned their performance. An AP perceived 
closer, “more personal” relationships with teachers, as well as students and staff:  

The people who I thought would be really difficult in this situation [remote teaching] weren’t, and 
people that have always been laid back…were sometimes more concerned with things. So, getting 
to know people on a deeper level, more personal, like “What are your beliefs?” I think that really 
did help. So, not only with staff but with students as well. (13F1-5) 
From March 2020 through December 2020, many Illinois schools did not continue with formal 

teacher evaluations. During this time, many APs were more available to support teachers with curriculum 
and instructional needs during remote learning, through June 2020. During fall 2020’s return-to-school 
plans, the shortened days, reduced schedules, and less student supervision, again allowed APs to be more 
available to teachers’ curricular and instructional needs.  

An elementary AP noted informal conversations about instruction replaced formal evaluations:  
Not having formal evaluations has taken a lot of stress off the teachers. I have a lot more time to 
spend just dropping in on classrooms now. My interaction is a lot more informal, but we’re still 
talking a lot about instruction. (3E1-5) 
COVID-19 instructional changes helped an AP work with and support teachers in making critical 

decisions about instructional changes:   
The biggest thing early on was our teachers were piling too much on (students) in remote because 
this year the grading counted, compared to last year, when really, we just kind of passed them. I 
think it showed the flexibility in our staff this year, that normally teachers are hard to be flexible. 
Change is tough on them. But they really showed how much they cared for the kids. I think it made 
them more lean and mean.  (11M6-8)  
A similar perception was held by a high school AP, noting their role shifting from an evaluator to 

a coach, providing new strategies for reaching a goal:  
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We found that less is more sometimes. Instead of making sure we cover ten things, let’s cover 
seven of them really, really, really well. That’s one of the biggest takeaways I think our teachers 
are seeing. March of last year [2020], we just took all the rules and threw them out the window. 
What’s going to work best, and it’s kind of liberating. Why can’t we do things like this instead of 
that? Well, that’s the way we always did it. Well, there’s been a huge paradigm shift. (5M9-12) 
Through informal conversations and observations, a high school principal had observed the need 

to encourage teachers to understand social-emotional needs of students first:    
I think that’s been the biggest thing…the way we structure everything. We can be more efficient 
in what we do, which would then allow us to do some of those other things you’re talking about 
with relationships and some social-emotional issues. We have to take a look at how we’re getting 
information across to the kids and what information we’re getting across. (4M9-12) 

 When Illinois moved to remote instruction, all student work could be considered homework. An 
elementary AP, used this as an opportunity to talk about how individualized independent student learning 
was impacting students:  

I struggle with homework when it is ‘new’ teaching just because there’s not people at home to 
support them, and they’re practicing it wrong. So, we talked about actual learning in classroom 
and practice in online programs kind of like rethinking all of that.  There are some kids that have 
thrived in this environment. We have one little boy with severe anxiety, and we’ve had recent 
conversations with his mom, and like he can make it to lunch. The afternoons are really bad for 
him, and this is something that we just need to look at for him. And some of these kids, even in 
4th and 5th grade could stay at home for years. They have thrived in it. (10F1-5) 

 A few APs noted there were teachers in their schools who were unaware of the negative 
consequences COVID-19 was having on some students and their families. An elementary principal 
provided this reflection:   

The conversation I have had the most with teachers is the poor grade this kid is receiving is the 
most important thing going on in this kid’s life right now. There is no normal in their home, and 
we’re upset that they are not doing grade level work. (2E1-8)    

 A high school AP, as well, noted the need for teachers to be more aware of their students’ 
backgrounds:  

Restorative practices research has shown me that we have some teachers that may not 
understand poverty, the effect the pandemic has on families. The one thing I learned that I was a 
little shocked with is some teachers could not relate to poverty. (1M9-12) 

 APs learned new ways of working with teachers during COVID-19. Certainly, teachers learned new 
ways of providing instruction to their students. How these new ways of working with teachers and new 
ways of teaching will inform instruction in the future for students is important for teachers and 
administrators to consider. 
 
Change in Relationships 
 
 In each of the previous two themes reported in the findings, discipline and teacher evaluation, 
APs reported communicating more frequently with teachers and parents leading to more relationships, 
with more teachers, parents/guardians, and ultimately students. The communications APs had with 
teachers and parents were more personal, more specifically focused on needs of individuals, whether a 
student, a teacher, or a parent or guardian. People-focused communications created relationships based 
on trusting the support of APs.  

Home visits in many Illinois schools became somewhat routine in March 2020. Items left at school 
were delivered to homes. In some schools, assignments were delivered for a period of time until remote 
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learning could be established. And, in some cases, students who needed extra support, had visits from 
counselors, social workers, teachers, and APs.   

An AP from a large high school was supported in home visits by a number of school service 
personnel: “Home visits have definitely increased. We’re at about 2,000 home visits, emails, and phone 
calls to homes of students who are struggling.” (7M-912) 

An AP stepped in to visit homes when teachers could not: “A teacher who has no luck with a 
student returning work…for maybe two weeks…at that point I use the resources that I have. I have time 
to knock on the student’s door and talk with the parent.” (1M9-12) 
 Several APs noted student families in their district were struggling as a result of COVID-19’s effects 
on daily family needs. APs also noted many of their teachers were unaware of how the COVID-19 was 
effecting some of their students.   

Distributing school lunches to students in this AP’s school continued after remote learning ended:  
Our families are struggling. We’ve had a lot of parents that have been out of work and we’re trying 
to be flexible and to work with them. And now we’ve still been providing lunches even when we 
were remote, we were packing lunches and distributing them to every family in our school district 
for every day that the kids weren’t here. (12F6-8) 

 An elementary AP remarked on how much the teachers learned about the lives of their students 
from making “home” visits to help students and their families:   

I think my job really changed from more of an instructional leader to a social worker. I was doing 
a lot of home visits. I feel like our teachers know their parents better than ever right now. I think 
the teachers have just really had the opportunity to get inside houses, you know with students 
remote and kind of see the dynamics, and they really had to communicate with parents more 
than ever. I definitely saw that shift…like delivering food…dropping off supplies….doing visits to 
hotels for kids that were homeless…just trying to kind of meet people where they were, you know. 
I feel I’ve learned so much. (10F-1-5) 
Two high school APs noted the students who held jobs and were working to help their families.  

One AP reflected encouraging teachers to be understanding: 
 We are working with teachers on trying to get them to understand why they [students] cannot 
get their work in. We want them [teachers] to build rapport. An example is a student who is 
working and not able to be face-to-face remote. A teacher needs to understand this. They 
[students] are doing this to survive. (1M9-12) 
A high school AP had a similar conversation with a teacher about students being employed in part-

time jobs:  
I know several of our students have selected to go remote learning and work full-time jobs, 8 
o’clock to noon, and they do their remote instruction from 1 to 3. They need the money because 
of their situation. Many of the teachers were really put back by that because they felt that the 
remote learner should have been for the student that had a parent that had medical issues…. 
(8M9-12)  
The value of relationships replaced the value an AP had placed on data. Conversations moved 

from discipline to helping students and families:  
I have done more home visits than I have ever done. And prior to COVID-19, the conversation 
might have been discipline or your child is failing. Now, I look at attendance data and ask why 
they are not here at school. The conversation has switched from your child misbehaved to, “Do I 
need to bring a Chromebook to you?” “Do we need to get lunch to you?”  “I’m here to support 
you in any way I can.” I have learned more about my families than I have ever learned before. I 
was a data person. But I’ve learned this year…relationships that we build with kids and families is 
more important than any number that comes across my desk. (9F6-8) 
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A high school AP noted some teachers need to “grow” in the area of developing relationships with 
students to provide more social-emotional support to them:  

The closer you are relationally with your students generally the better effort and the better 
outcome. Some [teachers] are really, really good at that aspect and some of them have some 
growing to do in that area…the social emotional aspect, especially coming off this pandemic 
where students have had less social activity. (4M9-12) 
A junior high school AP noted a closer relationship with guidance counselors and social workers 

in their building:  
It’s almost like we have turned into full-time counselors for families and for kids along with our 
guidance counselors and social workers. Probably worked more closely with them this year than 
we ever had. (11M6-8)  
An elementary AP reflected on how learning to use new tools to facilitate remote instruction, has 

resulted in better communications with parents and guardians:   
Making sure kids feel safe in school is number 1. Number 2 is reading, writing, math and sticking 
to that. Also, even though the teachers and I get upset about this as well, giving parents grace….  
I think it was really important to give the parents grace through all of this. And, also (give the 
parents) options. We were always supposed to give all of the options, but we just didn’t or we 
didn’t use these platforms we weren’t comfortable with, so it wasn’t something we offered. And 
we’ve had better attendance with parent meetings than we’ve ever had because we’ve offered, 
you know not in-person at the beginning of the year, until recently. But you know, “Do you want 
a phone call? Do you want to Zoom? Do you want to chat over Dojo?” You know, just so many 
different media we’re used to. So, the parents could do what they were comfortable with, and 
therefore they participated more. (13F1-5) 
An analogy an AP shared was meaningful in its connection to knowing the hidden background of 

students in order to be able to help them:  
We were talking as a staff the other day. I went through some trauma-informed professional 
development…and remembering how…last spring we for the first time had that actual bird’s eye 
into the homes, yes, and that was eye-opening. I’ve seen more poverty on this side of education 
than I ever have in my years teaching in the classroom. I’m trying to get the staff to remember 
this as we move forward. I told my staff long before we put these things on, [the person being 
interviewed holds up a face mask] we were all wearing masks, whether we recognize it in our kids 
or not. (15M4-6) 

 An elementary AP found relationship-building with parents benefitted from greeting parents at 
drop-off and pick-up:  

We don’t have a lot of parent participation in our district, but so many parents did decide to 
transport their children to school. I feel like I have made connections with more parents than I 
normally would doing parent pick-up and drop-off everyday…just shooting the breeze and getting 
to know them. It’s been good. (13F1-5) 

 An AP shared how conversations with parents changed over the course of months of instruction 
association with COVI-19 protocols:  

There was a wide range of emotion as the year ebbed and flowed. That first nine weeks, lots of 
parent phone calls of “What are we supposed to be doing?  How do I make this website work?  
Where is my login for this?  …At the end of the quarter, “I don’t know how you people do this!” 
“Take my kids back, please!”  “You guys are awesome.” (15M4-6) 
 “No significant learning occurs without a significant relationship” is a quote attributed to Dr. 

James P. Comer, a well-known, child development expert. The immediate impact of COVID-19, moving to 
remote instruction, created an opportunity for school personnel to have a deeper insight into the lives of 
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the school’s students. Remote instruction also led to new and vital ways of communicating with students 
and their families to keep students engaged. New channels of communicating resulted in opportunities 
to support the academic needs of students, and in addition, support the social-emotional needs of 
students and their families. Learning of challenges students and families faced allowed schools to provide 
support of supplies and food to sustain relationships with struggling families and their students. How 
relationships were established and maintained during COVID-19, should be a discussion among faculty 
and staff, that leads to sustaining practices that had led to better student and family engagement.  
 

Discussion 
 

APs in this study cited outcomes of organizational changes in practices and processes in their 
schools, that may be the future of what prek-12 schools need focus on to improve student achievement 
in the future: reducing student discipline referrals; to maintain a variety of approaches to engage students 
in instruction; coaching teachers to improve instruction rather than evaluating teachers and providing a 
rating; and understanding vulnerabilities of students and families to establish relationships.  

Lewin’s (1947) change model includes Unfreeze, Change, and Refreeze. School administrators 
were forced to “unfreeze” in-person instruction during the spring of 2020 as Illinois schools moved to 
remote instruction. The driving force in this change was the Illinois governor’s executive order. The 
restraining forces were many but most challenging were access to materials, like computers and wi-fi, and 
teacher and student ability to adapt successfully to the instructional delivery change. The role, 
relationships, and responsibilities of APs changed to facilitate the unfreezing step. APs communicated 
more directly with and established more relevant relationships with students, teachers, and families at 
the outset of the COVID-19 changes in their schools. Another unfreezing occurred in fall of 2020, as many 
of the schools of APs in this study had a return-to-school plan, which in some cases accommodated both 
remote and in-person instruction. Social-distancing requirements in school buildings was the driving force 
included in these plans impacted change. Reducing the number of students in areas where students 
formally congregated, eliminating unstructured time for groups of students, more lunch sections for fewer 
students, sending lunches home with students, early dismissal, shortened school day, are examples of 
restraining forces where changes were needed and made. APs in this study commented many of these 
changes had been widely supported and embraced by stakeholders. APs in this study recognized for some 
students a shortened day, when dismissal was at noon, and students left with a lunch to take home, 
positive engagement was tolerable, with fewer discipline or attention issues. As well, there were some 
students who thrived and even excelled learning independently and remotely from home. If these changes 
are maintained, adopted as a practices and procedures, they may meet the expectations for Lewin’s 
Refreeze step.   

The initial trauma teachers experienced in moving from in-person instruction to remote 
instruction cannot be understated. The anxiety typically associated with classroom teaching evaluations 
was heightened among teachers learning to teach remotely, re-evaluating what they taught, and re-
thinking how they would teach. Many schools put a pause on teacher evaluations in consideration of the 
challenges teachers were facing as they adapted to remote instruction. Teachers’ greatest concerns were 
about how to deliver remote instruction that would meet their students’ needs. APs provided instructional 
and emotional support to teachers as they transitioned to remote instruction. A level of trust developed 
as APs were more accessible to teachers, listening to their concerns and needs, providing help to them as 
opposed to visiting classrooms once or twice a year for an evaluation. APs had become coaches to 
teachers, providing formative feedback, rather than summative rating as an evaluator. APs had greater 
recognition of instructional growth over time among many teachers.    
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From in-person instruction to remote instruction at first take would be considered what Marzano, 
et al. (2005) cite as a second-order change, a dramatic departure from the norm. However, what is 
reflected in the comments from APs processed this change with teachers as a first-order change. APs 
coached teachers to manage the transition in manageable steps and to reconsider what learning was vital. 
APs modeled second order change responsibilities of listening to teachers, hearing their concerns, and 
provide stability to teachers as they tested new ways of teaching.      

Building relationships, authentic relationships with stakeholders is imperative for school 
administrators. APs in this study overwhelming understood learning the value of relationships and 
revealed this through their comments. The importance of relationships was cited in several articles which 
captured how COVID-19 made changes to the way teaching and learning was handled in schools 
(American Institutes for Research (2021b); Amis & Janz, 2020; Anderson & Hira, 2020; Brelsford et al., 
2020; Kaden, 2020; Martinez & Broemmel, 2021; O’Connell & Clarke, 2020). For APs in this study 
relationship building required being responsive and understanding of families’ and teachers’ struggles to 
help students learning remotely. APs indicated that visiting homes, providing materials to help students 
learning remotely engaged far more parents than had been engaged in the past in their children’s 
schooling. When schools returned tout socially distanced learning, teachers were engaged in re-designing 
and modifying practices to keep students, faculty and staff engaged and safe.    
 
Limitations and Future Research 
 
 While there have been several articles written describing the many challenges associated with 
COVID-19 and its effect on schools, there have been few articles in the literature that focus directly on 
specific changes and in the role, relationships, and responsibilities of school leaders, specifically APs.   

The random selection of APs in Illinois for this study took into consideration a majority of APs are 
employed in junior and senior high schools with fewer APs employed in elementary schools. An objective 
in this study was to balance the number of APs interviewed across the three types of school served. For 
this reason, there could have been more purposeful random selection among junior and high school APs. 
For the many APs contacted who did not respond to the interview request, Zoom-meeting fatigue may 
have contributed to their unwillingness to participate.  
 This study focused on the changes in the role, relationships, and responsibilities among APs and 
students, teachers, and student families who were participating in remote and/or in-person schooling 
during the first year of the COVID-19 pandemic. The results of this study may be in conflict with other 
outcomes not addressed in the study as in, issues related to students and families whom APs were unable 
to locate, were unable to be reached, were unresponsive to emails, phone calls, and/or to home visits.  

The results of this study only reflect the perceptions of APs, while not addressing the perceptions 
of others present in the schools or in the school district. The APs’ willingness to maintain changes 
discussed in this paper may be over-ridden by superintendent and/or board decisions.   

Future research might engage these APs in follow-up interviews to see if COVID-19 changes have 
continued to be present in their schools. Questions to ask might include asking if the APs advocated to 
maintain changes in practices that led to better outcomes for students, as in fewer discipline referrals and 
asking if opinions of teachers, students, and families contributed to decision-making concerning these 
changes? In addition, the APs might be asked how student instruction and communications with students 
and student families have evolved or returned to past practices.   
Conclusion 
 This study reveals changes in the role, relationships, and responsibilities of APs during COVID-19 
remote learning and return-to-school learning. In some examples, these changes led to better outcomes 
for students, fewer in-school discipline issues, for teachers, more coaching, less evaluating, and more and 
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stronger relationships among all school stakeholders. These established successful practices should be 
maintained and become the norm.  
 Research on organizational change predicts these changes may not become the norm. Two recent 
articles concerning the how the pandemic has transformed organizational change, provide cautionary 
warnings. Windmueller (2021) paraphrases five principles of resiliency during organizational change from 
a Bain and Company study. One statement stands out, “Innovations happen sporadically rather than 
systematically. And when the emergency fades, people typically return to traditional 
command/and/control innovation until the next crisis arises, when they just reinvent agile approaches all 
over again.” Similarly, Thomas (2020) urges organizational leaders to assess how the culture of the 
organization responded to the changes. This assessment:  

…is to prevent the easy relapse into old, and sometimes bad habits, and to preserve new-found 
trust, empowerment and collaboration. Finding the good elements of the sudden culture change, 
taking pride in them, can reinforce these shifts in behavior for the long-term (n.p.).      

 These explicit cautionary quotes should suggest an opportunity for APs to have discussions with 
teachers, students, and families to ask for their perceptions of changes to practices and procedures during 
COVID-19. If stakeholder perceptions cite similar changes as improving outcomes for teachers, students, 
and families, APs should advocate for instituting these changes for the future. Returning to practices and 
procedures prior to mid-March 2020, will suggest from mid-March through December 2020, nothing was 
learned from the experiences of APs, students, teachers, and parents, when much appeared to be learned 
from the changes.  
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