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Abstract 

This qualitative study explores the role of the elementary teaching vice principal in public 

schools in the Canadian province of British Columbia. This thesis seeks to explore the role of the 

elementary teaching vice principal and uncover how one successfully navigates between the two 

distinct roles of classroom teacher and school administrator. By interviewing nine elementary 

teaching vice principals in three different school districts around BC, several themes emerged as 

to how to effectively be both a teacher and a vice principal at the same time. The interviews were 

conducted through a phenomenological exploration using an appreciative inquiry lens. Three key 

themes emerged on how to successfully navigate the dual role of the elementary teaching vice 

principal: 

1. Be a strong teacher leader 

2. Foster a positive, collaborative working relationship with the principal 

3. Utilize support networks and mentors 

Through the voices of the vice principals interviewed, we will hear how having a strong, 

reflective teaching practice, taking on leadership opportunities before becoming a vice principal, 

building a harmonious and collaborative working relationship with your principal, and having 

supportive professional enrichment from the school district, mentors and colleagues, all 

contributed to successfully navigating the dual role of vice principal and teacher. Though this 

paper looks to build on the strengths of what is going well, it also comes with some observations 

and recommendations on how to improve the capacity for educational leadership in elementary 

school vice principals. 

 

Keywords: vice principal, assistant principal, enrolling teacher, non-enrolling teacher, 

elementary school, phenomenological, appreciative inquiry 
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Chapter 1 – Introduction 

The Teaching Vice Principal 

Leadership fascinates me, and I aspire to attain a leadership role in the public school 

system one day. For most elementary teachers looking to make the move into administration, the 

first step is often in the role of the elementary teaching vice principal. This is a path that I seek to 

pursue in future, as many before me have and many more will, and as such I believe that this 

research will be relevant to those seeking to make the move from teacher to vice principal in an 

elementary school. I turned to research and discovered that very little focused on how to 

successfully navigate the dual role of teacher and vice principal. I am interested in adding to this 

area of research by investigating the lived experiences of current elementary teaching vice 

principals.  

There is much written about school leadership, but there is very little that focuses 

specifically on the role of the vice principal. One of the leading authorities on the role of the vice 

principal, Dr. Denise Armstrong, recognizes that “vice-principals’ voices and experiences are 

often ignored or marginalized in the educational administrative literature and in the field” 

(Armstrong, 2015 p. 111). There is some available research pertaining to the role of vice 

principal and transitioning from teacher to vice principal, but there is very limited literature 

about the dual role of the teaching vice principal. What is it like to wear the teacher hat and the 

administrative hat at the same time? Is it possible to feel success in both roles at the same time? 

How does one set themselves up for success in this role? What exactly are the duties of an 

elementary vice principal? These are just some of the questions that drove me to examine this 

dual role of the elementary teaching vice principal. 



THE ELEMENTARY TEACHING VICE PRINCIPAL                                                                         2 

 

 

 

This study is exploratory in nature and will shine a light onto the experiences of the 

elementary teaching vice principal, with the aim of adding to a body of knowledge that will help 

inform those wishing to move into school leadership, and how to set themselves up for success. 

Feeling success and accomplishment in your job can be elusive if it is unclear as to what your 

role is, or if you have not been allocated sufficient time to perform your duties. Both of these 

issues are at the heart of what is challenging to the elementary teaching vice principal, and 

having experienced first-hand the frustration of not knowing what was expected of me when I 

was a vice principal, I wanted to find out if this was a common experience for other vice 

principals. First, a step back into how I became a vice principal and why this thesis is so 

important to me. 

My Journey to School Leadership 

My journey into school leadership began when I was teaching at a British Columbia 

offshore school. As stated on the BC Ministry of Education website, “the BC Global Education 

Program makes it possible for schools in other countries to offer BC curriculum to international 

students.” Currently there are 45 BC Certified Offshore schools; 38 of them in China and one in 

each of the following countries: Colombia, Egypt, France, Japan, Qatar, Thailand and the United 

Arab Emirates. The BC Ministry of Education website goes on to say that,  

British Columbia offshore schools are inspected and certified by the BC government. 

Students registered in the BC Global Education Program at an offshore school receive 

instruction in English by BC-certified teachers. Graduates from the program receive a BC 

Certificate of Graduation (Dogwood Diploma). Retrieved from: 

https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/education-training/administration/kindergarten-to-

grade-12/international-education/offshore-schools/certified-offshore-schools  

https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/education-training/administration/kindergarten-to-grade-12/international-education/offshore-schools/certified-offshore-schools
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/education-training/administration/kindergarten-to-grade-12/international-education/offshore-schools/certified-offshore-schools
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Essentially they are like a BC independent school, but they happen to be located in 

another country. I had left my home, family, and friends in British Columbia in search of 

employment as a teacher. I moved halfway around the world to a country I had never been to 

before, a place where I knew no one, and where I did not speak the local language. Yet I was 

passionate to bring my years of experience as a BC educator beyond the borders of British 

Columbia and Canada. 

The offshore school I worked for was both an elementary and secondary school all in the 

same building. This offshore school had started off as a grade 7 to 12 program only, but the year 

I started at the school was the year that they decided to expand the school to include kindergarten 

to grade 6. I was excited to be part of a team of BC educators who were building an elementary 

program from the ground up. In September of 2011 we welcomed our first elementary students 

and I had the pleasure of teaching a split grade 3 and 4 class. It was certainly a big challenge 

starting a whole elementary department from scratch, but for those of us involved, we poured our 

heart and soul, and sometimes sweat and tears, into providing the best educational experience we 

could with very few resources. Over the years I led the elementary team to grow and expand and 

I was happy to take on the additional role of elementary department head. After three years in the 

role of teacher and elementary department head, the principal at the time, recognized that the 

school had grown so much that it now needed a vice principal to help lead this K-12 BC offshore 

school. I was the successful applicant and in September of 2014 I took on my new role as vice 

principal. I had no formal training as a school administrator, and my first year as vice principal 

was also the first year of the school having a vice principal. During that initial year I was guided 

by my principal and she helped me to navigate this new role. I learned a lot under her guidance, 

but knew that I had only scratched the surface of my learning. This is why I took it upon myself 
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to enroll in a master’s program focusing on educational leadership. I also knew that my principal 

was retiring and that another principal would soon be joining our school. The owners of the 

school had first asked if I wanted to move into the position of principal, but I recognized that I 

still had a lot of learning and growing to do. I welcomed the opportunity to continue in the role 

of vice principal and continue learning about school leadership under the guidance of the new 

incoming principal.  

I was excited to learn that the incoming principal had been in school leadership roles for 

over 20 years and I imagined all the great insights I would learn from him. A major challenge we 

faced was an 85% turnover in teaching staff; I knew that the school year would be challenging 

with so many new staff members, and not only new to the school, but also new to living overseas 

and most in their first few years of teaching. When I was back in BC in the summer months 

leading up to the new school year, I made a point to meet up face to face with many of my new 

colleagues to give them the documents they needed to get their visa and immigration papers. I 

also used this informal meeting time to start to form a connection with the teachers, and give 

them some insight into the transition of moving to another country and starting a new job all at 

the same time. I also knew that I would be absent during the crucial orientation week before 

school started as I was starting my master’s program in Vancouver that same week. I had 

organized for a couple of the returning teachers to help orientate the new staff to the school. In 

spite of these challenges I was excited to start the school year on the heels of all the great 

learning I was uncovering in the master’s program. I knew it would be a running start when I hit 

the ground and I knew that building trusting relationships with teachers was a very important 

aspect of my job.  
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The first week of school got off to a bumpy start with one of the high school teachers 

notifying the school the day before the new school year started that he would not be 

returning.  This left me and the new principal scrambling to cover classes as the school did not 

have teachers-on-call and we did not want to burden the new teachers with additional classes to 

plan and teach. The months quickly passed and I was spending more time in classrooms as a 

substitute teacher than anticipated, and also spending a lot of time dealing with living abroad 

issues for the new staff. Overall though, I thought that I was doing a good job of building trusting 

relationships with teachers because I was helping to cover their classes and helping them 

navigate their new life in this new country. 

One day in early February, a teacher came to me in frustration, voicing concerns about 

the lack of support for our English language. I suggested that perhaps if we surveyed the staff to 

see if others were feeling the same way, then we could go to the school owners with a collective 

voice. After my meeting with this teacher, I met with my principal to let him know of the 

conversation I just had and that I had suggested that a survey be given out to the staff. I was 

surprised when a few days later I was informed of a secret staff meeting that was taking place to 

distribute a survey. The teacher I had spoken with went and circulated a school climate survey 

that she found online and teachers were eager to voice their opinion which they felt had not been 

heard up until this point.  

On the one hand I was happy that she had taken the initiative to get the survey out but on 

the other hand I was surprised that she had not come back to me so we could go through it and 

make sure it was a survey that reflected the questions that needed to be asked at the time. In 

hindsight I should not have left the responsibility of the survey in her hands, I should have at 

least scheduled a follow up meeting where we could look at possible survey questions together. I 
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took responsibility with the principal for the fact that I had not followed up with the teacher, but 

ultimately I felt that this survey would be a positive catalyst for change in the school. 

 The teachers filled out the survey anonymously and the elementary department head 

collated all of the notes and responses. The week after the survey had gone out, but two days 

before I saw the results of the survey, we had a staff meeting. Prior to the staff meeting I had met 

with my principal to go over the agenda. I told him that I had sensed an overall fatigue and 

frustration building within the staff, so I wanted to present something positive and uplifting. He 

thought that was a great idea and said how he would be giving his mid-year report based on his 

observations and opinion of how the school year had been going.  

Unfortunately, my intentionally positive and uplifting message appeared to fall on deaf 

ears, likely because my principal had started off the meeting with his mid-year review in which 

he said that we were not a “real school”, insinuating that our staff were not “real teachers” and 

that this was the worst school he had ever worked in! He then proceeded to make a big issue 

about the “secret” survey and wanted to know who was behind it. I sat there mortified because I 

had told him that I and one of the teachers had talked about putting out a survey, but he made it 

sound as though the administrative team had no knowledge of this survey. It was at that moment 

in the meeting that I truly saw how different we were as school leaders and how difficult the rest 

of the year was going to be. I worried that I could no longer trust what he was going to say and I 

found many of his ideas in direct contradiction of my own values in education. 

When I saw the results of the survey, I was not surprised by many of the comments, as I 

was well aware of the issues at hand, but what I was shocked and saddened by was a couple of 

teachers saying that I did not have good relationships with teachers and was ineffective in my job 

roles, one teacher noted my leadership style as autocratic. What hurt the most is that I truly felt I 
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was doing the best for our team and that the teachers were aware of the challenges that we faced 

at school and I really thought I had built some good trusting relationships with teachers. This 

survey made me question everything.  Could nobody see all of the hard work that I was doing 

and that my only motives are for the enrichment of our students and less stress for our teachers?  

The survey results stopped me in my tracks and made me pause, reflect and wonder: 

Where are these comments coming from? Where had I gone wrong? Why do the teachers not 

feel supported? It quickly became apparent that due to a lack of a job description, 

misconceptions as to what exactly my job role was and lack of clarity in my role at the school, I 

was unable to fulfill everybody's expectations. I had the job title as vice principal, and I also had 

the job title of school counselor but everybody seemed to have a different opinion as to what 

those job roles entailed and what I should be doing. I could not be everything to everybody and 

the result was that I felt like I was not accomplishing anything for anybody.  

When I met with my principal to get his advice on the situation, he said that survey 

results like this could prove damaging for someone like me who is early on in their leadership 

career. He said that he was not as worried for himself as he is only a year away from retirement. 

His comment really caught me off guard because he was not offering me any guidance or support 

and was implying that I should be worried about the results of the survey since I am still so early 

in my career as a school leader. I could not have felt more alone. According to the survey, the 

staff did not trust me and now my principal was not offering any advice or guidance. As a 

beginning vice principal I didn’t know where to turn. 

As much as I wanted to set the survey results on fire and never see them again, I 

objectively looked for the grains of truth so that I could learn from it and grow in my leadership 

capabilities. When I was called autocratic in the survey by one of the teachers, I was very 
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offended - how could they think that I was autocratic? After reading Michelle MacFarlane’s 

description of autocratic leadership in her master's paper (2009), I could see from that teacher’s 

perspective why I was perceived to be autocratic and it really made me pause and reflect on my 

leadership style. As much as I like to think that I am inclusive of other people’s opinions and 

ideas, I do often have my own agenda which may not leave room for true collaboration. 

MacFarlane (2009) states;  

The Autocratic Leadership style is effective in some situations; if the group consists of  

new untrained people, this helps them to learn procedures, guidelines and expectations of  

the task; when there is a need for high-volume production; and, when there are short-term  

projects to complete. (p. 9) 

Perhaps I fell into the autocratic trap because of the high turnover of staff (and most of 

them relatively new to teaching) and thus I felt compelled to be more directive to help move 

things along. What I did not realize is that this can backfire and leave the team thinking that you 

do not trust in their abilities to problem solve and get things done. I also fell into this trap 

because as the foreign staff member who had been there the longest, many people turned to me 

for advice and guidance on how things were done in the past. Always wanting to help others out 

and provide answers, I grew to believe that I always had to be the one with the answers, but as 

the description above states, “the leader can become overwhelmed which would raise his stress 

level” (MacFarlane, 2009, p. 9) and my stress level was often raised. 

The climate survey was the teacher’s cry to be heard, so my next step was to ask more 

probing questions, listen deeply and “shift the school’s story from one of cynicism and negativity 

to one of hope and determination” (Kaser and Halbert, 2009, p. 43). In order to develop positive 

relationships with colleagues, I scheduled a time to meet with each teacher to talk about the 
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learners in their classroom and their personal growth plan as an educator. Building trusting 

relationships is a privilege, not a right and one that I needed to earn with an openness of ears and 

heart.  

 I have discovered about myself that I often wear what Brené Brown (2013) calls the 

“straight jacket of what other people think” (3:07). This is very paralyzing if I truly want to 

become a brave leader. My experience as a vice principal showed me that I need to work on 

stripping myself of this straight jacket and show my vulnerabilities in order to build a strong 

foundation of trust with those around me. Parker Palmer (2008) says that, “today’s professionals 

have an ethical obligation to help transform the toxic settings in which their work is done” (p. 

12). I was not able to stay in my offshore school long enough to transform the toxic setting there, 

but I left there with the clarity that I wanted to use this challenging experience as a springboard 

to learn and grow from so that I can improve as an educational leader, leading a supportive, 

collaborative and innovative learning environment. 

While working at my offshore school I searched online for any documents that clearly 

stated the duties of a vice principal in a BC school, and all I could seem to find was the very 

vague job description of “duties as assigned by principal”. I wondered if my counterparts back in 

BC were given some top secret document that clearly outlined their job duties? I wondered what 

it would be like to be a school leader back on home soil? After five years at this BC offshore 

school, and two of those years in a formal leadership role as vice principal, I was ready to return 

“onshore”, back to my home province of British Columbia. I was keen to reintegrate back into 

public education in BC and I was curious to see what formal leadership looked like in the public 

school system.  
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Re-entry Shock 

 Returning to BC in the summer of 2016, after living and working abroad for almost six 

years was a humbling experience. Working in the BC offshore system I had worked my way up 

to the position of vice principal, yet when I returned home I was essentially homeless and 

jobless. I had once been given the advice to move to the location of where you want to plant 

roots and then the job will follow. I knew that in order to re-establish myself back in BC I had to 

take a leap of faith and move myself back to where I wanted to live and then find a job. I found 

my way onto the teacher teaching on call (TTOC) list for two public school districts in BC. One 

of the classrooms that I was often called to be a TTOC for, was a grade 2/3 class where the 

enrolling teacher for that class was also the vice principal. Having been out of the public school 

system for 15 years, I had not realized how much of a teaching load the elementary vice principal 

was expected to carry in addition to their role as vice principal. Knowing how much time and 

energy it takes to successfully run an elementary classroom, I wondered how the elementary vice 

principal had any time left in the day to juggle all of their competing priorities? Witnessing the 

dual role of elementary teacher and administrator, coupled with my own experiences as a vice 

principal, prompted me to form my overarching question for this thesis: how does one 

successfully navigate the dual role of both teacher and vice principal at the elementary school 

level? 
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Chapter 2 – Literature Review 

Importance of School Leadership 

School leaders make a difference to the learning of the pupils they serve (Kaser & 

Halbert, 2009; Leithwood, Harris & Hopkins, 2008; Parylo, 2012; Hattie, 2008). John Hattie’s 

(2008) Visible Learning research synthesized findings from 1,400 meta-analyses of 80,000 

studies involving 300 million students, and created an “effect size” scale of what works best in 

education.  Collective teacher efficacy has one of the largest effect sizes at 1.57, which means 

when school leaders foster an environment of collective teacher efficacy, it creates the potential 

to considerably accelerate student achievement. Bandura (1997) expressed that “collective 

efficacy is a shared belief of a group about organizing and managing action phases needed for 

producing skills at certain levels” (p. 477). In their study on examining the relationships between 

instructional leadership of school principals and collective teacher efficacy, Çalik et al. (2012) 

described collective efficacy in schools as collective teacher efficacy and further defined 

collective teacher efficacy as “teachers’ perceptions that their effort, as a group, can have a 

positive impact on students” (p. 2499). The results of their study found that “instructional 

leadership had a significant direct and positive impact on collective teacher efficacy” (p. 2498) 

These research findings cannot be ignored and highlight the important role that educational 

leadership plays in improving student learning, by creating a positive school environment where 

collective teacher efficacy thrives.  

Hattie goes on to say that it is not the school principal alone who plays this part in school 

leadership, “improving outcomes requires a team of teachers, students, parents, and community 

members, all working in collaboration...high-impact leaders create a school climate in which 

everybody learns, learning is shared, and critique isn’t just tolerated, but welcomed” (Hattie, 
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2015, p. 39). Leithwood, Harris & Hopkins agree with Hattie that school leadership does not fall 

solely on the shoulders of the school principal. Distributed leadership is crucial to the success of 

student learning. In their article, Seven Strong Claims about Successful School Leadership (2008) 

they claim that “school leadership has a greater influence on schools and pupils when it is widely 

distributed” (p. 34) and that “schools with the highest levels of student achievement attributed 

this to relatively high levels of influence from all sources of leadership” (p. 35). Leithwood et al. 

further claim that “school leadership is second only to classroom teaching as an influence on 

pupil learning” (p. 28), so one could argue that the dual role of the teaching vice principal is one 

where you could make the biggest impact on student learning since you are both a teacher and a 

school leader at the same time. Shoho, Barnett & Tooms (2012) confirm that “it is worthy to 

explore the rarely examined experiences of assistant principals and how they are prepared to 

become instructional leaders” (p. 1). Glanz (1994a) also attests that, “the nature of public 

schooling is too complex today to expect one person single-handedly to reform the system. There 

must be instructional leaders other than the principal” (p. 286). Hattie (2014) defines 

instructional leaders as those who,  

attend to the quality and impact of all in the school on student learning, ensure that 

disruption to learning is minimized, have high expectations of teachers for their students, 

visit classrooms, and are concerned with interpreting evidence about the quality and 

nature of learning in the school. (p. 154) 

But are vice principals being given the opportunity to realize their potential as instructional 

leaders? What exactly does the role of vice principal entail? If we recognize that vice principals 

are an integral part of the school leadership team, then we must take a closer look at what it 

means to be a vice principal. 



THE ELEMENTARY TEACHING VICE PRINCIPAL                                                                         13 

 

 

 

General Role of the Vice Principal 

 The duties which make up the role of vice principal are as diverse in the literature as the 

names used to address the role itself. In Canada we refer to this role as vice principal, in the 

United States the role in known as assistant principal, in the United Kingdom it is given the title 

of deputy head and in Australia they are referred to as deputy principal (Rintoul & Goulais, 

2010, p. 745). For the purpose of this study the name vice principal will be used predominantly, 

but may be used interchangeably with assistant principal, deputy head or deputy principal. Given 

that we cannot decide on a universal title for this role, it is not surprising that the duties that go 

along with the role of vice principal are even more varied and vague. To get a better 

understanding of this role of vice principal, we will take a look back into one of the first surveys 

in British Columbia to include vice principals. 

 In 1959 the Royal Commission on Education created a questionnaire with 60 items “to 

seek information pertinent to the present day educational system in British Columbia” (O’Brien, 

1959, p. 557). These questionnaires were mailed out to all principals and vice-principals in BC 

and they received 500 back from principals and 242 back from vice-principals, representing “a 

return of 83.3 percent for the principals, and 86.6 percent for the vice-principals” (O’Brien, 

1959, p. 558). This is a significant response rate and perhaps the largest response rate from BC 

administrators achieved to date considering that the current day equivalent survey known as 

Picture Day has had a response rate of 22% for the past two surveys in 2009 and 2012 

(BCPVPA, 2012, p. 6). In 2017 when I first embarked on my research to investigate the role of 

vice principal, it appears that I came across the same challenges to define the role as O’Brien did 

in 1959:  
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In considering the literature dealing with the position of the principal, it was noted that 

the list was extensive, and varied from the empirical studies to the philosophical 

discourse. In contrast to this, the few writings on the position of the vice-principal are 

concentrated within the last 10 years, and deal mainly with his duties. Apparently the 

concept of the vice-principal as an administrator is a recent one. (p. 17) 

Sixty years after O’Brien wrote this, we can no longer consider the concept of the vice principal 

as administrator as a new one, yet it still receives “scant attention in scholarly writing” 

(Armstrong, 2010; Glanz, 1994a, 1994b; Lee, Kwan & Walker, 2009; Rintoul & Goulais, 2010; 

Searby, Browne-Ferrigno, & Wang, 2017). “Many scholars therefore conclude that the definition 

of the role of vice-principals has traditionally been vague, diversified or virtually impossible 

because it has to be flexible enough to accommodate the needs and management philosophy of 

individual schools” (Wong, 2009, p. 161). 

Within the body of research that has been conducted on vice principals, the most 

common job description is listed as duties as assigned by principal (Armstrong, 2015; Glanz, 

1994a, 1994b; Hohner, 2016; Howard, 2001; Johnson, 2000; Swain, 2016). With a job 

description that is as varied as the principals they work with, vice principals constantly run the 

risk of not living up to expectations if they do not clearly define their duties as assigned with 

their principal. Although there is not one clearly defined job description for vice principal, there 

are many duties that are commonly associated with vice principals. Sadly these duties often read 

like a laundry list of tasks, “which do little to capture the essence of the vice principal role” 

(Rintoul & Goulais, 2010, p. 746). In their 2009 research on the role of vice principals, Lee, 

Kwan & Walker reviewed seven different research studies about the duties of vice principals, 

spanning from 1994 to 2004, and the most common duties cited throughout all those studies 
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were; student discipline (or student management), teaching, scheduling, and supervision (p. 189-

190). The 1959 Royal Commission on Education found that “the position of the vice-principal is 

primarily clerical in nature, and does not include sufficient opportunity for principalship 

training” (p. 559). This survey also noted that, “The vice-principals commented that their 

position should be regarded as a training period for potential principals. As such, the vice-

principal should be allowed to assume many of the duties and responsibilities of the principal” 

(O’Brien, 1959, p. 483). Thankfully this is where we have made progress in the past sixty years 

as the results from the 2012 Picture Day survey shows. The table below, taken from the results 

of the 2012 Picture Day (p. 7), lists the core job functions of school based administrators in BC 

and it clearly shows that current day vice principals have minimal to significant experience with 

all of the core job functions.  

On average there were no areas where vice principals had no experience. This is a big 

step forward from what past research showed. Lee, Kwan & Walker (2009) found that 

“principals may be more likely to delegate responsibilities such as quality assurance and 

accountability, while they may be more reluctant to delegate other responsibilities, such as 

financial management” (p. 202-203). In 1994, Glanz interviewed 164 vice principals in New 

York City and found that “over 90 percent of the respondents indicated that their chief duties 

included handling disruptive students, dealing with parental complaints, supervising lunch duty, 

scheduling coverages, and completing surveys, forms, book orders, and other kinds of 

administrative paperwork” (1994a, p. 284). Not surprisingly these same respondents “maintained 

that student discipline and supervision of lunch duty should not be the main responsibility of 

assistant principals” (1994a, p. 285). Glanz explains that “the assistant principalship originated 

as both an instructional and administrative function. Although APs engaged in some instructional 
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duties, most of their time was spent on school management” (1994a, p. 286). It is refreshing to 

see that here in British Columbia we appear to be more progressive in distributing the duties 

between principal and vice principal. When I look at the “Core Job Functions” table below, I do 

wonder how those jobs are assigned, keeping in mind that the majority of elementary vice 

principals in BC also have at least an 80-90% teaching load in addition to their administrative 

duties. 

Table 1: Core Job Functions of Principals and Vice Principals 

 

 

Table 1: BCPVPA. (2012). Picture Day 2012: Time utilization of principals and vice-principals 

in British Columbia. Retrieved from: 

http://www.bcpvpa.bc.ca/downloads/pdf/BCPVPAPictureDay2012.pdf 

http://www.bcpvpa.bc.ca/downloads/pdf/BCPVPAPictureDay2012.pdf
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What table 1 does not show is how much of their work week is actually taken up with 

these duties, the chart only quantifies how much experience vice principals and principals have 

with each of these functions, so it would make sense that the more years that you have been in 

administration, the more experience you will have had with each of these duties. This would also 

explain why overall the principals have more experience with the core job functions, because 

presumably they have been in school administration (as a vice principal and principal) longer 

than their vice principal counterpart.  

Transition from Teacher to Administrator 

Armstrong (2015) describes the transition from teacher to administrator as “a challenging 

process for which newcomers are unprepared” (p. 118). Perhaps this unpreparedness stems from 

the ambiguity of the role. “Vice principals talked at length about the ambiguity inherent in their 

role - a role which they described as vague and mostly undefined, changing from school to 

school, and highly dependent on the leadership style of their principal” (Rintoul & Goulais, 

2010, p. 751). Since there is no universal job description for a vice principal, it is understandable 

why a teacher transitioning into the role of a vice principal would feel unprepared, because there 

is no way to know in advance which duties will be assigned and therefore what to prepare for. 

The vice principals that Rintoul & Goulais (2010) interviewed also  “spoke of positional 

ambiguity - of working in the middle ground between the principal and the teachers, and the 

challenge of being at once teacher, coach and evaluator” (p. 751). Not only do new vice 

principals feel unprepared due to the ambiguity of their job role, but there is also a certain 

mystery and ambiguity around their function in the school. 

When transitioning from one job role to another, there is also a period of time when one 

does not feel a sense of belonging in either role. “Leaving membership in the teacher group, yet 
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not fully being embraced by or identifying psychologically as a member of the administrator 

group - leaves a vice principal feeling like they don’t belong anywhere” (Armstrong, 2009, p. 

viii). Another factor that comes into play in the province of BC and some other provinces in 

Canada, such as Ontario, where Armstrong has completed the bulk of her research on vice 

principals, is that “the removal of school administrators’ from teachers’ unions has created rigid 

boundaries between teachers and administrators, generally a climate of uncertainty and 

animosity.” (Armstrong, 2015, p. 111). This animosity is a reason why some teachers have 

chosen to stay in the classroom and not venture into administration. Armstrong (2010) also 

describes how “incorporation rites reinforce differences between teachers and administrators and 

underscore a “we versus they” mentality.” (Armstrong, 2010, p. 689). Even though an 

elementary teaching vice principal in BC is in the classroom 80-90% of the week, they are no 

longer a member of the BC Teachers’ Federation because they have now taken on administrative 

duties. This leaves the vice principal with very few options but to comply with what the principal 

asks them to do “because their role was defined as “duties as assigned by the principal,” and they 

no longer belonged to a union, the vice principals were unable to refuse difficult and/or 

unpopular managerial tasks” (Armstrong, 2015, p. 114).  This can place the vice principal in a 

vulnerable position where they are no longer protected by the teachers’ union and essentially 

have no one to turn to if they do not agree with the tasks they have been assigned by their 

principal.  

The Elementary Teaching Vice Principal 

Overall there is a dearth of research on the role of vice principal, and of the research that 

has been conducted, it has focused almost entirely on high school vice principals. There is almost 

no research specific to the elementary teaching vice principal in Canada apart from Karen 
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Howard’s thesis from 2001 where she interviewed four elementary teaching vice principals in 

Saskatchewan. In her thesis she equates the dual role of the classroom teacher and vice principal 

as balancing precariously on a tandem bike. I like her metaphor of the tandem bike because it 

accurately depicts how important it is for all the moving parts of the role of the teaching vice 

principal to work in harmony. As Howard (2001) explains, “the results of this study revealed that 

there are some wobbly times on the tandem bike for the homeroom teaching vice-principal” (p. 

136). It is so important to be in sync with your principal and teaching partners, otherwise you run 

the risk of becoming out of balance with your administrative duties or teaching role, which could 

ultimately result in a crash. The elementary teaching vice principal needs to be a master of 

relationships since the success of their role as classroom teacher and vice principal are dependent 

on the teacher(s) who takes on their classroom duties during their administrative time and their 

principal who they share administrative duties with. Perhaps what makes the job of the 

elementary teaching vice principal so challenging is not the sheer volume of work that they are 

doing, but rather that they do not have one job role that is clearly theirs.  Armstrong (2015) 

claims that there is “an urgent need for early and ongoing supports for aspiring and new vice-

principals”  (p. 119) reaffirming why it is important to further research this role and uncover how 

we can better support and prepare vice principals as they transition partly out of the classroom 

and take on more administrative duties.  
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Chapter 3 – Research Procedures and Methods 

Qualitative Research Designs 

My research is designed to explore how the elementary teaching vice principal 

successfully navigates their dual role as both teacher and administrator. I have always been 

drawn to elementary education, and I knew that if I wanted to continue down the path of 

educational leadership, I needed to learn more about this dual role of the elementary teacher and 

vice principal. Who better to teach me about the role of the elementary teaching vice principal 

than those currently in that position?  

When I first embarked on this thesis journey, and before I had even narrowed down my 

research question, I knew one thing for sure, I wanted to learn from the lived experiences of 

others. Qualitative research seemed like the best fit for me to conduct my research. The focus of 

qualitative research is on participants’ perceptions and experiences, and the way they make sense 

of their lives (Wallen & Fraenkel, 2000; Golden-Biddle & Locke, 2007; Merriam, 2014). 

Merriam (2014) also identifies four key characteristics of the nature of qualitative research: 

1. The focus is on process, understanding and meaning 

2. The researcher is the primary instrument of data collection and analysis 

3. The process is inductive 

4. The product is richly descriptive (p.14) 

 Of the characteristics outlined above, the first one really resonates with me to focus on 

process, understanding and meaning. After my experience as a vice principal in an offshore 

school, I felt the need to understand and make meaning from what I went through and hear the 

stories of other vice principals to learn if my experiences were comparable to experiences here in 

BC, and if so, how to make sense of it all. This is where the third key characteristic, inductive 
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reasoning comes in; making broad generalizations from specific observations I had made through 

the interview process. My greatest challenge in choosing qualitative research as a methodology, 

is best explained in both the second and fourth key characteristics: namely, as the sole 

researcher, collector and analyzer of the 43,000 words of data I transcribed from over five hours 

of conversation, I have often been paralyzed by the notion that I will never do justice to all the 

amazing insights and advice I was given from the nine participants in this study. The toughest 

part of this study was deciding what not to include yet still retain the true essence of the 

participant’s answers in a richly descriptive way.  

Phenomenological Research 

Under the umbrella of qualitative research I chose to use the phenomenological approach 

because as Merriam (2014) explains, “the task of the phenomenologist is to depict the essence or 

basic structure of experience” (p. 25). Creswell (2013) also states that “the basic purpose of 

phenomenology is to reduce the experiences of persons with a phenomenon to a description of 

the universal essence” (p. 252). I felt that after conducting nine interviews and being confronted 

with a large amount of data, the best way to truly honour the voices of the participants was to get 

at the essence of their shared experiences through a phenomenological approach.  

Phenomenology though, is a term almost as hard to define as it is to say! As Creswell 

(2013) states, “phenomenology has a strong philosophical component to it” (p. 253) and as is the 

nature of philosophy, it can lead you through a range of ideas and concepts that often leave you 

feeling more confused than when you first started out. There are various branches of 

phenomenology; hermeneutic, empirical, transcendental and psychological, and each branch has 

its own approach to phenomenology. For the purpose of this study, however, I am using Creswell 
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(2013) and van Manen’s (1990) general definition of phenomenology as an interpretive process 

in which the researcher makes an interpretation of the meaning of lived experiences.  

Phenomenology is the study of phenomenon, and in this study the phenomenon under 

examination are the factors that lead to a successful experience in the complex role of the 

elementary teaching vice principal. Success is a subjective term, and where one person may feel 

success in their job role, another may not, even though they appear to be doing the exact same 

things. How then, could I possibly answer my research question: how does one successfully 

navigate the dual role of both teacher and vice principal at the elementary school level? This is 

where the methodology of phenomenology is a great fit because it allows me as the researcher to 

listen to all of the stories from the participants and through inductive reasoning determine which 

shared experiences lead to successful navigation of their role as a teaching vice principal at an 

elementary school. One may also ask why I chose to focus on the successes instead of the 

challenges? My introduction to appreciative inquiry at the beginning of my Master’s journey 

plays a large role in answering that. 

Appreciative Inquiry 

I have always considered myself an optimist, choosing to seek out the positive learnings 

when life has thrown teachable moments my way. As with my philosophy in life, I have also put 

this study through the filter of appreciative inquiry in order to distil the common threads of what 

is going well. It is so easy to get stuck in the cycle of negative thinking, and I have witnessed 

first-hand how toxic a workplace can become when people only focus on the negative aspects of 

their job, so when analyzing the data, I wanted to ensure that I was focusing on the successes of 

the dual role of the elementary teaching vice principal. I think it is important to acknowledge that 

while the focus is on uncovering and articulating the success factors, there were some consistent 
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challenges that were expressed which will be addressed in chapter five, and that may well lead to 

increasing the likelihood of success. That is why my overarching research question is framed as 

it is: how does one successfully navigate the dual role of both teacher and vice principal at the 

elementary school level? This is not to say that there are not some serious challenges that face 

elementary teaching vice principals, but this study chooses to focus on the successes in order to 

learn and build from strengths.  

Kaser and Halbert (2009) describe appreciative inquiry as “a strengths-based, capacity 

building approach to changing human systems through developing a shared image of potential by 

first discovering the best in shared experiences” (p. 66). In her book, Who You Are is How You 

Lead, Gail Gibson (2009) describes appreciative inquiry as “an innovative process for 

organizational change” (p. 157). She contends that without being buoyed by your successes, you 

will not have the energy to tackle the challenges. “Does Appreciative Inquiry make the issue go 

away? No. But it brings forth the energy necessary to better deal with the issue” (p. 159). Kaser 

and Halbert agree, pointing out that “many school leaders find that the use of appreciative 

inquiry as a form of investigation, infuses renewed energy into their school community” (2009, 

p. 67). This is why I wanted to focus on how to successfully navigate the dual role, because 

focusing on the positives is energy giving, whereas focusing on the negatives is energy draining. 

Appreciative inquiry gives us the energy to look at some of the critical components with an 

optimistic and problem solving lens. Gibson goes on to describe the true essence of appreciative 

inquiry as, “doing more of what works, as opposed to doing less of what we don’t want” (p. 

160). So, with my research question positively framed and my desire to interview elementary 

teaching vice principals, the next step was to apply to the Research Ethics Board at Vancouver 

Island University for permission to interview participants. 
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Sample Selection 

I used purposeful sampling to choose the participants for this study. Merriam (2014) 

describes purposeful sampling as being, “based on the assumption that the investigator wants to 

discover, understand, and gain insight and therefore must select a sample from which the most 

can be learned” (p. 77). Since my research question is about the role of the elementary teaching 

vice principal, I knew that I would gain the most insight from those currently in that role. For the 

purpose of this study then, the main criteria to be selected as a participant was being an 

elementary vice principal with teaching duties. I reached out to my contacts in three different 

public school districts, asking them to help connect me with elementary teaching vice principals. 

I sent a direct email request to potential participants who fit the profile of elementary teaching 

vice principal with an explanation of the study and made explicit that their participation in this 

research study was voluntary and that they would be given a pseudonym. The consent form 

(Appendix A) was attached to the email so that they were fully aware of what their participation 

would involve. The consent form highlighted to the participant that the information collected 

during the interview has the potential to pose significant social risk to them, depending on the 

information they chose to provide. Should they disclose opinions that are critical of their 

employer, it may cause loss of professional reputation and/or embarrassment. The consent form 

went on to say that this risk would be minimized by keeping the identities of the participants 

anonymous, however, due to the small sample size, participants may be indirectly identifiable. 

The risk was further mitigated by not revealing the school districts in which they work. In 

addition, participants only answered the questions in which they wished to disclose information, 

and they had the right to withdraw from the research up to three weeks after the date of the 

interview and/or receiving the transcript of the interview. Once they agreed to participate and 
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returned the signed consent form, we decided upon a mutually agreeable date, time and place to 

conduct the face-to-face interview. All participants agreed to the terms of the consent form and 

none of them chose to withdraw from the study. 

When I applied to the Research Ethics Board at Vancouver Island University, I wrote in 

my proposal that I was hoping to get three to five elementary teaching vice principals to agree to 

meet with me and be interviewed for this study. I was absolutely stunned and humbled when 

nine people answered my email and agreed to meet with me, during their summer break no less, 

and talk about their role as an elementary teaching vice principal. The fact that there were this 

many elementary teaching vice principals eager to have their voices heard, speaks volumes to me 

of how little time we spend listening to these voices.  

Participants 

I interviewed nine elementary teaching vice principals from three different public school 

districts in British Columbia, Canada. An elementary school in these districts is from 

kindergarten to grade five. Of the nine elementary teaching vice principals I interviewed, eight 

are female and one is male. This male to female ratio is representative of the general population 

of elementary teaching vice principals in those three districts. For the 2017-2018 school year 

there are 42 elementary teaching vice principals in those three districts and of those 42 vice 

principals, 38 are female and 4 are male, which is 90% female and 10% male. The ratio 

represented in my study is 89% female, 11% male, which falls in line with the district numbers. 

The percentage of 90% female and 10% male is also similarly represented in the teaching 

population of a K-5 elementary school. It is interesting to note, however, that when we look at 

the male to female ratio in elementary principals it is not a similar representation. In the same 

three districts where I interviewed the nine vice principals, there are a total of 46 elementary 
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principals. Of those 46 principals, 28 are female and 18 are male, which equates to 61% female 

and 39% male, a significant disparity between the percentage of teachers and vice principals. 

The majority of the participants had been teaching for at least a decade, if not two 

decades before becoming a vice principal. When it came to how many years they had already 

been in the role as an elementary teaching vice principal, it ranged from one year to twelve years, 

with the majority of the participants in their first five years of their vice principalship. The next 

statistic I collected on each participant was what percentage of time they were allotted for their 

administrative duties and the percentage of teaching time they were responsible for. This is the 

statistic that really astonished me, the majority of these elementary teaching vice principals were 

allotted 10% (or less!) of their week to complete all of their administrative duties; 10% equates 

to half a school day in the course of a regular school week. For two of the vice principals who 

did have release time greater than 10%, it was only because their principal had agreed to take on 

an additional 10% of their teaching duties so that their administrative time could increase to 20% 

which equates to one full school day per week. The amount of time allotted for administrative 

duties is an area which we will discuss at length in the coming chapters. I also collected data on 

their teaching duties, by finding out what grade(s) they teach, or if they are a non-enrolling 

teacher. A non-enrolling teacher is someone who has a specialized role in the school, such as in 

special education, English language learners, counselling, library services or Aboriginal 

education. Five of the nine participants had non-enrolling teaching duties and the other four were 

classroom teachers, and the range of classroom grades was from grade two to grade five. 

Data Collection - Interviews 

The interview process was definitely my favourite part of this whole thesis journey. I 

truly appreciated the opportunity to meet with these nine teaching vice principals, hear their 
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stories, and learn from their experiences. The interviews varied in length from twenty minutes to 

just over an hour. The time commitment for any follow up questions they may have had in 

regards to the transcription of their interview was dependent on each participant and did not 

exceed a further thirty minutes of their time. The interview was conducted in a mutually 

agreeable location in a face-to-face interview, and one interview was completed via Skype. All 

interviews were audio recorded to be transcribed by myself at a later date. Participants were 

asked questions concerning their personal lived experiences in their role as a teaching vice 

principal at the elementary school level. The list of questions (Appendix B) was based on a set of 

questions that Denise Armstrong (2010) used in her study, Rites of passage: Coercion, 

compliance, and complicity in the socialization of new vice-principals. I added my research 

question to the list of questions in addition to asking the participants to comment on their 

administrative time. The participants were emailed the questions in advance so that they had time 

to think and reflect upon their answers before we met for the interview. 

Analysis of Data 

Data analysis is the process of making sense out of the data. And making sense out of the 

data involves consolidating, reducing, and interpreting what people have said and what 

the researcher has seen and read - it is the process of making meaning. (Merriam, 2009, p. 

175-176) 

I personally transcribed all nine interviews which added up to over 5 hours of audio recordings 

and over 43,000 words! As time consuming as the process of transcription was (especially for 

someone not trained in that field), I found the process of listening over and over to the interviews 

really helped me see the patterns and themes emerge. Merriam (2009) confirms this by saying 

that, “transcribing your own interviews is another means of generating insights and hunches 
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about what is going on in your data” (p. 174). As I transcribed the interviews I would often pause 

to make notes on themes I saw emerging. I listened to the interviews over and over and each time 

I would hear something different and I could see more themes emerging. I was overwhelmed and 

humbled by the amount of advice and information I was given and I could see that the hardest 

part of this whole process would be to boil down the nine interviews to a few key themes for 

success. The interviews took place over the course of two months, which gave me some time in 

between interviews to start transcribing and making observational notes before all nine 

interviews were completed. The concept of analyzing the data while you are still collecting it 

falls in line with what Merriam (2009) says; “the much preferred way to analyze data in a 

qualitative study is to do it simultaneously with data collection” (p. 171). As I transcribed the 

data and continued conducting interviews, I saw the major keys to success emerge, which would 

ultimately help me answer my research question; how does one successfully navigate the dual 

role of both teacher and vice principal at the elementary school level?  

Validity, Reliability, Bias and Assumptions 

 As human beings we cannot fully detach ourselves from our own biases and 

presuppositions. As Kvale (1996) states, “phenomenological reduction does not involve an 

absence of presuppositions, but rather a critical analysis of one’s own presuppositions” (p. 54). 

To ensure that the research is being conducted and analyzed with rigor we must be transparent 

with our biases and background that informs our perception of the data. As mentioned earlier I 

engaged on this thesis journey to determine if my past experiences as a vice principal were 

similar to those of other vice principals. I truly enjoy learning from the experiences of others, and 

in a normal conversation I would have contributed more than when I was conducting these 

interviews. I had to be very conscious of not inserting myself into the conversation, and only 
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speaking when asking the predetermined questions or in need of clarifying or expanding upon a 

participant’s answer. Another way to give validity to this qualitative research is through 

reflexivity: 

Reflexivity is particularly valuable to qualitative research because it brings honesty to the 

fore, asking us not to feign objectivity or reach post hoc conclusions, but to acknowledge 

that multiple factors, including our personal narratives, shape the data we produce and 

our interpretations of this data (Bishop & Shepherd, 2011, p. 1285) 

 

Throughout the process of conducting interviews, transcribing and analyzing the data, I was also 

writing reflections in my researcher’s journal. It is interesting to go back through the journal 

entries to see how my thinking evolved throughout the process. Bishop and Shepherd (2011) go 

on to caution us that, “reflections of the past are particularly imperfect. Without fully recognizing 

this, we are not utilizing all the tools available for ensuring honest, ethical research.” (p. 1283) 

Therefore in an effort to ensure honest, ethical research, I acknowledge that I can never fully 

remove myself as researcher from the results, so I strived for less bias through reflective 

journaling.  

A final part to ensure validity in the data was member checking. Each participant was 

given the option to review our interview that I had audio recorded and then transcribed verbatim. 

Those participants who had requested a copy of their transcript, were emailed the transcription of 

their interview and given three weeks to report back with any changes or edits. All participants 

approved the transcription of their interview. 
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Chapter 4: Listening to the Voices of the Vice Principals 
 

Introduction to the vice principals 

 

         In this chapter we will hear from the nine vice principals interviewed and learn from their 

lived experiences. Before we hear their stories, a quick introduction to these elementary teaching 

vice principals (using their pseudonyms). 

Lisa has been teaching for 20 years and has been a vice principal for 2 years. “I came 

from 20 years in a middle school background but I knew that elementary school was where I had 

always wanted to be”. Last year she taught a class of grade 4 and 5 students and was in the 

classroom 80% of the week, giving her one day a week to devote to administrative duties. 

Originally Lisa was only allotted 10% admin time, but her principal took on 10% of her teaching 

duties to free up more time for her to share in the administrative load. 

Judy taught for 20 years and spent the last 8 years as an elementary vice principal. This 

past year she taught a grade 2 and 3 class for 92.5% of the week, “so that kind of worked out to 

less than two afternoons a week” to work on administrative duties. She noted that, “my first six 

years I had 20% for my vice principal duties because the principals did part of my teaching load 

to give me that extra time in the office”. Judy just retired after 28 years in education. 

Hazel has been teaching for 10 years and has been in the role as vice principal for one 

year. Hazel was a non-enrolling teacher, so instead of teaching one classroom of students for 

90% of her week, “most of my job was working in classrooms, it was team teaching, it was co-

planning, co-teaching, co-assessing, it was infusing tech”.  Hazel recognized the unique 

opportunity she had in this first year as vice principal: 

It was a really, really great experience, and as far as I know there are no other elementary 

vice principals in the district who had an opportunity to be out of their own classroom 
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and working with other people, so I felt very fortunate that I had that last year. But that 

was last year, and this year it will be a Grade 4/5 class, and that also is taking on a world 

of its own. 

         Sara was a teacher for 8 years before moving into the role of elementary vice principal. 

After 12 years as an elementary vice principal she has just been awarded her first principalship. 

This past year Sara was teaching a grade 4 and 5 class for 90% of her week and was allotted 10% 

administrative time to complete her vice principal duties. 

I always had 80-90% classroom duties in an elementary school. I was really fortunate my 

first year, I didn't actually have admin time at my school but my principal had been a vice 

principal for a very long time and knew that I needed some admin time, so she took on 

some teaching responsibilities so I could have admin time, and I’m doing the same for 

my vice principal this coming year, so I’ve always taught 80 or 90%. 

         Eric recently moved to BC to begin his administrative journey after teaching for 10 years 

in another Canadian province. Eric was a non-enrolling teaching vice principal and explains his 

position as: “I was doing teacher prep, so anytime any of the teachers had prep I taught their 

class culture and the rest of the time I was out in the hallways and the office and doing the VP 

role”. Eric was allotted 40% administrative time per week and was covering teacher’s prep time 

for 60% of the week. 

         Anna taught for 8 years before moving into a vice principalship for the past 2 years. For 

most of her teaching career she has been a non-enrolling teacher in a learning support role. This 

past year she was allotted 10% of her week for administrative duties, 10% for curriculum 

implementation and 80% for learning support. Anna described her curriculum implementation 

time as “meeting with teachers as a team, spending time looking at technology, learning about 
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the interactive projectors in the building. It was fantastic”. Anna was concerned though, that in 

the near future she may be asked to give up her learning support role and return as a classroom 

teacher: 

the issue of being in a non-enrolling position and having the admin role has come up this 

year, and so luckily for this coming year I am able to stay in the learning support role, but 

if I were told that I needed to go back to a classroom teaching role then I would give up 

the admin role. 

         Pamela was a classroom teacher for 17 years before taking on teacher leadership 

opportunities at a district level for a few years and then eventually moving into school-based 

administration. This past year she was allotted 10% administrative time, and her principal took 

on 10% of her teaching time so that she could have a total of 20% admin time. Pamela had a 

unique vice principal role as she spent 40% of her time in school-based intervention and her 

remaining 40% was a district position assisting other schools with their “RTI” (response to 

intervention) programs. Pamela described her position as follows: 

I would start my morning here at 07:30 work until 08:30 here, go off to another school, 

do a couple model lessons for teachers, come back here, do my intervention support and 

then do my vice principal duties after school, so it was two full time jobs last year. 

Denise taught for 17 years in elementary classrooms before moving into a vice 

principalship two and a half years ago. She was allotted 10% of her week to administrative duties 

and taught a Grade 2 French immersion class for the remaining 90% of her week. Denise moved 

to BC from another Canadian province to begin her school leadership career, and she noticed that 

there was a greater learning curve than anticipated when it came to learning her role as vice 
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principal in a BC school; “you would think that it’s pretty templated wherever you go, but that 

was not really the case when it came to the minutiae of administrating a building”. 

Robyn taught for 18 years in elementary schools, observing that she “pretty much taught 

everything there is to teach”. For the past 5 years she has worked as an elementary teaching vice 

principal. Last year she was a non-enrolling teacher and spent 60% of her week doing 

intervention, reading, literacy and numeracy support. Her remaining 40% admin time was 

actually split between two different schools - Robyn was a vice principal of 2 schools at the same 

time! As she explains: “I’ve got 2 schools to look after, so there’s 2 monthly newsletters, 2 

growth plans and 2 LIS applications and reports, 2 community link, 2 success plans, 2 strong 

starts - so everything is doubled!” 

         The diversity in the day-to-day roles of these nine vice principals truly highlights what 

we learned in the literature review - namely that there is no “one size fits all” model of what 

duties an elementary teaching vice principal has. As diverse as their roles and responsibilities 

are, there are certainly some common themes in their shared experiences that we can learn from. 

Three key themes emerged on how to successfully navigate the dual role of the elementary 

teaching vice principal: 

1. Be a strong teacher leader 

2. Foster a positive, collaborative working relationship with the principal 

3. Utilize support networks and mentors 

Through the voices of the vice principals interviewed, we will hear how having a strong, 

reflective teaching practice, taking on leadership opportunities before becoming a vice principal, 

building a harmonious and collaborative working relationship with your principal, and having 
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supportive professional enrichment from the school district, mentors and colleagues, all 

contributed to successfully navigating the dual role of the elementary teaching vice principal. 

Theme 1 for Success: Be a strong teacher leader 

Be a solid teacher with a variety of experience. The first key theme that emerged from 

the interviews with the vice principals was how important it is to be a master teacher. Even 

before they formally took on the role of the elementary teaching vice principal, they were honing 

their craft both inside and outside their classroom. When asked what experiences helped them to 

successfully navigate the dual role of the elementary teaching vice principal, they spoke of the 

importance of being a strong teacher leader. These vice principals spoke of how their confidence 

in their teaching abilities, coupled with taking on leadership opportunities outside their 

classroom before they became a vice principal, gave them a solid foundation to successfully 

navigate their new role as an elementary teaching vice principal. Then once they were in the role, 

the fact that 80-90% of their job was teaching gave them “street cred” with their colleagues, 

which many spoke of it helping them to successfully navigate the dual role. 

Pamela spoke of the importance of “really getting after of my craft in the classroom and 

making sure I was a really good teacher”.  She also found that her extensive background in 

teaching gave her a solid foundation in her role as vice principal: 

I had a broad experience, I had taught grade 2 to grade 9, but my specialty was special 

education, so I worked with teachers in K-9 for 17 years of my career, so I think that 

really helped me to understand the breadth of the work that I would be doing. 

Denise also reinforced the importance of having a solid foundation in teaching: “it helped that I 

know how to teach reading, writing, and do math really well with kids. I can walk into the 

classroom and do this without thinking, and be good at it”. She also felt that the variety of 
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subjects and grades she had taught was great preparation for supporting teachers in her role as 

vice principal: 

It helped that I’d taught in many roles - LA support, counsellor, and regular classroom 

teacher at all levels.  I feel like there’s not very much that people do at the elementary 

level that I don’t already know how to do or am surprised by. I can relate to and support 

most staff in their roles. 

Robyn also said that having taught multiple subjects and levels, “has really helped me to 

understand and be empathetic to other teachers”. She also emphasized the importance of being a 

lifelong learner, “I’ve really been a flexible learner; learning new grades, new curriculum, new 

programs, starting new programs, researching new programs, that really prepared me for being 

an administrator”. Hazel’s passion for teaching shone through and reinforced why she is happy 

to be both a teacher and a vice principal: “I also love teaching, I think most of us love teaching 

and I have a hard time imagining not being in the classroom, or a classroom on a regular 

basis….so I think it’s a great thing”. Anna talked about how important it is to have confidence in 

the teaching side of your role: 

My 6 years as a learning support teacher really allowed me to gain confidence in that role 

and I really felt that this is my area, I’m good, and then taking on this new piece just 

added, so I felt really confident about the 0.8 or 0.9 of my job and then I was just taking 

on this new challenge - that was huge. I think had I been asked to do something different 

on top of the admin role, that would have been way too overwhelming, so I think that was 

super helpful. 

The first principal that Judy worked with recognized the immense value she brought to the 

school leadership team with her vast experience as a classroom teacher: 
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I think my experience as a classroom teacher was invaluable and the first principal I 

worked with really appreciated that I was so close to having been a full time teacher, that 

I understood how teachers would react to certain things, and I could give him really great 

advice like, “no, no that won’t go over really well”, “that’s asking too much”, “push here 

a little bit”, so it really was valuable to have recently been a classroom teacher. 

Pamela shared why it is important to maintain some teaching duties while in an administrative 

role: 

You keep your feet on the ground. I think it’s what principals should be doing as well is 

really being in classrooms and teaching. So a classroom teacher keeps the practical 

application of the administrative job - you keep your head clear. What can and can’t be 

done in a classroom - what’s theory and what’s practical application of theory in the 

classroom. So I think that’s the dynamic mix of the two and why I’ve really enjoyed it. 

Lisa articulated how having a solid foundation in “the science and the art of teaching”, helped 

her to successfully navigate her dual role of the elementary teaching vice principal. 

Be a teacher leader: get involved outside your classroom. The vice principals spoke of 

how taking on school-wide or district-wide activities outside of their classrooms gave them more 

exposure to working with all types of people and it was a good training ground to learn what it 

feels like to juggle competing priorities. Hazel said, “I think taking on leadership roles before 

you’re even in an official role is huge”. Hazel went on to say how this prepared her for her role 

as vice principal: 

I felt very comfortable this year where I was because it felt very much the same as being 

a lead teacher in a school, because there was additional responsibility or there was 

additional meetings and when you’re a part of a lot of projects, and you’re trying your 
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best to collaborate with people, it was a lot to take on and it feels very much like it does 

to be an elementary vice principal. 

She also gave some great advice for teachers looking to move into a formal leadership position: 

Don’t sit in your classroom and hang out, when you’re waiting to become an 

administrator you have to engage in the whole school community, and you need to be as 

collaborative as humanly possible and you need to figure out how to be collaborative 

with people and what’s going to work and what’s not going to work and I think you need 

to do that as a classroom teacher, because that’s exactly what it feels like in this role. I 

think preparing for it is somewhat organic when you first begin, it’s leadership on 

committees, being active in your school promoting learning initiatives and those types of 

things, taking part in anything that this district offers. 

Hazel was also fortunate to have administrators that recognized her interest in school leadership 

and offered her opportunities to learn: 

I think the biggest part was just being included for years in conversations around, well 

this looks like this from a teacher’s perspective, but now let’s talk about it from an admin 

perspective, so I was fortunate to have a lot of experience talking and being a part of 

those conversations before I was actually in those roles, so that was very cool. 

Sara recognized that “balancing the teaching piece and the admin piece is tricky and having been 

a team leader definitely was a nice stepping stone to understand that”. What helped her prepare 

for her role as vice principal was the type of tasks she had to do as a team leader at her middle 

school: 

I had to provide paperwork, I had to provide reports, I had to be accountable for our time, 

so it was a nice stepping stone in preparation for that. I think leading a committee or 
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being part of a grant application, those are the things that really help prepare you for the 

“administrivia” that comes with the job, because otherwise you still have your classroom 

administrivia, but then there’s these additional layers that you’ve got to be responsible 

for. 

Anna “began taking on leadership roles at school”, to help her prepare for her future role in 

school administration. She took on such roles as “Pro-D Rep and the Teacher’s Association Rep, 

and I learned a lot in those roles, so those are the positions I put myself in to get that experience”. 

She also prepared herself for a future role in school leadership by closely observing those 

currently in leadership positions at her school: 

Informally I think I began thinking about administrative type roles just in the way that I 

noticed the administrators that I worked with, I noticed their strengths and things that I 

really respected, and then the things I questioned - you just start observing in a different 

way when you feel yourself moving towards management roles. 

Lisa spoke about how she “did a lot of informal and formal mentoring in my past role, I was 

teacher leader on our staff. I could run meetings and organize some pro-d”. Judy was also a 

teacher leader and organized professional development opportunities for her colleagues. She also 

spoke about what helped her successfully navigate the role of teacher and vice principal was to 

organize events that would often be the responsibility of the vice principal, but were also of 

benefit to the students she was teaching that year: 

One of the things that I do that help are, trying to be a teacher leader at your grade level 

with your cohort. So when I taught Grade 4 and 5 I took on a lot of the going to camp, 

yearend assembly, and those kinds of things that actually benefited my classroom as well 

as the school. So finding ways to do that really helps. 
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Robyn started taking on some mentorship and leadership in the district, 

I had been the numeracy resource teacher in the district and organized a bunch of pro-d 

courses and opportunities for teachers and I really liked working side-by-side teachers, so 

I thought, you know this is something that I can make a difference and I started taking on 

more leadership opportunities in the school and I organized Thanksgiving Luncheon, 

themes, assemblies, I would attend PAC meetings, I started doing things that put myself 

out there for admin. 

Pamela “always was a teacher leader within the school”, and wanted to make sure she remained 

“close to the kids” and kept her “hands dirty in the everyday practice in a school”. She came to 

the realization that school based administration was where she wanted to be when she was 

working at the district level: 

When I did the district coordination piece I thought I could have a big impact on 

education in school by being an administrator and teaching at the same time, so that’s 

when I started my Master’s during that time and I went, “ok, maybe this is what I’m 

supposed to be doing”, and not fulltime in a district office, so I felt like it would be a nice 

balance for me in being a practitioner in helping teachers to grow their practice in a 

school but also having an administrative role as well. 

Before Denise became a vice principal, she did a lot of reading and reflecting: 

I read a lot of books by educational leaders, and reflected on what were best practices as 

far as being a leader goes. I followed Sharma’s advice during my teaching career:  be a 

leader without a title. So do a lot of things that show leadership even though I wasn’t 

specifically a vice principal. 
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Walking the talk. Many of the vice principals spoke of how being both a teacher and 

vice principal at the same time allows you to build trust with your teaching colleagues by staying 

current in the classroom and practicing what you preach. When you consistently model a strong 

teaching practice, this gives you “street cred” with your colleagues and goes a long way in 

helping to successfully navigate the dual role. Hazel spoke of this by saying; 

I think what it does is it gives you street cred…. it gives you an opportunity to say, “hey 

look what I’m doing”, or “you know what, I’ve got a problem with this and I’m not really 

sure how to do this, do you want to work together and see if we can’t make something 

work?”. So I think it really offers an opportunity to give some very authentic leadership. I 

think the greatest way to be able to lead others is to be able to model learning and model 

great teaching and I think you have an opportunity to do exactly that. 

Judy viewed the role of the teaching vice principal as a place “where your skills are most 

valuable, because you’re a role model, you still have that administrative piece with a little more 

authority, but you can be teaching others educational leadership and good practice just by 

modelling it”. Denise likes, “that I’m playing both roles right now, but at the same time I get to 

look at what’s going on in the whole school which also really interests me”. She goes on to say; 

Being a vice-principal and a teacher gives you a chance to keep up to date and 

continually trying new practices in the classroom.  This makes you more relevant with 

the teaching staff. It’s good to continue being in the classroom because I think you very 

quickly fall out of the learning context when you’re not, and that’s not necessarily a 

criticism, it just must be so hard to keep up. I see principals quickly fall out of touch with 

the current learning context because I think it must be so hard to keep up with all the new 

practices. 
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Anna shares the same view as Denise: 

I’ve never felt that I’ve lost touch with how demanding a teacher’s role is. I really love 

maintaining connections with students, as their teacher and learning support teacher and 

keeping pace with the current best practices, I think that’s really essential. I love spending 

time with kids, and I love my learning support role, my passion is there and I’m grateful 

that I can hold onto that. I still feel like I’m in the trenches with staff, I don’t feel 

removed, and maybe principals don’t either, I don’t know, but I certainly feel in it with 

them. 

Eric found that one of the best parts of being both a teacher and vice principal was his ability to; 

Influence or coach staff toward understanding their teaching practice, so that it allows for 

more effective and inclusive schools. I had some opportunities this past year to talk with 

teachers about their practice and help them to create spaces that were helpful towards 

them, but also helpful for kids that was really good. That was one of the most rewarding. 

Theme 2 for Success: Clarity of the role of vice principal 

         The second major theme for success that emerged when I was interviewing the vice 

principals was how important the relationship with your principal is in ensuring you have clarity 

in your “duties as assigned”. As we saw in the literature review there is a lot of ambiguity around 

the role of the vice principal, due to the fact that it is essentially up to the principal to assign 

duties to their vice principal as they see fit. When I listened to these nine vice principals speak of 

their role in the school, I could get a sense of what type of working relationship they had with 

their principal based on the language they used to describe them. Those vice principals who 

seemed to have fostered a very positive, collaborative working relationship with their principal 

referred to them often as their “admin partner”, instead of the more traditional term of principal. 
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That is not to say that those who only referred to their colleague as “principal” did not have a 

good working relationship with them, but certainly those who referred to their principal as their 

admin partner spoke more of their school based administration as being a “team” and 

“partnership” where they evenly played a role in defining their job duties. Overall, those who 

had good communication with their admin partner, were better able to clearly define their job 

role, and felt greater success in their dual role of teacher and vice principal. As Hazel said, “I 

think so much of it has to do with your partner, I have an admin partner who is fabulous and 

she’s just great, so I’m lucky that way”. 

Foster a positive, collaborative working relationship with the principal, cultivating a 

true admin partnership. Judy felt very lucky with the first principal that she was partnered 

with: 

My hero and my mentor was my first principal and we met constantly, we talked about 

every decision, we really worked as a team. I was consulted as an equal. My opinions 

were valued and I was actually in training to be a principal, it was pretty awesome. He 

actually was teaching me what I needed to know to be a principal. I was very fortunate to 

work with my hero and my mentor as the principal, so it was amazing. I learned a lot, I 

learned a lot about being a good human being and a good listener and making time for 

people, and being present with people. I also learned about starting with your beliefs and 

going from there, making your decisions based on your beliefs. That has held me in really 

good stead 

The way that Robyn speaks of her principal, you can tell that she has cultivated a true admin 

partnership: 
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My admin partner, my principal, is so knowledgeable and fantastic, and he had no VP for 

so long that he just does everything, so last year was trying to figure out how I can be 

supportive, and I think we’ve figured out our strengths and niches, and basically if any 

kindergartner comes to the office I’m like, ok you can deal with them! He’s really a great 

partner, so I can take on as much as I can without being overloaded. It’s really nice to 

have that admin partner because the year before I was by myself, in two places, really 

doing the job of principal in both schools, as a VP. Hopefully this will set me up in the 

future for a principalship. I think that the learning with and from your admin partner is 

huge. I would take on little things as I felt comfortable and my admin partner was 

fabulous, he didn’t feel threatened if I did something right.  Some people don’t like to 

give up that power, so to be teamed up with someone who’s not threatened if I wanted to 

do something and I wasn’t trying to show him up, I just wanted to try and learn it myself. 

Just having the support of your principal and of the associations is so important. 

Lisa also spoke of a great working relationship with her principal: 

My principal was very conscious of the fact that we were a team but that I had more in 

terms of classroom stuff to do and so we talked every day, but he did the lion's share of 

the bureaucratic stuff. I was really well supported by my principal, there was nothing that 

was closed, he was very open in sharing his experience and his thoughts and his ideas and 

when we went to meetings we sat together and he would help me through different pieces 

of things. 

Hazel relayed a story about how important it is to be included in meetings: 

They’ve changed the format of administrative meetings - they used to be just principal’s 

meetings and now they’re admin meetings, and I have a wonderful admin partner who 
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includes me in all of them. She never says, “you stay at the school and I’ll go”, no, no, 

she says, “we need to be there”, which has been really valuable because there have been a 

lot of things where I thought, “if I was at this meeting and I had to go back and tell her 

about it, I don’t even know where I’d begin, or if I could really communicate the 

conversation or the tone in the room” or that kind of thing. So that was huge….it made us 

a stronger team to be able to participate in those as well, so I think there are some very 

positive things happening. 

Anna talked about how instrumental her principal was to orientating her to her new district and 

role: 

I was new to the district in this admin role, and I really didn’t know much so my principal 

was really awesome and I think that principals are expected to take new VP’s under their 

wing and show them/ model the way. I think there’s a really steep learning curve, so 

principals are key to the success of their VP. They have a vested interest too. 

Denise spoke of how important it is to have a solid relationship with your principal: 

Your principal is probably your biggest support because you see them every day, so 

hopefully you have a good relationship and you can ask them things and rely on them. 

For most personal/professional things the principal is definitely a main support that way. 

Sara sees the key to making it a true partnership is making sure that the work is fairly balanced: 

My last few principals we’ve always picked the evening stuff and we’ve traded off. There 

are some things we both need to go to like PAC meetings and those types of things, but 

you find a balance and you’ve just got to work that way. I had 2 principals at the school 

where I was for 11 years, the first one she had been a vice principal for a long time, I 

think she had been overworked as a vice principal and she declared to me that we will 
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make this balanced, we will make this fair, if there’s something going on and you simply 

can’t manage it because there’s too much then we adjust and that’s fine. My second 

principal was the same way, however, by that point in time I’d been a vice principal for 5 

years so I had a handle on certain things - those first couple of years are always tricky as 

to managing things, how a school does it, what their culture is and learning that, so I’ve 

been really fortunate and I’m well aware of that. I know of vice principals who had no 

administration time whatsoever, they were given a laundry list of things to do and they 

were expected to stay there and do it, they were expected not to leave school until their 

principal left school, they had to leave school after the principal did, there was a 

hierarchy of “I am the principal, you do what I say you do” and there wasn’t a lot of 

collegiality. I plan on replicating in my new position as principal what my three past 

principals said to me, “this is what I think we can manage, if this works, great, if not you 

let me know, we’ll sort it out”. 

In the eight years that Judy has been a vice principal, she has worked with four different 

principals and all but one of them were in their first year of being a principal when she worked 

with them. She found that those first year principals, “were very excited about becoming a 

principal and I felt like I was a partner in developing beliefs and developing the culture that we 

wanted to have in a school and I found that really exciting”. However, when she worked with a 

principal who had been in that role for many years, she had a different experience: 

This last year, the principal had been there already for a very long time and had already 

set her culture and her beliefs and liked them and so I didn’t find there was the space for 

me to do what I’m good at, so that was an interesting experience and I’m not sure if it’s 

because the other three were in their first year that that happened or if it was 
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personalities, but I certainly found being with a new principal was far more exciting and 

felt like more of a collaborative job. 

Pamela was cautiously optimistic for the coming school year as she is being partnered with a 

different principal, and as she said, “that’s going to be another responsibility on top; developing 

a good working relationship/ partnership with a new principal which takes a lot of time to be on 

the same page”. As Pamela said, it takes a lot of time and energy to get on the same page as your 

admin partner. 

Eric tells a cautionary tale of what happens when that trusting relationship does not 

materialize and how it makes it that much harder to navigate the dual role of the elementary 

teaching vice principal: 

I went to my administrator about a lot of things at first, and I think I stopped going to her 

because it became an issue of trust. When you tell somebody something or you ask 

somebody something and then they turn around and they’re whispering to someone else, 

“oh he doesn’t even know this”, that’s not something I want to put myself in, so you just 

resign yourself that when that happens then for support you go to your spouse, or the 

principal of your old school, or vice principal of your old school. I also talked to a lot of 

people in the Ministry of Education in my home province and asked, “How do you deal 

with an administrator who talks about people behind their back in the school system?” 

That’s definitely not something that I expected that I’d ever thought I’d run across. So 

that support system here was non-existent because I don’t know who she knows, because 

she already had an established group of people, so I can’t go to anybody else around here. 

Then it becomes I have to go to her first and being my first year here and being in a VP 

role, I wasn’t about to tell her, I think what you’re doing and saying about people is 
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unprofessional and I think that that the school culture here is very acidic and you’re the 

leader. You just shut your mouth, keep your problems small and you go to your spouse, 

your family and those people you can trust for that support. 

It is unfortunate that Eric had this experience, yet what we can learn from this is just how crucial 

the relationship between a principal and vice principal is in aiding successful navigation of the 

role of vice principal. 

Another way that principals have fostered a collaborative, team approach is by taking on 

some of the teaching duties of their vice principal so that the vice principal can have some more 

administrative time. Sara was not officially allotted any administration time in her first year as 

vice principal, but she considers herself “really fortunate” because, “my principal had been a vice 

principal for a very long time and knew that I needed some admin time, so she took on some 

teaching responsibilities so I could have admin time”. Pamela’s “principal taught in the 

classroom .1 so he gave up .1 for me, so I was then a .2 vice principal”, giving Pamela the 

equivalent of a full day a week of administration time instead of only half a day a week. Judy’s 

principals for her first 6 years of being a vice principal, also “did part of my teaching load to give 

me that extra time in the office”. Robyn describes her situation as follows: 

My first year I was .1 admin, .9 classroom, which is more typical in our district. Some 

principals will give their vice principals an extra .1 so that they can have one full day, be 

.2, .8. I was really lucky that my principal would come in everyday and release me out 

right after recess, he’d read stories to my class and take them to the gym, he loved PE, 

he’d take them to the gym and get his workout, while I dealt with admin issues. I was 

very lucky to have the support. He was awesome! All of my admin partners have been 

awesome. 
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Overall, those vice principals who were able to foster positive, collaborative relationships with 

their principal, found more success in their ability to navigate their dual role as teacher and vice 

principal. Having a solid, trusting relationship with your admin partner also provides the 

foundation to have the important conversations around how the administrative duties will be 

shared. 

Clearly defining those duties as assigned. As we saw in the review of literature, one of 

the greatest challenges for vice principals is having a clearly defined job role. When I listened to 

the vice principals I interviewed, I could hear that those who had a strong relationship with their 

admin partner, were able to have open conversations around “who is doing what”, which led to 

having greater success at navigating their role as vice principal. When Lisa moved into a new 

school, she spoke of how her principal made a conscious effort to find out what she was 

interested in taking on: 

We sat down and he said, “What do you want to be?” and then when I said, “I’d like to 

do this and this”, he said, “ok but that’s it, you don’t need to take on anymore, that’s 

great, I would appreciate those things”. 

Judy said that she also had a good sit down chat with her principal: 

He was very organized and we sat down and we went through a list that he had of, “my 

job”, “your job”, “our job”, and then things that were my job were my job and if I was 

there until 10 o’clock at night doing something that had to be done, that was ok, because I 

knew that was my job and I liked that, so I really liked having that. The other critical 

thing is, talking and communicating all the time. Again I don’t know how much of that is 

a personality thing but I found when we talked everyday about what was happening I felt 

much more fulfilled as a collaborative partner. 
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Robyn acknowledges that what is really important is, “knowing what your role is because it’s 

undefined.” She goes on to say that, “my role is to be supportive to my admin partner, so he can 

do his job. I try and stay out of the way and I try to be supportive, so there’s a balance there, a 

line there.” When Anna needed clarification on what her job role was as a vice principal, she: 

Turned to the Leadership Standards by the BCPVPA, those have been really helpful in 

understanding my role, but that’s an administrative thing, that’s not VP specific, it 

doesn’t outline the different roles. I think that’s really true that the principal really 

decides, or as a team you decide together, sometimes we look at our strengths and who’s 

going to take on what, it is a bit of a balance. I feel like my job is to do whatever needs to 

be done in order to keep the school moving forward in a positive direction. Whatever it 

is, I do! 

Eric gave great insight into what happens when your job role is not clearly defined: 

Duties as assigned can be debilitating, especially if you aren’t assigned any duties. The 

worst thing that has happened to me throughout my whole career is that I find myself in a 

position where someone has created a staff that’s very co-dependent upon them and that 

co-dependence excludes you from anything else. It really just leaves the administrator too 

busy to think about or to do anything related to the really important questions in the 

school; “how do you create a culture of trust?”, “how do you create opportunities for 

students when teachers are struggling?”, “how do you create happy teachers?” expected 

that I would have had direction this past year to help me navigate. I kept going back to 

the job posting, and “duties as assigned” - I even googled it, like what are the specific 

things I should be doing? There’s a list. There are so many different lists out there that 

tell you what you should do. So I think that the challenges are not having something 
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defined for the VP’s when they come in and understanding their strengths and getting to 

know them, I don’t know if the interview process and the matching with the school quite 

does it for taking my strengths and using them in the school versus using someone else’s 

strengths and using them in another school. 

You can hear in the stories from these vice principals that those who appeared to have a strong 

working relationship with their principal were better able to clearly define their job role, and thus 

feel greater success at navigating their dual role in the school. 

Theme 3 for Success: Support Networks and Mentorship 

The third key theme for success that emerged was how important it is to foster a support 

system of critical friends, mentors and sponsors. “Sponsorship offers informal support, training, 

and an affective bond that assures the protégé the visibility, advice, and career direction needed 

to build a successful administrative career” (Marshall, Mitchell, Gross & Scott, 1992, p. 84). 

Marshall et al. go on to say that, “the absence of sponsorship can have a negative effect on one’s 

orientation to the career” (p. 85). The BC Principals and Vice Principals Association also 

recognizes the importance of this, “colleagues, “critical friends”, mentors or coaches may be 

asked to support and assist with personal professional growth plans” (BCPVPA, 2016, p. 6). 

Throughout the nine interviews, the vice principals spoke of how crucial it is to build a support 

network, cultivate critical friends and seek out growth opportunities through mentorship. 

Critical friends and supports. Hazel spoke about why it is important to have open 

communication with your critical friends and support groups: 

You have to constantly be chatting with your admin partner and your critical friends, and 

making sure you’re always talking it through, you’re always prioritizing appropriately, 

because sometimes I’d get caught up in an admin thing and forget all about my teaching, 
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or vice versa, and that’s hard, so I need to talk it out, but that’s a personal learning style, 

so I think that’s how I was able to be successful, or as successful as I could have been, 

was not trying to sort it out by myself, I never tried to sort things out by myself, I always 

would talk to somebody and say, “Am I on the right track? Do I need to re-route here? 

Where do I need to go with this and is this important?” So I think you need to be 

completely open and comfortable and recognize that you need to take the supports that 

you have so that you don’t get lost.  

 Hazel went on to say how great it was that her district helped to facilitate these support 

networks: 

The district created a cohort of new administrators, we had a core group of people which 

was really great, which we all know when you have a group people to rely on, and you 

actually do, those are the people I phoned for a number of things throughout the year. So 

you’ve got this group of people to grow with. I think that was probably the most 

beneficial thing and it was a really nice platform because if you felt that there were 

unanswered questions, it was a really safe place to start asking those questions. 

Sara works in the same district as Hazel, and also praises the way in which the district has helped 

bring school leaders together for support: 

I think we’re super fortunate that our district has an active group of people who want to 

make this transition as easy as possible, and as stress-less or stress free as possible as they 

work their way through. They want to see people succeed and they’re working altogether, 

we’re here to support each other, which when I started it wasn’t exactly that way, so it’s a 

really good time to get into admin. As challenging as public school is, it’s a good time 

and I wouldn’t want to do it with a different group of people. 
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Lisa and Judy are in different districts than Sara and Hazel and they commented that 

being sent by the district to attend the vice principals and principals short course in Vancouver 

had the happy side effect of having the gift of time to really get to know their vice principal 

colleagues and build a support network of people who they can connect with: “I went with three 

other teachers that were new vice principals and we bonded, so that was probably the best part of 

it and we’re still very close now, so that gave me a little group of like-minded people.” (Judy) 

Lisa goes on to say:  

Now I have someone to phone that is beyond the principal, which is nice to have 

someone to share with, I think that’s huge. It’s nice to be able to get together and talk 

with other people who are going through the same experience, a “vice principal support 

group”, and just sharing opportunities. 

Denise and Pamela have cultivated their own strong support networks from the people they have 

worked with over the years. Denise says, “you rely on contacts you have made with others in 

your teaching career. Try and maintain professional networks and friendships with other 

administrators so that you can call and ask them things.” Pamela goes on to say how she has 

“developed great relationships with trusted colleagues” and how “it’s just so much fun working 

with both teachers and my other principal and vice principal colleagues in teaming.”  

Mentorship. Hazel’s experience with mentorship was not a deliberate one, but one that 

ultimately set her on the path to school leadership: 

I had some mentors who were unintended. They really took me under my wing and said, 

“Ok, now you’re going to do this, here’s what you need to run with”, and I thought, “oh, I 

don’t have any interest in administration, none whatsoever”. It took other people to make 

me recognize what I didn’t recognize in myself, so I’m very grateful for that. I had some 
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very strong mentors, the administrative team that I had in the schools that I worked in 

were all very engaging and very inclusive, so in addition to being the TIC (Teacher in 

Charge) of the school all the time and having the opportunity to be in the office, they also 

would include me in conversations around staffing, so knowing what pathway I was 

heading down, they had an idea of the things I needed to learn about.  

 Anna is fortunate that not only has she found mentors within her district, but she also has an 

important mentor in her family: 

My dad is a retired administrator, so when I’m struggling with something I definitely talk 

to him because I can have very frank, open, honest conversations with him and because 

he knows me well, so I’m really grateful for that. I also have a mentor and when I’ve 

been struggling and need support I’ve asked for a mentoring session with him and that’s 

been really helpful. I’ve also chatted with other administrators outside of our meetings 

and that’s been helpful if I need to talk something through. My senior management have 

been really wonderful as well and they’ve all said that they’re here in their own ways and 

it’s been really supportive to know that I have their support and trust.  

Denise describes her mentorship experience as follows: 

I’ve had two meetings with my mentor partner this last year and she came to my school 

both times, and then at the end of each time I made a goal that by the next time I have to 

have done this, and it was something that was a little bit hard, I know I want to do them, 

but if I wasn’t pushed I might not do it, so that’s been really good for keeping you on 

track and moving you forward. 

Robyn speaks highly of the mentorship and support opportunities offered in her district: 
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We have mentorship, so I have a mentor, we met for the first couple of years, and we 

probably should keep meeting. We would meet about once a month, most of the mentors 

are retired administrators. It was a great chance to share and ask them stuff. Our senior 

admin is very supportive, so if you ever have questions, our assistant superintendent was 

a really amazing teacher, same with our director of instruction, she was a really great 

teacher, so they’ve got lots of great ideas and they are constantly giving us books and 

resources that they’ve found helpful, there’s quite a bit of support in our district. 

Overall, whether the district facilitated it or people sought out their own networks of support and 

mentorship, they all spoke of how important it was to reach out and lean on those critical friends 

and colleagues when navigating their role as vice principal. 
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Chapter 5: Conclusions and Recommendations 

The hardest job in the education system is the teaching vice principal. Elementary vice principal 

is a tough gig! (Robyn) 

  

When I first embarked on this thesis journey over a year ago, I set out to interview some 

vice principals in hopes of acquiring a deeper understanding of the role and how it aligned to the 

experience I had as a vice principal in an offshore school. Nine vice principals and 43,000 words 

later of transcribed interview notes, I then faced the daunting task of filtering through all of the 

information to find common themes. Using phenomenology, I wanted to explore the 

phenomenon of success. Why success? This was borne out of my desire to learn how to be 

successful in the role should I be given the opportunity again to be part of school leadership. 

Using an appreciative inquiry model, I chose to extract the themes that highlighted a pathway to 

success, or at least what I as the researcher perceived to be success, in navigating the dual role of 

the elementary teaching vice principal.  

Having the opportunity to get a glimpse into the diverse, complex and often challenging 

role of the elementary teaching vice principal has been eye-opening to say the least. Often caught 

in an ambiguous role, with one foot in the classroom and another in the school office, the 

elementary teaching vice principal must juggle the needs of many; “expected to be decision 

makers, vice principals, in reality must focus on the agendas of others - parents, principals, 

teachers (Rintoul & Goulais, 2010, p. 746-747). Rintoul and Goulais go on to say that, “vice 

principals work at what has been characterized as a frenetic pace, on average involving a new 

task every 30 seconds” (p. 748). Throughout the course of the nine interviews I conducted, I was 
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constantly amazed and humbled by the determination, fortitude and love for education that I 

heard through the stories that each vice principal shared with me. 

Although this study is limited in scope by a relatively small sample size, there were many 

common themes that were repeated and I think would ring true across multiple districts and 

schools. As we saw in Chapter 4, three key themes emerged on how these nine elementary 

teaching vice principals successfully navigated their dual role. I would be remiss, however, to 

lead one to believe that all of these vice principals felt successful in their dual role at all times. 

As mentioned repeatedly in the literature review, the role of the vice principal is a challenging 

and often misunderstood role, and when you add on to it a large teaching component, it can 

almost feel like an impossible task. Some of the elementary teaching vice principals interviewed 

referred to the role as having two full time jobs at once. When you are feeling on top of things in 

the classroom you are most likely falling behind on your administrative duties, and once you feel 

you have a handle on your admin duties, you probably have some catching up to do with your 

teaching duties. Judy summed it up best by saying, “as a teaching vice principal, you never do a 

great job at both roles”. After spending months pouring through the interview transcripts and 

reading all of the journal articles I could find on the role of vice principal, it truly made me 

question whether or not this was a career path that I wanted to continue to pursue. When that 

nagging voice of doubt came creeping in though, I returned to the many words of advice I was 

given from these nine elementary teaching vice principals. One piece of advice that has stuck in 

my head and given me the confidence to continue comes from Denise; “you don’t have to be 

perfect going into it, you just have to have the willpower to move forward and self-reflect”. This 

thesis has been one large self-reflection for me and I hope that the forthcoming advice will also 

prove helpful to others engaged in school leadership. 
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There was so much sage advice offered to me throughout the interviews and I have sorted 

the advice and recommendations into three categories: 

1.      Advice for those considering the role of vice principal or newly appointed to it 

2.      Recommendations for principals working with a teaching vice principal 

3.      Recommendations for districts and superintendents 

Advice for Future and Newly Appointed Vice Principals 

All nine of the vice principals interviewed gave great advice and insights for those 

looking to move into a formal leadership role or those who are new to the position, and this 

paper would not be complete without sharing this advice. The first piece of advice for those who 

are thinking of becoming a vice principal one day is to get experience working in a variety of 

schools. Sara sees it as a way to improve your teaching practice, “teachers should move fairly 

regularly to keep themselves learning and pushing themselves”. Teaching in different schools 

also exposes you to a range of different students and programs, as Sara goes on to say; 

I think it’s really important to have a broad range to understand what it means to be a 

public school and public school is a huge range of things. You’ll encounter things at 

some schools that you’d just never ever encounter somewhere else, and that’s really 

important if you’re going to go into admin because you just really never know where 

you’re going to end up or what you’re going to be dealing with. 

I can attest to how different schools can be, even within the same district; as a teacher teaching 

on call I work at many different schools around the district, and each time I go to a new school, it 

feels like the first day on the job, as every school has such a unique culture to it. As challenging 

as it is to bounce around from one school to the next, I am taking Sara’s advice to heart and 
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seeing it as an opportunity to get to know a variety of schools in my district to help better prepare 

me in the future for a leadership role. 

 The second thing you can do before you are officially in a leadership role is ask to get a 

glimpse into the administrative world. As Sara says, “ask to see budgets and ask to see staffing - 

it is a public school, you should have an open door to see those things”. Sara goes on to say that 

it is important to have exposure to how budgets, staffing and class structures are decided 

because, “that helps you understand how the building’s run and why the decisions were made the 

way they were made”. Hazel also spoke of how valuable it was to learn about the administrative 

world before she was fully immersed in it: “I was really fortunate to be privy to conversations 

around admin and what that looks like and responsibilities and that was probably the biggest 

preparation for me”. 

 The next piece of advice for those aspiring to move into a leadership role is to learn about 

leadership. Eric stressed the importance of this; “take as many leadership classes as you can, and 

learn how to coach, read a lot of books about coaching.” He also goes on to say, “it’s just so 

important to become a quality leader through your understanding of leadership”. Anna spoke of 

learning about leadership by doing it, and then asking for feedback in order to improve: 

Before getting into an admin position, demonstrate your leadership skills but also show 

that you’re really open to learning, that’s key and to show you’re keen to support district 

goals and initiatives and things. Ask for feedback from administrators and then show 

growth, that’s really huge. 

Denise also talked about how important it is to strengthen your leadership capacity by being 

“very open to knowing yourself well and working on your areas for growth”. She also stressed 

how valuable feedback is and to not be “afraid of feedback”. As educators we know how 
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important it is to give our students timely, constructive feedback, and so as adult learners we too 

must open ourselves up to feedback if we wish to improve and become great leaders. Denise also 

reminds us of the “power of yet”;  

That’s the piece I want to pass forward that if there are people out there that are 

wondering, and they know that maybe they’re not there yet, that don’t let that hold you 

back, you don’t have to be perfect going into it, you just have to have the willpower to 

move forward and self-reflect.  

I fall into the trap of wanting everything to be perfect before I make the next move, so I thank 

Denise for pointing out that the road to leadership can be windy and messy and that you don’t 

need to have all the answers before applying for a leadership position, but rather a growth 

mindset to learn and improve. 

 The elementary teaching vice principals that I interviewed also had some great advice for 

those who are newly appointed to the role of vice principal. An area that many of them spoke 

about was how to achieve the often elusive “work-life-balance”. They key to success here is 

setting boundaries, as Hazel puts it, “boundaries are really, really important, whenever I’m not 

done by a certain time, I just say, “I’m not done” and I just carry on”. Denise also stresses that, 

“this job can take over if you don’t have a clear sense of boundaries”. So how does one set 

boundaries in order to achieve work-life-balance? Well, as Robyn says, “that work life balance is 

easy to say but hard to do”. As hard as it is, here are some boundaries that these elementary 

teaching vice principals have put in place to attain some degree of “work-life-balance”. Sara 

doesn’t “answer emails after 5:30pm”, she learned this the hard way after having email responses 

with parents go until “9 or 10 o’clock at night”. After a while she thought, “this is ridiculous, 

they wouldn’t expect their dentist to email them back at 8 o’clock at night, people will figure out 
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that after 6 o’clock on a Friday night I’m not answering until Monday morning because we all 

need balance.” Sara’s advice to newly appointed vice principals is to set your boundaries early 

on in your career:  

It’s hard to put those things in place, but if you establish them early then you’re ok. 

Granted September’s a different ball game and June’s a different ball game, it just is, but 

those other 8 months, I try to stick to that as much as I can so when I’m home, I’m home.   

Hazel also says, “to be very clear about the things you need in order to be sane, I only do as 

much as I can do in a reasonable amount of time and have to be ok with not getting it all done”. 

Denise is also good at “leaving the less important things” to ensure that she leaves enough time 

for, “self, exercise, family, and friends”. As Denise said, “we’ve all seen people where work just 

took over their lives and they might say that’s fine, but it’s not really, you want to have a full 

life”. Lisa echoes this statement; “Keep finding balance, making sure that you have some time 

that is just for you because you will get swallowed into the job.” Robyn also reminds us to “be 

really aware that you do things for yourself otherwise you’re not going to do your job very well 

either.” So once you have set some clear boundaries for yourself to ensure that the job does not 

“swallow you up whole”, the next key advice is around being sensitive to the new school that 

you are joining and really listening to your new colleagues in order to start fostering some 

trusting relationships. 

 When first starting out in the role of vice principal, it is unlikely that you will be placed 

in the same school where you were most recently teaching which is why, as Sara puts it, “you 

have to be very conscientious of culture and what’s been done in the past”. The way to find out 

about how things have been done is to ask lots of questions and then just listen. Lisa “listened a 

great deal and learned from the people around me”. Robyn gives the same advice; 



THE ELEMENTARY TEACHING VICE PRINCIPAL                                                                         61 

 

 

 

really listen more than anything else. Listen to your staff, listen, listen, listen! Hold back 

on giving advice, be a really good listener, without judgment. Meet people where they’re 

at and help move them along and when they’re ready. 

Eric also spoke about how important it is “to not give advice, and to stop solving people’s 

problems and getting people to solve their own problems.” I have found this challenging because 

I want to jump straight to advice-giving when someone comes to me with an issue, but Eric’s 

words are a good reminder to not rush into advice. Anna also talked about this, saying “don’t 

rush to get back to people or to make decisions, take your time and think it through.” Lisa also 

reminds us, “don’t be afraid to admit you don’t know something, give yourself time to get there”. 

It is important that we give ourselves time to “get there” and allow ourselves permission to not 

have all the answers. This is advice that I have to remind myself of everyday. 

Recommendations for principals working with a teaching vice principal 

As we heard in Chapter 4, it is vital for principals to foster a strong working relationship 

with their vice principal and have open communication. We heard how those vice principals who 

had good communication with their admin partner, were better able to clearly define their job 

role, and felt greater success in their dual role of teacher and vice principal. The vice principals 

also had some recommendations for how principals can further support their teaching vice 

principals:  

I really think that principals, vice principals, administration, should be teaching and 

whether it’s formal teaching of the principal with an assigned FTE in the classroom, I’m 

not sure I believe in that so much, but I think being shoulder to shoulder with teachers 

and moving school forward, it’s the best way to do the job, so principal or vice principal, 

people should be teaching - that’s our work. (Pamela) 
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Eric stresses the importance of not only have a defined job role, but a learning structure that goes 

beyond the first year in the role, “I would like to see vice principals have a defined role for each 

additional year they’re in a district, and I’d like to see it implemented in a more scaffolded 

approach, something systematic”. Eric goes on to say that in order for principals to be successful 

at mentoring and supporting their vice principals, they too need support and guidance:  

Principals need to know how to support people in that, because I think a lot of them just 

think that doing the job is doing the paperwork answering emails, and doing all that, and 

then they get so busy and stretched that they don’t really find the time to give proper 

direction to people, so it can be quite an emotionally daunting task to sit in the shadow of 

somebody who’s so busy and they’re not articulating specific wants for their school and 

their system, but I think something along those lines would be really beneficial.   

Eric also cautions principals and vice principals to not get so caught up in the “to-do list” as it 

can detract from the bigger questions needing attention in your school: 

I really feel as though a lot of principals and vice principals take on the to-do list in  

school and they feel that sense of accomplishment from that to-do list, but that to-do list 

really doesn’t affect the wider picture within the school. The more important questions in 

the school which are; what are we doing here to create opportunities for kids that help 

them grow, that educate them, socially, emotionally, academically. 

Sara has just been appointed to her first principalship after 12 years as an elementary teaching 

vice principal and she has already mapped out a plan that other principals can learn from: 

It’s helping her maintain that balance between classroom and admin pieces, selecting 

projects or jobs for her to do that are fairly self-contained and maybe even seasonal, like 

the Terry Fox Run or Remembrance Day or a certain assembly or two. Depending upon 
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her interests, if there was an interest for a learning grant, maybe she would want to chair 

that committee, something that she’s truly interested in. Then it’s just balancing her 

portion of the administrivia in a way that is fair. My job is to support her, and her 

classroom is the most important piece, and anything over and above that is gravy, so to 

speak. She’s there as my support when I’m not there, and then teaching her budget and 

staffing and the contracts and all the administrivia that comes with designations and those 

types of things. 

Sara reiterates how important it is for a principal to start showing their vice principal how to 

handle the management side of the job very early on, as you never know when a vice principal 

may be thrust into the principal role: 

They need the basics of how the district works, be it facilities, and maintenance, and 

budget and staffing and the contracts - they need all of those core things. I’ve been in the 

situation, and have friends who have been in the situation where they’ve been in the job 

six months and for whatever reason all of a sudden they’re it, their principal is on a 

medical leave, or something’s happened and you’re in the middle of staffing and you 

don’t know. So all of those basic core things on how to run a school which is the 

management piece of it, generally speaking most vice principals are very strong teachers, 

so you assume that piece and then you have to go into the management role of it. 

Of course for a principal to be able to mentor a new vice principal it takes dedicated time, and 

when a vice principal only has 10% of their work week dedicated to administrative duties, it is 

quite challenging to effectively and efficiently onboard someone to their new role. This is where 

we can provide some recommendations to school districts and superintendents on how to 

improve the learning capacity of newly appointed vice principals. 
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Recommendations for districts and superintendents 

 The two main areas where districts and superintendents could better support the role of 

the elementary teaching vice principal is by closely examining the amount of admin time allotted 

to a school and the type of teaching assignment available to the school leaders.  

Finding the perfect ratio between teaching & admin time. When I introduced each 

vice principal at the beginning of Chapter 4, I noted how much time (officially) they were given 

to complete their administrative duties. Of the nine vice principals, this ranged from .075% per 

week to 40% per week. When I asked the vice principals what percentage of their time was 

actually spent on administrative duties, that percentage rose considerably. That does not mean 

that their teaching responsibilities decreased, it means that their work day increased. When I 

asked the vice principals what they thought would be a perfect ratio between teaching and 

administrative time, it ranged from 20% admin and 80% teaching, to 50/50.  

If I could change something, ask for something or have a wish list, it would be to have 

more admin time, less teaching time, so that you could actually learn the job. If I could 

have had more structured time as a VP so that those kids had a regular teacher. I had a 

teaching partner that even if I was half time and they were half time I wouldn’t have been 

pulled out as much. That was the hardest part and I guess that would be on my wish list 

that we would have more time as admin. Say our school gets 1.1 admin time, the 

principal gets 1.0 and we get 0.1, so if the principal gets .6 and the vice principal gets .5 

then you could spread it out a bit more, I think it we’d learn a bit faster and we’d learn a 

lot more. (Robyn) 

Judy had the least amount of scheduled administrative time, when asked if .075% per week was 

sufficient, she had this to say: 
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No, and I would say that the amount of time that I spent as a teacher before I became a 

vice principal, all of that time got shifted to being a vice principal. So the quality of my 

teaching definitely decreased. I really think that teaching vice principals need to have a 

full day a week off to be able to be in the office and be around the office and know 

what’s going on school wide. This year I had two part afternoons and it really doesn’t 

give me an opportunity to get to know the secretaries and that kind of thing, so I do feel 

disconnected from the office. When I had a little more time as a vice principal, earlier in 

my VP career, I really felt like I was an integral part of the office and the going-ons and 

worked with the secretaries more and it felt much more fulfilling that way. I have 

definitely noticed that the decrease in time allotted to me has made a difference in the 

quality of what I can do. (Judy) 

In Sara’s 12 years as vice principal, she went from having no official administrative time, to 20% 

because her principal “gave up” 10% of their administrative time to teach. Overall though, the 

reality of her time was spent more like this: 

I would say it was probably 70/30 most years, 70 teaching, 30 admin, even though I’m in 

the classroom 80-90%, and that ebbed and flowed depending upon the time of year, so 

beginning of the year it’s 60/40 - like report card times, I’m doing my own report cards, 

I’m taking home report cards, then those things flex. I would say it’s probably 70/30 or 

60/40 depending upon the year, and how long you’ve been there. 

Anna also states how the percentage she is allotted on paper, does not match the reality, and as 

such the extra time needed to complete her admin duties comes outside of her regular work day: 

On paper, as far as instructional time goes, for this coming year I’ll be 90% learning 

support, 10% admin, but if you look at how I spend my time outside of instructional time, 
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I’d have a much harder time figuring out what the breakdown is. A lot of the work I do in 

supporting the students could be considered either learning support or admin, depending 

on the context and who you talk to. Having said that, if I needed to pinpoint a number, I’d 

say outside of school hours I probably spend 70-80% of my time in administrative type 

things whether it’s communicating with parents or teachers, or getting something going 

or planning for upcoming events, and then 20-30% of my time would be for learning 

support. 

Eric finds it frustrating the little amount of administrative time he is allotted since he came from 

another province where things were done differently: 

This coming year I’m 90% teaching the grade 4 class, so that will be my primary role and 

then 10% as the admin role, so it dramatically decreases, so it’s funny because I came 

from a system in another province where my teaching and my admin role was much 

greater, but I didn’t have the vice principal or principal title. Now I’ve come to BC and I 

have the title, but my role is dramatically reduced in terms of my effectiveness and my 

ability to reach students through teacher practice, which is so ironic. It’s a step backwards 

in practice, but a step up on paper. I had come out of a system where I was supervising 12 

teachers and teaching them about practice and teaching them about reflection and going 

through that, so it’s really foreign to just sit there and not have a significant role in the 

school, so I just dealt with kids problems for most of the year, which was good for kids 

but not so good for me. I don’t even know what the new principal wants me to do in 

terms of my half a day on a Friday. My half a day on a Friday as a VP, which to me is a 

joke. I’m not opposed to considering moving because I want to be able to affect a change 

and that comes from at least a half-time VP role, where I can look at helping teachers and 
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really how you change a school and that’s through the teachers, the professionals in the 

room. 

 Denise also felt that having at least 50% administrative time would be very beneficial: 

  

Well I had to look at that and I think about 50/50. Definitely I was still in the classroom 

90%, but every other minute before school, recesses, after school, the meetings, that’s all 

pretty much vice principal. I really had to let go of all of the special things that you do as 

a teacher for your class, and fortunately I teach an age where I don’t have to spend a lot 

of time marking things and whatnot, so all that extra time was going into prepping things 

for the vice principal role.  

After listening to all of these vice principals, and witnessing the reality that vice principals in 

elementary schools are definitely devoting more time to administrative duties than is allotted, 

while still maintaining their teaching duties, districts should examine this closer and reevaluate 

how administrative time is distributed at the elementary level. 

Enrolling teacher versus non-enrolling. Another huge factor to how well an elementary 

teaching vice principal can navigate their dual role is by the type of teaching assignment that 

they have. Of the nine vice principals interviewed, five were “non-enrolling” and four were 

“enrolling” teachers. An enrolling teacher is a classroom teacher, and in this study the range of 

classroom grades taught was from grade two to grade five. A non-enrolling teacher is someone 

who has a specialized role in the school, such as in special education, English language learners, 

counselling, library services or Aboriginal education. All of the enrolling teachers spoke of how 

challenging it was to be a classroom teacher when your administrative commitments often pulled 

you from the classroom.  
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I love being in a classroom and I love the connection that you build with kids over the 

year, however, when you’re pulled out and the TOC’s (Teacher On Call) in that class for 

the full day, day after day after day, it’s hard to watch. (Robyn) 

For the first half of the year, Hazel was teaching a grade 5 class and she also described how hard 

it was on the students to have their classroom teacher pulled from them so often: 

The only other thing that’s really challenging is release time - I had so many TOC’s in, I 

was out of the classroom so much, either because we were working on a project, or 

working on a grant, we had release money, or the principal was away and I had to be 

there. I had a couple of weeks of TOC’s and that was hard, not so much on me, but on my 

students. They would say, “Hey Madame are you in the classroom today or not? Are you 

here today?” and they did really well but that was hard, you want to be able to feel like 

it’s consistent, so I think that’s probably the most challenging thing. 

Part way through the year, some funding came available and Hazel was able to transition out of 

her enrolling position into a non-enrolling position of, “working in classrooms, team teaching, 

co-planning, co-teaching, co-assessing”. The teaching vice principal experience that Hazel had 

for the last half of the year, sounds similar to the experience that Eric experienced before he 

moved to BC. Since partnering the vice principal role with a non-enrolling teacher role seemed 

like such a good pairing, I wondered why districts were not wanting it to happen. Robyn helped 

to explain this: 

They like VP’s to be classroom teachers and be enrolling because they know it’s easy to 

get pulled away from a 30 minute something, but you can’t just get pulled away from a 

classroom, in the middle of the day, you can’t leave 30 kids by themselves. But you could 

say, “sorry guys, reading group is cancelled for today”, or “sorry I can’t make it in 
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today”, it’s easier to get pulled away, which is why I was so adamant that if I wasn’t able 

to make a reading group or follow through on a commitment last year with my small 

groups that I had someone come in to cover me, I never cancelled a group. I wanted to be 

able to say, “no” and it helped me because this year with the library they were afraid of 

putting me in there, for the same reason, they were afraid that the admin would take over 

that library piece, so I had to convince them that I won’t let that happen. I think a non-

enrolling teacher is a better fit for vice principal, unless you have more admin time, like if 

I was .3 or .4 in a classroom and I could use my teaching partner to fill in for me, then the 

kids would still have one of their teachers, but when you’re .9 in the classroom, it’s 

tough. 

Pamela also spoke of how the role of non-enrolling teacher and vice principal go well together: 

Prior to this I was .9 LST (Learning Support Teacher) and .1 VP, again those two jobs 

can mesh really nicely together. Here, in a classroom they don’t mesh as nicely together. 

I have a feeling that I’m going to feel a lot more disconnected from the administrative 

roles in the school because of my classroom responsibilities. When I’m in a classroom 

with my kids, symbolically the door will be shut because I will not be leaving my 

classroom to deal with other things. If my principal’s away then they’re going to have to 

get a TOC for me for the day. Normally I could handle that as a special educator and 

admin role, work with my kids in the office or whatever, but as a classroom teacher, the 

door is symbolically going to be closed. 

Another great reason to partner the vice principal role with a non-enrolling teaching role, is that 

you have greater exposure to all of the students in the school, as opposed to just the students in 

your classroom: 
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When I was in the classroom I found it more difficult to get to know all of the kids, 

because I knew my class really well, but there were 300 other kids I had to get to know. 

This year I think it’ll be great because I’ll be in the library and I’ll be seeing all the 

classes and all of the kids. Then when I’m out on duty, all of the kids know me, I’ve 

always prided myself on being able to really connect well with kids, being a safe place 

for them. (Robyn) 

 Districts across BC seem to be in a transition time where many are moving away from vice 

principals being able to be non-enrolling teachers, and the result is that some vice principals have 

decided to give up their role as vice principal in favour as remaining in a non-enrolling position: 

In the past I was able to carry some 0.1 of the low incidence funding, so I managed those 

caseloads, but with the new contract this year I wouldn’t be able to do that, so that 

wouldn’t be a piece for me. In the past people have carried it as librarian, they were the 

librarian and the vice principal, so there was some time there, but we can’t carry that 

piece anymore either under the new contract. No reading recovery, no learning 

assistance, no library, administrators can no longer carry that as their job descriptions. As 

a result I know of one vice principal who went back into the classroom because she was a 

learning support teacher for the last 20 years, that’s what she did and she doesn’t want to 

give that up in order to keep the vice principalship, so after 10 years she’s stepped out 

from being VP. (Sara) 

I would encourage districts and superintendents to reevaluate their position on what type of 

teaching position the vice principal may hold and to seriously consider changing the formula that 

decides how much administration time is allotted to a school and how it is distributed. 

 



THE ELEMENTARY TEACHING VICE PRINCIPAL                                                                         71 

 

 

 

Building Capacity for Leadership 

It is prudent to more closely examine the role of the elementary teaching vice principal. It 

is also worthwhile examining why many in the role currently do not consider it a career in itself, 

but rather as a pathway to the principalship. When asked if they saw themselves staying in the 

role of an elementary teaching vice principal for rest of their career, the majority of those 

interviewed gave a resounding no. They see it as a gateway to the principalship, it is a position 

that one takes on knowing that it is a means to an end, the only way to get through to becoming a 

school principal, a test they must pass. For the few who felt most content to stay in the role as 

elementary vice principal, their teaching component was not as an enrolling classroom teacher, 

their teaching time was as a specialist support teacher such as language support or teacher 

librarian. As a support teacher they still have the same amount of face time with students as their 

classroom counterparts (80-90%), but they have more flexibility with their schedule, which 

makes it more conducive to the role of vice principal What needs to be recognized is how 

challenging it is to successfully navigate being both a teacher and a vice principal, when the 

demands for those jobs happen during the same work hours. “Leaders need time to maintain the 

currency of their knowledge and systematic programs to assist them in enhancing their capacity.” 

(BC Ministry of Education, 2017 p. 9).  Time to devote to their leadership capacity is something 

that is in short supply for the elementary vice principal. When can they maintain their currency 

of knowledge when they are only allotted half a day a week to work on all administrative related 

tasks? 

Leadership development is a smart investment, with benefits that extend deeply into 

supporting the success of our students and classrooms. In 2017, the Province of B.C. will 

provide almost $300,000 in leadership development funding. Continuing support by the 
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Ministry and increased collaboration between Framework partners will contribute to a 

sustainable, long-term educational leadership development model. (BC Ministry of 

Education, 2017 p. 14) 

It is encouraging to see the BC Ministry of Education recognizing the importance of investing in 

leadership development. My hope is that my research will help shed some light into an area 

where leadership development is long overdue. The role of the elementary vice principal would 

benefit from the investment of more time devoted to leadership so that one can deepen their 

knowledge and capacity of educational leadership. At present time, when you are only allotted 

on average half a day a week, you can only be scratching the surface of your leadership potential. 

“Leadership development in education in British Columbia is dedicated to improving student 

success and well-being, reflecting the indisputable relationship between strong leadership and 

positive conditions for learning” (BC Ministry of Education, 2017 p. 16). It is time to listen to 

the voices of the elementary teaching vice principals and provide them the time and conditions 

they need to flourish and successfully navigate their dual role as teachers and administrators. 
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Appendix A 

Consent Form 

 

 

Navigating between two worlds: Exploring the role of the Elementary Teaching Vice Principal 

 

Principal Investigator 
Heidi Fowler 
Master of Education 
Vancouver Island University  
heidifowler.hf@gmail.com    

Student Supervisor 
Dr. Jeremy Morrow 
Secondary Principal 
Timberline Secondary School 
jeremy.morrow@sd72.bc.ca   

 

Purpose    
I am a student in the Masters of Education in Educational Leadership program at Vancouver Island 
University (VIU).  My research, entitled “Navigating between two worlds: Exploring the role of the 
Elementary Teaching Vice Principal,” aims to explore the unique role of the teaching vice principal in an 
elementary school and how one successfully navigates between the two roles. My hope is that my 
research will contribute to the future success of the teaching vice principal at the elementary level. 

  
Description  
Research participants are asked to complete a face-to-face research interview. If you agree, you would 
be asked questions concerning your personal experiences in your role as a teaching vice principal at the 
elementary level. The research questions will focus on how you successfully navigate between the two 
roles of teacher and vice principal. The research questions will be provided to you in advance and you 
will have the freedom to pass on any question. With your permission, the interview would be audio 
reported. Your participation would require approximately 45 minutes of your time. You will be 
participating anonymously in this research, however, due to the small number of participants in this 
study, you may be indirectly identifiable.    
 

Risk of harm to participants 
The information collected during the interview has the potential to pose significant social risk to 
participants, depending on the information you choose to provide. There is a possibility that the 
information you provide might cause you loss of professional reputation and/or embarrassment should 
you choose to self-disclose your participation in this study. 
 

Management of Research Information/Data  
By participating anonymously, all records of your participation will be confidential. Only my supervisor 
and I will have access to information in which you are identified. Pseudonyms will be used for all 
participants. With your permission, the interview would be audio recorded and later transcribed into 
text. Upon your request, you will be provided a copy of the transcript and invited to make changes to 

mailto:heidifowler.hf@gmail.com
mailto:jeremy.morrow@sd72.bc.ca
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the transcript as you wish (e.g. if you would like withdraw a particular statement you made during an 
interview). Electronic data will be stored on a password-protected computer. Signed consent forms and 
paper copies of interview transcripts will be stored in a locked file cabinet in my home. Data will be 
deleted and shredded at the end of the project, approximately August 31st, 2019.  
 

Use of Research Information 
The results of this study will be published in my Master’s thesis paper. An electronic copy of the paper 
will be published online under Vancouver Island University’s website: 
https://viurrspace.ca/handle/10613/3277  
 

Participation and withdrawal 
Your participation is completely voluntary. You may withdraw from the study at any time where 
practicable, for any reason, and without explanation. If you would like to review and potentially make 
changes to the transcript of the interview, you may withdraw up to three weeks from the time of being 
provided a copy of the transcript. If you decline to review the transcript, you may withdraw up to three 
weeks from the date of our interview. If you choose to withdraw from the study, all information you 
provided during the interview will be withdrawn from the study and destroyed.   
 

Consent and Conditions of Consent  
I have read and understand the information provided above, and hereby consent to participate in this research 
under the following conditions:  

I consent to the interview being audio recorded. 
 

Yes                                     No               

I consent to being quoted using a pseudonym in the 
products of the research. 
 

Yes                                     No               

I wish to receive and review a copy of the transcript of our interview                        Yes                      No

 
 

 

Participant Name ________________________ Participant Signature ____________________________  
  
 

Commitment of Principal Investigator 
I, Heidi Fowler, promise to adhere to the procedures described in this consent form.  
 

Principal Investigator Signature __________________________ Date _______________  
 

Concerns about your Treatment in the Research  
If you have any concerns about your treatment as a research participant in this study, please contact the 
VIU Research Ethics Board by telephone at 250-740-6631 or by email at reb@viu.ca.  
 

Participants will be provided a copy of the signed consent form. 

 

https://viurrspace.ca/handle/10613/3277
mailto:reb@viu.ca
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Appendix B 
 

Research Interview Questions 

1. Tell me about your journey to becoming a vice principal. 

2. How many years were you a teacher before you took on duties as a vice principal? 

3. How many years have you been an elementary vice principal? 

4. How did you prepare for your role as vice principal? 

5. What do you feel best prepared you for being both a teacher and a vice principal? 

6. How are new teaching vice principals supported in their new role? 

7. What supports do you think new teaching vice principals need? 

8. Last year, officially, what percentage of your time was dedicated to teaching duties and 

what percent to vice principal duties? 

9. Unofficially, what percentage of your time was dedicated to teaching duties and what 

percent to vice principal duties? 

10. What is the best part of being both a teacher and a vice principal at the same time? 

11. What are some of the key factors that are challenging for the teaching vice principal? 

12. How do you successfully navigate between the roles of teacher and vice principal? 

13. How do you find the work/life balance in this role? 

14. Who or what do you turn to for support in this role? 

15. Do you see yourself staying in this role for the rest of your career? 

16. What advice would you give to those aspiring to move into a formal leadership role at the 

elementary school level? 

 

 

 


