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Abstract 

This research project explores the transition from teacher to vice-principal, focusing on the 

unexpected moments of the journey.  A process of auto-ethnography is used to share the 

emotional experiences of the first-year transition period by providing first-person and highly 

personal accounts through both poems and narrative.  Keeping in mind current literature on vice-

principal transitions, my hope is that this project will add to the current literature while being 

shared with other educators.  My research can be used to provide an insider’s view to teachers 

considering transitioning to a role as vice-principal or to other new vice-principals to use to 

compare and reflect on their own experiences.     

The transition from teacher to vice-principal remains understudied and underrepresented in the 

literature (Searby, 2016; Best, 2016; Armstrong, 2004).  The first year as a vice-principal can be 

more difficult than that of a first-year teacher.  It is a personal and professional transition that 

leaves the person making the transition with a new perspective on schools and shifts one’s 

personal definition of their role as an educator (Hartzall, 1994).   

When we experience hard things, such as transitioning to a new job, our emotions often get the 

first chance at making sense of an unexpected moment.  The process of writing something down 

and recording our experiences in some way gives us something to hold onto in the chaos of these 

emotions.  We can then later take the time to reflect on, question, and analyze these moments to 

find meaning and truth, taking control of our own personal narrative and learning from pivotal 

moments (Brown, 2016).  With this project, I hope to own my own personal stories as I write and 

reflect while I grow professionally following my first-year transition.  I hope that through my 

project I can provide an outlet for others to do the same.   
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Chapter 1 - Introduction 

 It had only been a few days since I got the call.  I had completed my first interview for a 

vice-principalship in my school district.  I felt good coming out of the interview and as nervous 

as I was, my smile was confident.  That fear of failure always lingering at the back of my mind.  

It was tough though.  The Superintendent, the Associate and Deputy Superintendent, three 

Principals and me; a room full of pressure.   The warm smile of our new Superintendent helped 

ease my nerves. I had prepared all I could and was happy with my answers to their questions.   

I got back to the school just after lunch and the call came, not twenty minutes later.  

“Congratulations,” the voice on the other end of the phone said, “We would like to welcome you 

into the District Eligible Vice-Principal Pool.”  I was thrilled!   

Days later I sat down to lunch at work and got a text from a friend.  “The calls are 

starting to come out!” It read.  This is how it happens in my district.  Once they have decided 

where administrators will be placed for the following year and the shuffle is done, then they 

make the calls.  Those of us not currently placed wait on the edge of our seat to see if we will.  It 

could go either way as not all of us will get placed.  I wasn’t anticipating the process to happen 

so quickly.  Would I be a VP next year or continue to be a teacher in the pool waiting to be 

placed?  In the back of my mind I had a suspicion that knowing I was currently in a master’s 

program they would hold off a year to place me.  I kept my phone close by as fourth period 

started.  If that call was coming, I didn’t want to miss it!   

And then it rang.  I knew it was them by the first few digits of the number.  I motioned my 

colleague in the room that I had to take an important call.  I quickly stepped outside.   
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“Hello, this is Jeni speaking,” I answering as calmly as I could, but my heart was racing.   

The familiar voice on the other end of the phone greeted me with a promising and positive tone 

in her voice.  I reminded myself to talk slowly as I tend to speed talk when I am nervous.   

“We would like to offer you a vice-principalship at Douglas James Elementary, if you’d 

like to accept?” She questioned.   

“Absolutely, thank you very much,” I accepted immediately, trying to sound calm and 

professional all the while my emotions racing.  I had been told by a mentor, whatever they say or 

offer, reply with thank you very much.  We exchanged a few details.  

“With the exception of your close family, we would like you to keep this news to yourself 

until it is formally announced along with the other candidates.  I know that might be hard, but 

it’s important that you do that” 

“No problem,” I assured her.  I wasn’t expecting that part but agreed to keep it to just a 

few close family members.   

After I hung up I took a few moments outside.  I couldn’t believe the news!  I wanted to 

run back into the building to my colleagues who were routing for me and asking for updates 

every day.  These moments happen so rarely in life, where you’ve worked so hard for something, 

and you just want to jump up and down, cry, and share your news.  But I couldn’t share!  It was 

a tough moment.  So many thoughts going through my head.  I don’t know this school and I don’t 

even know where it is!  I’ve never worked in an elementary school.  What is going to happen 

next?  Am I ready for this?  What about my master’s work?  All the while those fear thoughts 

mixed with I did it!  Yes!!   
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I pulled myself together.  Resisted tears of joy and a few deep nerves as the culmination 

of my hard work came to reality.  I walked back into my classroom.  “Was it the call?  Did you 

get it?” My colleague questioned when I walked back into the classroom.  He knew I was waiting 

to hear.  He looked as excited as I felt.   

“Oh no, it wasn’t that.  Totally unrelated.  I thought it was but it wasn’t,” I replied trying 

to slough it off.  I quickly got back to my students and stuffed my emotions down.   

It would be several weeks until the placings would be formally announced.  It was very 

hard to keep my good news to myself.  I felt like my moment had fizzled away by the time I could 

share with my friends and colleagues.  I guess it wasn’t about me anymore, it was about the big 

picture.  I was a very small piece of a big puzzle.  The reality of the move had set in.  I was 

scared and excited, but I think mostly scared.  So many unknowns.  Now that the move was 

public the next step was to go and meet my principal partner and staff.  Change was coming and 

fast.     

I began my journey as a teacher in 2004.  As a young woman with a science degree in 

hand and no clear forward path to follow I decided to take the post degree professional program 

through the University of Victoria.  It wasn’t a random decision, although it was one I wasn’t 

sure of.  I had a few friends who had already taken the course with success and the summer 

breaks seemed appealing.  It’s hard so early in life to know if our decisions are the right ones.  I 

decided to jump in and try teaching. 

My life experiences had pointed me in the education direction.  Growing up in a family 

of five my mother worked supporting children with special needs.  Early on she worked at a 

hospital for special needs children and as a family we would attend family events.  I was able to 
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see, feel, and share in the joy these kids experienced.  Although their lives were vastly different 

than mine and they faced life challenges I may never have to, they were happy.  Since I was 

young my mother also provided foster care for special needs children.  Some of the kids lived 

with us full time and for others she provided care while their parents took a break.  It is in these 

experiences that I learned to value diversity.  This value was instilled early into me by my 

mother who has always accepted every child and loved them for exactly who they were in that 

moment no matter what challenge they had been handed.  She has a gift of seeing the potential in 

each person.  Each of us is unique and special and it is these qualities that makes our 

communities great places to live.  I learned to value the uniqueness of each student and have 

never expected one of my students to ‘fit the box’ that is all too often expected in a school or 

classroom.   

I also came to appreciate and understand that all parents do their best.  What this looks 

like for each family is different but it is our life experiences that shape us.  We are not all taught 

the skills of parenting growing up, many of us have different cultural backgrounds, and we are 

each unique.  I understood that some parents would need more support than others and my 

appreciation towards diversity extended to them.   

My mother later became an educational assistant which was a logical next step as my 

foster brother was attending a local school.  Following in her footsteps, I too worked as an 

educational assistant for two years following my Bachelor of Science degree.  I was still 

uncertain of my path and took advantage of my skill set to support students and see how I liked 

working in a school.  I was complemented on my ability to support students, particularly those 

with behavior struggles and quickly earned the title of behavior specialist, which was way 

outside of my education field of Nutritional Sciences.  My gift to work with these students was 
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only in my acceptance and understanding of them.  In my understanding and appreciation of 

diversity, I was recognized as desiring all kids to do their best.  I listened and I met them where 

they were at, not where they were expected to be.  I learned the value of relationships and 

understood that without a trusting relationship, learning can’t happen.    

 I have been a classroom teacher for the last thirteen years, working in grades six through 

eight.  Nine of those years were spent in a small inner-city school, where many of my students 

had a diverse range of challenges, both in their home lives and with their learning.  This taught 

me a lot about myself, and I found myself on a constant journey of learning and change in my 

teaching practice, as I worked hard to meet the needs of all my students.  Even those that were 

most challenging and even those that people said were impossible to teach.  Many of my classes 

were extremely challenging.  Some had one third of the class on individual education plans and 

some with students with very extreme behaviors.  During my time at this school, my students 

taught me what hard really looks like.  Many of my students did not have their basic needs met at 

home.  Whether it was a lack of care, money, love or even sometimes a place to live, we worked 

as a school team to make them feel welcomed, valued and important no matter what their need.  

Our job was to fill those gaps for them.  I came to understand that for some children learning 

comes second because until we have our basic human needs met, learning cannot happen.  When 

I decided to leave this school in search of a different experience, I took with me valuable lessons 

that I will hold throughout the rest of my life’s path. Often on leaving this school teachers speak 

of surviving the school as it can be such a challenging and draining job.  I will always hold these 

students and these experiences close to my heart.   

I spent the next four years at a school where I would learn important aspects of myself.  

This school was vastly different than the school I’d spent my first ten years at.  The majority of 
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students were thriving; coming from good stable homes.  Under the leadership of an excellent 

principal and leader, I developed a confidence in myself that I previously either lacked or 

ignored.  He saw in me not only a skilled teacher, but also a potential leader.  He quickly 

identified me as a teacher leader within the staff and supported me in leading change within the 

school.  We had discussions about inclusion, which was a district focus at the time and an 

initiative our school would benefit from improving.  Reflecting now, I see that he stepped back 

and allowed me to lead the change. He allowed me time to lead professional development and 

speak at staff meetings.  He was building a confidence in me that I didn’t previously see in 

myself.  This movement toward inclusive practice was controversial and not well received by 

many staff members, I believe, because change is hard, though I know most realized it was the 

right thing to do.  I did not go it alone, together with the help of a skilled and dedicated learning 

assistance teacher we did the work to move the school forward towards inclusion.  

I see now that this was just one of the many leadership qualities my principal possessed.  

He trusted in me and my knowledge, experience and passion for diversity and I believe he saw 

that I needed an opportunity to build that confidence in myself.   Through this experience, I 

learned that I could take a personal passion for education and lead effective change.  I learned 

that I wouldn’t please everyone, but that is okay.  I realized that my skin is much tougher than I 

thought.  I also learned that I would need to meet every teacher where they were at with their 

own learning about diversity and scaffold the learning in many ways to reach many people. 

Scaffolding was something I was skilled at doing with my own students.  I realized that I didn’t 

need to reach them all, just enough of them to effect change.  This was important work and I 

knew we could do better for our students.  
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I spent a lot of time thinking about myself, talking, reading and reflecting on my life 

journey so far.  I stumbled on the work of researcher Brene Brown and her theories on fear and 

vulnerability.  She says that “vulnerability often looks and feels like discomfort” (Brown, 2012, 

p. 211) and she uses the metaphor of armor as a way of protecting ourselves from the discomfort 

of vulnerability (Brown, 2012).  Was I willing to put myself out there and feel discomfort?  What 

armor was I wearing and was I willing to take it off?  Was not wanting to do a master’s degree or 

apply for a vice-principalship part of that armor?  What was I protecting myself from?  I had 

always been willing to give my all to my students, but they are not my peers.  Was I willing to 

feel some discomfort, put myself in a place of vulnerability and lead adults?  

In her book, Daring Greatly, Brown quotes the books Tribes: We Need You to Lead Us, 

by Seth Godin; “Leadership is scarce because few people are willing to go through the 

discomfort required to lead.  This scarcity makes leadership valuable….It’s uncomfortable to 

stand up in front of strangers.  It’s uncomfortable to propose an idea that might fail.  It’s 

uncomfortable to challenge the status quo.  It’s uncomfortable to resist the urge to settle.” (2012, 

p. 211) 

Shortly thereafter, I was introduced to the work of researcher Carol Dweck around what 

she calls the growth mindset. That’s when it really hit me.  I had been living with a fixed 

mindset!  I wasn’t striving for continued success in my career and I was avoiding failure, while 

only taking the risks I knew were safe.  I was not willing to be in that uncomfortable place that a 

leader needs to sit.  A place where failure is a likely reality and a part of growth.  A good friend 

of mine used to tell me that the perfect is in the imperfect.  That spoke to me so much that I have 

repeated it to myself very often for years and seem to need constant reminders.  I built internal 

understanding and acceptance that if I am taking some risks, if I am putting myself out there, 
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then I am not going to be perfect all the time.  I was going to have to make some mistakes to 

grow.   

  I didn’t believe that I could do it, and I was letting my fear of failure hold me back.  I 

went through a very personal process of looking at my past experiences, good and bad, and 

analyzing the choices I made, to help make sense of my current behavior and attitudes.  With this 

deep self-reflection I gained a personal understanding of myself and it was like a switch had 

flipped within me.  I started to take more risks in my school then I had before.  Speaking in front 

of staff groups, sharing my teaching when I could, and having those hallway or lunch 

conversations to try to bring about change.  Although I had probably always been somewhat of a 

teacher leader, I was sharing my knowledge on a new level. I was learning to feel comfortable in 

the uncomfortable and I stopped worrying about the possibility of something not working at first 

or of someone disagreeing with what I had to say.  I worked hard with the staff to improve our 

practice, with a focus on inclusion, something that was so important to me.  I found my voice.  

Leadership is not something I had explored in any length, even avoided at times; 

something I would never do.  With my administrator’s continuous encouragement to apply for 

formal leadership and his reinforcing comments and conversations, along with the success I had 

felt during my time at the school, I wondered what was holding me back from perusing it?  What 

were the real reasons I was avoiding this path?  Following this experience were my reasons for 

not leading still valid?  I used to say that I did not want to get a master’s degree, which of course 

you need to possess to be an administrator in British Columbia.  Feeling as though I was running 

on autopilot, and much to the surprise of my family, I registered for a Master’s in Educational 

Leadership degree.  I did not think about it long, I just saw the opportunity as possible and went 

for it.  I was learning how to take risks and not worry so much about the mistakes I might make. 
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These experiences, along with the support of good friends, encouraged me to take up the 

quest of becoming a school administrator.  Being an administrator was going to be hard, getting 

accepted was going to be hard too, but I wanted to try. With my improved willingness to take 

risks, I held firm in my belief that if I wasn’t successful on my first try I would be okay.  I would 

learn from my experience, gain new perspective, and try again.  I understood that it is in these 

moments of failure that we grow.  I was going to be a vice-principal, I was finally willing to 

admit that I wanted it.  I was done with making excuses and I was ready for a change.  I worked 

hard at my first application, but I was not brought forward for an interview.  I was upset, but I 

used my growth mindset to look for opportunities to grow from the experience.  I spoke with 

colleagues and mentors and sought advice from the district.  My next application was accepted 

and following an interview I was immediately placed as a vice-principal.   

In my new role, I would be working as a vice-principal of an elementary school.  It would 

be my first-time teaching in an elementary school, and I would still be required to teach nearly 

full-time.  It would be my first experience as a formal leader, a position I had very little training 

for, though I believed I had a good grasp of the job.  My assigned school has a student 

population of about five hundred, much larger than my previous experiences.  With a larger 

number of students comes an increased number of staff, all of whom I would need to connect 

with at some level.  I would be a pedagogical leader who inspires growth and change.  I would 

have to deal with a much higher volume of parents and no longer just those of my classroom.  

My decisions, my mannerism, my choice of words, and my actions would affect the people 

around me in some way.  I expected that the title of my role, vice-principal, may sometimes 

intentionally or not affect the way others treated me.  Even though I did not have all the answers, 

would staff look to me for such guidance? I would no longer be a BCTF member, an 
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organization I had stood on the picket lines for with colleagues to fight for improved working 

and learning conditions.  How would this feel in practice and what rights would I lose?  I was no 

longer a teacher, but not yet an experienced administrator.  I wondered how I would change 

again over the course of my first year as a vice-principal.  Did I really understand what I was 

getting into?   

I was beginning a change process that in the moment seemed immense.  Too many things 

to list and too much information to look up.  It was a very overwhelming feeling.  I knew that 

when we opened those doors in September to greet staff, parents and students, I would be a vice-

principal whether I was ready or not.  I wondered how I could move through the transition with 

the bravery and courage that led me to this point in my journey, as I did in my previous 

experiences.  How could I move forward in my transition from teacher to vice-principal with 

authentic awareness of myself and my place in the journey?  What transformations would take 

place within me as I developed my leadership identity; starting from a place of so many 

unknowns?  Was I ready for this?  Is anyone really prepared for this?   

These wonderings about myself led me to my research question: What moments in my 

personal transition from teacher to first year vice-principal will stand out as significant 

milestones in coming to understand my new role and forging my new identity?   

The purpose of this auto-ethnography is to explore my personal learning journey as a 

teacher transitioning into a new role of vice-principal in an elementary school.   I will explore 

and reflect on my journey through journaling, daily diary, generative dialogue, and critical 

partner reflecting upon day to day experiences as a new formal leader. The process will allow me 

the opportunity to contemplate about myself as a learner in multiple situations with different 
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lenses, and from a place of a growth mindset.  It will allow me to reflect on the preparation of 

new vice-principals and help me answer the question, am I ready for this?   

I will pay attention to the unexpected moments in my transition with the purpose of 

sharing my experience with others through first-person story.  I will focus on the challenges I 

wish I had known before the transition with the intention of helping others as they consider or 

begin a transition to administration.  I hope to bring a new perspective to the research field of 

vice-principal transitions by creating a first-person and personal account of the experience.   
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Chapter Two - Literature Review 

A Career Transition  

In her “Model for Analyzing Human Adaptation to Transition,” Schlossberg (1981) 

defines a transition to occur “if an event or non-event results in a change in assumptions about 

oneself and the world and thus requires a corresponding change in one’s behavior and 

relationships” (p. 5).  The transition from teacher to vice-principal is a complex process which 

results in a variety of changes within the person making the change.  Browne-Ferrigno (2003) 

states that “changing educational careers requires an individual to relinquish the comfort and 

confidence of a known role—such as being a teacher—and experience the discomfort and 

uncertainty of a new, unknown role—being a principal” (p. 470).  This inter-role transition is one 

that crosses organizational boundaries (Armstrong, 2010), as the vice-principal is no longer part 

of the teacher union of their former position and a new member of an administrative group they 

have little familiarity with.  According to Verbruggen, De Cooman, and Vansteenkiste (2015) 

because transitions imply change and uncertainty, they induce stress and require some form of 

adjustment.  Additionally, that there are both challenge and obstacles involved in a career 

transition.  Challenges include opportunities for learning and development which may induce 

“good stress” as responsibility is increased along with work pressure.  Obstacles faced may 

induce “bad” stress that can drain the employee’s energy with increased stressors such as inter-

role conflict and increased job insecurity.  The transition from teacher to leadership can be 

difficult.  As Collay (2011) describes:  

Professional socialization into formal or positional leadership presents a conundrum.  The 

intertwined threads of the teacher-self contain skills of management, a philosophy of 
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teaching and learning, and the ability to inspire others.  But embracing formal roles of 

leadership can cause the threads to become tangled and knotty (p. 66).  

The British Columbia Teachers Federation (BCTF) is the union that a new vice-principal 

in British Columbia may have belonged to only weeks prior to a vice-principalship.  

Accordingly, a new administrator likely still feels a sense of belonging within the union and the 

teacher group they have stood by and fought for worker rights with over a length of time. The 

BCTF is an organization that has taken many political stands opposing those of the 

government.  Because of the change made to the School Act in 1987, administrators are 

members of a different association, the British Columbia Principals’ and Vice-Principals’ 

Association (BCPVPA) and have not been given the negative media attention on polarized 

political issues that the teachers’ union has received (Grimmett, Dagenais, D’Amico, Jacquet, 

& Ilieva, 2008).  

Since 1988, principals and vice-principals in British Columbia have been considered 

exempt staff by the British Columbia Public Schools Employer Association and as such are not 

subject to collective agreements:   

The tension between leadership and management has long been recognized within the 

role of the principal and vice-principal. Leadership and management can often be 

perceived as competing forces, even though principals and vice-principals must be both 

effective leaders of learning and managers (British Columbia Principals’ and Vice-

principals’ Association, 2015). 

Vice-principals who remain as teachers in the school may experience a sense of loss of 

rights they previously held as a classroom teacher.  One current example in British Columbia is a 
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2016 Supreme Court ruling on class size and composition.  In the 2017/2018 school year, British 

Columbia teachers once again returned to work under 2002 contract language, which was 

previously stripped from the collective agreement.  With these reinstated contracts came class 

size and composition language in which once a certain maximum for the class was reached, 

teachers received some form of compensation from their school district.  In the school district in 

which this auto-ethnography took place, teachers are entitled to increased preparatory time to 

provide and prepare curriculum adaptations for students with individual education plans in 

classes that are over class size and composition limits.  This may be taken in the form of push-in 

support from a second teacher or release time for the teacher themselves.  This time is not 

allocated for administrators who teach, it is only provided to BCTF members, even though the 

purpose of the extra teacher time is to support students.  Many current and new administrators 

would have fought alongside colleagues for these benefits of learning and working, to better 

meet the needs of our students.  This is one of many visible divides between the administrator, 

who is teaching nearly full time, and their colleagues.  Faced with staff they are likely not 

familiar with, the sense of belonging to a teaching staff may be felt by the new administrator 

quite strongly, and likely not shared by a staff they don’t have a working history with.   

In British Columbia, the administrative group is called the British Columbia Principals’ 

Vice-Principals’ Association (BCPVPA).  It is evident that one may encounter challenges of 

learning a new role, within a setting previously associated with being a teacher.  Hartzell, Nelson 

and Williams (1994), found that “New administrators are forced to reconsider their positions in 

the organization and its environment as a result of their new authority and responsibility in 

motivating, supervising, and evaluating other adults” (p. 6).  Upon transition to a vice-

principalship, new administrators may be placed in a school anywhere on the K-12 continuum.  
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In the school district in which this auto-ethnography took place, schools are structured as grades 

K-5 elementary, 6-8 middle school, and 9-12 high school.  Elementary school vice-principals 

often continue to teach near full time in a classroom, high school vice-principals with small 

amounts or no classroom teaching time, and middle school administrators teaching somewhere in 

between.  This may vary between schools and districts.   

There are many reasons why a teacher may choose to apply to their district for a position 

as a vice-principal.  In a survey of 31 new vice-principals, very influential motivations for 

making the leap were found to be helping teachers grow, influencing others and a personal 

mission (Carey, 2017).  A career transition within an organization is likely to elicit both positive 

and negative experiences.  Positives being an increase in status, esteem, responsibilities and 

financial rewards, while possible negatives including being accountable for failure and a higher 

workload (Rigotti, Korek, & Otto, 2014). The hierarchical shift from the classroom to the 

administrator’s office, to some varying degree, affects the person making the transition both 

socially and psychologically (Armstrong, 2012).  It “precipitates a challenging cognitive, 

emotional, and social journey across uncharted personal, professional and organizational 

territory” (Armstrong, 2010, p. 4).   

The Role of the Vice-Principal 

In British Columbia, the role of the vice-principal is to assist the principal to carry out 

their responsibilities and duties according to the requirements of the School Act, Regulations, 

Ministerial Orders and school board policies.  The BCPVPA provides leadership standards for 

principals and vice-principals, though it does not define the roles separately.  These leadership 

standards include: Moral Stewardship, Instructional Leadership, Relational Leadership and 

Organizational Leadership.  It is expected that depending on where an administrator is on their 
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career path, they may use the leadership standards to set personal growth goals and the BCPVPA 

states that administrators may not be skilled in all areas defined in the Leadership Standards 

(BCPVPA, 2015).  The role of the vice-principal is one that is not clearly defined in the literature 

and one that is largely understudied (Armstrong 2010).  As assistants to principals, the role of the 

vice-principal is largely determined by the principal of the school.  This provides a great degree 

of variance in the vice-principal role from school to school and district to district. This proves to 

be very challenging to a new administrator who lacks a clearly defined role.  In their paper, 

Addressing the Problems of First-year Assistant Principals, Hartzell et al (1994) list the 

following eleven things that new vice-principals need to do to successfully transition from 

teacher to administrator: 

1. Be initiated to and master the actual tasks of the job  

2. Be initiated to the work group  

3. Define his or her own role within the group and in the accomplishment of the work 

unit's tasks; build a role identity  

4. Learn the “local language” 

5. Build relationships both within and outside the immediate work group  

6. Learn who are the important players in the organization  

7. Learn to deal with intergroup role conflicts; that is, handling the conflicts between his 

or her own work group and the demands of other groups in the organization  

8. Locate oneself in the work and social structure  

9. Develop a frame of reference to measure how and why things are done as they are  
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10. Assess how well the unit of which he or she is now a part is doing  

11. Learn to manage conflicts between work and his or her outside life 

A significant part of the transition from teacher to vice-principal is the shift from being a 

member of one organization to leading several including teachers, support staff, and parent 

groups.  Intergroup leadership, the leadership of collaborative efforts of more than one formal 

group or organization towards a joint goal (Hogg, Knippenberg, & Rast, 2012) can be 

challenging.  Hogg et al (2012) state that “these obstacles can be particularly significant when 

groups are central and important to how people define themselves” (p. 236), which is very much 

evident in the British Columbia education system.  This is in large part due to the conflict in the 

British Columbia system over the years.   

British Columbia public schools have other community members outside of the BCTF. 

Once of these is the Canadian Union of Public Employees (CUPE), which includes all non-

teaching staff.  Many of these jobs are overseen by the principal and vice-principal of the school.  

This group of employees have unique needs within the school system and must always be 

considered in decision making.  An additional stakeholder in the British Columbia education 

system is the BC Confederation of Parent Advisory Council (BCCPAC).  This organization 

represents the parents and guardians of the students of British Columbia and plays an important 

role in decisions that are made concerning students.  The many groups and organizations of the 

public-school system in British Columbia must be considered with each decision made.  

Decisions made by the new vice-principal were formally based within a classroom and now 

involve a large subset of groups. This can be an overwhelming feeling to a new administrator.                
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It is fair to say that the expectations moving into this new role may vary from person to 

person.  In her qualitative study of four new vice principals, Armstrong (2015) found through 

analysis of interviews that the new administrators experienced surprise and shock in the areas on 

role dissonance and dislocation, work intensity and stress, and supports and relationships.  

Additionally, in New Voices in the Field: The work lives of first-year assistant principals, 

Hartzel, Nelson, & Williams (1995) found through interviews that new vice-principals had to 

immediately come to grip with two realities.  The first is that the duties of the office are broader 

and more numerous than they expected.  The second is the fact that the clock runs at a different 

pace than it did in the classroom.  These are areas that are worth noting while beginning this new 

transition, and may be beneficial for a new vice-principal to explore further before beginning the 

job.  

In her work studying the transitions of teachers to vice-principals, Armstrong (2015) 

states that “it is not uncommon for new administrators to experience multiple and ongoing 

challenges as they adapt to and make sense of their new administrative roles and contexts” (p. 

110).  Teachers entering the role of vice-principal often have little training for their new position 

and may misinterpret the changes to expect.  This may add to the stress of the vice-principal as 

they are surprised by what they experience in their new role.   

Epicycles of Change 

Brock University researcher, Dr. Denise Armstrong describes in her work “Connecting 

Personal Change and Organizational Passage in the Transition from Teacher to Vice-principal” 

what she calls the epicycles of change and transition (Armstrong, 2012).  These epicycles came 

from her qualitative research study where information was collected from her three previous 

studies when she interviewed new vice-principals transitioning from teaching.  She defines the 
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epicycles as a chaotic process of transitional time and notes that many first-year vice-principals 

may have anticipated a more linear process of transition.  In her paper, she discusses the forward 

and retrograde movement between the cycles as they are layered and notes that individual factors 

of the job may make each person’s journey through the cycles unique and unpredictable to a 

degree.  This depends somewhat also on the job description as outlined by the school principal.  

Movement through the cycles adds complexity as each cycle is additive to the previous.  

Armstrong describes the epicycles as a metaphor to the transition experienced.  These epicycles 

include; entry-exit, immersion-emersion, disintegration-reintegration, and transformation-

destabilization.   

The first cycle described by Armstrong, entry-exit, happens from the moment you are 

promoted to a vice-principalship, entering a new formal leadership role.  She describes the exit 

piece as an exit to teaching, which does not happen for all new administrators, but can remain to 

be felt with the change in hierarchical organization. Many new administrators, particularly in 

grades Kindergarten through eight, continue to have a classroom teaching role and face the 

challenge of balancing the needs of their own students with the needs of the larger community.  

The second epicycle described by Armstrong is immersion-emersion.  The cycle is added 

onto the transitional experience during the first few weeks of on-the-job work and is described in 

the article as an abrupt shift.  This is a time where a new administrator may not feel like a vice-

principal but also not quite like a teacher and may not be treated as so by their colleagues.  

Leadership roles create new expectations for interaction and accountability that challenge norms 

of privacy, independence, and autonomy (Smylie, 1992).  This change in teacher to teacher 

relationship is one that can be felt immediately.  While appearing in a new school as a vice-

principal, the feeling of being new to the role may only be felt by the administrator themselves. 
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School staff may not realize that this is the administrator’s first-year and may assume prior 

experience in the position. This immersion-emersion cycle as called by Armstrong, is a time of 

hitting the ground running or jumping right in.  There is no easing into this job and little time for 

your emotions to catch up, until they do.   

The third epicycle as described by Armstrong is called disintegration-reintegration.  

Webster’s Dictionary defines the word disintegrate as to break-up or to deteriorate.  This cycle is 

of disintegration was experienced as a physical, cognitive and emotional change process.  The 

participants of this study mention psychological losses such as underutilized talents, a reduced 

peer community, loss of trust, loneliness, isolation, and a lack of time to incorporate curriculum 

expertise.   The physical deterioration experienced by the participants included things like 

overwhelming work demands, unpredictable workdays, and loss of autonomy over personal 

schedules.  These changes were found to negatively affect relationships with family and friends, 

and induced stress related health problems such as weight gain, high blood pressure, headaches, 

fatigue, and sleep loss. The reintegration part of this phase, a place where the new administrator 

could feel some balance in their job, occurs after some experience beyond the first year in the 

new role.   

Preparing for School Leadership   

When individuals begin the transition process they may have little prior experience to 

draw from as they learn their new role and navigate a new environment.  Teachers accepting 

vice-principal positions have a varied amount of teaching experience and depending on the 

district and job, may be making further transitions between grades and schools.  This transition 

does not come with a guide, and may include varied amounts formal training, depending on the 

district.  
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As each district is unique in their process for hiring and training administrators, so are the 

experiences and competencies of the individual making the transition.  One aspect of this 

transition is the socialization of the new vice-principal in the beginning stages of their new role.  

“It is in this process of socialization that one learns the knowledge, skills and dispositions needed 

to be an effective administrator” (Greenfield, 1985, p. 100).  Depending on the district and 

situation, the socialization experience may differ.  Hart identifies, as cited in Armstrong (2015), 

both professional and organizational types of socialization as important to the administrator. “It 

is in this process of socialization that the vice-principal begins to identify with the norms and 

beliefs of their new role, and transitions between appointment and acceptance of their position” 

(p. 18).  This socialization process is likely approached differently in districts and will likely 

contribute to a variance of experience of the person undergoing the transition.   

In British Columbia, the BCPVPA offers Short Course, an intensive one week program 

designed to provide new school leaders with an opportunity to hone the skills necessary for 

success in their new roles.  This course is not mandatory and can be completed at the expense 

and time of the employee.  In the school district of this auto-ethnographic study, new 

administrators also attend monthly meetings where district policy, regulations and important 

topics are explored with senior management for the first two years of their practice.  The process 

of socialization varies between districts in British Columbia.    

Questions of Transition 

Upon careful review of the literature and evidence of a lack of dedicated research on 

transitioning vice-principals (Armstrong, 2010), several questions remain to be explored for the 

transitioning vice-principal.  These questions will be used to guide the research through this 

journey of transition.  They will provide a framework to reflect on and analyze the data on the 



IN TRANSITION 

 

22 

unexpected moments that stand out as significant milestones in coming to understand a new role 

and forging a new identity.   

1. What relational and behavioral changes will be felt by the new vice-principal during 

interactions with staff, students and parents?  

2. What personal changes will be felt within the new vice-principal as they adjust to the 

pressures and changes of their new position?    

3. What changes will the new vice-principal feel while socializing within a new sub-

culture of administrators within the education system?  
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Chapter 3 - Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study is to document my own personal account of the transition from 

teacher to vice-principal and share my results using the method of auto-ethnography.  The 

transition of teacher to vice-principal is one that is currently understudied and underrepresented 

in research (Armstrong, 2010).  In this study, my highly personalized, first-person account of 

transition will cross grade and schools as I move from teaching in a grade seven classroom at a 

middle school to teaching a shared grade four and five classroom in an elementary school.  I will 

be teaching nearly full time, sharing with another teacher.  In addition to my transition to a vice-

principalship, it will be my first experience in an elementary school.  I will not have had any 

prior relationships with the staff in this school.   

Using the process of auto-ethnography, I will examine moments in my first year that 

stand out as significant milestones as I form understanding of my new role and identity.  Using 

auto-ethnography will allow me to “tell stories about myself through the lens of culture” 

(Adams, Jones & Ellis, 2015, p. 1) as I transition between the sub-cultures of teacher to 

administrator.  The method of auto-ethnography is one which “acknowledges and accommodates 

mess and chaos, uncertainty and emotion” (Adams et al, 2015, p. 9).  As personal mentors and a 

review of the research have indicated, this year of transition will be one that is all those things 

and auto-ethnography will provide an appropriate outlet for me to share, as I move into this place 

of vulnerability, my emotional experiences with others.     

My hope is to use a process of personal narrative to provide emotional first-person 

accounts of my experiences that may provide other newly appointed vice-principals some 

insights into the transition.  Through my stories, I intend for other new administrators to reflect 
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on their own personal experiences in relation to mine.  Reflecting on personal experience and the 

experience of others is a method of personal and professional growth. 

Auto-ethnography  

For the purpose of this study, I will use the qualitative method of auto-ethnography to 

provide a personal narrative of my first-year transition from teacher to vice-principal.   Adams, 

Ellis and Boschner (2011), describe the process of auto-ethnography as one that studies a 

culture’s relational practices, common beliefs, and shared experiences for the purpose of helping 

other members of the same culture.  The researcher themselves becomes the participant observer 

in the culture.  “Qualitative research explores social or human problems while describing a 

phenomenon in a natural setting” (Parsons, Hewson, Adrian and Day, 2013, p. 15).  “Auto-

ethnography narratives are stories about self, told through the lens of culture” (Adams, Ellis & 

Jones, 2014, p. 1).  “The intent of autoethnography is to acknowledge the inextricable link 

between the personal and the cultural and to make room for nontraditional forms of inquiry and 

expression” (Hughes, Pennington & Makris, 2012, p. 146). Through auto-ethnography, I will 

provide an insight into the social and cultural experiences of a new vice-principal that cannot be 

observed directly because the experiences occur in their own time (Adams, 2014).  Through this 

process, I will provide a highly personal and emotional account of my experience during 

transition as opposed to more general information which is more accessible to a transitioning 

vice-principal.  The struggles of the new vice-principal are not well documented (Armstrong, 

2010) and as such not as readily available to the person in transition.  I write this thesis with the 

anticipation that I will have moments and emotions that were unexpected as I navigate my new 

role in a new environment and culture.  “Culture is essentially a social indoctrination of 

unwritten rules that people learn as they try to fit into a particular group” (Gruenert & Whitaker, 
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2015, p. 6).  As the culture of each school and person is unique, my experience reflected in my 

narratives will be unique too.  My hope is to provide some insight into the unwritten, while 

adding to the field of education.   

Process 

The process of data collection for this project was diverse and started from the moment I 

was assigned to a vice-principalship.  I completed a series of weekly journals to record and 

reflect upon my week.  Weekly journals began in September following the start of the school 

year, and ended in December.  The transition into a new role became much more challenging 

than first anticipated and both time and energy became scarce.  As a result, some weeks of 

journaling were missed, though the memories and imprinted emotions experienced remain intact.  

This methodological tool provided a platform to be very honest about what I was feeling 

throughout my experience.  I did not have to worry about the opinion of others here as the 

writing would only be viewed by me, which was something not afforded with other tools used.    

As a second tool, I kept a daily diary of my experiences.  In this book, I have a point form 

account of my days and the important events that occurred.  I have also included brief notes on 

important conversations had that may need to be recalled at later dates.  As this was not a 

personal journal, it does not include my feelings or emotions, but rather focuses on the facts of 

events experienced.  This is important in interpreting the unexpected moments in my transitional 

journey and in recalling events that took place throughout the year.  Although personal reactions 

are not included in this diary, so many of these events elicit strong emotional imprints of 

experience as I struggled to make sense of my new role.  This daily diary holds experiences for 

the entire school year.   
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As a third tool used in this methodology, I participated in generative dialogue sessions 

with a trusted colleague.  These generative dialogue sessions occurred every six to eight weeks 

throughout the school year.  The purpose of generative dialogue as participant is to engage in 

conversation about shared goals, guiding questions, strategies, and evidence of growth.  As 

participant, you do the bulk of the talking, while the leader guides you with a process of non-

judgmental questioning.  A silent third party records the words of the participant that the 

participant takes and uses for reflection towards professional growth. This process helps 

stimulate greater thoughtfulness which, in turn, can help refine aspects of your own teaching, 

leading and learning (Adams & Townsend, 2018).  Reviewing the notes from my generative 

dialogue sessions provided a different lens from which to view my thinking, struggles and 

development as a leader as noted by a third party.  Although the purpose of the generative 

dialogue sessions was to be non-judgmental, one is always aware of the judgements that may 

remain once something is said out loud, particularly to a senior colleague.  This format did 

include personal emotions and reactions to experience which were much more censored, but also 

different than my personal diary as I maintained a professional demeanor during these meetings.  

This was not something I demonstrated in my personal journal.  These sessions focused on 

interacting with and leading staff as opposed to my personal life.  As such, they provided data 

from a different perspective.      

As a fourth and final methodological tool, I used conversation with a critical friend 

several times a week to reflect on, analyze, and make sense of my new role and responsibilities.  

This proved to be the most personally valuable tool as I worked to process the changes and 

unexpected moments I was experiencing.  It was during these conversations that I could process 

situations and gain perspective on my personal reactions or feelings about events.  Although 
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these conversations were not recorded, the events and feelings discussed are reflected in my 

journals, my daily diary and my generative dialogue sessions.  Confidential conversation with a 

trusted friend allowed for a deeper consideration of the most unexpected of events with honest 

and open dialogue, which was not afforded during the generative dialogue sessions.      

Upon completion of my first-year transition, I sat down with my data, inclusive of my 

thoughts and looked for recurring topics, themes or patterns.  I used my three guiding questions 

to organize my data into categories.  I noted moments that stood out as unexpected or surprising, 

while connecting my present to past experience.  I tuned into my personal feelings as I read 

through the data to see which moments were connected to strong emotions and were 

representative of my transitional experience.   I decided to organize the data into seven themes 

and chose moments to represent each theme.  These moments are each connected to strong 

emotional experience and remain in my forethoughts long after experienced.  These moments 

represent many, but are chosen to represent personal experience in a way that respects the 

privacy of others.  Although I chose to separate themes and moments, I note that several could be 

woven together as they are each part of a full life experience which is not easily separated.   

Ethical Considerations 

As my stories involve other people and I remain working in the same school and district, 

I have omitted the names of those involved and changed or omitted the names of places 

referenced to protect privacy.   
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Chapter 4 - My Stories 

Parent 

You look at me with desperation in your eyes holding back your tears 

You look at me for the answers, for help 

You look at me as a judge, jury and enforcer 

You look at me with anger and frustration for things I have not done 

You look at me like I know what to do 

A Mother 

She is standing outside the office.  She glimpses towards the principal’s office.  Door is 

closed, and lights are off.  I see her through my office window.  She approaches the front desk.  

“I need to speak to the principal,” I hear her say, voice shaking.  I can see she has been crying.  

Desperate, and frightened. It doesn’t look as though she has slept.  I quickly turn around and try 

to look busy.  My thoughts spinning.      

“Actually, our principal is away on medical leave for three weeks,” the secretary replies, 

“but I will let our vice-principal, Ms. Scott, know you’re here.  She can help you.” She always 

says that with such confidence.  I shudder every time I hear these words.  Can I?  I am constantly 

reminded of all that I do not yet know.  

   I panic.  I’m not ready for her.  I knew she was coming.  I just didn’t think it would be so 

soon.  I’ve been given a heads up by a teacher just moments ago and immediately felt panic and 

worry.  I had a call in to my supervisor for guidance, but she hadn’t called back yet.  I told her it 

was an emergency on the message, but in this job, I’m discovering there are emergencies 
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everywhere.  I should change my personal definition of emergency.  Likely, something is more 

pressing than me and my lack of experience.  

I need more time.  My heart is racing and I can feel my skin flush.  I am overwhelmed 

with the feeling of wanting to hide under my desk.  A foreign feeling.  I don’t have panic attacks.  

I don’t have control and I’m used to having control.  I can’t let them see.   

“I just need a few minutes,” I tell the secretary calmly.  The mother takes a seat in the 

waiting area.  The fear of not knowing what to do, of not wanting to make a mistake or of saying 

the wrong thing is building in me and fast.  I’m starting to sweat.  They don’t give you time to 

learn district protocol.  There is too much to remember anyway.  There is no practice time, no 

internship where someone else still holds charge.   It’s sink or swim.  There is no guidebook for 

this job.  Do I have time to phone someone else?  I look at the long list of numbers provided.  

This is a sensitive issue I can’t phone just anyone.  I try one more number.  The message on the 

other end says, “I’m sorry I am out of the office until Monday.”  I hang up.  I need more time, 

but I don’t have it.  This cannot wait.  This mother cannot wait.  This student cannot wait.   

It’s a different kind of panic then I’m used to.  It’s a sense of helplessness.  A shocking 

feeling of being so new at something with little but common sense to guide you.  There is so much 

I don’t have experience with yet.  It’s hard to hold the crisis of a parent in your hands; of a child 

in distress.  It’s difficult to have the safety of so many others in your care.  The look of 

desperation in a mother’s eyes can bring me to instant tears.  It’s a feeling I don’t know as I’m 

not a parent, but I try very hard to understand.  Leaders don’t cry, and neither do new vice-

principals.  I should look competent and confident even if I feel like I’m going to lose it.  I have a 

heightened state of awareness that what I choose to do will impact very small people.  These 
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things make the news when they aren’t handled properly.  I recall seeing one new story just 

yesterday.  I’m seeing the headlines in my mind.  I don’t want them to read my name.   

This is a big deal.  This is a part of the job that teachers don’t see, that I never saw.  So 

much of the job is confidential.  It’s my job to keep them safe.  This mother trusts me to know 

what to do.  She needs assurance her child is safe with me – with us.  These are people I don’t 

know, situations I have little familiarity with and students I don’t teach.  They are all my students 

now. I take a deep breath.  I’m not ready for this.  “Please, come into my office and have a 

seat,” I say warmly with a calm and confident voice.  “How can I help?”    

The first theme to emerge from my data was an increased responsibility in parent 

interactions that often evolved from conflict.  Dealing with parents has been a shocking 

difference as I learn about and adjust to my new role.  I feel a very noticeable increase in parent 

visibility in an elementary school in comparison to middle school, where the hallways and office 

are full of parents, largely before and after school, but also throughout the day.  At this level, our 

children are young and as such they rely on their parents more heavily for their well-being, care 

and relationships.  You don’t always know what a parent wants or needs when they show up at 

the office, most often wanting to speak to the principal and sometimes landing in my office in his 

absence.  Sometimes the frustration of being passed onto someone they are unfamiliar with can 

be seen on their faces.  Parents put their trust in us every day when they drop their children off at 

the school.  I felt this as a teacher, but feeling this as an administrator is much more evident.   

As an administrator of the school, my responsibilities for student well-being no longer 

lies just within my classroom, but rather with the whole of the school.  The increase of 

responsibility from twenty to thirty students to nearly five-hundred students has been shocking.  I 

did expect this to an extent, but the reality of the experience is much more significant.  As a 
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classroom teacher, I was shielded from the many conflicts that arise in the school daily.  I believe 

this may be in part due to the larger school I was working in and the difference in grade level.  In 

my current role, I am also now aware that a lot of the conflicts, particularly those between 

classroom teacher and parent, are kept confidential between involved parties.   

In the story above, I describe my personal experience with a mother and her family who 

were in crisis.  This situation did not involve a conflict with a teacher or another student, though 

conflicts between parents and teachers or students with other students were significant in this 

theme of parent interactions.  I chose not to write narrative about these conflicts for privacy 

reasons, but the moments were significant milestones in my experience of understanding my new 

role.  They elicit similar feelings in that a parent is looking to you to fix something and to protect 

the well-being of their child as I tried to express in “Parent”.  As administrators, we are often the 

third party in the situation and most often were not involved in the initial conflict.  We must 

assess each situation and speak to all parties involved to try to understand the truth of a situation.  

In an elementary school, often accuracy of an event is hard to find especially when young 

children are involved.  There is a lot of push and pull between trying to please a parent and 

support a staff member, while keeping the needs of the child the primary focus.  In my new role 

as vice-principal, except for situations the principal handles, I am involved in all conflicts in the 

school.  This is a vast change from my experience as a classroom teacher with a small classroom 

of students.   

Armstrong (2010) notes that the unpredictability of events and the enormous 

responsibility felt when making high-risk decisions can exasperate feelings of vulnerability.  She 

adds that responses that accompany major changes include emotions such as fear and disbelief 

and behaviors such as panic and immobility.  These are some of the feelings I describe in “A 
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Mother,” where the feelings of vulnerability were so strong that I wanted to hide under my desk.  

It was partly in these moments of extreme vulnerability that I questioned my decision to take on 

this job.  You think about the well-being of the students and parents, of the district perspective, 

of what the principal would do or say, and if the senior administration would approve of how you 

handled the situation.  There wasn’t anything in my own teaching career that prepared me for 

these moments.   

Sitting in the Sun   

It’s May and the air is warm. 

Kids Playing. 

Parents Talking.  

 

A rare moment to sit in the sun. 

No chaos. 

Shoulders relax. 

 

I’m sorry have we met?   

Eyes looking. 

Parents circle. 

 

This is our vice-principal 

Another parent offers. 

Her eyes questioning, suspect. 

 

You should come out of your office more. 

Shoulders tense.  

Point taken.   
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This year has been the most challenging in my career yet.  Not surprising I suppose.  The 

push and pull between being a teacher and being a vice-principal is hard to describe and 

presented as a common second theme throughout all methods of my data collection.  It feels like 

two full time jobs that leave you almost stuck in the middle.  I was teaching nearly full time, but 

putting almost all my energy into being an administrator.  You are left with the choice of 

dropping the ball somewhere and that somewhere is more likely to be your classroom.  You 

transition from giving your heart and soul to your classroom and your students, to giving your 

near full attention to the whole school.  It is the whole school part that others see and that as a 

teacher you don’t feel.  The classroom remains isolated.  I find myself still reflecting on and 

wondering about how much time I should spend on my classroom work and how much time I 

should spend in the office.  I do not know the answer.  It stands to reason that teaching ninety 

percent should leave you with a ten percent load in administration, but that is far from the reality 

of the position.  At no time during the school year did I feel like teaching was my primary role.  

It remains to be seen if that will change.  As a vice-principal, the teaching role becomes 

secondary to the demands of the primary role of overall school leader and whole school problem 

solver.  With an extensive teaching role, still apart from the vice-principal assignment, the roles 

of both teacher and vice-principal are often at odds for time and commitment to task.   

In the poem “Sitting in the Sun,” I describe my perception of one parent’s words that has 

really impacted me.  It stands out in my mind like a neon light.  It stung a lot then and it still does 

now.  I don’t know if she could see it in my eyes or on my face.  I’ve spent so much of this year 

trying to stuff down my feelings until a more appropriate moment, most often at home, but never 

at work.  Her perception of course is that I am always in my office.  Of course, part of the truth is 

I’m nearly full time with kids in my classroom, where I am assigned to be.  But she doesn’t 
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know that.  She assumes that the vice-principal of this large school does not teach and why 

would she know different? We all make judgements based on our assumptions and I believe that 

her assumption is a fair one.  I do not often get a moment to sit outside with parents when I have 

twenty-five kids under my wing.  My role as a teacher restricts me to the amount of time and 

ways I would like to present myself and be involved in the school as a leader.   I am not always 

available to be part of events, meetings or activities while I am wearing my teacher hat, 

particularly for those that involve the primary grades only. 

  For example, I was not able to welcome new families during our kindergarten 

introduction as it took place during my teaching time.  I’m working harder than I ever thought 

possible.  It is a tough balance, if I can even use the word balance here with any kind of truth or 

meaning.  There is no balance in this job, at least not this year and not that I’ve found yet.  I’m 

told it will come.  But as a leader of a school it is my responsibility hear her.  Why does she not 

see me?  I’ve been at all school events, lead assemblies and I greet the kids and parents every day 

when they walk into our building and walk out, whether I’m teaching or not.  Maybe she is not 

there?  I need to be where she is.  I know it is important to be seen.  I will have to find more 

moments to sit in the sun with parents.   

The Photocopy Room 

“How are you liking the school so far?” the teacher asked.  I didn’t know her well, but 

she seemed genuine and caring in her questioning.  I knew she had been teaching here a long 

time.  “Is it different from your last school?  Did I hear you were at a middle school before 

this?” 
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“It’s been great so far.  I’m starting to find my way around and I think I know everyone’s 

names now.  There are a lot of staff here!”  I replied. “Yes, I was at middle school.  There are a 

lot of things different about an elementary school.  I have a lot to learn.” I offered.  “The kids in 

middle school aren’t so little,” I laughed.  “And there are a lot more students at this school than 

my last.”   

“I don’t know how you do it, teaching and being a vice-principal.  I think you are crazy, 

no offence.  Do you think it will be a little easier being a vice-principal in an elementary school 

than middle school?”    

I looked at her surprised.  Didn’t she know?  “I don’t know, this is my first-year as a 

vice-principal,” I replied.   

“Oh!  I didn’t know that.  You wouldn’t be able to tell, you’re doing a great job.”   

 Variants of this conversation happened throughout my first-year.  A third theme evident 

in my data is that I did not have the time to be a new vice-principal and that my job would start 

immediately.  I thought the fact that I was new, that there would be so many things I didn’t have 

the answers for, possibly a hesitation in my voice or even a lack of my voice, would flash my 

newness like a big banner.  But they didn’t see it.  Did I not tell them?  I was sure I did when I 

introduced myself at the first staff meeting, but perhaps people are so heavily invested in the 

start-up of their own school year that they didn’t bother with another new administrator (I was 

the third vice-principal in three years at this school).  Being new to this job was such a massive 

and life altering event for me, but to them I was just another administrator.  I think we are used to 

the constant shuffle of administrators in schools.  I was not afforded the time to be new, to be in-
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training, or to be a learner of a new role.  They immediately looked to me for information and for 

answers with trust and confidence.  I did not expect this.   

I share this feeling with one of the participants in Armstrong’s (2010) study where he 

describes this same topic:   

In June, you were a teacher and you come here in September and all of a sudden you are 

not a teacher. You don’t feel like a VP, but all these people think you can do all these 

things.  They expect you to, as if you have passed through a tunnel and that tunnel 

converts you from a teacher to an administrator in that very short walk in the summer (p. 

78).   

The feeling of walking through a tunnel and converting is one which I would not have 

understood reading this prior to the experience.  I was immediately treated differently by staff.  

Much more formally and most often more carefully.  I didn’t feel included with the teachers I 

still identified with, but more like an outsider who was important.  This is the abrupt shift of the 

second epicycle that Armstrong describes in her 2012 study and evidence that there is no time to 

ease into this job, you just hit the ground running.   

Love’s Reflection 

I’m scared.  Keep your chin up, you’ve got this. 

I don’t think I can do it.  You will be fine, your strong. 

I don’t know how.  They have faith in you, you’ll figure it out. 

I can’t keep up.  I will help you. 

I don’t know enough.  You will get through this one day at a time. 
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I want to quit.  I am proud of you, don’t quit. 

I’m tired.  I love you. 

It’s All About Balance 

My alarm goes off at 5:40 am.  It’s getting harder and harder to get out of bed as the first 

few months of the school year pass.  It’s dark when I wake up and dark when I get home.  I’m 

tired, but getting more sleep isn’t helping.  It’s a mental tired and one that I’ve felt before but not 

like this.  It’s relentless.  You need to take a day off, my boyfriend would plead, this isn’t healthy.  

I know he’s right.  When I was teaching and I got this tired I’d take a personal day to catch up, 

knowing I needed to be rested to be a good teacher to my students.  It didn’t happen often, but I 

did listen to my body knowing how important health was.  Those days are gone.  Trying to find a 

day in the calendar that can be missed for personal health isn’t there.  My days are all overfull 

and everything is important to someone.   

I get to work and as always there is something pressing happening.  Today we have a 

teacher away sick and not replaced.  We also have another staff away who usually supervises the 

playground at lunch.  This is happening a lot this year, but we are in better shape than a lot of 

districts.  Much of my office time has been spent being a teacher on call for classrooms in the 

school where the teacher has not been replaced.  Just last week I had to teach in a grade one 

French immersion classroom.  I don’t speak French and I am painfully unfamiliar with primary 

grades.  I couldn’t even understand what the French directions on the primary math sheet were 

asking.  I have so little time to get my office jobs done.  Never the less, the needs of the kids come 

first.   
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I approach the learning assistance teacher and ask her to please cancel her program 

again today to cover the class.  This has happened a few times now.  I’d like to be able to cover 

the class myself, but I have my own class to teach.  She is obviously not happy, but politely 

agrees to cover.  I will cover for the supervisor during recess and lunch myself.   

Of course, it is always on days when you are so tired that your class is the most 

challenging.  Every experienced teacher knows this.  I always say that my class is a reflection of 

me.  If I’m grumpy, so are they.  If I’m tired, they are coming at me gloves on.  It is tough to keep 

them settled and controlled.  I feel like a brand-new teacher in this elementary classroom despite 

my fourteen years of experience.  Much of what I know from middle school just doesn’t work 

here.  A good friend of mine told me it’s all about teaching routine.  I keep that in mind as a get 

through this day, one routine practiced at a time.  This class is my most challenging yet.   

The end of day ultimately comes.  I quickly head back to the office.  After school is a very 

busy time in an elementary school office.  Students and parents alike have needs and questions.  

Some just want to come in to connect.  I look at the clock and realize it’s already 3:30. My lunch 

sits beside my desk untouched.  I grab a quick snack and find a moment to escape to use the 

washroom.  I realize I haven’t had a break yet today.   

I’ve got to be at the district office by 4:30. It’s not far across town but the traffic is awful.  

I don’t like to be late it makes me feel anxious.  I don’t bother grabbing my stuff since I have a 

PAC meeting to attend that night at the school, so I will be coming back.  I rush to my car to 

make my way there.  It’s going to be a late night.  In my district, for new administrators, there 

are monthly leadership meetings.  At each meeting, different district members come and talk to 

us about important issues, protocol, and procedures.  Things we need to know.  I’m finding the 

timeliness of these meetings almost comical, as often I’m told a piece of information I could have 
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benefited from knowing sooner.  Never the less, the information is presented and appreciated.  

One of the topics today is balance.   

I’m sitting in the meeting, grateful for the cup of coffee, snack and time to sit with 

colleagues experiencing similar struggles as me.  We swap some stories and whisper moments of 

truth that we would not dare tell anyone else before the meeting starts.  Time to connect.  Thank 

goodness for new friends and colleagues.  The first topic of the day is balance.  We are spoken to 

about finding some balance between our personal lives and our jobs.  Finding some balance in 

our work days.  Taking some time to ourselves.  Find time to take a break, eat, get some exercise, 

connect with family and friends.  Make yourself, your health, and family a priority she explains.  

It all sounds good and I know she is right.  Does she have the time for balance?  I’m not so sure 

she does.  She is only reminding me of the lack of any balance in my life and stirring up emotions 

that in this moment, I don’t want to show.  I eat, sleep and breathe my job.  I am so tired, 

overwhelmed, and stressed out.  I am so unsure of myself.  I am questioning my choice to take 

this job, and it is a thought that comes to me often these days.  My day, not unlike other days, has 

been insane.  This is my new normal but I’m not used to it yet.  I wonder if I could ever be.  I can 

feel my emotions rising, but I stuff them down and keep a straight face.  In front of senior 

management is not the place to show them.  I look over to my friend beside me, her emotions as 

clear as the tear on her cheek.  I quickly look away, with a subtle touch of her arm in 

understanding.  I appreciate her tear.  I feel the same way.  But I won’t let them see.    

I pull into my driveway just before nine.  Time for bed.  Time to find some balance?    

 The amount of learning I have had to do this year has been incredible.  The number of 

hours I have worked is shocking.  There does not seem to be any boundaries in work load or 

work time with this job.  There are things that must be done and you just do them.  I am aware 
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that things do take me somewhat longer since I need to ask so many questions to do my 

unfamiliar work.  I am told it will get better next year, but in this year, there was no balance. This 

lack of work-life balance was the fourth theme apparent in my data.   

 My administrator friends have shared with me their own personal challenges during their 

first year.  A few of them have spoken of the strain it put on their own relationships.  Of how 

their first year almost ended their marriage.  I have had some close family members ask me if it 

is worth it, saying all you do is work.  I am painfully aware of the times when I am with family 

or friends and I am not authentically present.  They have told me I don’t look well or that I look 

too tired or stressed.  I understand what stress can do to a person.  I am grateful to be with them 

and not working, but I do not always have the energy to hold a conversation.  I cannot count the 

number of social events I have cancelled this year or the number of times I have said no.  I 

expected this year to be challenging, but I did not expect it to this extent.  

 I have a few very supportive friends who have stood beside me providing understanding 

and encouragement during this first-year of my transition.  My partner and I agreed that I would 

take this job and that we would be in this together.  He has stood with me and supported me 

without fail.  He has been strong when I could not be.  But this is not a sustainable way to live.  

In this, there is no balance.  This is not a personal change I could maintain. 

In the epicycles of change, Denise Armstrong (2012), speaks of cycle three which she 

calls disintegration-reintegration.   She notes the negative affects the transition has on 

relationships with family and friends.  She also lists the health problems that affect new vice-

principals including; weight gain, high blood pressure, headaches, fatigue, and sleep loss.  I have 

experienced most of these, along with other ailments, to be true.  I end my first-year of transition 

in poor health and exhausted, while my body screams for a break.  With some hesitation and 
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caution, I will move forward into my second year.  Having experienced so much familiarity with 

Armstrong’s epicycles of change (2012), I will anticipate with hope the next part of this stage 

where I might find some balance with my personal life.   

So, You Want to be a Principal? 

They said the wrong thing, 

A career limiting move.  

Remember your goal.   

The fifth theme to arise from my data was my hyper-awareness of my new role as 

administrator and the way I presented myself as such.  I was reminded by a couple of my 

mentors to be careful what I said to who and to be careful what I got involved in. This remained 

at the forefront of my mind with each meeting attended, each conversation had, and each 

decision I made.  I no longer represented my teacher self, the one who’s purpose is to guide my 

class in their year of learning.  I represented the district now.  I noticed and felt this in 

conversations all the time, for example when staff talked of all the things that ‘they’ wanted them 

to do, or the things that ‘they’ have not done, the unreasonable requests that ‘they’ have or the 

changes ‘they’ wanted to make.  I am the ‘they’ now. What a shocking realization.  Of course, I 

knew this, but to feel the emotion connected to it, the divide it created, was quite something 

different.  That in and of itself was not unexpected.  The way I presented or handled myself and 

my personal awareness of my thoughts and feelings around staff and colleagues was a prominent 

theme in my data, as I was always hyper-aware of my new role.  In her study, Armstrong (2015) 

found that “the participants’ stories in her research identified the existence of hidden and overt 

socialization practices that emanated from multiple arenas” (p. 118).  Armstrong also speaks of 
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the initial excitement that can be felt during an initial socialization context, but notes that it is 

often followed by shock and negative surprises (2010). 

I did not have an opportunity to be new.  I was aware that if someday I wanted to be a 

principal, my portfolio to apply started now.  It felt like everything I did counted, good or bad.  I 

was no longer operating in the isolation of my classroom.  I do not know what I expected, but the 

reality of it just comes so fast and immediate.  Here I was immersed in this new culture that I 

really felt like I did not know, an uncomfortable place, which was surprising since I had been 

working in schools for so long.   

I remember walking into my first administrator meeting.  There were faces I recognized, 

that recognized me, but most of them were new to me.  I remember sitting through that whole 

meeting and having almost no understanding of anything that was discussed.  Nothing sounded 

familiar.  How could I know so little?  If I had walked into a meeting with middle school 

teachers I would have known people and people would have known me.  I had a lot to say at 

those meetings.  In this administrator meeting, I felt brand new and outside of questions asked in 

a whisper, I did not have anything to say.  Even if I did have something to say, I probably would 

have kept it to myself.       

The Fall 

It is chaos now 

But after Remembrance Day 

Some things will slow down   
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 September was a busy month like I never would have imagined and the pressures of the 

increased workload and responsibilities was the sixth theme to come from the data.  The 

principal said repeatedly that we would slow down after Remembrance Day.  There was some 

truth to this.  The rush of organizing the school before start up is insanity.  I have always said 

that I am a little panicky in September with my own class.  As a teacher, you have all these new 

faces staring back at you and you rush to figure things out, organize and get started on 

curriculum.  But in the office, you feel everyone’s panic and rush.  With a large staff, the number 

of needs is incredible and the number of questions seems never ending.  The planning, the 

schedules, the assemblies, the meetings, the emails, the paperwork, the classes and new staff 

together puts a massive strain on the office, which is felt by both administrators and secretaries.  

You leave late at the end of each day completely drained, often going home to do planning for 

your own class.  You do this in your first several weeks as a new vice-principal, all while 

critically aware that this is their first impression of you.  The degree of mental tiredness and the 

shock I felt in the increased work pace was unexpected.  This theme of increased work load and 

the strain it put on me was found weaved within much of my data, though particularly evident in 

my personal journal and in conversations with my critical friend.   

My Vice-principal  

I didn’t see in all the ways, 

You helped our school run every day. 

You always looked so calm and collected 

All the while dealing with the unexpected.   

You gave up your breaks and even your prep time, 
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Putting aside your needs for mine.    

Meetings, emails, surveys and more 

Testing, forms and hallways galore.   

The things that you planned with what looked like such ease 

All for your staff and students to please.   

I didn’t see you organized it all 

  and starting long before the fall.   

 The seventh and final theme that arose from the data was the lack of time where I used or 

practiced my skillset in either leadership or curriculum expertise.  There were many parts of my 

job that were unexpected.  I didn’t realize that so many forms existed, that I would do so much 

paperwork or that I would suddenly be in charge of all allergies and medical concerns in the 

school.  I could never have imagined how many times I would set up and take down chairs for 

assemblies or serve coffee and muffins to parents.  I think I cut a hundred muffins in half on my 

first school day!  Not what I expected.    

The principal always joked with me that the vice-principal gets all the jobs the principal 

doesn’t want to do.  There is a lot of truth to this.  If you saw a list of actual duties before you 

applied, you would be surprised.  Armstrong (2015), found that new vice-principals felt at the 

‘beck and call’ of the school with pressure to respond immediately and effectively, feeling less 

power, flexibility and time than when they were a teacher.  As a vice-principal, outside of your 

teaching schedule there are no clearly defined duties or timetables (Armstrong, 2015).  You often 

are the one to pick up the jobs that need to be done, that others likely don’t want to do, but these 
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are jobs that are essential to running a school.  “The lack of clearly defined goals, boundaries, 

and duties increases transitional stress, strain, and confusion” (Armstrong, 2010, p. 80).  I 

experienced conflict and a sense of loss that I was not using my skill set and did not feel like I 

was leading.  Those talents and skills that I believed I was hired for and highlighted in my 

interview.   A lot of times, being a teacher felt like a more important job.  Armstrong (2015) 

found that “although the new assistant principals assumed that their days would be spent on 

leadership initiatives that supported positive staff and student growth, the majority of their time 

and attention was consumed by supervisory and stabilizing roles related to plant, student, and 

staff supervision, and monitoring” (p. 85).  The feeling and realization of this reality was very 

much unexpected.   
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Chapter 5 - Conclusions and Recommendations 

 I used to have a fixed mindset.  I used to be content with my classroom teaching and the 

success I experienced with my students.  I had a good reputation for my success, though I came 

to understand I wasn’t challenging myself or growing professionally.  I was comfortable.  So 

many others were doing master’s degrees, though most of them for the raise that came with 

them.  I had always said I didn’t want to do a master’s degree or advance in my career, but I had 

also never grappled with the real reason of why I didn’t want to.  The thought of going back to 

school threatened me somehow and the old familiar feeling of ‘I can’t do it’ or ‘I’m not good 

enough’ always lingered at the periphery of my thoughts.  But through a process of deep 

personal reflection, something changed within me and I went for it.   

Soon after beginning the master’s program I made the decision I was also going to go 

after a vice-principalship too.  This internal transition of thinking about myself, my abilities and 

my willingness to take a risk was a big one for me.  I felt cautious to do both at the same time, 

sought the advice and opinions of mentors and friends, and I went ahead and did it anyway.  It 

was time to get comfortable with being uncomfortable; something I hadn’t been previously 

willing to do.   

 I didn’t know what to expect, though I had my predictions.  I anticipated conflict with the 

union as I had witnessed this in my teaching role which was relatively common in the schools I 

had worked in.  I anticipated people challenging me on my personal values and beliefs and I 

knew for certain the workload would increase.  I had a hard time conceptualizing how doing the 

job of both teacher and vice-principal at the same time was even possible, but I knew that others 

did it.  As prior knowledge, I had only my previous experience of viewing relationships between 

myself, staff and the administration in the schools I’d previously worked, along with 
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conversations with mentor administrators. I thought I had a good lens of the culture and a good 

idea of what was going to happen in my first-year.  After all, a few of my close friends are 

themselves administrators so I figured I had the inside scoop.   

 At the beginning of this thesis process I decided I wanted to focus on my transition as I 

moved from the role of teacher to vice-principal.  I began to sift through the literature and was 

surprised to find what little there was and so many of the studies and articles I read stated such.  

The transition of teacher to vice-principal and the role of the vice-principal remains understudied 

and underrepresented in the literature (Armstrong, 2010).  It was frustrating to discover given it 

was so important to me and likely so many others, but I chose to persist.   

I was drawn to the research of Denise Armstrong who focuses her research on the same 

transition I was about to begin.  At the time, I don’t think I fully realized the level of transition I 

was about to embark on.  I now see the distinct difference between the words change and 

transition.  Becoming a vice-principal is not just a change in jobs, it is an internal transition that 

transforms or recreates you.  It alters your perspective as a lens on the school and how you look 

at students, staff and even the building itself.  I am no longer the teacher that I was.   

In her research, Denise Armstrong interviews and studies new vice-principals, sharing 

their stories and looking for common threads.  Using these common themes, she created what 

she refers to as the epicycles of change (Armstrong, 2012) as mentioned in Chapter Two.  I read 

the stories of these new administrators and studied the change that Armstrong described.  I 

genuinely believed that my experience would be much different than what I was reading, which 

in turn only peaked my curiosity more.  Maybe I thought that my prior experiences would make 

some parts of my transition easier, or maybe it was that I felt very supported going into this new 

role.  Because I had so many administrator friends, I believed that I had an inside view of the 
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role.  I wondered if perhaps the districts that she studied were somewhat different than my own.  

Whatever it was, I couldn’t have been more wrong.  Almost a full year after reading those 

studies, and having finished my first-year as a vice-principal, I again read those same research 

articles and find a common connection and experience as is reported in Armstrong’s data.  Many 

of their struggles were my struggles and as I once again read those articles, I connected 

emotionally, reflecting on my own personal journey.  I was even able to relate to the stories with 

challenges I didn’t face, having close first-year colleagues who have had different struggles than 

my own.   

I hope that through the process of auto-ethnography, in sharing my own personal 

narrative, I can provide my colleagues that same opportunity to connect with me and my 

experiences.  I’ve also afforded myself the chance to really process my experiences; finding the 

space and place for professional growth.  The practice of journaling my experience through times 

of chaos, where time and moments to deeply reflect were so rare, become so much more 

powerful after careful review, analysis and reflection.  It is a valuable activity to find those 

moments that elicit big emotional responses and take the time to make sense of and bring deeper 

meaning to the responses we have.  Auto-ethnography has given that to me and I would highly 

encourage those going through a transition, perhaps one like mine, to do the same.  The details of 

our experiences are unique but the themes are common.  There is value in reflection and the 

sharing of experience is a vehicle for personal and professional growth.  I wish others to find the 

same opportunity.  

Unexpected Moments   

Upon completion of the school year and my first-year as a new vice-principal, I began the 

process of answering my research question, “What moments in my personal transition from 
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teacher to first year vice-principal will stand out as significant milestones in coming to 

understand my new role and forging my new identity?”  After analyzing data from my journal 

entries, my daily diary, my generative dialogue notes and in thinking of conversations with my 

critical friend, seven themes emerged as significant milestones, each of which I have chosen to 

represent with moments through either poem or narrative.  I am in the beginning stages of 

understanding my new role as vice-principal and forging my new identity as a leader.  The 

following represents those seven themes along with the moments I have chosen to represent 

them:  

1. The increased responsibility in dealing with parents was a prominent theme in the data.  

This was felt as a dramatic increase in quantity and severity from those interactions 

experienced as a teacher as I am now responsible for all the students in the school.  The 

unpredictability and increased risk in decision making was particularly evident, along 

with the vulnerability of being in a new position.  I have represented this theme with two 

moments.  First, in my poem “Parent”, I’ve described the moment when you first sit 

down with an upset parent.  Although I had one parent in mind while writing this piece, it 

is representative of many discussions with parents throughout the school year.  Secondly, 

I chose to write a narrative entitled “A Mother”.  This moment is one in which I felt the 

most vulnerability in my decision making as the weight fell all on my shoulders and the 

situation was urgent.  Moments like this were found throughout the data.   

2. The push and pull between being the vice-principal and a classroom teacher was a theme 

in the data that brought with it a lot of internal conflict.  I wanted to do the best job I 

could at being a vice-principal, but found that my near full time teaching load often 

interfered.  I found myself daily at odds with where to spend my time and energy, often 
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choosing to let my teaching take a back seat.  With this push and pull came a lot of guilt.  

I’ve represented this moment with a poem called “Sitting in the Sun”.  This truly was just 

a quick moment and one that I remember so vividly, while I predict the parent wouldn’t 

even be able to recall.  It is representative of the feeling of push and pull between being 

the teacher for my class, while being responsible as the vice-principal for an entire school 

community.   

3. A surprising theme in the data was my feeling of not having time to be a new vice-

principal.  In my experiences, I was immediately looked to as a leader and someone who 

knew all the answers by staff, parents and students.  I was not able to ease into my job or 

my responsibilities.  In the narrative “The Photocopy Room”, I’ve represented this theme 

through a quick conversation with one of the teachers at my school.  It was in moments 

like this that I came to understand that I was expected to be one hundred percent in and 

that I was trusted to do that.  There was no easing into this job.      

4. Not being able to navigate a work-life balance was a profound theme in the data that was 

not surprising, though not anticipated to happen to the extent that it did.  This year 

provided very little time to nurture or maintain personal relationships which put a strain 

on my personal life and health to an extent that cannot be sustained in the future.   I’ve 

chosen to represent this theme with two moments.  The first is a poem which I’ve titled 

“Love’s Reflection”.  This moment is reflective of the many times I felt myself hitting 

rock bottom, though needing to persist.  I was fortunate to have the love and support of 

close family and friends to help me keep going.  I had so little left to give them at the end 

of my work days or even on weekends, but they stuck this year through with me 

providing support, understanding, encouragement and love.  For this theme, I’ve also 



IN TRANSITION 

 

51 

included a narrative entitled “It’s All About Balance”.  This narrative describes a moment 

during a typically busy day that represented sadness, anger, confusion, and desperation 

for some resemblance of balance in my life.  I did not feel any sense of balance this year.      

5. I was always aware of my new role and handled myself and spoke very carefully.  I was 

hyper-aware of my actions and the impact of what I did or said may have on my 

relationships or in my future in the district.  This theme was something felt internally as I 

struggled to navigate the differences between how a teacher acts and how a vice-principal 

presents herself.  I chose to write a Haiku style poem for this theme which I called “So, 

You Want to be a Principal”.  This poem represents a nagging feeling, almost like 

someone sitting there on your shoulder nattering and reminding you to stand tall like a 

leader and to make sure you sound like a leader who represents a district.  This is an 

internal struggle and feeling that even after this first-year, still feels foreign.  It is hard to 

rectify the feeling of what you know of yourself inside, and what others perceive while 

looking at you.  What you say needs to match your position, and there is a risk that if you 

say the wrong thing, it will be remembered.  That feeling never went away this year.   

6. The increase in work load and responsibility was a theme repeated throughout the data.  

Most often I felt not enough time in the day to complete my workload that was often time 

sensitive. This came with feelings of being overwhelmed and frustrated with a lack of 

knowledge to be efficient in my job.  This theme is represented by a poem called “The 

Fall”, which is also written in the haiku style.  I remember this moment distinctly during 

a casual conversation with the principal.  In this moment, I wanted my old job back 

desperately and I let a tear fall.  I believe it was the only one he saw and I believe it 
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surprised him.  There was so much to do and I couldn’t perceive how it would all get 

done.  It was a deep, mental tired that sleep didn’t fix.      

7. An unexpected theme this year and as outlined by the data was the lack of time where I 

used or practiced my skillset for which I believe I was hired.  Many of my responsibilities 

included paperwork, organizing events, or managerial duties that did not require 

leadership skills or curriculum knowledge.  For this theme, I’ve included a narrative 

entitled “My Vice-principal”.  It represents a moment of reflection where I think back to 

the vice-principals that have lead me in the past.  Perhaps even moments where I’ve 

judged others for what looked like a lack of leadership or curriculum knowledge. As a 

classroom teacher, I had truly not seen a fair representation of the work they were 

required to do.  They always appeared to handle things with such ease, like they had time 

to spare.  I am aware that I tried to present myself the same way, even though inside I 

was falling apart and my to-do list was a mile long.    

What I Learned About Myself  

 I’ve learned some things about myself and my role as a vice-principal along this journey 

of transition.  I experienced many emotional milestones as I transitioned through the stages of 

development as a vice-principal.  I understand that I am only part way through this shift and that 

it will take time to not feel new in this role.  I realize that however new I feel, others will look to 

me for support as if I know the answers.   

Over the course of the year I have developed confidence in myself as I had the chance to 

move through more familiar situations.  Repeated experiences helped to make difficult moments 

less surprising and helped to ease the emotional response of the unexpected.  I’ve learned to 

distance myself some from others emotional or challenging moments.  They are less about me to 
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experience and more about me to support.  I look forward to starting next school year having 

some knowledge of my job in my pocket and having a better understanding of process and 

familiarity of the routines and culture of the school.  It will be nice to know people’s names.     

I have surprised myself with how much I can accomplish if I set my mind to it.  I went 

into this with determination, setting myself a goal and following through until it was 

accomplished.  I took a big step out into the uncomfortable and I realize that this has allowed me 

professional growth like I had not previously experienced. I can get through scary moments, fear 

and vulnerability.  I am proud of myself for that, although a little wounded from the experience. 

I realize that I am not the same person I was when I started this transition.  As much as I 

questioned my new role and at times ached for my old job back, I’m not sure I could go back.  If 

I did, I believe I would remain changed.  My lens shift from classroom to whole school is one 

that I don’t think I could ignore easily.  I find myself constantly thinking of the school, the staff 

and the students, and ways in which we could improve or I could help lead or support change.  I 

am invested.     

I’ve learned to be patient with myself.  I will need to constantly remind myself of this, 

but I do understand that this transition isn’t going to happen as fast as I thought it would.  This is 

difficult for me and I believe it is also difficult for others in a similar transition.  I need to learn 

through experience and that will take time.  I also understand that you can’t predict what will 

happen next so using best judgement in the moment is what you can do.  There are no right 

answers in this job, everyone just does their best with the knowledge they have.  I don’t know if 

that will ever feel less scary.      
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Further Research and Considerations 

 I suggest the need for further research in the transition from teacher to vice-principal.  It 

would be helpful for a new vice-principal to have a clear understanding of the change process 

they are about to take part in.  Opportunity to better understand the role of the vice-principal 

would benefit the person making the change and time to develop a different perspective of the 

school outside the classroom would be helpful.  A clear definition of the role of the vice-

principal and the duties assigned to them would benefit all administrators and provide some 

consistency of practice.  This would alleviate the questions of a new vice-principal and bring 

equity to those already practicing.   

Although I believe that learning to lead will develop through the work, not through a 

course, I think there is opportunity for processing challenging situations or understanding district 

protocol and procedures before starting the job.  This could be accomplished through a 

mentorship program or opportunities to shadow a vice-principal while on the job.  This was not 

an opportunity I had, but I firmly believe I would have benefited from.  It could have helped to 

reduce the hundreds of unknowns and questions I had during my first year.  I think a vice-

principal being afforded the opportunity to be new for a period of time would help to alleviate 

the negative aspects of the transition.  Although I was new on the job in September, no one really 

understood the meaning of that except me.  September, especially the first few weeks, is a very 

hard and busy month for administration in a school.  This is not an ideal landscape for learning 

and not a time when the principal of the school can be an effective mentor, as a first-year vice-

principal puts further work on the principal’s already incredibly busy day.      

Through my personal initial experiences in this role, working alongside colleagues and 

reading of the experiences of others, I think more careful review of the taxing nature of this 
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transition would be helpful.  New vice-principals are ‘thrown into the ring’ so to speak with a 

“sink or swim” or “trial by fire” initiation (Armstrong, 2010).  The deterioration of health and 

strain on personal lives and relationships should be taken into consideration and should not be 

minimized.  Possible considerations would be to lessen the load of the new vice-principal, 

perhaps with a reduced teaching allocation for the first year or two, to afford the opportunity to 

learn without undue negative outcomes.  Of course, some stress is necessary during change and 

transition, but a life balance of health and positive relationships should be a reachable priority.  

As teachers, we know that our students need to be healthy and cared for to be able to learn.  

Perhaps more consideration should be paid to the adults in this same regard.   

Limitations of Using Auto-ethnography 

 As this process was personal, the moments I have chosen are my own and represent my 

experience in this process of transition aligning with themes that arose from the data.  My 

perception of conversations and situations are individual to me and belong within my thoughts 

and personal emotions.  I have tried to choose moments that would not infringe on another’s 

privacy, though I was not always able to choose the most unexpected moments because of this.  

However, the moments I could not choose also each fit into one of the seven themes.  I believe 

we experience moments differently based on our prior experiences.  Although others may find 

some commonalities in my experience, each person brings a unique skillset and each school 

provides a distinctive culture and set of challenges.  Much like I was not able to relate with some 

of the stories I read during my research, others may not relate to all my moments that were 

unexpected during my first-year transitional journey.  Our individual journeys of transition are 

each unique.   
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Conclusion  

As I complete my thesis this summer I have a few weeks remaining until I am back for 

my second year as a vice-principal.  According to Denise Armstrong, I have some time to go 

until I reach the reintegration state of the third epicycle, where I will once again find some 

balance and stability in my work (2012).  Although it is summer break as I write, I still feel 

strongly the effects of the disintegration cycle she describes.  I am slowly putting myself back 

together.  Although I am grateful to have completed my first-year, I remain cautious of this 

transition and the effect it has had on me personally.  It has been a very challenging year.  This 

research and writing process has been useful as a point of reflection and has helped me put some 

perspective on my learning and my growth that previously just felt like messy chaos.  With a 

readjustment of my growth mindset hat, and hopefully a little time to relax and be present with 

loved ones, I move forward into year two of my journey of transition.       
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