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Abstract 

 

Students enter the school systems with a variety of needs and experiences, each unique to 

themselves. Unfortunately, many students and their families experience the effects of poverty, 

and these circumstances shape those school students’ unique needs. As the current times become 

more challenging, principals and teachers are faced with great demands to meet the needs of the 

students they serve. High-poverty schools need the expertise of successful principals who are 

aware of and acknowledge the impact of poverty on student learning; and are able to assist 

teachers to not only understand the impact poverty has on students’ social and academic learning 

but to provide supports to help students become successful learners. This hybrid thesis model 

used an exploratory case study and elements of an Organization Improvement Plan to examine 

how successful principals can assist teachers in high-poverty elementary schools understand the 

impact of poverty on student learning? And, how can they assist teachers in enhancing their 

teaching practices to improve student learning? Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 

two elementary school principals and 16 elementary school teachers in one Ontario School 

Board. The research findings provided unique insights into the work being done by successful 

principals and teachers striving to move high-poverty schools to high-performing schools. The 

analysis of the findings led to future recommendations being provided to the school board for 

their utilization in school improvement planning in service to students, teachers, and principals.   

Keywords: poverty, essential needs, lived experiences, relationships, successful 

principals, teachers, professional development 

 

 



 

 ii 

Acknowledgements 

The completion of this Doctor of Education degree has been a long journey, a journey 

which was not travelled alone. I have many people to express my gratitude and thanks to for 

persevering with me and for always encouraging me to continue to the finish line. I would like to 

start by thanking my supervisor, Dr. Pam Bishop, for her ongoing support, encouragement, and 

wisdom which guided me and provided me direction throughout this journey. I would like to 

thank Dr. Carol Beynon for her support in the completion of my work. A sincere thank you is 

also given to Dr. Cheryl Bauman for the wisdom, guidance, and input she provided to me which 

furthered my learning. I would like to thank Bill Tucker, my thesis advisor, for the wisdom, 

advice, and support he has provided me with over the past two decades.   

 I would like to thank all the participants who volunteered to be a part of this study and for 

sharing their experiences with me. It is only through their willingness to share their thoughts and 

insights into their daily experiences that the findings of this study were established.  These 

findings are the foundation of the recommendations being brought forward in the hopes to 

provide exceptional service to all students who experience living in poverty.   

 I would like to thank my doctoral cohort colleagues who also embarked on this learning 

journey. This journey consisted of many hours of course work, research, sharing of ideas, and 

perspectives throughout the years. Specifically, I would like to thank Linda for her perseverance 

in our support of one another along the way.    

Finally, I would like to thank those who supported me before this journey began and will 

be with me now that I have crossed the finish line, my family. Thank you to my husband Rob for 

always encouraging me to reach beyond where I am, supporting me in everything I do, and 

always celebrating the successes attained. You have always been my strongest supporter and my 



 

 iii 

best friend, thank you! Thank you to my children, Rechelle and R.J., for always believing in me, 

loving me, and never letting me give up. The three of you have sacrificed the most throughout 

this journey and I have been blessed with the patience, hope, and love each of you have provided 

me with. We have crossed the finish line together!  

 

  



 

 iv 

Table of Contents 

Abstract ............................................................................................................................................ i 

Acknowledgements ......................................................................................................................... ii 

Table of Contents ........................................................................................................................... iv 

List of Tables ................................................................................................................................ vii 

List of Figures .............................................................................................................................. viii 

List of Appendices ......................................................................................................................... ix 

Acronyms ........................................................................................................................................ x 

Definitions...................................................................................................................................... xi 

Chapter 1 ......................................................................................................................................... 1 

Background to the Study ............................................................................................................. 1 

Organizational Context ............................................................................................................... 3 

Leadership Framework ................................................................................................................ 5 

Personal Professional Involvement With the Study .................................................................... 9 

Personal Leadership Lens............................................................................................................ 9 

Leadership Problem of Practice ................................................................................................ 12 

Framing the Problem of Practice .................................................................................................. 14 

The Imperative of Understanding the Impacts of Poverty on Student Learning ...................... 17 

The Need for Successful Principals .......................................................................................... 23 

The Need for Successful Principals in High-Poverty Schools .................................................. 26 

The Need to Provide Supports to Enhance Teaching Practices to Improve Student 

Achievement.............................................................................................................................. 30 

Problem of Practice: Guiding Questions ................................................................................... 35 



 

 v 

Priorities for Change ..................................................................................................................... 37 

Organizational Change Readiness ................................................................................................ 37 

Subsequent Chapters ..................................................................................................................... 40 

Chapter 2 ....................................................................................................................................... 40 

Leadership Approach to Change ................................................................................................... 40 

Framework for Leading the Change Process ................................................................................ 41 

Methodology ................................................................................................................................. 41 

Purpose of the Study ................................................................................................................. 41 

Research Questions ................................................................................................................... 42 

Research Design ........................................................................................................................ 42 

Context and Sample .................................................................................................................. 45 

Instruments and Data Collection ............................................................................................... 46 

Observations During the Interviews .......................................................................................... 49 

Data Management ..................................................................................................................... 49 

Data Analysis ............................................................................................................................ 50 

Anticipated Challenges ............................................................................................................. 52 

Limitations ................................................................................................................................ 52 

Ethics ......................................................................................................................................... 52 

Critical Organizational Analysis ................................................................................................... 53 

Guiding Research Question 1 Findings ..................................................................................... 55 

Summary of Guiding Research Question 1 Findings ................................................................ 74 

Guiding Research Question 2 Findings ..................................................................................... 74 

Summary of Guiding Research Question 2 Findings ................................................................ 93 



 

 vi 

Guiding Research Question 3 Findings ..................................................................................... 94 

Summary of Guiding Research Question 3 Findings .............................................................. 101 

Solutions to Address the Problem of Practice ......................................................................... 103 

Chapter Summary ....................................................................................................................... 104 

Prominent Themes................................................................................................................... 104 

Chapter 3 ..................................................................................................................................... 105 

Overview of Study .................................................................................................................. 106 

Analyzing and Synthesizing Findings ........................................................................................ 107 

Summary and Analysis of Findings for Research Question 1 ................................................ 107 

Summary and Analysis of Findings for Research Question 2 ................................................ 115 

Summary and Analysis of Findings for Research Question 3 ................................................ 127 

Discussion Summary .................................................................................................................. 129 

Implications................................................................................................................................. 131 

Recommendations and Future Considerations ............................................................................ 133 

Monitoring and Communication of This Change Process .......................................................... 135 

Conclusion .................................................................................................................................. 136 

References ................................................................................................................................... 138 

Appendices .................................................................................................................................. 148 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 vii 

List of Tables 

Table 1: Guiding Research Questions Aligned with Interview Questions……………………....53 

Table 2: How Poverty Affects a Student’s Performance in School……………………………..56 

Table 3: How Many Students Live in Poverty in the School Communities…………………….59 

Table 4: How the Lived Experience of Poverty Affects a Student’s Way of Learning…….…...60 

Table 5: Are the Student Academic Achievement Levels Adequate………………………....…64 

Table 6: The Level of Understanding of the Effects Poverty has on Student Learning...………67 

Table 7: Principals’ Understanding of the Effects Poverty has on Student Learning………..…70 

Table 8: Efforts Being Made to Address the Effects Poverty has on how Students Learn….….75  

Table 9: Role of a Principal in Addressing the Effects Poverty has on Student Learning …….79 

Table 10: How Principals Address the Effects Poverty has on Student Learning…………..….83 

Table 11: Principals Identify Their Role in Addressing the Effects of Poverty…………….….85 

Table 12: Principals’ Leadership Approach in Addressing the Effects of Poverty………….....86 

Table 13: Effective Leadership………………………………………………………….……...88 

Table 14: Understanding Effectiveness in School Leadership……………………………...….89 

Table 15: Possible Areas of Growth for Principals to Consider………………………………..91 

Table 16: Professional Development Received/Provided and its’ Impact……………….……..94 

Table 17: Building on Knowledge of the Effects Poverty has on Student Learning……….…..99 

 

  



 

 viii 

List of Figures 

Figure 1: Students’ Unmet Needs…………………………………………………………..……58 

Figure 2: How Principals Demonstrate an Understanding of Poverty…………………….……..72 

Figure 3: Efforts Made to Address Poverty………………………………………………..…….77 

 

  



 

 ix 

List of Appendices 

Appendix A: Letter of Information/Consent Form Provided to Teacher Participants…………148 

Appendix B: Letter of Information/Consent Form Provided to Principal Participants………...153 

Appendix C: Interview Questions Provided to the Teacher Participants………………………158 

Appendix D: Interview Questions Provided to the Principal Participants……………………..160 

Appendix E: Executive Summary……………………………………………………………...162 

 

 

  



 

 x 

Acronyms 

 

CLC (Core Leadership Capacities) 

EQAO (Education Quality and Accountability Office) 

DEF (District Effectiveness Framework) 

ECM (Every Child Matters’) 

ESGA (Essential for Some, Good for All)   

IEL (Institute for Education Leadership) 

ISSPP (International Successful School Principalship Project) 

LFM (Leading from the Middle) 

MSIP (Manitoba School Improvement Project) 

OECD (Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development) 

OLF (Ontario Leadership Framework) 

SEF (School Effectiveness Framework) 

SEL (Social-Emotional Learning) 

SES (Socioeconomic Status) 

SFA (Canada and Success For All) 

 

  



 

 xi 

Definitions 

The following terms need to be defined to help the reader understand the key elements of the 

research: 

Constant Comparative Data Analysis: The constant comparative analysis of the data is the 

process where “data are broken down into manageable pieces with each piece compared for 

similarities and differences” (Corbin & Strauss, 2015, p. 7). Data that are similar are grouped 

together. “Through further analysis, concepts are grouped together by the researcher to form 

categories” (Corbin & Strauss, 2015, p. 7). The core categories form themes. In this Ontario 

study, a modified version of constant comparative analysis (Corbin & Strauss, 2015) was used to 

identify themes in the data collected from each interview.  The responses provided were 

separated by school and by principals.  

Distributed/Shared Leadership: The presence of distributed leadership meant that tasks were 

not the sole responsibility of one person. Leadership is shared and teams created to include the 

broader representation of staff (Harris, 2006, p. 17). 

Equality: Refers to equal treatment of people regardless of things like circumstances, abilities, 

and means (Ontario Association of Children’s Aid Societies, 2018). 

Equity: A condition or state of fair, inclusive, and respectful treatment of all people. Equity does 

not mean treating people the same without regard for individual differences (Ontario Ministry of 

Education, 2009).  

Exploratory Case Study: A case study is an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary 

phenomenon (the ‘case’) within its real-life context, especially when the boundaries between 

phenomenon and context may not be clearly evident (Yin, 2014, p 16). This case study is 

exploratory in nature because this work is a prelude to future and more in-depth work which 
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could be studied in this area of importance. Cresswell and Cresswell (2018) stated that “one of 

the chief reasons for conducting a qualitative study is that the study is exploratory. This usually 

means that not much has been written about the topic or the population being studied, and the 

researcher seeks to listen to participants and build an understanding based on what is heard” (p. 

27).   

High-Performing Schools: Budge and Parrett (2018, p. 15) characterize high-performing 

schools as having the following values: caring relationships, high expectations and support, 

commitment to equity, professional accountability for learning, and courage and will to take 

action. 

Poverty: Although there are multiple forms of poverty, for this research the work of Paul Gorski 

(2013) is used to define poverty - Paul Gorski (2013) references the Children’s Defense Fund 

(2008) to define poverty, he states “I use the term poverty to describe a financial condition in 

which an individual or family cannot afford the basic human necessities including food, clothing, 

housing, healthcare, childcare and education” (p.8). 

Successful Principals: Leadership is defined within the Ontario Leadership Framework (OLF) 

as the exercise of influence on organizational members and other stakeholders toward the 

identification and achievement of the organization’s vision and goals. Leadership is “successful” 

when it makes significant and positive contributions to the progress of the organization and is 

ethical (supportive and facilitative rather than persuasive, manipulative or coercive), (Leithwood, 

2013, p.5). 

Social Capital: Dufur, Parcel, and Troutman (2012) indicate that social capital associated with 

schools refers to investments between students and schools that can facilitate educational 
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outcomes. These bonds can reflect community ties, but typically refer to the relationships that 

parents and children form with school teachers and school staff. 
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Chapter 1 

An exploratory case study was conducted prior to the pandemic and is presented in the 

following chapters as a hybrid thesis model and elements of an Organizational Improvement 

Plan. The first chapter begins with an outline of the background of this research study. Following 

the background an overview of the organizational context is presented. This is then followed by a 

description of a leadership position and lens statement. The leadership problem of practice is 

then outlined followed by the framing of the problem of practice. Developing from the problem 

of practice are the emerging guiding questions. The leadership-focused vision for change shall be 

outlined followed by the organizational change readiness. This chapter ends with an overview of 

each subsequent chapter and a chapter summary.     

Background to the Study 

Poverty impacts individuals and communities in disparate ways in Canada, depending 

upon factors such as, employment opportunities; sufficient income for shelter, food, and 

clothing; and education opportunities. Many of these individuals experiencing the effects of 

poverty are school-age students who come to school each day struggling with the impact of 

living in poverty. Smyth et al. (2018) claim that the stigmatization of poor neighbourhoods 

impacts the entire population, leading to avoidance of particular housing estates by those not 

living in poverty. Many of these parents will avoid placing their children in schools associated 

with the “wrong” neighbourhoods.  

In September 2017, Statistics Canada revealed that nearly 1.2 million Canadian children 

younger than 18 (17.0%) lived in a low-income household in 2015 and that although there is no 

single agreed-upon measure of poverty in Canada, having low income is a major aspect of living 
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in poverty (p. 1). Among large urban centres, Windsor, Ontario, had the highest rate of children 

living in low-income households (Statistics Canada, 2017, p. 5).    

The well-being of children has long been a priority for Canadians. In 1893, Ontario 

enacted the first comprehensive child welfare legislation in Canada and in 1944, Canada 

introduced the Family Allowance Act, which provided universal benefits for every child 

(Statistics Canada, 2017, p. 1). In 1989, the House of Commons resolved to eliminate child 

poverty by the year 2000 (Statistics Canada, 2017, p. 1). Poverty reduction legislation has also 

been adopted more recently in many provinces and territories, such as Quebec, Ontario, and 

Manitoba. Under various government programs, Canadian families receive significant financial 

support for children and Canada has made important progress in alleviating child poverty since 

the mid-1990s (Statistics Canada, 2017, p.1). 

The Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD, 2022) reported 

that high-and rising-income inequality undermines education opportunities for students from 

poor socio-economic backgrounds, lowering social mobility, and hampering skills development, 

all of which decrease a countries’ ability to promote and sustain strong economic growth. 

Developing a high-quality and equitable education system is an investment in the future. 

Education has in fact the unique power of directly tackling the sources of inequalities impacting 

our societies (OECD, 2022).   

OECD (2021) argues that too many from disadvantaged backgrounds remain less likely 

to participate in education, perform well, find suitable employment, or pursue lifelong learning. 

As a result, they are also less likely to develop the skills needed to succeed in our changing 

economy. On average across OECD countries, “a child from a disadvantaged family is expected 

to take five generations to reach the average national income” (p.11). 
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Principals and teachers often recognize which students may be living in poverty but may 

not realize the true impact that poverty may have on the learning for these students and the 

positive impact that they could have on the lives of these students. It is for these reasons that this 

research was undertaken. The well-being of students in our educational buildings is the reason 

for the existence of these establishments. Therefore, as there are students who come to school 

each day trying to learn despite the effects poverty is having on their day-to-day lives it is 

imperative to utilize research to assist our educators to make a difference for these students.   

The Wallace Report (Grissom et al., 2021) indicates that for an individual student, 

exposure to an effective teaching is paramount; a student learns more in a school with an 

effective principal in part because the principal makes it more likely the student gets that 

exposure. For a school as a whole, however, the effectiveness of the principal is more important 

than the effectiveness of a single teacher. Many successful principals have been able to assist 

teachers in understanding the true impact poverty has on how students learn (Drysdale et al., 

2009). These same principals have acquired the capacities and the strategies to work with 

teachers in order to build on or alter some of their approaches in order to improve the learning 

for not only all of the class or the school but for each student.   

Organizational Context 

Ontario schools are overseen by school boards and school authorities, such as principals. 

There are 72 school boards in Ontario that served approximately two million students in 2019-

2020 (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2017). The Ontario Ministry of Education claims Ontario’s 

diversity is one of its greatest assets and that the full range of differences found in the students, 

staff, and the entire community must be respected and valued (Achieving Excellence, 2014, p.8). 

The Ministry of Education (Achieving Excellence, 2014) outlines that to create safe, inclusive, 
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and engaging learning environments within their publicly funded education system, everyone 

must be committed to equity and inclusion for all students. It is the belief of the Ministry 

(Achieving Excellence, 2014) that “the quality of student learning is closely related to the quality 

of the teaching force and its leaders” (p. 4). All high-performing education systems in the world, 

like Ontario’s, have vibrant, engaged educators, support staff, principals, and other professionals 

who are committed to continuous learning. 

The Ontario Ministry of Education (2017) “is committed to the success of every child and 

student across the province, and it will ensure that linking student achievement, well-being, and 

equity is the top priority in all Ontario schools” (p. 3). By ensuring equity in the education 

system, principals and teachers can help all students achieve excellence, regardless of their 

background or personal circumstances. Research (Budge & Parrett, 2018; Mulford et al., 2004) 

shows that when students feel welcomed and accepted in their school, they are more likely to 

succeed academically. Schools want to create a culture of high expectations where factors such 

as race, gender, and socio-economic status do not prevent students from achieving ambitious 

outcomes.  

The organization where the current research was undertaken is considered a large school 

board in the province of Ontario that serves rural, urban, and suburban populations. The 

organization’s Draft Equity Action Plan (Board Document, 2020) builds on existing legal and 

policy frameworks that establish the role of school boards in ensuring equitable access to 

educational opportunities by all students. It focuses on the removal of discriminatory barriers to 

education for Indigenous, Black and racialized students, students experiencing poverty, students 

who are new to Canada, who are religious and linguistic minorities, and students with disabilities 

or who have special education needs (Board Document, 2020). 
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As part of the Special Education plan (Board Document, 2021) within this organization 

an overall goal was established for staff development throughout the school board. This goal was 

to develop the capacity of principals and staff in each school to provide the best possible learning 

experience for all students in that school’s community. Professional development opportunities 

were provided to help equip staff to improve the educational experiences for every student by 

tailoring their teaching to meet the variety of learning needs. 

Leadership Framework 

As educators grow in their abilities to meet the needs of all students and strive to meet the 

demands and pressures for improved student achievement performance it is imperative that they 

are led by successful principals (Mulford et al., 2004). The demographic and contextual diversity 

in Ontario schools, together with the province’s commitment to high levels of student 

achievement and well-being, have heightened the importance of effective leadership in schools 

and boards led by leaders who support diverse student needs by providing caring, safe, 

respectful, and engaging learning environments (Institute for Education Leadership, 2013). 

Mulford et al. (2008) also highlight that as schools face increased public and political demands 

for improved performance, meeting these demands becomes particularly problematic for schools 

in high-poverty communities. Therefore, for these schools it is perhaps more imperative that they 

are led by successful principals. There has been a significant amount of research conducted to 

support the importance of successful leadership along with specific skills and attributes defining 

such leadership (Day & Leithwood, 2007; Drysdale et al., 2009; Fullan, 2020; Harris, 2006; 

Hargreaves & Harris, 2015; Lambert 2006; Leithwood 2005, 2012, 2013; Leithwood et al., 2020; 

Leithwood et al., 2006; Grissom et al., 2021).   
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The school board selected for this research and Organizational Improvement Plan is led 

by a senior team consisting of a Director, Associate Directors, and Superintendents. This team 

supports the school level leadership teams in their efforts to provide the optimum resources and 

professional development for their staff so that the vast numbers of students and families 

throughout the system may thrive in their educational growth.   

A prominent contributor to educational leadership research over the past four decades is 

Dr. Kenneth Leithwood.  Dr. Leithwood is an educational researcher and professor at the Ontario 

Institute for Studies in Education in Toronto, Ontario. His research has focused on school 

leadership, processes of school reform, and assessment of educational policy. The Ontario 

Leadership Framework (OLF), authored by Leithwood (IEL, 2013), defines leadership as: 

the exercise of influence on organizational members and other stakeholders toward the 

identification and achievement of the organization’s vision and goals. Leadership is 

‘successful’ when it makes significant and positive contributions to the progress of the 

organization and is ethical (supportive and facilitative rather than persuasive, 

manipulative or coercive). (p.5) 

The OLF (IEL, 2013) was designed as a resource to introduce a set of leadership tools to 

help individuals grow and refine their leadership skills and was developed to address the specific 

roles of both school and system leaders and of schools and school boards as organizations. As 

well, it lays out a flexible pathway to effective leadership that can be applied to a wide variety of 

leadership roles and situations. The leadership framework provides aspiring leaders with 

important insights about what they will need to learn to be successful (IEL, 2013, p.5). 

Leithwood (2012) claims that “...one defining attribute of effective leaders is their ability to carry 
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out even the most routine and seemingly trivial tasks in such a way as to nudge their 

organizations toward their purposes” (p.6). 

Leithwood (IEL, 2013) outlines that the Ontario Leadership Framework is designed to: 

• facilitate a shared vision of leadership in schools and districts; 

• promote a common language that fosters an understanding of leadership and what it 

means to be a school or system leader; 

• identify the practices, actions, and traits or personal characteristics that describe effective 

leadership; 

• guide the design and implementation of professional learning and development for school 

and system leaders; 

• identify the characteristics of highly performing schools and systems - K-12 School 

Effectiveness Framework (SEF) and District Effectiveness Framework (DEF); and 

• aid in the recruitment, development, selection, and retention of school and system 

leaders. (p. 5). 

The OLF (IEL, 2013) also outlines five distinct domains that are a focus for leadership - 

Setting directions, building relationships and developing people, developing the organization to 

support desired practices, improving the instructional program, and securing accountability (p. 

12). The leadership framework has been tailored to the roles and responsibilities of both school 

and system leaders. It describes the school-level practices that research has shown to have a 

positive impact on student achievement and the actions associated with each. In addition, it 

describes the system-level practices and associated actions that support effective school 

leadership. The OLF also describes effective leaders as having the characteristics of “optimism, 

emotional intelligence, and problem-solving abilities, which the research indicates create the 
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variation among leaders in how well they are able to enact the framework practices” (IEL, 2013, 

p.6).    

The Ontario Ministry of Education (IEL, 2013) has identified five Core Leadership 

Capacities (CLCs), in support of professional development, that the research suggests are key to 

making progress toward the provinces’ current educational goals. These areas are: 

• setting goals;  

• aligning resources with priorities;  

• promoting collaborative learning cultures;  

• using data; and  

• engaging in courageous conversations.  

In addition to these five Core Leadership Capacities there are also three areas of Personal 

Leadership Resources identified which are: 

• cognitive resources; 

• social resources; and  

• psychological resources. (p. 8).  

Leaders draw upon these personal leadership resources to effectively engage leadership 

practices. Context is important when enacting leadership practices. “While the practices are what 

most successful leaders do, they are to be enacted in ways that are sensitive to the specific 

settings in which they are working” (IEL, 2013, p.6). Successful school and system leaders must 

be responsive to the diverse nature of communities they are serving.   

This leadership framework has shaped the work of the system-level leaders and the 

school-level leaders used within this study. This organization aspires to serve each student and to 

build the most effective learning environments by striving to align their work with the 
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characteristics of highly performing schools and systems outlined in the K-12 School 

Effectiveness Framework (SEF) and the District Effectiveness Framework (DEF) as depicted in 

the OLF (IEL, 2013). The structure and established leadership practices of this organization align 

all their work with the Ministry’s renewed goals for education as outlined in the Achieving 

Excellence document (2014) which are achieving excellence, ensuring equity, promoting well-

being, and enhancing public confidence.   

Personal Professional Involvement With the Study 

As the researcher of this study, it is disclosed that the researcher served as a senior 

administrator, a principal, and a teacher in the school board where the research was conducted. 

These experiences provided the researcher with a deeper understanding and connection to the 

demands of the roles of a teacher and a principal but because of the researcher’s past experiences 

they were also aware of their own potential biases and inclination to judgement when analysing 

the data.  

Personal Leadership Lens 

Merriam and Tisdell (2016) outline the three basic forms of research – positivist, 

interpretive, and critical. A positivist orientation assumes that reality exists ‘out there’ and that it 

is observable, stable, and measurable. Knowledge gained through the study of this reality has 

been labelled ‘scientific’, and it included the establishment of ‘laws’. Merriam and Tisdell 

(2016) explain that interpretive research, “assumes that reality is socially constructed; that is 

there is no single, observable reality. Rather, there are multiple realities, or interpretations, of a 

single event” (p. 9). Critical research “goes beyond uncovering the interpretation of people’s 

understanding of their world. In critical inquiry the goal is to critique and challenge, to transform 

and empower” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 10). Cresswell and Cresswell (2018) explained that 
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the goal of the research is to rely as much as possible on the participants’ views of the situation 

being studied. For this particular study, an interpretivist position aligned best as it demonstrates 

the approach taken to learning and understanding the relationship between the role of successful 

principals in high-poverty schools, assisting teachers to learn the impacts poverty has on student 

learning, and improving student achievement. “Interpretive inquiry focuses on understanding 

(interpreting) the meanings, purposes, and intentions (interpretations) people give to their own 

actions and interactions with others” (Given, p. 459). Given (2008) outlines that “all social 

research is interpretive because all such research is guided by the researcher’s desire to 

understand (and therefore interpret) social reality” (p. 464). For this research the main focus is to 

understand the social reality within the school setting. Mack (2010) outlines that 

“interpretivism’s main tenet is that research can never be objectively observed from the outside 

rather it must be observed from inside through the direct experience of the people” (p. 8). 

Through the interviews of this study the researcher gathered information about the experiences 

lived by the participants. “Over several decades, social science researchers have emphasized that 

qualitative understanding of any phenomenon is based on making meaning of specific 

experiences and, therefore, is inherently an interpretative practice” (Given, 2008, p. 464). Mack 

(2010) continues to explain that “researchers in this paradigm seek to understand rather than 

explain” (p.8). The researcher is seeking to understand and not to judge. The focus is on what the 

participants are saying and how the researcher understands what they are saying.   

Capper (2019) explains that “when the nature of knowledge is subjective, and the nature 

of change is oriented to regulation then this combination describes the interpretivist 

epistemology – the goal of which centers on understanding” (p.4). Capper believes that although 

interpretivist epistemologies focus on participation and human relations which are often 
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considered the antidote to structural functionalism, both epistemologies ignore privilege, power, 

identity, oppression, equity, and social justice.  

Capper emphasizes that leaders leading from an interpretivist epistemology emphasize 

personal awareness, the significance of relationships, and having a purpose or mission. From the 

interpretivist epistemology, the education leader serves as a facilitator and collaborator. Capper 

highlights that other leadership practices which align with the interpretive epistemology include 

the work on emotional intelligence, leadership styles, the Myers-Briggs inventory, distributed 

leadership, spirituality and leadership, the reflective practitioner, leading for learning, and the 

learning organization. Capper (2019) believes that equity and social justice are not the explicit 

goals of this practice, thus mask and distract from equity work, and in so doing perpetuate 

inequities.   

Capper (2019) argues that from an interpretivist epistemology, educators may feel sorry 

for students from low-income homes, hold a deficit view of these students and their families, and 

thus hold lower expectations of these students. As such, educators with an interpretivist 

epistemology focus on charity and sympathy but not on changing the systems and practices to 

prevent poverty in the first place.   

Capper (2019) informs that many educational practices emanate from the interpretivist 

epistemology, including constructivist learning theory, multiple intelligences, cooperative 

learning, whole language, some forms of multicultural education, professional learning 

communities, adaptive schools, differentiated instruction, Universal Design for Learning, 

learner-centered classrooms, multi-age classrooms, project-based learning, co-teaching, and 

personalized learning. Most of these practices rely on the language of “all students”, “all 

learners,” similar to most school boards in their mission statements; yet the practices are not 
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specific to eliminating inequities among learners. Although Capper makes the claim that 

interpretivists do not value equity and social justice, the researcher has strong commitments to 

equity, social justice, and developing plans to improve the learning opportunities for students 

who live in conditions of poverty.   

Leadership Problem of Practice 

For those concerned with social justice in the field of education, class is a central issue, 

though for many years neglected in comparison to race and gender (Smyth et al., 2018). Even 

within the limited and generally conservative horizons of School Effectiveness researchers, and 

within the regulatory systems linked to international testing, poverty has now become a major 

concern (Smyth et al., 2018). Smyth et al. (2018) point out:  

for those children who experience poverty this can take the form of inadequate nutrition, 

damp housing, clothes that do not fit, or shoes with holes in them. Many also face the 

trauma of having to move house and school as a result of poverty, but there are also less 

obvious and more widespread effects, with deep impact on relationships, confidence, and 

aspirations. Stigma can be particularly damaging to young people while they are 

developing identities, and children may need special skills to negotiate the hazards of 

more troubled neighbourhoods. (p. 52)   

Smyth et al. (2018) also suggest that the supposed disconnectedness and lack of social 

capital of young people growing up in poor urban areas has provided yet another way of blaming 

people for their own misfortunes. 

Poverty has a tremendous impact on how students come to school prepared to learn; their 

ability to learn; and how they learn. Principals and teachers may not fully understand the intricate 

aspects for those students who live in poverty and may need to grow in their practices in order to 
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support these students. When principals understand how to reach these students, they have the 

ability to have a tremendous impact on assisting teachers to help these students achieve their 

fullest potential. Smyth et al. (2018) argue that what is needed are new ways of thinking about 

young people’s (dis)engagement with education in contexts of disadvantage - one that is much 

more nuanced and that understands the complexities of the young lives and contexts of those 

involved. 

Many principals have acquired the capacities and the strategies to work with teachers to 

build on or alter some of their approaches in order to improve the learning for not only all the 

class or the school but for each student. As schools have students who come each day trying to 

learn despite the effects poverty is having on their day-to-day lives it is imperative to utilize 

research to assist our principals and teachers to make a difference for these students.   

This exploratory case study set out to explore the relationship between the work of 

successful principals and their ability to assist teachers, in high-poverty elementary schools, to 

understand the impact that poverty has on student learning. As teachers begin to acquire a deeper 

understanding of the impact poverty has on student learning they will be able to enhance their 

teaching practices to support students and improve student achievement.   

There may be a gap between the knowledge and strategies that teachers possess in high-

poverty schools and serving the needs of their students in order to improve their achievement 

levels. It is through the development of successful principals that teachers may have one of 

several means to acquire a more thorough understanding of how the learning of students is 

impacted by the effects of poverty. Through their growth in understanding, teachers may become 

more equipped to serve all their students and improve their achievement levels.   
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Framing the Problem of Practice 

When considering the relationship of student learning and poverty and how best to ensure 

optimal learning, several questions come to mind. What do teachers and principals define as 

poverty? What considerations for learning come to mind when they think of ‘poverty’? How 

does poverty impact students and student learning? Does poverty impact only those who live in 

poverty?  

Poverty can be viewed as family’s impoverished economic conditions that may involve 

unemployment, cultural, racial and/or linguistic factors, immigration, high mobility, family 

break-ups, malnutrition and other health problems, substance abuse, and low expectations 

including performance at school (Leithwood & Steinbach, 2002). Gorski (2013) references the 

Children’s Defense Fund (2008) to define poverty, stating “I use the term poverty to describe a 

financial condition in which an individual or family cannot afford the basic human necessities 

including food, clothing, housing, healthcare, childcare and education” (p.8). The Children’s 

Defense Fund (2008), a U.S. organization that works with Congress and Federal Government to 

advocate for federal policies that improve children’s lives states that “more than 13 million 

children in America, nearly one in six children, live in poverty” (p. 1). As stated earlier, 

according to Statistics Canada (2017), “although there is no single agreed-upon measure of 

poverty in Canada, it is well known that having low income is a major aspect of living in 

poverty” (p.1). Regardless of the exact definition that may be used to define poverty, Parrett and 

Budge (2012) bring to our attention that it is important to be aware of the ways in which 

principals and teachers define and discuss poverty in schools. They use many terms or labels to 

discuss children and families who live in poverty. It is imperative to recognize and examine the 

impact poverty has on students and their learning. It is for these reasons this research began. 
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Parker and Flessa (2009) indicate that in Ontario the province faces serious problems of 

child poverty. Campaign 2000 (2020), a respected advocacy group, states that “Ontario is the 

only province to see an increase in child poverty over the last 30 years with an increase of 2.2%” 

(p. 3). Campaign 2000 (2020) informs that “poverty reduction has been aided by improvement in 

the Ontario economy and by the federal government’s introduction of more generous child 

benefits in 2015” (p.8). Despite this good news, Campaign 2000 (2021) also reported that “in 

2019, approximately 500,000 Ontario children continued to live in poverty” (p. 5). These high 

numbers inform us that there are many students that enter the doors of our schools who face the 

challenges that accompany poverty each and every day of their lives.  

Jensen (2013) who examined the results of the National High School Student 

Engagement Survey outlined that the research results revealed that there are seven common 

differences between middle-class and low-income students that show up at school. These 

differences are health and nutrition; vocabulary; effort; hope and growth mind-set; cognition; 

relationships; and distress. Jensen (2013) indicates that students who live in poverty situations 

will often come to school hungry or without food. Students who grow up in lower socio-

economic home environments are usually more likely to arrive at school with a smaller 

vocabulary. Sometimes students from lower-income homes seem to have less motivation. 

Students who come from low-income homes usually lack hope or a positive outlook for their 

future goals and aspirations. Various factors may cause cognitive challenges for students; 

relationships can be challenging for students who may not have role models and sufficient 

supports; and distress can be a barrier for students as they potentially live with higher anxiety 

due to being exposed to more stressful situations. Parrett and Budge (2012) concur that poverty-

related factors which intervene in a student’s ability to learn include health and well-being, 
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limited language development, access to resources, and also include level of mobility. Parrett and 

Budge (2012) believe that in general students living in poverty are not nearly as prepared to 

benefit from school as their more affluent counterparts. Harris and Jones (2018) state that levels 

of poverty and degrees of inequity, within a country, acutely effect educational performance and 

outcomes. One profound and common consequence of growing up in a disadvantaged household, 

for example, is successive, non-attendance at school.   

For students who live in poverty they face each day with more uncertainty and instability 

than those who do not experience poverty. The lack of supportive environments may be a major 

contributor to the unfavourable outcomes these students often experience, preventing them from 

becoming fully involved in society, work, and family life (Hughes et al., 2007). 

Creating the kind of environment in which students living in poverty can flourish 

becomes possible when principals, teachers, and other staff work collaboratively to meet each 

student’s learning needs (Parrett & Budge, 2012). It is believed that equity-based public 

education systems, from pre-school to post-secondary, have been key drivers in decreasing the 

effects of poverty. By increasing access to quality education, children from low-income homes 

are provided with the same high-quality learning opportunities as their peers from other income 

brackets (Campaign 2000, 2021).   

Parker and Flessa (2009) indicate that poverty is a complicated issue that needs site-based 

teacher inquiry to focus on context-specific issues. Harris and Jones (2018) state: 

Many schools in the most disadvantaged circumstances continue to succeed against the 

odds. There is a wealth of research evidence which shows how young people facing 

hardship and family difficulties achieve in school and move onto promising careers. The 

stubborn bond between disadvantage and underachievement can be broken but this is 
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only secured through the sheer determination and dedication of educators who quite 

simply, care. For so many young people living in poverty, school is their only hope of 

feeling valued and nurtured. (p. 2) 

As previously mentioned, there are differences between middle-class and low-income students, 

Jensen (2013) states that by understanding these differences and how to address them, teachers 

can help mitigate some of the negative effects of poverty. Also, Jensen (2013) highlighted that 

the most important suggestion is for teachers to get to know their students and that there needs to 

be a level of respect established because without the connections to students the factors outlined 

will have little meaning.   

As educators are inspired to help each student grow and attain goals to reach their highest 

potential this work would be in alignment with the work Greene (2008) who believes that ‘kids 

do well if they can’. He profoundly believes that it is essential for teachers to focus on a 

student’s strengths and abilities. When we truly believe that each student is capable of learning 

then we will build upon what they can do and not on what holds them back. Teachers need to 

believe that there is no ceiling on a student’s abilities. Students need to know that teachers 

believe that there are no ceilings on their capabilities. Darling-Hammond (2019) indicated that 

students respond powerfully to being cared about, well known, appreciated, and seen for their 

assets rather than their deficits. When students are motivated and feel a sense of belonging, their 

learning improves. As the old saying goes, “students often learn as much for a teacher as they 

learn from a teacher” (p. 4).   

The Imperative of Understanding the Impacts of Poverty on Student Learning 

It is evident that there is a need for principal and teachers to have a knowledgeable 

understanding of the influence poverty has on student learning. School principals need to devote 
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attention to how they can assist teachers to gain a deeper understanding, so they are able to better 

serve those students who live in poverty. Teachers are at different places with their learning, 

knowledge, and understanding of poverty and how it impacts student learning and how they may 

need to alter their teaching approaches. Principals must be able to determine the learning needs 

of each staff member and then develop a plan as to how the staff can learn and grow together. 

Leaders need to be cognizant of the needs of the people they are leading. If leaders are not aware 

of their team members’ needs then they may not follow (Sparks, 2007). “School leaders are 

pivotal to the development of excellent teaching, excellent schools, and ultimately, enhanced 

student achievement and well-being” (Leithwood, 2013, p. 3).                   

Leithwood (2012) highlights that a compelling reason for sharing leadership in schools is 

rooted in Ontario’s commitment to educational equity and inclusion and safe schools with a 

positive school climate... “providing equitable opportunities to influence the school and school 

system’s decision making by those whose voices typically have not been heard will lead to 

significantly improved educational experiences for diverse and disadvantaged students” (p.9). 

Robinson (2008) states that “schools with stronger distributed leadership will, it is argued, have 

more staff that are knowledgeable about and take responsibility for the improvement of 

educational outcomes. Such distribution of knowledge, responsibilities and formal and informal 

instructional leadership roles, protects a school improvement effort against the consequences of a 

loss of key personnel” (p. 242).  Also, as most individuals thrive on having the opportunity to 

work with one another, share their opinion and want their voices to be heard one would think that 

the shared leadership or distributed leadership style is the choice a leader should be striving for 

(Lambert, 2006).   
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Harris (2020) highlights that the global response to COVID-19 has certainly resulted in a 

proliferation of new networks and networking practices. Principals are currently influencing 

others and exercising leadership through multiple platforms, fora, and networks. “This 

networked leadership practice is widely distributed and innately collaborative. Through necessity 

rather than choice, distributed leadership has become the only way to operate” (p. 324). 

Stemming from their research in six schools in the United States, Parrett and Budge 

(2009) indicated that principals in high-performing/high-poverty schools begin by asking 

questions in the following interrelated categories: 

• building the necessary leadership capacity; 

• focusing the staff’s everyday work on student, professional, and system learning; and 

• creating and fostering a safe, healthy, and supportive learning environment for all.  

In addition to this, from their observations and experiences in these schools, Budge and 

Parrett (2018) discovered that five values arose which formed the basis for a set of beliefs which 

became the norms of these schools – the five values were:  

• caring relationships; 

• high expectations and support; 

• commitment to equity; 

• professional accountability for learning; and 

• courage and will to take action. 

Gustafsson et al., (2016) highlight the data collected from over 50 countries which 

explored the relationship between school characteristics which reduced the relation between 

socioeconomic status (SES) and achievement. They indicated that the studies support that low-

SES students are provided with less quantity of instruction, instruction of lower quality and 
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poorer school climates than are high-SES students. The results also suggest that improving 

school climate and the quality and quantity of instruction for low-SES students could have 

substantial effects on the equity of educational outcomes.   

Principals and teachers hear a lot about building a positive school culture and the 

importance of building positive relationships and trust with students and their families. Fullan 

(2014) informs us that in all the literature about principals who lead successful schools, one 

factor comes up time and again: relational trust. When it comes to growth, relational trust 

pertains to feelings that the culture supports continuous learning rather than early judgements 

about how weak or strong a student might be.   

Teachers, principals and other authority figures, cannot rely on positional authority when 

it comes to gaining the trust of low-income students (Hughes et al., 2010). Kannapel and 

Clements (2005) indicate that principals and teachers need to find ways to build that trust 

because it relates directly to student achievement, especially in the context of teacher-student 

relationships. Gorski (2013) outlines some of the most important ways to build trusting 

relationships with students who live in poverty are: having high academic expectations of them, 

naming bias in educational materials, making the curriculum relevant to their lives; address all 

forms of inequity and bias in the classroom; recognizing students in poverty as individuals; and 

develop positive relationships with their families. From her years of work as a principal in 

Australia, Bishop (2004) states that “families and students who live in high-poverty 

circumstances require more support so as to enhance both their life chances and prospects in a 

knowledge era” (p. 16).  

Gorski (2013) explains that after review of decades’ worth of research on poverty and 

education the most successful teachers of low-income students:  
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• choose a resilience view (focusing on the strengths), rather than a deficit view, of poor 

and working-class families, focusing on student and family assets;  

• engage in persistent family outreach efforts; 

• build trusting relationships with students; and 

• ensure that opportunities for family involvement are accessible to poor and working-class 

families (p. 133).  

In the United States, Dufur et al., (2013) examined the data from the National 

Longitudinal Education Study to explore whether social capital created at home and at school has 

differing effects on a child’s academic achievement. “The creation of social capital is not limited 

to the family. Social capital associated with schools refers to investments between students and 

schools that can facilitate educational outcomes. These bonds can reflect community ties, but 

typically refer to the relationships that parents and children form with schoolteachers and 

personnel” (p. 2). Adult investment in children is more than supervision; it creates the 

mechanisms through which children are socialized and educated. The data revealed that family 

and school environments characterized by low levels of social capital will be insufficient to 

transmit necessary information and knowledge to children, leading to lower levels of 

achievement. Also, Dufur et al., (2013) found that when looking at school social capital: more 

parental contact with the school; better school environments; and better relations among parents, 

teachers, and principals all can be interpreted to reflect greater social capital at school. Finally, 

the data demonstrated that capital from the two distinct contexts, families, and schools, positively 

influences academic achievement.     

Principals also have the ability to share knowledge and assist teachers to understand the 

importance of growing social capital. Gurr et al., (2005) discovered that “successful school 
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leadership focused on building social capital within the school” (p. 544).  Smyth and McInerney 

(2013) suggest that if schools are the relational kind of places that we are arguing they are, then 

the way relational power gets to be worked out within them is crucial to the outcomes of schools, 

whether that be of an academic or a social identity kind. “Young people make it abundantly clear 

that they regard schools as fundamentally places in which they make, sustain, and maintain 

social relationships” (p. 43). 

Darling-Hammond, (2019) states that the social and emotional aspects of learning are 

much more than “a frill or an add-on. They are part of the core curriculum” (p.8).  For this to 

happen, principals and teachers need to pay attention to the following things:  

• intentionally designing learning environments that are developmentally healthy places 

with strong long- term relationships; 

• directly teaching social-emotional learning (SEL) strategies attuned to meet the needs of 

students in diverse socioeconomic, racial, and ethnic contexts, and designing academic 

learning to engage these skills; 

• paying attention to the SEL needs of teachers and school leaders; and 

• making it an explicit mission to prepare students to be personally and socially aware, 

skilled, and responsible (p.8). 

Teachers are also able to develop stronger relationships with students when they coach or 

provide students with the opportunity to participate in extracurricular activities. Parrett and 

Budge (2012) state that high-performing, high-poverty schools provide a protective factor when 

they find ways to ensure that their students living in poverty will be able to participate in 

extracurricular activities. The importance of such participation to the creation of a bond between 

students in the school has been known. Often children who live in poverty do not receive the 
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opportunities to join or take part in extracurricular activities outside of school due to lack of 

resources (i.e., money, transportation) or time (i.e., need to babysit siblings). Participation in 

extracurricular activities is positive for the mental health and well-being of students.  Parrett and 

Budge (2012) indicate that a culture of high expectations appears to be accomplished, in part, by 

building relationships with students and their families; seeking to understand their needs, 

strengths, interest, and assets; and in doing so, assessing whatever support is needed to succeed. 

There is a need for equity, all students do not get the same thing, all students get what they need 

to succeed.   

The Need for Successful Principals 

The OLF (IEL, 2013) indicates that “effective leadership has emerged as one of the 

critical foundations needed to sustain and enhance system-wide improvement” (p. 2). The 

Wallace Report (Grissom et al., 2021) indicates that for an individual student, exposure to strong 

teaching is paramount; a student learns more in a school with an effective principal in part 

because the principal makes it more likely the student gets that exposure. For a school as a 

whole, however, the effectiveness of the principal is more important than the effectiveness of a 

single teacher. Principals affect all students in the typical elementary school, whereas teachers 

mostly affect those students in their classroom.     

During the time of many reviews and research conducted on successful leadership, the 

International Successful School Principalship Project (ISSPP) in England was collecting and 

reporting on case studies of successful principals which adds to this basic understanding of 

successful school leadership. Gurr et al. (2005) outlined that as part of the ISSPP in England, 

they conducted multiple-perspective case studies in five schools in Tasmania and nine schools in 

Victoria. The focus was on the leadership of principals that were acknowledged by their peers as 
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being successful, and who led schools that could demonstrate success through improved student 

learning outcomes and through positive school review reports. Characteristics and qualities of 

the principals identified showed a common and consistent set of personal traits, behaviours, 

values and beliefs, such as honesty and openness, highly developed communication skills, 

flexibility, commitment, passion, empathy with others, a sense of ‘innate goodness’, support of 

equity and social justice, a belief that all children are important and can succeed, being other-

centred, high expectations, and a belief that schools can make a difference (Gurr et al., 2005). 

From an Australian perspective the principal remains an important and significant figure in 

determining the success of a school. Tschannen-Moran (2004) identifies behaviours indicative of 

openness as "sharing important information, delegating, sharing decision making, sharing 

power" (p. 34). Sharing intentions and feelings are also viewed as signs of openness. 

Harris (2006) draws upon evidence from a Department for Education and Skills (DFES)-

funded research and development project in England, that spanned a five-year period to speak 

about the findings from research work with the principals of the school in this project. Over the 

lifetime of the project a large amount of data was collected which allowed the research team to 

identify some key themes and common leadership patterns across all eight schools involved in 

the study. It also provided an insight into the way in which the principals led change at their 

schools and what changes took priority over others. The data revealed the three dominant 

leadership themes to be distributing leadership, leading learning, and building relationships. The 

presence of Distributed Leadership meant that tasks were not the sole responsibility of one 

person. Leadership is shared and leadership teams are created to include the broader 

representation of staff. Leading learning leadership was mostly concerned with building the 

capacity for improved teaching and learning. Building relationships was another strong theme 
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that emerged from the data. All the principals recognized the importance of developing and 

maintaining good personal relationships with students, teachers, parents, support staff, and the 

local community. Harris (2006) stated “these effective principals did not try and do everything 

themselves but instead tried to harness the human potential that resided within and outside the 

school” (p.17).  

From 2007 to 2011, Hargreaves and Harris (2015) directed a transatlantic team of 

researchers to study performance beyond expectations, achieving exceptionally high 

performances, in 18 organizations, both public and private, in business, sport and education. 

More than 220 interviews were tape recorded and transcribed. Of particular interest was the 

focus on the journey of the four England schools featured in their analysis which demonstrated 

that successful leaders:  

• dream with determination;  

• take innovative pathways;  

• build collaboration and community; and  

• secure success and sustainability.  

Just to highlight these briefly, successful leaders demonstrated the ability to dream with 

determination, were able to make clear, compelling and challenging connections between current 

difficulties or unpromising starting points and a distant dream; leaders of organizations that 

perform above expectations are prepared to go against the mainstream, and to move ahead not by 

going with the flow but against or around it; leaders who exceed expectations have demonstrated 

a loyalty to those they serve and actively build relationships and engender high trust and loyalty 

among colleagues in order to take significant risks; lastly, lifting up everyone around them 
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morally, emotionally and spiritually at every opportunity; and distributing leadership beyond 

them to ensure improvement is sustainable and not overly dependent on themselves. 

Day and Leithwood (2007) emphasized that leading successfully in schools across the 

eight countries in their study seemed to display similar principles and practices. They involved: 

• a focus upon both social and academic goals; 

• changing structures and cultures in order to open schools to their local communities; 

• understanding and working with the tensions and dilemmas inherent impersonal, social, 

and policy contexts; and 

• the ability to respond to these but not be dependent upon them. 

Day and Leithwood (2007) found that in many of the schools it was likely that these 

combinations of beliefs, qualities, and strategies were seen also in many of the staff. 

Fullan (2020) reflects on the changes educational leadership has undergone in the past 

decade. With these reflections he reveals four leadership components of new leadership: experts 

in context; joint determination; culture of accountability; and a system player. To be experts in 

context leaders must become ‘learners of context’; leaders must engage in joint determination, 

they must be a part of continuous improvement; to create a culture of accountability leaders must 

have clear goals, collaborative cultures, transparency, and a climate of non-judgmentalism; and 

to be effective leaders at the school level, leaders need to “go outside to become better inside” 

(p.141). Schools need to work with other schools and create learning networks.   

The Need for Successful Principals in High-Poverty Schools 

As principals realize the magnitude of what teachers potentially face with the challenge 

of meeting and serving the needs of students who live in low-income, poverty environments, it is 
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imperative that teachers and schools are being led by successful principals in order to provide the 

best opportunities for those who potentially need the most.   

Parker and Flessa (2009) found that strong leadership by teachers and principals on issues 

of poverty is fundamental. Parrett and Budge (2009) highlight an important message resonating 

from their research with six high-performing/high-poverty schools within the United States 

which stated that a school can indeed overcome the powerful and pervasive effects of poverty on 

a student’s learning. In the successful schools from this research sustained improvements usually 

began with an individual or a small group of principals committed to equity and the goal of 

successfully teaching every student.   

Mulford et al. (2008) identify that in late 2005 and early 2006, surveys on successful 

school principalship were distributed to all 195 government schools (excluding colleges and 

special schools) in Tasmania. There were 131 responses. A total of 25 high-needs schools were 

identified in the responses to the study (20 primary, one composite primary and secondary and 

four secondary) representing 19 per cent of all schools in the sample. The attributes of successful 

principals when compared with eight unsuccessful principals of schools in high-poverty 

communities, would suggest that successful principals are more independent of the system and 

have a greater sense of purpose than their less successful counterparts. Successful principals 

appear to be less concerned about the expectations of employers and are better able to manage 

the tensions between ad hoc problem solving and strategic planning. “The inference from the 

data is that successful principals are more flexible in their approach to systems and people, have 

higher levels of awareness and self-confidence, and see themselves as leading learners” (Mulford 

et al., 2008, p. 475). 
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Mulford et al. (2008) inform us that the recent research on successful school principalship 

has confirmed previous research with: 

Respect to principals of high-performing schools in high-poverty communities who: as 

leading learners, set the tone for improved teacher quality; persistently work for high 

academic achievement; invest primarily in relationship building and collaboration; 

provide high levels of support for staff; strengthen community involvement and interest; 

enhance the physical environment; acquire grants or focus on the system to gain greater 

resources; work long hours; and receive system support. (p. 477)  

Mulford et al. (2008) found “principals of high-performing schools in high-poverty 

communities who, in comparison with principals with in low-needs schools, are more likely to: 

spend less time out of their schools; spend more time working with students; place more 

importance on managing tensions and dilemmas; want to be seen to be fair; and communicate 

results to staff” (p. 477). 

Jacobson (2011) also explored the findings from the ISSPP which examined the practices 

and processes employed by the principal to improve student performance. The seven principals 

examined by the US team worked in schools located in challenging, high-poverty communities 

and six similar schools were also studied in England and Australia. Data were collected from 

interviews with principals, 37 teachers, support staff, parents and students, asking these 

participants if they believed the principal had played a key role in their school’s success and, if 

so, how? These principals all desired to make a difference in the lives of students and in many 

cases had knowingly assumed leadership of a school with high needs and few resources. They 

relished the challenge and believed they could be successful. Their enthusiasm was accompanied 

by persistence and optimism, and in these high accountability contexts, they leveraged external 
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demands typically related to measurable student performance indicators to overcome resistance, 

particularly among teachers who questioned the academic abilities of students living in poverty. 

These principals truly believed in the ability of all students, so they focused on improving the 

learning environment, applied pressure early in the process to encourage adherence, and then 

used whatever resources they could generate to engage teachers in professional dialogue and 

development. They also worked hard to involve parents and other community members in school 

activities and decision-making (Jacobson, 2011). 

Harris and Allen (2009) studied the challenges facing principals with the implementation 

of the agenda ‘Every Child Matters’ (ECM). There were 18 school sites included in this study 

with 64 participants, both elementary and secondary, including criteria of high/low 

socioeconomic status and high/low implementation. One of the most important factors in the 

successful implementation of ECM was school leadership. It also showed that the model of 

leadership prevalent in high-implementation schools tended to be one that was extended or 

distributed. Principals in the high-implementation schools continually reinforced with staff, 

parents and students the need for high expectations, collaboration and multi-agency support. 

There was much more of a ‘can do’ attitude in the high-implementation schools, particularly 

those in the most challenging circumstances. All of the principals espoused a huge commitment 

to the community and a belief in a holistic child, parent and community-centred approach to 

learning. The principals of the high-implementation schools had a clear moral purpose and held 

high expectations for their schools and communities (Harris & Allen, 2009). Parrett and Budge 

(2012) concur with this by stating that “no underperforming school that enrol students who live 

in poverty will ever reverse the trends of underachievement without explicitly addressing the 

expectations held by all staff, high expectations are simply paramount to success” (p. 73).   
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Parrett and Budge (2012) also claim that one feature that stands out from the 

understandings gained from the hundreds of high-performing, high-poverty schools studied is 

that significant student gains will not be sustained without effective principals who serve as 

catalysts for the specific actions that in turn drive the success of these schools – “actions that 

build further leadership capacity; focus on student, professional, and system learning; and foster 

safe, healthy, and supportive learning environments” (p. 33).   

It has become evident through the research that the successful principals who lead high-

performing, high-poverty schools exhibit specific capacities which benefit the students, the staff 

and the school communities which they serve. It is through the use of this skillset that principals 

are able to assist teachers to serve their school communities to the best of their abilities. The 

research has stated that it is through ‘shared leadership’ and ‘distributed leadership’, that 

principals model and lead their staff by setting directions, building relationships and developing 

people, developing the organization to support desired practices, improving the instructional 

program and securing accountability (IEL, 2013).     

The Need to Provide Supports to Enhance Teaching Practices to Improve Student 

Achievement 

The general finding of the research indicated that principals who possess the capacities of 

‘successful principals’ will have a positive impact on the learning and working environments for 

which they are responsible. Hattie (2016) raises the concern regarding schools in Australia that: 

we need to reboot which focuses effort and resources on supporting teachers to work 

together collaboratively to improve student achievement over time. This requires that we 

build a narrative that is based on identifying and valuing expertise, working together and 
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opening classrooms to collaboration, targeting resources at need, and teachers and 

principals accepting evidence and evaluating progress transparently over time. (p.1) 

Given the complexity of the work required for principals and teachers to support students in 

high-poverty schools, it would be beneficial for school boards to allocate extra resources to these 

schools.  

Fullan (2014) boldly states that “the principal’s role is to lead the school’s teachers in a 

process of learning to improve their teaching, while learning alongside them about what works 

and what doesn’t” (p. 55). Darling-Hammond (2000) stressed that teachers' skills in teaching as 

well as their knowledge of content generally outweigh the positive influences of small schools 

and classes. In fact, they outweigh the effects of poverty, race, parent education, and language 

minority background. Darling-Hammond (2000) stated: 

we have gotten used to saying that people are not learning because they come from one or 

another kind of ‘impoverished’ backgrounds. That is, we blame lack of learning on the 

conditions the students experience. However, the evidence increasingly shows that highly 

able teachers produce student achievement, and their contribution outweighs those other 

factors that may influence kids' initial learning opportunities. (p. 9)   

Gurr et al. (2005) found that “the principal’s leadership style was inclusive in the way 

they were able to bring people along. They cleared a pathway for people to be involved and 

achieve by removing blockages and providing a clear vision serviced by adequate resources.  

Staff felt empowered within a structured yet supportive environment” (p. 546). Sparks (2007) 

indicates that “a Leader’s emotions are contagious. Their emotions can spread to those around 

them in ways that can either improve or suppress organizational performance. Leaders’ positive 

emotions are linked to their emotional intelligence, and leaders can deliberately develop this 
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important capacity” (p. 152). Sparks (2007) goes on to say that the emotional lives of leaders 

have a particularly powerful effect on those around them. In some instances, their enthusiasm, 

passion, energy, and commitment created similar qualities in others. Sinek (2009) states that 

“great leaders are able to inspire people to act. Those who are able to inspire give people a sense 

of purpose or belonging that has little to do with any external incentive or benefit to be gained” 

(p.6). 

Hargreaves and Braun (2011) were excited to share that what began as an educational 

reform in Ontario, 72 school boards participated in and provided an ensemble of projects which 

became known as ‘Essential for Some, Good for All’ (ESGA). ESGA became more about 

reculturing the beliefs and collaborative working practices of a profession than about 

restructuring the formal roles and responsibilities within the system. One Superintendent 

articulated that in relation to their own board’s students “we meet them where they are and move 

them forward” (p.4). ESGA was leading from the middle. 

Hargreaves and Shirley (2018) discuss the creation of the document ‘Leading from the 

Middle’(LFM), a new strategy of leadership, invented by Ontario educators and now influencing 

other systems across the world. Principals do not “lead ‘in’ the middle but rather lead ‘from’ the 

middle with shared, professional judgment, collective responsibility for initiating and 

implementing change, and systemic impact that benefits all students” (p.3). Hargreaves and 

Shirley (2018) continue to explain that LFM was about placing students, their learning and their 

well-being at the heart of and close to teachers’ practice. LFM is about supporting those who are 

closest to the practice of teaching, learning, and well-being. Educators engage with one another 

so that they can work together purposefully, responsibly, and transparently to develop strategies 

that will serve the students best.  
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Harris (2002) conducted research in England that focused upon leadership in schools 

facing challenging circumstances. Ten schools were included in this study and interviews were 

conducted with head teachers, principals, and classroom teachers. The findings suggested that 

leadership is defined by an individual value system that embraces equity, empowerment and 

moral purpose. The ‘heads’ in this study ‘walked the talk’ through the consistency and integrity 

of their actions, they modelled behaviour that they considered desirable to achieve the school 

goals. They shared a belief that people had untapped potential for growth and development.  

They respected others and modelled teacher leadership through empowering and encouraging 

others. 

Harris (2003) studied three school improvement projects that were successful in 

achieving organizational and pedagogical change. Specifically, ‘Improving the Quality of 

Education for All’ in England; the ‘Manitoba School Improvement Project’ in Canada; and 

‘Success for All’ in the United States. The Manitoba School Improvement Project (MSIP) in 

Canada and Success For All (SFA) in the United States are programmes aimed at assisting 

students at risk and work predominantly with schools in ‘high-poverty areas’. These projects 

shared a number of important features. Firstly, each project has a strong pedagogical focus 

highlighting the classroom as the locus of change. Secondly, each project involves teacher 

development and training as an integral part of the programme. All three projects are committed 

to staff development and high-quality professional support for teachers. They each recognize the 

importance of building self- sustaining communities of practice where teachers share and learn 

from each other. Thirdly, the prime aim of each project is to build the capacity and the capability 

for positive change at the school and classroom level.  
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Hargreaves (2009) highlights essential educational change trends which would perhaps 

characterize the next decade in education. Hargreaves claims that teachers can only really learn 

once they get outside their own classrooms and connect with other teachers and the greater 

proportion of effects on student achievement comes from outside the school. Hargreaves (2009) 

also states that “we will come to learn that the strongest and most effective schools are the 

schools that work with and affect the communities that affect them - schools where educational 

leaders are also effective community leaders” (p.98).   

Winton and Pollock (2016) examined how teachers, administrators, support staff, and 

parents in three elementary schools in Ontario understand and enact school success and 

successful school leadership within this (neo-liberal) context. Participants identified many ways 

their principals contribute to success in their schools including: promoting educators’ 

professional development, enabling collaboration amongst teachers, mobilizing resources to 

support instruction, sharing decision-making, and maintaining an ‘open door’ policy (Winton & 

Pollock, 2016).  

Parrett and Budge (2009) found in their research that all schools in the study have 

implemented data systems to guide their work. In fact, using data-based decision making was 

one of the two most common explanations offered for the schools’ success and the second one 

was fostering caring relationships. Parrett and Budge (2009) stated that “High-performing/High-

poverty schools don’t go it alone, and they do not reinvent the wheel. They access support, 

resources, and guidance whenever and wherever they can to foster a healthy, safe, and supportive 

learning environment” (p. 27). 
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Problem of Practice: Guiding Questions 

Specific challenges emerge from identifying that there is a gap between the knowledge 

and strategies that teachers possess in high-poverty schools and serving the needs of their 

students to improve their achievement levels. Additional challenges emerge by identifying that it 

is through the development of successful principals that teachers will be better supported to be 

able to acquire an understanding of how the learning of students is impacted by the effects of 

poverty. These challenges include the need to determine the current knowledge and gaps teachers 

and principals possess in regard to the impact poverty has on student learning; the need to 

provide resources and support for teachers and principals; and the need to develop successful 

principals within an organization.    

 The following research questions guided the collection and presentation of the data and 

are outlined more in Chapter 2: 

1. What understanding do principals and teachers have of poverty and how it impacts 

student learning?  

2. How can principals help teachers address the effects poverty has on students’ social and 

academic learning? 

3. What professional learning has occurred for and is required to support principals/teachers 

to learn more about the impact poverty has on students’ social and academic learning? 

To respond to these questions, a qualitative research design was selected that consisted of 

semi-structured, one-to-one interviews with 18 participants, including 16 teachers and two 

principals. The interview data collected from the participants examined their knowledge and 

understanding of how the effects of poverty impact student learning; the role of successful 

principals in assisting teachers to understand the impacts poverty has on student learning; and 
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relevant professional learning which has occurred and also what is required to support 

principals/teachers in learning about the impact poverty has on student achievement. 

Leadership - Focused Vision for Change 

 

Two purposes were identified for this research: 

1. High-poverty schools should be equipped with principals who will, in turn, embark on a 

journey with their staff to build their knowledge and understanding of how poverty 

affects the social and academic learning of students. Through this shared learning and 

knowledge acquisition teachers will enhance their practices in order to help each student 

improve their academic achievement. 

2. Principals in high-poverty schools need support to further develop their knowledge and 

understanding of the impact poverty has on the students they serve and how to share their 

knowledge with educators in order to inform their teaching practices.   

Many teachers may not understand the connections between the experiences that students 

have, who live in poverty, with how their learning is impacted by these experiences. Darling-

Hammond (2019) claims that social and emotional supports have frequently been called the 

“missing link” in education. “Decades of research confirm that students’ social, emotional, 

cognitive, and academic development are deeply intertwined and vital for student learning” (p. 

5). 

Darling-Hammond (2019) stresses that “when we help students to engage productively 

with one another, understand themselves and how they think, and better handle the stresses and 

challenges in their lives, we prepare them for success now and in the future” (p.5). 
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As teachers focus on the impact that poverty has on student learning it is critical to recognize the 

power that principals have on addressing the concerns with teachers and having the potential to 

alter practices to improve the learning for students.  

Priorities for Change 

As we consider the priorities for change, the first is for the students. Principals need to 

focus on how they can best serve students. Bumphus (2008) states that “effective principals 

possess the skills to engage students, parents, teachers, and stakeholders in a positive way” (p. 3). 

As effective principals acquire more knowledge about the impact poverty has on student 

achievement and provide professional development for their staff, they will develop a learning 

community that fosters social and academic learning. In turn, as the experiences of all students 

are woven into their school learning, the learning environment becomes one in which there is 

more equity and social justice for all stakeholders.   

Organizational Change Readiness 

Deszca et al. (2020) states that “the change process won’t energize people until they 

begin to understand the need for change” (p. 104). Deszca et al. (2020) continues to explain that 

an organization that is experiencing an externally driven crisis will feel the sense of urgency 

around the need for change. For this research the statistics previously referenced, the Ministry of 

Educations’ mandate for equity, and the development of an action plan heighten the sense of 

urgency for this organization. In September 2017, the Ministry of Education released its Equity 

Plan - a three-year strategy that involves working with parents, educators, principals, board staff, 

trustees, and the community, to identify and eliminate discriminatory practices, systemic barriers 

and bias from schools and classrooms. The Ministry committed to providing new resources and 
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exploring program options, creating new policies, and establishing goals to help bridge the gaps 

and disparities in achievement for all students across the province of Ontario.   

Deszca et al. (2020) states that “organizational readiness for change is determined by the 

previous change experiences of its members; the flexibility and adaptability of the organizational 

culture; the openness, commitment, and involvement of leadership in preparing the organization 

for change; and member confidence in the leadership” (p. 111). Again, this demonstrates the 

need for effective leadership in our schools in order to instil the confidence in the staff and the 

community to embark on the journey of change. Deszca et al. (2020) identifies that through 

transformational leadership the need for change can be identified by the stakeholders. Deszca et 

al. (2020) identifies that “leadership in general and transformational leadership, in particular, 

continue to command attention in the change literature—not surprising, given its stature in 

Western culture and mythology” (p. 118). Deszca et al. (2020) states that “in addition to 

effectively framing the change vision, transformational leaders have the capacity to create strong, 

positive, personal connectedness, and a willingness to change in followers that often overrides 

the followers’ personal concerns” (p. 118).   

Deszca et al. (2020) argues the importance of identifying shared goals and working out 

ways to achieve them. Finding common areas of agreement is a very useful way to avoid 

resistance to change. This is often achieved by having people seriously consider their long-term 

interests (rather than their immediate positions) and the higher-order goals that they would like to 

pursue. Shared interest in and commitment to higher-order goals can provide a powerful stimulus 

for commitment and mobilization. In Achieving Excellence (Ontario Ministry of Education, 

2014), Ontario's vision for education, the ministry included “Ensuring Equity” as one of its core 

goals. By identifying, removing, and preventing, systemic barriers and discriminatory practices, 
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students will be able to realize their full potential, and that will improve student achievement. 

The vision challenges the education system to go beyond simply graduating successful students 

and to develop resilient and engaged citizens. It ensures that Ontario students have the 

opportunity to succeed personally and academically, regardless of background, identity, or 

personal circumstances.  

Deszca et al. (2020) identifies that the rationale for change emerges from a sound 

understanding of the situation: the external and internal data that point to a need for change, an 

understanding of the perspectives of critical stakeholders in the organization, internal data in the 

organization that effects any change, and the personal needs and abilities of the change leaders 

themselves. 

The Draft Education Equity Action Plan (Board Document, 2020) created by the 

organization reflects and affirms its’ commitment to upholding the Ontario Human Rights Code, 

the Education Act, and the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms. It identifies targeted 

actions based on the criteria outlined in Ontario’s Education Equity Action Plan (Ontario 

Ministry of Education, 2017) and the Ontario Ministry of Education’s Policy/Program 

Memorandum, Developing and Implementing Equity and Inclusive Education Policies in Ontario 

Schools (PPM 119). Based on the urgency to identify and eliminate discriminatory practices, 

systemic barriers and bias from schools and classrooms outlined by the Ministry and endorsed by 

the organization, the readiness for change has become the forefront of expectations and future 

work. Through the draft education equity action plan the organization has recognized that one 

objective is to reflect Indigenous, Black and minoritized students’ identities, abilities, and lived 

experiences in learning opportunities. With the identification of this objective schools are 

charged with the duty and expectation to recognize the work that lies before them and must be 
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led by strong leadership to embrace the urgency to make these changes a reality for the benefit of 

all students.   

Subsequent Chapters 

Chapter 1 began with an outline of the background of this research study. Chapter 2 

outlines the planning and the development of the elements of an Organizational Improvement 

Plan which include: Leadership approaches to change are highlighted followed by the framework 

for leading the change process (methodology); the methodology outlines the purpose of this 

exploratory case study, context, sample, data collection methods, data management, data 

analysis, anticipated challenges, limitations, and ethics; and finally, the findings are presented.  

Chapter 3 examines these findings by analyzing and synthesizing the meaning of the 

information and provide connections to relevant research and literature, followed by a summary, 

implications of this work, and future recommendations. Lastly, this chapter provides an 

implementation plan that includes the monitoring and communication of this change process 

Chapter 2 

Chapter 2 outlines the planning and the development of this hybrid thesis and 

Organizational Improvement Plan. To begin, leadership approaches to change are highlighted 

which is followed by a framework for leading the change process (methodology). Finally, the 

findings from the data analysis of the transcripts and solutions to address the problem of practice 

are presented.  

Leadership Approach to Change 

Leithwood (2012), Robinson (2008), and Harris (2020) highlight the importance of 

shared leadership. Harris (2020) indicates that during these challenging times principals are 

focussing their considerable leadership energies on engaging others in the collaborative, shared, 



 

 41 

and collective work that is both vital and urgent. Harris (2020) claims that distributed leadership 

moves attention away from the actions of individual principals to their interactions with others, 

resulting in joint activity and joint practice. It is this type of leadership which will have the 

ability to move the change process forward effectively.   

Framework for Leading the Change Process 

 The change process begins with outlining the components of the methodology used for 

this research. Following this the data collected from the interviews conducted with the 

participants is presented.   

Methodology 

The methodology outlines the purpose of this exploratory case study, context, sample, 

data collection methods, data management, data analysis, anticipated challenges, limitations, and 

the ethics. 

Purpose of the Study 

This exploratory case study (Yin, 2014) was established to investigate how successful 

principals can assist teachers in high-poverty elementary schools understand the impact of 

poverty on student learning? And, how can they assist teachers in enhancing their teaching 

practices to improve student learning? Poverty has an impact on many lives of students who 

enter the doors of educational institutions. The lived experiences that these students must endure 

each day become the realities that they must live with. Principals and teachers must situate 

themselves to welcome and provide the best service, teaching, and care every day to each of 

these students. The anticipated benefit of this research for the teaching profession is to provide 

principals who work in high-poverty elementary schools at present or in the future with the 

knowledge to help teachers understand the impact of poverty on student learning so as to 
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increase learning opportunities for students who live in poverty. One strength of this qualitative 

study is that there has not been a lot of research done on this topic in Ontario. It is the hope that 

the results from this research will be beneficial to School Boards, their principals, teachers, and 

ultimately beneficial to the students each school serves.    

Research Questions 

The following research questions guided the collection and presentation of the data: 

1. What understanding do principals and teachers have of poverty and how it impacts 

student learning?  

2. How can principals help teachers address the effects poverty has on students’ social and 

academic learning? 

3. What professional learning has occurred for and is required to support principals/teachers 

to learn more about the impact poverty has on students’ social and academic learning? 

Research Design 

“Education, health, social work, administration, and other arenas of social activity are 

considered applied social sciences or fields of practice precisely because practitioners in these 

fields deal with the everyday concerns of people’s lives” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p.1). 

“Having an interest in knowing more about one’s practice, and indeed in improving one’s 

practice, leads to asking researchable questions, some of which are best approached through a 

qualitative research design” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p.1). This research topic was set in 

motion with the desire to learn more about the practice of successful principals in high-poverty 

schools in order to determine how they assist teachers to learn more about how the effects of 

poverty impact how students learn. Merriam and Tisdell (2016) state that “research focused on 

discovery, insight, and understanding from the perspectives of those being studied offers the 



 

 43 

greatest promise of making a difference in people’s lives” (p.1). The researcher of this study 

focused on gaining insights from principals and teachers in the hopes that the connections and 

discoveries will make the ultimate difference in the lives of those students who are living in 

poverty, the students they serve. “Qualitative researchers are interested in understanding how 

people interpret their experiences, how they construct their worlds, and what meaning they 

attribute to their experiences” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 6). Corbin and Strauss (2015) also 

indicate that researchers may choose qualitative research over quantitative research in order to  

“explore the inner experiences of participants; explore how meanings are formed and 

transformed; explore areas not yet thoroughly researched; discover relevant variables that later 

can be tested through quantitative forms of research; and take a holistic and comprehensive 

approach to the study of phenomena” (p. 5). It is the endless possibilities to learn more about 

people with which qualitative researchers resonate. It is not distance that qualitative researchers 

want between themselves and their participants, but the opportunity to connect with them at a 

human level. Qualitative researchers often have a natural curiosity that leads them to study 

worlds that interest them and that they otherwise might not have access to (Corbin & Strauss, 

2008). Corbin and Strauss (2008) indicate that there are many reasons for choosing to do 

qualitative research, but perhaps the most important is the desire to step beyond the known and 

enter into the world of participants, to see the world from their perspective and in doing so make 

discoveries that will contribute to the development of empirical knowledge. It is for all these 

reasons outlined that the researcher chose the qualitative research method. 

This research occurred within one school board in Ontario, specific to two school sites, 

with semi-structured interviews established with 18 participants that included two principals and 

16 teachers. The methodology was an exploratory case study model, which “is an empirical 
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inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon (the ‘case’) within its real-life context, 

especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context may not be clearly evident” 

(Yin, 2014, p. 16).  

Yin notes that “the distinctive need for case study research arises out of the desire to 

understand complex social phenomena. A case study allows investigators to focus on a “case’ 

and retain a holistic and real-world perspective” (p. 4). When inquiry questions seek to explain 

the ‘how’ and ‘why’ of social phenomena then the more likely a case study research would be 

the best approach (Yin, 2014). Merriam and Tisdell (2016) state that “qualitative case studies 

share with other forms of qualitative research the search for meaning and understanding, the 

researcher as the primary instrument of data collection and analysis, an inductive investigative 

strategy, and the end product being richly descriptive” (p. 37). This case study is exploratory in 

nature because this work is a prelude to future and more in-depth work which could be studied in 

this area of importance. Cresswell and Cresswell (2018) state that “one of the chief reasons for 

conducting a qualitative study is that the study is exploratory. This usually means that not much 

has been written about the topic or the population being studied, and the researcher seeks to 

listen to participants and build an understanding based on what is heard” (p. 27).   

As the ontology, epistemology and research practice were explored for this research, 

Merriam and Tisdell (2016) state that “it is helpful to philosophically position qualitative 

research among other forms of research. Such a positioning entails what one believes about the 

nature of reality (also known as ontology) and the nature of knowledge (epistemology)” (p. 8). 

Mack (2010) also concurs that “one’s view of reality and being is called ontology and the view 

of how one acquires knowledge is termed epistemology” (p. 5). “If someone studies ontology 

they study what we mean when we say something exists. If ontologists study what we mean 
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when we say something exists then an epistemologist studies what we mean when we say we 

know something” (Mack, 2010, p. 5). Denzin and Lincoln (2003) also explain that “when the 

researcher “approaches the world with a set of ideas, a framework (theory, ontology) that 

specifies a set of questions (epistemology) that he or she then examines in specific ways 

(methodology, analysis)” (p. 30). For this specific research the inquiry is based on an 

understanding that successful principals are able to assist teachers, in high-poverty schools, to 

understand the impact the effects of poverty have on student’s learning. This idea led the 

researcher to develop specific questions to answer how and why this occurs. These specific 

questions guided the development of the appropriate methodology and analysis of the 

information gathered. 

The interview data collected from the participants examined their knowledge and 

understanding of how the effects of poverty impact student learning; the role of successful 

principals in assisting teachers to understand the impacts poverty has on student learning; and 

relevant professional learning which has occurred and what is required to support 

principals/teachers in learning about the impact poverty has on student learning.  

To ensure anonymity, each participant was assigned a numerical code. Teachers from 

School 1 were assigned numbers 1 through 6; teachers from School 2 were assigned numbers 7 

through 16. Each principal was referred to as principal 1 or principal 2 (referring respectively to 

School 1 or School 2).   

Context and Sample 

Two elementary schools in one large Ontario school board were the locations where the 

fieldwork and interviews for this research study took place. The following criteria were used to 

select a list of potential schools: Statistics Canada data were utilized to identify the lower-income 
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area schools for this board; the school board’s documentation on area demographics was 

reviewed; the school board's documentation which highlight those schools which demonstrate a 

decrease in suspension data was reviewed; improved Education Quality and Accountability 

Office (EQAO) scores were analyzed; improved achievement results were studied; and the 

current principal needed to be in place at the school for at least two years were factors which 

qualified the schools to be placed on a ‘short list’. In addition, three members of the senior 

administration were independently approached to provide their professional input on identifying 

‘successful’ and effective principals who work in high-poverty elementary schools. The two 

Superintendents of Student Achievement with responsibilities of schools within the regions of 

the board which have the highest concentrations of high-poverty schools were asked to provide 

up to 10 schools which align with the criteria outlined. These two lists were then shared with the 

Associate Director of Learning Support Services in order to seek additional input and 

confirmation that the schools selected do qualify as schools which match the identified criteria. 

The two schools selected for this research were identified as a qualifying school by at least two 

of the three members of the senior administration. After the two elementary schools confirmed 

their willingness to participate the researcher arranged a time to attend a staff meeting at each 

school. The research topic was outlined to the staff and their voluntary participation was 

requested. Teachers were asked to email the researcher if they were interested in participating. 

Sixteen educators and the two principals responded with a desire to participate in this research 

study.  

Instruments and Data Collection 

This research focused on qualitative data collection. “The design of a qualitative study is 

emergent and flexible, responsive to changing conditions of the study in progress” (Merriam & 
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Tisdell, 2016, p. 18). Merriam and Tisdell (2016) outline that “the researcher is the primary 

instrument for data collection and analysis” (p. 16). Gay et al., (2009) explain that “qualitative 

researchers collect descriptive – narrative and visual – nonnumerical data to gain insights into the 

phenomena of interest” (p. 365). The main source of data was derived from semi-structured 

interviews. In addition to the interview data gathered from the transcriptions, observational data 

and literature was utilized to achieve triangulation of data and to inform the conclusions of this 

research. Gay et al. (2009) indicate that “interviewers can explore and probe participants’ 

responses to gather in-depth data about their experiences and feelings. They can examine 

attitudes, interests, feelings, concerns, and values more easily than they can through observation” 

(p. 370). After confirming two schools which met the criteria for selection, an email was sent to 

the two principals outlining the research to be conducted and asked if they would like their 

school to participate in this research and if they believe that their staff may be open to 

participating.  

Two elementary principals, as well as 16 elementary teachers, six from School 1 and 10 

from School 2 volunteered to be interviewed for this research. There were seven participants 

from School 1, six female teachers from Grades 1 to 8 with two to 20 years of experience, and a 

female principal who had been at the school for two years. There were 11 participants from 

School 2 including 10 teachers, seven female and three males, and a female principal who had 

been assigned to the school for three years. The teachers consisted of one Early Childhood 

Educator, one School Support Counsellor and eight teachers from Kindergarten to Grade 8. The 

years of experience at this school ranged from 6 months up to 22 years of experience. 

Prior to the start of each interview, participants were asked to review the ‘Letters of 

Information’ which outlined the research details and requested the signature from each 
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participant to indicate their acceptance to participate in the research. Appendix A outlines a copy 

of the ‘Letter of Information’ provided to the teachers and Appendix B outlines a copy of the 

‘Letter of Information’ provided to the principals. The dates, times, and locations for the 

interviews were arranged through email or by telephone, to accommodate the participants’ 

schedules. Interviews were conducted with each principal and each teacher. The length of the 

interviews was approximately 45 – 60 minutes in length. The interviews were conducted for only 

one session and were conducted individually. The interviews were semi-structured with the same 

specific set of questions asked to each participant, however, there were opportunities for the 

researcher to ask participants to elaborate on specific items when the need arose. The interview’s 

open-ended questions help to focus the dialogue with the participants, while also providing the 

opportunity for the researcher to listen and use clarifying or elaborating probes if required 

(Cresswell, 2015). The questions included both open-ended and closed questions. The semi-

structured interviews were chosen because it allows for the participants to elaborate on their 

information (Yin, 2014). Each of the interviews was audio recorded and the participants were 

notified of this prior to the start of the interview. Each participant agreed with this approach. It is 

important to note that some of the questions asked of the teachers were slightly altered for those 

questions asked of the principals. The questions are referenced later in this chapter, as well as in 

Appendix C and D. Prior to the final development of the interview questions a pilot interview 

was established and conducted. Learnings from this led to some adjustments to the wording of 

questions and the number of questions being prepared for this research. Appendix C provides a 

list of the interview questions asked of the teachers and Appendix D provides a list of the 

interview questions asked of the principals. One participant requested to participate via email due 

to the conflicts with their personal obligations in trying to arrange a time to meet for a one-on-
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one interview. Each interview was professionally transcribed. The researcher provided a copy of 

each transcribed interview to the respective participant in order to allow them to verify the 

information for accuracy, delete or add any comments, and to provide acceptance of the 

transcriptions. These correspondences were via the researcher’s University email account.  

Observations During the Interviews 

 During all the interviews, participants seemed eager to share their opinions and to 

participate in this research study. Each participant seemed comfortable with the one-on-one 

interview and were able to select the location where the interview would take place. Most 

selected their classroom at their school and others selected to have the interview at the Board 

office. Overall, the interviews appeared to be relaxed allowing for open dialogue. Some 

participants paused between answers or as they were providing answers for longer periods of 

time than other participants. Some participants required some clarification on the question being 

asked and others needed a few prompts to initiate their thoughts. The researcher maintained a log 

of notes which pertained to each interview in order to reference during the data analysis process. 

These notes were taken after the completion of each interview to prevent any distraction during 

the interview.   

Data Management 

Each participant was sent a copy of their transcribed interview in order to have the 

opportunity to verify and clarify the accuracy of their transcribed interview. There were no 

changes requested by any of the participants. This ‘member checking’ provided the researcher 

with the assurance that they could move forward with the analysis of the interview material.   

Another source of data collection was the examination of records. With permission from 

the school board, data were retrieved from the school data collection services, specifically, 
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overall school achievement levels, and the historical demographical information from the past 10 

years. All the research documentation, the signed letters of information, and the original 

transcription documents were secured in a locked cabinet at the home of the researcher. A copy 

of the transcriptions was used for data analysis.   

Data Analysis 

A modified version of constant comparative analysis (Corbin & Strauss, 2015) was used 

to identify themes in the data collected from each interview. The constant comparative analysis 

of the data is the process where “data are broken down into manageable pieces with each piece 

compared for similarities and differences” (Corbin & Strauss, 2015, p. 7). Data that are similar 

are grouped together. “Through further analysis, concepts are grouped together by the researcher 

to form categories” (Corbin & Strauss, 2015, p. 7). The core categories form themes. A modified 

version of constant comparative analysis (Corbin & Strauss, 2015) was used to identify themes 

in the data collected from each interview. The responses provided were separated by school and 

by principals. The responses were robust against relevant literature and offered significant 

insight to support this research. The researcher maintained a log of notes which pertained to each 

interview in order to reference during the data analysis process.   

For this research the transcript pages totalled 240 pages. Each transcript was reviewed in 

substantial detail several times. The transcript pages were condensed to highlight the key aspects 

and main points provided by each participant. This condensed version resulted in a total of 94 

pages. After further review, a thematic analysis was conducted. The researcher viewed the data 

and highlighted key words, common ideas, quotes, and phrases which condensed the data to 22 

pages. This analysis was then used to collate data pertaining to each research question. Through 

further analysis of the condensed data the researcher identified the emerging themes. According 
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to Corbin and Strauss (2008), qualitative analysis is many things, but it is not a process that can 

be rigidly codified. What it requires, above all, is an intuitive sense of what is going on in the 

data; trust in the self and the research process; and the ability to remain creative, flexible, and 

true to the data all at the same time.   

“As qualitative researchers are directly involved in their research, they still maintain an 

objective stance when analyzing the data and they ensure that their assumptions are bracketed in 

order to provide a thorough description of what is taking place in the environment rather than 

their own perceptions” (Mack, 2010, p.6). Wherever possible the researcher has bracketed or set 

aside aspects that might reflect their biases. The data will be shared back with staff at each of the 

two schools, the participants, schools, and the board will remain anonymous. 

According to Yin (2014), triangulation is the convergence of data from different sources 

to determine the consistency of a finding. For this research the triangulation of the data was 

established by what the researcher read, saw, and heard. The researcher was informed by the 

literature as noted earlier in this study, as well as by their own experiences working in high-

poverty schools. As well many documents and reports were read which provided demographic 

and academic history for each of the schools being studied. The researcher met with each 

participant in the interview which provided additional information as they participated in the 

process. Finally, the researcher listened to an enormous amount of information, detail and 

experiences when reviewing the audio transcripts. The connections identified in the findings 

between the two schools, the teachers, the principals and the literature provided opportunities to 

establish and demonstrate triangulation.   
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Anticipated Challenges 

Two challenges were anticipated during this research, notably the concern for anonymity 

for the participants and the researcher as a professional within the Board. With respect to the first 

challenge, the researcher reviewed the information in great detail with the participants to ensure 

that their answers are anonymous and deleted any reference that might identify them. In 

addressing the second challenge, the researcher disclosed their role in the Board to each 

participant and noted that this research was being undertaken as a graduate student.  

Limitations 

Cresswell (2015) outlines that “limitations are potential weaknesses or problems with the 

study identified by the researcher” (p. 197) and Gay et al., (2009) indicate that “a limitation is 

some aspect of the study that the researcher cannot control but believes may negatively affect the 

results of the study” (p. 109). One limitation identified by the researcher was the sample size.  

The researcher did not have control over how many participants would be willing to volunteer in 

this research. There was a plan to approach an additional school if the number of participants fell 

below the preferred threshold of five participants per school, but this did not occur. Therefore, 

the sample for the research was seen as adequate. A second limitation identified by the 

researcher was that this study was conducted in one school board and the results cannot be 

generalized to this or other school boards. Nevertheless, with a smaller sample and one school 

board the researcher concluded that it would not be viable to generalize the results of this 

research. 

Ethics 

This research proposal was reviewed and approved by both the Western University’s 

Ethics Board and the School Board’s ethics committee. There were no foreseen risks for the 
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participants in this study and anonymity was guaranteed. All the data will be destroyed 5 years 

after the completion of the research study.  

Critical Organizational Analysis 

The data collected from the interviews provided many details and examples of the 

understanding the participants have of poverty and how it impacts student learning. The analysis 

of the data also revealed examples of how principals assist teachers to address the effects poverty 

has on student learning. Many participants identified professional learning that they have 

received and what they perceived is required to support their ongoing learning about the impact 

poverty has on student learning/achievement. This research was not informed by critical theory 

but rather by an interpretive stance, as previously mentioned. The critical analysis of the data 

provides some recommendations for the organization, the school board, to consider. 

The research questions and the interview questions which aligned with each area are 

outlined in Table 1. Each participant was asked every question. Some questions were slightly 

altered for the two groups, depending upon whether they were teachers or principals. 

Table 1 

 

Guiding Research Questions Aligned With Interview Questions 

                                                                                                                                                                                                      
Research Question Corresponding Interview Questions (IQ) 

What understanding do principals and teachers 

have of poverty and how it impacts student 

learning?  

 

How does poverty affect a student’s performance in school? 

 

Do you believe that you have any or many students who 

live in poverty in your school? 

 

In what ways does the lived experience of poverty affect a 

student’s way of learning, in your opinion? 

 

Do you feel that the student academic achievement levels at 

your school are adequate?   

 

Do you believe that you have an understanding of the 

impact poverty potentially has on the way students learn? 
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In what ways do you believe that your principal has an 

understanding of the impacts poverty may have on student 

learning? (IQ for teachers) 

 

In what ways do the teachers, at your school, have an 

understanding of the impacts poverty may have on student 

learning? (IQ for principals) 

How can principals help teachers address the 

effects poverty has on students’ social and 

academic learning? 

 

 

 

 

As a school community, what efforts are being made to 

address the effects poverty may have on how students learn 

at school? 

 

In your opinion, what role should or can a principal play in 

this complex effort? 

 

Can you tell me how your current principal has addressed 

the issues of poverty in relation to student performance and 

include any strategies that they have put in place, for 

example, supports or resources? (IQ for teachers) 

 

Can you tell me how you have addressed the issues of 

poverty in relation to student performance and include any 

strategies that you have put in place, for example, supports 

or resources? (IQ for principals) 

 

How would you describe their (principal) leadership 

approaches and/or styles in relation to addressing issues of 

poverty for student performance? (IQ for teachers) 

 

How would you describe your leadership approach and/or 

your style in relation to addressing issues of poverty for 

student performance? (IQ for principals) 

 

What does effective leadership mean to you? 

 

How do you understand or measure effectiveness in school 

leadership? 

 

What are some possible areas of growth for the principal to 

consider, which would define them more as an effective 

leader? (IQ for teachers) 

 

What are some areas of growth for you which would define 

you more as an effective leader? (IQ for principals) 
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What professional learning has occurred for and is 

required to support principals/teachers to learn 

more about the impact poverty has on students’ 

social and academic learning? 

What in-service or professional development has there been 

for staff which focuses on the effects poverty has on the 

way students learn, in the overall experience of school? 

 

If there has been in-service or professional development – 

how do you believe this new knowledge of understanding, 

of how poverty has an impact on the way students learn, 

has improved student learning in your school?  What 

evidence would there be that there has been improvement? 

 

What do you believe you need in order to improve your 

understanding of poverty or how it impacts the way 

students learn? (IQ for teachers) 

 

What do you believe the teachers need in order to improve 

their understanding of poverty or how it impacts the way 

students learn? (IQ for principals) 

 

What could your principal provide you or other teachers in 

order to build on this knowledge? (IQ for teachers) 

 

What could you provide for your teachers in order to build 

this knowledge for them? (IQ for principals) 

Is there anything else that you would like to add or talk about that I haven’t asked? 

 

 

Guiding Research Question 1 Findings 

This section describes the findings of the first guiding research question: “What 

understanding do principals and teachers have of poverty and how it impacts student learning?” 

When asked the first interview question, “How does poverty affect a student’s performance in 

school?” each participant provided several examples. At least one example provided by each 

participant referred to there being a lack of basic, essential needs. The essential needs or 

physiological needs which humans require to be fulfilled are those referenced by Maslow’s 

Hierarchy of Needs (Maslow, 2019).  Maslow (2019) stated: 

Undoubtedly these physiological needs are the most pre-potent of all needs. What this 

means specifically is, that in the human being who is missing everything in life in an 

extreme fashion, it is most likely that the major motivation would be the physiological 

needs rather than any others. A person who is lacking food, safety, love, and esteem 

would most probably hunger for food more strongly than for anything else. (p. 5)  
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Unicef (2020) indicates that very often children experience poverty as the lack of shelter, 

education, nutrition, water, or health services and that the lack of these basic needs often results 

in deficits that cannot easily be overcome later in life. 

Table 2 outlines a summary of the responses provided by the participants when asked the 

first interview question, “How does poverty affect a student’s performance in school?” 

Table 2 

 

Participants Identify how Poverty Affects a Student’s Performance in School 

 
Interview Question: How does poverty affect a student’s performance in school? 

Participant Comments 

 

School 1  

1 Many families have challenges due to lack of income and there are many mental health issues which 

have an impact on children’s achievement.   

Not all students have the kinds of life experiences that we would like them to have, and they have 

some difficulty adjusting to school.   

We have students with language issues which impact their learning.   

2 Some students come in and say, “I’m grumpy: ‘I didn’t have breakfast today” or ‘there was nothing 

in the cupboards” and then there are other students who come in and are a little more reserved or a 

little quieter than usual and you have to get to the root of the issue. When a student is focused on 

their hungry stomach or focused on something like mom or dad were fighting about money last 

night – it comes to school with them.   

 

3 “There are Issues going on in the home that when they come to school the last thing on their minds 

is settling in a desk and thinking about academic work” 

There are financial pressures and students feel the pressures from other children because they do not 

have everything that everybody else has. 

There are constant issues on their minds and sometimes academic subjects are at the background  

 

4 Sometimes they come with having eaten and sometimes not. So, they need food in their bellies 

before they are ready to learn.  

5 They come to school hungry, so they are not ready to learn.   

Sometimes they are not dressed appropriately for the weather.  They come in cold and wet, and they 

are not ready to learn because they come totally unprepared for the day.  Older students are more 

focused on their clothes because they do not have the designer clothes.  More underlying bullying 

goes on with students, so they are not focusing on what they are doing, so it affects their learning. 

6 The students are not performing well academically. 

They are not working to their potential.   

Principal 1 The families have financial burdens.  The children will come to school in mom’s shoes and mom 

will come in later and say, “you took my running shoes and I need my shoes”. So, for shoes, 

backpacks and those kinds of things, it’s difficult for them.  If they need medications and they have 

to go without they don’t share and if we notice, if a child is on medication for ADHD and suddenly, 

we are seeing changes in behaviour then that is usually when it comes out that they didn’t have 

enough money to fill the prescription. 

 

School 2 
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7 A lot of times kids are coming in hungry, and they are stressed out.  Lots of times, this year in 

particular, we had a lot of children who suffered emotional abuse and sexual abuse, physical abuse.  

Lots of times you have parents who are having trouble parenting and then separations, so kids are 

coming in with really, really, high levels of stress, hungry and lots of them are not living in the best 

situations. All of this effects how they learn. 

8 Sometimes the students lack food, sometimes they lack comfort from the night before.  Every 

student comes with a story every day.   

They come in not prepared for the day.  A lot of times they come in with having no breakfast.  They 

will come in late because no one woke them up.  All of this definitely effects their performance at 

school.   

9 They come to school without the basics, food.   

They need someone to talk to because when there is only one parent who is working this effects 

them.   

10 They don’t eat well.  They come to school hungry and with unhealthy lunches (i.e., coke, chips) and 

this effects their behaviour.  There are a lot of attendance problems and lateness.   

Many parents don’t have a high education so this effects their level of learning.   

11 Poverty effects students’ nutrition which effects their activity level.  There are no grocery stores in 

the area, only variety stores.   

The parents are often stressed which makes the children stressed.  The students’ sleep and health are 

effected by stress which impacts their learning.   

12 The students don’t get to bed on time, so they come to school tired.  They lack food at home and 

there are no schedules.  All of this effects their performance at school.   

13 They often don’t arrive with the right footwear (i.e., they do not have indoor shoes, so they feel 

awkward having to stay in their boots all day).  During the day, you can also notice that their 

behaviours both in class and on the yard are not appropriate.  So, they might be more apt to act with 

their body, with actions versus using their words.  You’ll notice that they may not know how to 

identify their frustration or what words to use to describe if they do become frustrated.  And at the 

end of the day, there are sometimes students who are reluctant to go home. 

14 Many students come with little language and little book experience.   

There are so many students who don’t know how to handle their emotions or their anger.  Lots of 

things hinder them from learning. 

15 They are more concerned about the things that are going on outside of the school than they are 

what’s going on in the classroom.  It makes it challenging to get them to really get into their 

learning.  Many are more concerned about where their next meal will come from.   

16 Poverty dramatically effects their performance.  They come to school hungry, extremely tired and 

needing a lot of attention. They have trouble following along with instruction and interacting with 

other students.   

Principal 2 I think more so than poverty itself, it’s the conditions that poverty has brought to a lot of the 

household, that the students are living with that bring them challenges at school. They’re coming to 

school without the school readiness that we see with students that are in non-poverty situations. We 

also have conditions where parents can’t provide for their students so they can’t and/or don’t 

provide the necessary food or clothing. Sometimes it appears that the parents are very egocentric 

because they focus on needs that are outside the needs of providing for their kids, mainly their own 

needs like perhaps parents -- a parent will smoke but not provide a lunch for their students. All of 

this effects the kids’ performance in school because they’re not coming to school ready for school at 

the beginning of the day. 

 

Figure 1 outlines the five most common responses which emerged from the interview 

question and identifies how many times these were referenced by participants for each school.  

The most common response provided for School 1 was lack of income and the most common 
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response for School 2 was lack of food. Other responses provided by participants were that 

students come to school with a lack of life experiences and lack of routines or schedules; 

stressed; and with mental health concerns. Each participant confirmed that they have many 

students who come to school negatively impacted by poverty. 

Figure 1 

 

Participants Identify Students’ Unmet Needs  

 

 

 

 

When students arrive at school with their basic needs going unmet, they struggle to focus on 

their academic learning. Along with this, students also come to school with a need for additional 

social learning when those learning experiences have not been available in their home or 

community environments.  

Table 3 outlines a summary of the responses provided by the participants when asked the 

interview question, “Do you believe that you have any or many students who live in poverty in 
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your school?” All participants answered that there are many students living in poverty and 

elaborated below. 

Table 3 

 

Participants’ Responses to Whether or not There are Many Students who Live in Poverty in 

Their School Community 

Interview Question: Do you believe that you have any or many students who live in poverty in your school? 

Participant Comments 

 

School 1  

1 We have a lot of families with challenges for various reasons.   

We also have many families that have mental health concerns, and the kids have mental 

health issues.   

2 Yes.  We have a number of students who are outward about their desire for help from the 

school community, for clothing, for food, for things like that.  Other students will let us 

know that they do not have internet at home so they can’t do the research project because 

they can’t afford it.  I believe that there’s other families that are probably a lot quieter about 

it, that aren’t as forward.     

3 There is certainly a moderate level of poverty around the community.   

4 I would definitely say yes. We see it in their lunches and with their behaviours.   

Also, what they see at home they bring it to school with them.   

5 There are a lot of parents who work, almost like working poor but they are below the 

poverty line.  You see the number of students that don’t have lunches, so we get something 

to eat for them. 

6 Sometimes it’s hard to tell if a family is struggling – when we used to do home visits, we 

could see firsthand.  Now I just try to pick up on clues.  One boy in my class announced that 

he could not have pizza at school because “my mom is broke and we don’t have money for 

the car to get fixed so I can’t have pizza”.   

Principal 1 I believe that there are many more students living in poverty than is really known about and 

that for some families there is a silence about it.  There is a real silence around if there is no 

food at home or if money has run out for medications or dad has lost his job again.   

 

School 2 

7 Yes, I would say there would be more children who live in poverty than those who don’t.   

Those who do not live in poverty, many parents feel like they don’t fit in, and they move out 

or go to french immersion.   

8 Yes, I do. There are kids who come to school dirty, they haven’t had a shower in, I can’t 

even guess how long, black feet, unwashed hair, unbrushed hair, pajamas.  There is a 

transient part of it where a lot of people come and go … they leave for six months and then 

come back because they couldn’t afford rent, or something happened.  I know for a lot of 

families that if they are in this community then that’s their last stop pretty much. 

9 I would say most of the kids in this community live in poverty.   

There is not a lot of money in this area.   

10 Yes, there is.  When we have field trips, I’ll ask for a dollar and they’ll say, “I don’t have 

that” or “can you wait until the first of the month”.  

They come to school with clothes that don’t fit, without school supplies, and/or without 

indoor shoes.   

11 Yes, I think there’s a significant number of kids in our school that live in poverty.   
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We have lots of rentals in our area.  This is one of the needier areas in the city.   

12 I would say many live in poverty.   

“Just driving through the neighbourhood, you can see it.  You can see the poverty or seeing 

the parents outside, seeing the kids” 

13 I do believe that we do.   

Many do not have the appropriate clothing.  The conditions they live in are not good.  

14 Yes, you definitely see the way they come to school, the hygiene issues, the clothing issues, 

the food, the hunger.  Parents will blatantly say “we didn’t have any food until the next 

cheque came from the government” or there was one family where five were living in one 

bedroom.  We also have older kids that aren’t even phased by sirens or police talk or drug 

talk because that’s the way they live. 

15 I would say yes.   

I see kids who can’t participate in certain things because their families can’t afford it.  They 

also have a need or a want that is not being met because of the socioeconomic position that 

their family is in.    

16 I would say we have many if not most of our students that live in poverty.   

Principal 2 I would suggest that the majority of our parents and students live in poverty.     

 

 

When asked the question, “In what ways does the lived experience of poverty affect a 

student’s way of learning, in your opinion?” participants provided many examples in their 

responses. Table 4 outlines the variety of responses provided by the participants. 

Table 4 

 

Participants Identify how the Lived Experience of Poverty Affects a Student’s way of Learning 

 
Interview Question: In what ways does the lived experience of poverty affect a student’s way of learning, in 

your opinion? 

Participant Comments 

 

School 1  

1 The students haven’t had the experiences that we would hope they would have before they 

come to school.  There are gaps in their learning.   

Myself and other teachers were of the same mindset on how we would help families. We 

started connecting more to families because if mom or grandma are strong and feeling good 

the ripple effect to the child is quite significant.   

2 The students do not have access to materials at home (i.e., internet).  I know of schools that 

do a shoe box project. I would never have my students do this because “who knows how 

long it has been since they have bought shoes” and they would not have a shoe box to use.  

There are still a lot of working families, and a lot of kids are up late or early. One student 

said to me “I was plowing snow with my dad at 4:00 in the morning” because there is no 

money for childcare.  A lot of grade 7 and 8 students are alone at night if their parents are 

working.  

3 Many students come from environments that are loud and all-consuming environments and 

then they come to a learning environment, trying to be in a quiet environment doesn’t work 

for them. They are not going to sit quietly and wait for somebody to pick them because that 

is not the environment they are coming from.  I used to think “that child is just being rude or 

difficult” when really that’s not what they have in mind at all.   
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If you have more of an understanding of that and the different things that they experience in 

that poverty situation, then it makes it a little easier to interact with them and to understand 

and get along better with them rather than sort of doing the head-butting thing all the time. 

4 If the children are feeling the stress of poverty at home, they are definitely carrying that on 

the backs of their shoulders and the first thing is not to come to school and learn, it’s all 

these worries that they have at home.   

Carry worries on their shoulders 

5 Students begin to think this is just the way it is. 

They think “I can’t achieve that”. 

6 Many students don’t come with experiences.   

I often encourage students to think about past experiences or draw upon prior knowledge as 

we learn.  I used to assume a lot of things early in my career.  For example, I assumed 

children had read certain fairy tales, or that they had been on car trips, or gone to the zoo, or 

that they had helped bake before and I have found that these experiences were not givens.  

Sometimes, instead of drawing on prior knowledge, I have had to shift the experience into 

creating the knowledge.   

Principal 1 The social norms are significantly different between the home/community and those of the 

school. There are so many “different” rules between the school and the home which makes it 

challenging for the students to navigate.   

 

 

School 2 

7 A lot of students are tired and hungry, so they are not ready to learn.  They are just trying to 

get through the day.   

Many lack social skills and a lot of them have trouble with speech and they are 

uncomfortable to share.   

The homework often does not get done.   

8 There is a lack of motivation in the students.  Most families do not believe in or haven’t 

been shown the experience of if you work hard, you will get this and so, there is no 

motivation to do school.   

There is a lack of trust from the parents, and this trickles down to the kids.  Poverty directly 

relates to just the kids trusting you and your relationship with them.   

There isn’t anyone at home motivating them.   

The kids model from what they see, so they may see screaming, yelling, and that’s how they 

act at school and then when you get upset with them for it, they don’t understand.   

 

9 A lot of our kids are focused on other things other than academics. They arrive in the 

morning, and they are hungry, and they can’t focus on anything else until we feed them.   

A number of our kids have witnessed to a lot of the crime so there’s a lot of baggage that 

they bring to class.  There was one girl who came into class last year and she had witnessed 

someone being killed on her front porch and when the teacher tried to talk her through that, 

she said, “it’s okay, it’s happened before, I’m alright”.   

10 Many students come with less background knowledge.  There are not many books at home.   

Many have learned behaviours.  Their parents tell the teacher “you need to yell at them, 

that’s what I do”.  Many students are used to behaviour management. It’s hard for them, 

especially when they are in grade 1, to just learn how to be at school and listen and do what 

you’re asked.   

11 Students should have stamina coming in, feeling good, feeling healthy, feeling like they are 

ready to learn, feeling like they have the tools available and by tools, I mean patience and 

the willingness to try and the willingness to take risks.  This is all negatively impacted by 

poverty.  These kids don’t talk a whole lot about hopes and dreams. 

 

12 The kids are hungry, so they focus on other things. They often don’t know where their next 

meal is coming from.   

They are coming to school with baggage.  
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13 Many students have the lack of ability to be ready to learn.  With the amount of issues and 

concerns that some of these children have they are not able to focus.   

When they make a mistake or do something wrong, they often give up hope.   

14 Education is not important to many of our students. They don’t really give education a fair 

shot because they do not feel there is any importance to it.  One grade 5 student stated, “why 

do I have to write this test, I’m just going to get my cheque when I turn 18”.   

15 The biggest difference for me is that I’m always trying to keep in mind when we’re teaching 

that we’re making it consistent and meaningful to their world. I’m giving examples or real-

world problems, I’m keeping in mind what their real world is and so making the learning a 

little bit more meaningful for them.  Aside from the barriers, like hunger, the experience of 

poverty I think just reframes the world that they are in and if you can address them in that 

world, if you can meet them there then I think the learning can take place.  I do not 

necessarily see the students’ experiences as “barriers”. These are probably the most resilient 

people I’ve met in my entire life.  If the student has their needs met, if they feel safe, if they 

are nourished, if they are happy, we can get to the other stuff.   

16 Most students don’t know how to learn.  They have not learned perseverance.  They don’t 

have the perseverance to finish something they are working on.  There is a lack of learning 

resources in their home and there is no one at home to help them with their homework.   

Principal 2 Early brain development is impacted for those students who live in poverty on a long-term 

basis, along with a lack of language skills development prior to attending school. 

I think the early brain development is influenced as soon as the student is born, and their 

intra-uterine environment isn’t the most positive because a lot of the parents smoke.  There’s 

a lot of learning that happens at home that doesn’t happen for our students and when our 

teachers have them here, they are starting at a different point. 

 

Participants from the two schools offered some similar responses but also had a number 

of different responses. School 1 provided the following responses: students have a lack of life 

experiences when they initially arrive at school; there is a lack of resources or materials in the 

homes; students often arrive lacking sleep; students are frequently coming from loud 

environments; and there is a lot of adult and child stress in their homes. The principal from 

School 1 believes that the social norms are significantly different between the home/community 

and those of the school. They indicated that there are so many “different” rules between the 

school and the home which makes it challenging for the students to navigate.   

School 2 participants included the following examples in their responses: lack of 

resources or materials in the homes; students often arrive lacking sleep; students frequently come 

to school hungry; often, students bring a lot of ‘baggage’ with them; the students have a lack of 

language skills when they initially arrive at school; their lived experiences are different to many 
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lived experiences of students from middle class homes; and, they do not have a sense or feeling 

of hope. The principal from School 2 discussed their belief that early brain development is 

impacted for those students who live in poverty on a long-term basis, along with a lack of 

language skills development prior to attending school.   

Many students bring a lot of troubling and confused experiences and understandings with 

them when they walk through those school doors in the morning. Many participants also 

referenced how poverty impacts social learning for students. P7 (School 2) indicated that in their 

kindergarten class “a lot of them (students), in the social skills, sometimes aren’t there and a lot 

of them have trouble with speech and they are uncomfortable to share”. P8 commented “the kids 

model from what they see, so they may see screaming, yelling, and that’s how they act at school 

and then when you get upset with them for it, they don’t understand”. P10 stated “they’ve 

learned behaviours and they are used to behaviour management. It’s hard for them, especially 

when they are in grade 1, to just learn how to be at school and listen and do what you’re told”.  

P15 shared how they do not necessarily see the students’ experiences as “barriers” and indicated: 

These are probably the most resilient people I’ve met in my entire life. If the student has 

their needs met, if they feel safe, if they are nourished, if they are happy, we can get to 

the other stuff. We can find a way to get to the curriculum, that’s not a problem.    

The principal from School 2 stated: 

I think the early brain development is influenced as soon as the student is born, and their 

intra-uterine environment isn’t the most positive because a lot of the parents smoke.  

There’s a lot of learning that happens at home that doesn’t happen for our students and 

when our teachers have them here, they are starting at a different point. 
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The next interview question asked each of the participants, “Do you feel that the student 

academic achievement levels at your school are adequate?” Table 5 highlights the responses 

provided by the participants. Both principals answered “no” to this question. Thirteen of the 16 

participants also responded “no” that they did not believe that the student academic achievement 

levels at their school were adequate.   

Table 5 

 

Participants Identify Whether or not They Believe That the Student Academic Achievement 

Levels are Adequate 

Interview Question: Do you feel that the student academic achievement levels at your school are adequate? 

Participant Comments 

 

School 1  

1 No, I don’t think they are at all.  I think we can do a lot better.  I don’t think it is fair how 

you are always at the bottom with EQAO, provincially.  In the last couple of years, we have 

been looking more at the data and we have had more P.D.   

2 I wouldn’t say they are adequate, but the scores are improving. We are working on “setting 

the bar a little higher” for the students. 

3 The kids are not achieving probably at the levels that they should be. The kids can do better, 

and we can do better for the kids.   

4 I think they can definitely go up. I mean with more parental involvement, not having to deal 

with all the other stressors and things.   

5 No, I think that there’s a lot more that can be done still. I think the academics have a lot to 

do with the social skills.  What we are going to try to do is to get these kids up to where they 

need to be. 

6 Under our current principal, our EQAO results have improved greatly.   

Principal 1 We’re getting t.   No, but I think we are getting there. I think their achievement levels do not reflect their 

abilities. I think when two years ago, we had fifteen students write EQAO and one of them 

scored level 3, while nine of them scored level 1…we don’t have any excuses for that. There 

are no excuses for this school to be performing as one of the lowest schools in the province. 

There isn’t an excuse for that and so, no, I don’t think they are adequate. I think we are 

moving in the right direction; I think it’s going to take a lot of years to get there because we 

know that academic achievement is built upon year to year.  

 

School 2 

7 I feel that they are not where they should be, but I think that maybe we could approach it in 

a different way.  It would be nice sometimes if the kids could not just have to follow the 

same routine over and over again.  It would be nice like the emergent curriculum, giving 

them a chance, if we could just work with them a bit more that it would help. 

8 No, not at all, not one single bit. I see so much potential in these kids. 

It’s just understanding how they work and knowing that is how they work and all that I can 

do for them is, in that moment, that day, and to realize that that is huge.  I’m not going to 
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help them in ten years, I can’t.  I can’t even help them when they get to high school, but I 

can help them have a good day today and a lot of our staff knows that we can do that.   

 

9 I think that the majority of our students do the best they can at any given time. I think that 

our school is substantially lower academically and performance than most other schools. I 

think a lot of our families don’t value education because they live in a cycle of poverty and 

violence where education isn’t valued and that’s all they know.  So, we do our best and try 

to teach them and that’s where teaching the parents is a big deal in our school, getting our 

parents into our building to say, ‘it is important that they learn’. 

10 I don’t think so. 

11 No, they are not adequate. We know they can be better.  Kids need to have a champion 

behind them, and they need to have more than one champion behind them.   

12 No, they are not adequate, but growth has been made.   

We are heading in the right direction.  We hold them to a high standard and some years they 

come along better than others.   

13 I would say no.   

There is only so much children and young adolescents can handle and cope with.  We cannot 

expect them to be robots.   

14 Definitely not, no.  

Due to the behaviour, because of the slower pace we have to do things, it almost gives 

teachers permission to teach at a lower level than we need to.  I feel these kids have so much 

more potential if we were to push them every year.   

15 Yes, the majority of my class was at, or above, the provincial standard. 

When I think of the things that they’ve lived through and that they have gone through and 

that I am dealing with and that they are dealing with on a constant basis, the fact that they 

are able to, they have the reason to learn.  They have a reason for school.  Even though there 

are so many things going on in their lives.  They still see the reason for school.  That many 

of them come from parents who don’t see a reason for school.  Many of these kids have 

goals, they work on setting goals, they work on achieving goals and they see a reason to be 

here.   

16 I think that they are, yes, from where they are coming from, and the teachers work very hard 

here and the students do well. 

Principal 2 We’re getting t.   No, because if I thought that, our work would be done. But no, I don’t think so. I think that 

we’re always wanting to get better. I think that we’re constantly learning about the way the 

students are learning and learning ourselves and we figure out something else and we can 

move the students forward a little bit more. I think that our academic achievement levels are 

awesome and we’re really, really, proud of ourselves, especially when we look at it student 

by student by student and look at the data that we had and look at the growth that there is, 

but we’re always going to be wondering what else we can do, what is next, what could we 

do earlier and what’s the next step. So, I think that for their academic achievement levels, 

we’ll always want to make them better at this school. 

 

The three participants who responded ‘yes’ to this question provided more details to 

support their position. From School 1, P6 stated that “under our current principal, our EQAO 

results have improved greatly”. From School 2, P15 indicated that most of their class was at, or 

above, the provincial standard. Also from School 2, P16 stated “I think that they are, yes, from 

where they are coming from, and the teachers work very hard here and the students do well.” 
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Participants provided some detailed perceptions about why they did not feel that their 

academic achievement scores were adequate. For example, from School 1, P2 indicated that the 

scores were improving and that the school is working on “setting the bar a little higher” for the 

students. P3’s perception was that “the kids can do better, and we can do better for the kids”.  

P5’s perception also agreed with that last comment as they indicated “what we are going to try to 

do is to get these kids up to where they need to be”. Astutely, P5 also indicated that “I think 

academics have a lot to do with the social skills”.   

From School 2, P7 shared: 

I feel that they are not where they should be, but I think that maybe we could approach it 

in a different way. It would be nice sometimes if the kids could not just have to follow 

the same routine over and over again. It would be nice like the emergent curriculum, 

giving them a chance, if we could just work with them a bit more that it would help. 

While reflecting on the impact educators can have on student learning P8 expressed: 

It’s just understanding how they work and knowing that is how they work and all that I 

can do for them is, in that moment, that day, and to realize that that is huge. I’m not going 

to help them in ten years, I can’t. I can’t even help them when they get to high school, but 

I can help them have a good day today and a lot of our staff knows that we can do that.   

In addition, P9 shared: 

I think a lot of our families don’t value education because they live in a cycle of poverty 

and violence where education isn’t valued and that’s all they know. So, we do our best 

and try to teach them and that’s where teaching the parents is a big deal in our school, 

getting our parents into our building to say, ‘it is important that they learn’. 

P15 stated:  
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When I think of the things that they’ve lived through and that they have gone through and 

that I am dealing with and that they are dealing with on a constant basis, the fact that they 

are able to, they have the reason to learn. They have a reason for school. Even though 

there are so many things going on in their lives. They still see the reason for school. That 

many of them come from parents who don’t see a reason for school. Many of these kids 

have goals, they work on setting goals, they work on achieving goals and they see a 

reason to be here.   

The perceptions shared by participants highlight a strength, namely that many students 

demonstrate that they are able to self-advocate and persevere in terms of their learning.   

The next question asked the participants, “do you believe that you have an understanding 

of the impact poverty potentially has on the way students learn?” Table 6 summarizes the 

responses provided by each participant. Each of the six participants and the principal, from 

school 1, indicated that they felt they have an adequate understanding of the impact poverty has 

on the way students learn. School 2 had seven participants who believed that they had an 

adequate understanding, two felt that they have some degree of understanding, and one 

participant did not feel that they had an understanding of the impact poverty has on the way 

students learn. The principal felt that she also has an adequate understanding of the impact 

poverty has on the way students learn.   

Table 6  

Participants Identify Their Level of Understanding of the Impact Poverty has on Student 

Learning 

Interview Question: Do you believe that you have an understanding of the impact poverty potentially has on the 

way students learn? 

Participant Comments 

 

School 1  
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1 I think I do. 

Teachers need to know a lot more about the adverse childhood experiences, the kind of 

experiences that some children have had or what they are living, the chronic stress that they 

are living with. Then they may be a lot more patient and provide the kids with the kinds of 

things that they need so that they can feel safe and secure in their classrooms.  

2 In a way.   

I’d like to be someone who is learning and understanding. 

3 I have some understanding 

I would love the opportunity to continue to grow and learn because it’s such a complex 

thing. Young children, when they first start school, they are dealing with many stresses and 

things going on around them.  I would like to be more cognizant of how I can support and 

help them in the ways that they learn or understand things. 

4 I think I do. 

You don’t go into a school with a lower socioeconomic status and say “I’m going to change 

the world today, but you just know these students are going to need a little bit extra.  A little 

bit more patience, a little bit more love.   

5 Yes, definitely. I believe that poverty does impact our kids.  If they are hungry or they don’t 

feel like they fit in or they are not dressed the right way or even if they know that the 

neighbour heard what went on at the house last night, different things that are going on in 

the neighbourhood effects everything when these kids come into school.   

6 Yes, on the very surface level I do.  I don’t know about how poverty effects the way they 

learn.   

Principal 1  I think I have a general understanding. I have attended workshops and I’ve read books and 

myself, growing up, we lived in a similar neighbourhood. My father was laid off a lot so 

there were financial struggles in the household, and we went without a lot of times, but not 

to the degree that I see here. So, I can’t say that I have experienced that sort of thing, what a 

number of my students’ experience.   

 

School 2 

7 Yes 

I could always learn more, especially on brain development.  There isn’t the support higher 

up to help, to really help down here.   

8 No, not all the way. 

I didn’t grow up in poverty and I think it would be unfair for me to say that I even have a bit 

of an understanding of what they go through.   

9 I think I do. 

If you spend a lot of time in a place like this, you start to figure out how to help some of the 

kids. Sitting and eating with the kids, listening to their stories, being a trusted adult. A lot of 

kids here don’t have dads and I’m a dad and being a male teacher, I am like their dad.  I try 

not to blur the lines. I’m your teacher not your dad.  I will take care of you, and I will make 

sure you have what you need, and I’ll make sure bad things don’t happen here.   

10 To some degree. I’ve become more sensitive to it.  It’s about meeting them where they are 

at.  Seeing progress wherever it comes from.   

11 I think that I do.  I think I have a good understanding but that understanding can always be 

broadened and expanded upon.   

I don’t always think it is good to just give things for free. People need to feel that they own 

some of this that it’s not just being done to them, but things are being done with them. 

12 Absolutely! I think I’ve seen it.  Because I know these families and you hear the back 

stories.  So yes, I think I understand.   

13 I think I have an understanding 

It makes you learn something new every day.  One day we were watching a video on 

catapults.  They were catapulting a garbage can and then a pie. A student yelled out and was 

outraged “why are they wasting that food and why are they breaking that bin?” 
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I took a step back to think about what we use things for and what someone else may see it 

as. 

14 I do and I don’t, I don’t because I haven’t lived it.  I think working here definitely opens my 

eyes and it definitely gives me a lot more insight.   

15 Yeah, I do know. I had no clue when I first got here.  It takes a couple of years being here 

for someone new to actually get welcomed into the community.  You then start to really see 

what happens and what’s going on and what poverty is or what it means beyond just income 

level or where their income is coming from.  It makes my problems look pretty small.   

16 I do, I really do.  Over the last couple of years, we have tried to have the parents really 

involved with our program. So, I feel like I know them well and I do feel like I have an 

understanding.  They feel open to tell us when things are hard or when they can’t make a 

payment.   

Principal 2   I do. When I knew that I was coming here as an administrator, I did some research into          

generational poverty because that was something that I don’t know an awful lot about. 

Knowing that I can bring little pieces of that into kind of everything that we do here and slip 

that into conversations with the teachers. I think that there’s more for me to learn. I’m 

working with our school psychometrist now because he’s also done research into the impacts 

of poverty on mental health of students, and he’s done research into physical activity and 

giving the kids short bursts of physical activity to improve their academic performance.   

We’re going to be bringing him into some of our staff meetings because the actual mental 

health component is kind of our next learning. I’ve got an amazing, solid staff, but as far as 

the mental health piece, that’s outside my area of expertise.  

 

As educators strive to support students P3 stated: 

I would love the opportunity to continue to grow and learn because it’s such a complex 

thing. You think of young children starting as early as three and four years old and they 

are dealing with all these stresses and things going on around them. I would like to be 

more cognizant of how I can support and help them to learn or understand things because 

I think it is important. 

P4 emphasized the importance that “you don’t go into the school with the mindset I’m going to 

change the world today, you just know these students are going to need a little bit extra; a little 

more patience; and a little more love”. From School 2, P8 indicated “after this full year of 

working and developing such close relationships with these kids, I have a better 

understanding…I think I have more empathy for them”.   

While sharing how educators can support students who live in poverty, P9 expressed: 
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If you spend a lot of time in a place like this, you start to figure out how to help some of 

the kids, you bring food, you let the kids stay after school if they need to or you get there 

an hour earlier and provide them with extra help. Sitting and eating with the kids, 

listening to their stories and being a trusted adult. Anybody that spends more than a year 

or two working in a high-poverty school, figures out pretty quickly how it effects their 

learning. 

P10 emphasizes the importance of “just meeting them where they are at and seeing progress 

wherever it comes from”. P13 articulated, “it makes you learn something new every day”, they 

outlined how they were watching a video in class one day about catapults and the video used a 

pie to catapult. A student became very upset watching this because they were wasting food. The 

student’s comment put many things in perspective for this teacher. 

When participants were asked, “In what ways do you believe that your principal has an 

understanding about the impacts poverty may have on student learning?” each one responded 

that their principal definitely has an understanding. These responses are collated in Table 7.    

Table 7 

Participants Identify Ways That Their Principal Understands the Impact Poverty has on Student 

Learning 

Interview Question: In what ways do you believe that your principal has an understanding about the impact 

poverty may have on student learning? 

Participant Comments 

 

School 1  

1 I feel that she’s involved with families and doing a lot for families.  I know that people care 

about what she is doing.  She also has high expectations.  She has a growth mindset and 

she’s helping kids.  Her door is open and when kids have escalations, temper tantrums, they 

come and sit with her.  I think she understands where these kids are coming from and she’s 

really doing what she can to help the families and then helps the children and then helps the 

teachers to help the children.  She’s got her pulse on it all.  We haven’t had that in all the 

years that I’ve been here.  We’ve had great principals, but she’s actually doing quite a bit 

more than the others have.   

2 My principal has done a lot of research and knows a lot.  I think she’s learned more than I 

have, at this point, about poverty and its’ affects.   
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3 I believe that she has a good understanding of the impacts of poverty.  She’s probably also 

learning.  She is always very aware of what is going on with different families.  She seems 

to have a finger on the pulse of her community and what’s going on and what kids need and 

understanding where they are coming from.   

4 I definitely think she does.  She has implemented many different things to enhance learning.  

I think that she is bringing more to the table for the kids to learn.   

5 Yes, she does. There have been new programs brought in and a lot of different ways of 

learning. Getting the technology, bringing in more manipulatives, allowing us to do the 

flexible seating with the kids and a lot of different things to try with them, I think our 

principal realizes that if those are the things they don’t get at home, we can provide them 

here.  She gets clothes for them, so they don’t feel different, they are dressed like everybody 

else, they feel like they fit in.   

6 Yes, I think based on the effort our principal has made, she understands that our school 

population in general needs access to materials and experiences that they wouldn’t get on 

their own. 

 

School 2 

7 We have food to help the students so that they are not hungry.  If they need to leave the 

classroom, they can walk the halls or have fidget toys. She encourages the teachers to teach 

in different ways.   

8 She definitely knows that there’s two or more sides to every story.  Whenever a teacher 

cannot have a student in their class for a while, she always takes them into her office. 

Everyone kind of understands and the principal is really good at understanding that 

sometimes there’s extenuating circumstances but also, keeping our standards high and it’s 

the same in the classroom.  She does understand the circumstances these kids come from but 

also, she tells them you are at school to learn.  Sometimes they are sent home because they 

do not want to learn. The parents don’t want them at home, so they come back and know 

that they just have to try their best in that moment. Sometimes their best isn’t very good, but 

they did it and we take the small wins.  She is really good at supporting us. 

9 She shows compassion and has an understanding that people have special needs and there is 

a reason for behaviour and not everybody needs to have the same consequence for the same 

issue. She takes the time to determine what the issues really are for the students.   

10 I’m sure it has been a learning curve for her.  She is always encouraging the teachers.  She 

always talks to the students and the parents.  She probably has a really good idea on how 

things are.   

11 I think she has an understanding of the effects of poverty.  Her heart is in the right place. 

12 Yes, she understands it.  I think it has grown since she’s been here.  She makes connections 

to the families. 

13 I think she sees it every day. I feel she has a very good grasp on things.  She knows the kids 

really well and the families.  She knows what they are bringing to the table. Each 

conversation is meaningful.  She is visible. She is out there on duty.  She informs teachers of 

things going on all the time.   

14 I think she understands because she sees a lot of it, and I think she has an understanding 

where she provides families with a lot of extras that she knows that they need. She gives 

away gift cards, clothes and food.  She knows that if a belly is full, the kids will learn better.  

I know that she has done a lot of research on this.  We give a lot of these kids a lot more 

chances than they would get in another school.  Once you get to know where they are and 

what they are coming from, it changes how you work with them.   

15 She has empathy and has empathy with the students. It’s talked about at staff meetings and 

PD.  She asks good questions, for example, how are the kids transitioning in the morning? 

What can we do to help them transition better, from home into school and into a learning 

environment? Whenever we have any opportunity to include the families in a positive way, 

it’s always communicated and made sure everyone is aware that we are celebrating this 

activity or event.  We want the parents in the school.  She is always very welcoming – it is 

visible in words and actions.   
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16 She gives us the families background knowledge. She provides programs, food and clothing. 

 

Figure 2 outlines the five most common examples provided by participants for each school.   

Figure 2  

 

Participants Identify how Principals Demonstrate an Understanding of Poverty 

 

 

 

The participants from School 1 identified that their principal has a good understanding of 

poverty and the impacts it has on student learning and demonstrates this by: the relationships 

they have established with the students and the families (understands the challenges they are 

facing); acquiring resources for learning (i.e., technology, manipulatives); supporting the staff by 

sharing relevant information about the students; and providing essential necessities for students 

(i.e. food, clothes).   
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The participants from School 2 identified that their principal also demonstrates their 

knowledge by: the relationships they have established with the students and the families 

(understands the challenges they are facing); supporting the staff by sharing relevant information 

about the students; provides essential necessities for students (i.e., food, clothes); and works hard 

to support the staff with their work with the students.   

The two principals were then each asked, “in what ways do the teachers, at your school, 

have an understanding of the impact poverty may have on student learning?” Principal 1 stated: 

The staff here really love the kids. There are a lot of social workers in this building, so 

they understand the students. Mondays are not good for the students, so the staff talked 

about it and now for the first hour on Monday mornings it is for quiet time and 

decompression time. 

They explained how the students need time to change between what went on over the weekend 

and what goes on at school. Principal 1 also expressed how they believe that the understanding 

of poverty and how it affects schooling is changing in the building. There was a culture of, “they 

can’t do that” to now a culture of “they can do that” (referring to the students). The principal 

concluded by stating that “they have an understanding and we’re all on the continuum of figuring 

it out”.   

Principal 2 identified: 

At this site, we have an entire range. Some staff have been here for 15 years, and they 

have an understanding that’s deeper than some of our other staff. I work with everybody 

a little bit differently which is beautiful having a small staff because I can talk to people 

individually and have a lot of individual rather than a whole school wide PD about 

poverty.   
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Summary of Guiding Research Question 1 Findings  

To answer the guiding research question, “What understanding do principals and teachers 

have of poverty and how it impacts student learning?”, participants were each asked six 

questions which elicited responses that were distilled into the summary to this first research 

question. All participants were able to provide responses and/or examples which addressed their 

beliefs of how poverty affects a student’s social and academic performance at school; how the 

lived experience of poverty affects student social and academic learning; the amount of students 

who live in poverty in their community; whether or not the academic achievement levels were 

adequate for their school community; their level of understanding of the impacts poverty may 

have on students social and academic learning; and the level of understanding that their principal 

has of the impacts poverty may have on students social and academic learning?   

These findings demonstrate that participants have a broad understanding of the effects of 

poverty and its impact on students’ social and academic learning. Participants suggest their 

understanding is an important element in their efforts to support students. The understandings are 

linked to the knowledge that:  

• Many students arrive at school with unfulfilled needs which need to be met before 

substantial learning can occur, such as, food and appropriate clothing. 

• Many students’ lived experiences have a negative impact on their social and academic 

learning. 

Guiding Research Question 2 Findings 

This section describes the findings of the second guiding research question: “How can 

principals help teachers address the effects poverty has on students’ social and academic 

learning?” When the participants were asked, “As a school community, what efforts are being 
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made to address the effects poverty may have on how students learn at school?”, several 

examples were provided by each participant. Table 8 outlines the responses provided by the 

participants. 

Table 8 

 

Participants Identify Efforts Being Made to Address the Effects Poverty has on how Students 

Learn: 

Interview Question: As a school community, what efforts are being made to address the effects poverty may 

have on how students learn at school? 

Participant Comments 

 

School 1  

1 We have a nutrition program.  We used to have a snack bin but that didn’t go well – kids 

couldn’t leave it alone until it was all gone. We provide backpacks, books and winter coats. 

Our Home and School Association is great.  They help pay for trips.  If they don’t get it at 

school, they don’t get it – don’t make paying for field trips a barrier.  I think that we have a 

lot of work to do to help our teachers understand how families live and that we have to 

really examine our assumptions. We can improve everyone’s understanding of how these 

children are living by having good PD around poverty. 

2 Our job is to break the cycle for these students through education. These kids need to be 

given skills to be moving on into post-secondary schools. I had a parent come this year and 

said my son made it into Western.  That is such wonderful news to hear.   

3 Our principal is very cognizant of the different family needs. We are constantly looking at 

ways we can fundraise and get supplies that the children need.  Thanks to our principal 

talking to different people in the community our students get the support from people in our 

community. We are very proactive with watching the child at the school and seeing what 

their needs and requirements are.   

4 We have a breakfast program and a student success room, so if they are having a bad day, 

they have a place to go. Our principal is all over the place, in classrooms, in the halls, 

outside, she bonds with the kids. The students and parents know her. Teachers make the first 

impact but definitely if there is a principal that is there with the children, interacting with 

them, that makes a huge impact.   

5 We have a breakfast program so that the students know they can come in and have 

something to eat.  Usually at Christmas time a lot of donations come in, so the kids get boots 

and brand-new coats.   

6 Our school has several night events for families to attend and learn. Our Home and School 

Association is very supportive.  They make purchases for classroom learning materials.  

They also sponsor field trips to help the families.  I think that when students feel supported 

at school that translates into more effort and better results. 

Principal 1 We have a very supportive home and school association that when it comes to field trips, 

they pay for it.  We have a full running student nutrition program, so breakfast program in 

the morning, lunches if needed and fresh fruit snacks throughout the day. Lunches is the one 

that’s the big one.  We serve between 20 and 25 lunches a day. We have a community 

dinner, last year we had a community dinner where community agencies came together. A 

chili supper was prepared for parents and then there were community agencies who attended 

to offer support for parents to talk to and learn about programming for their children.   
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We get clothing donations, winter outerwear, hats, mitts, coats and boots. We had a huge 

donation this past year from Columbia. It was a beautiful thing, we lined the office with 

boots and then I just had children come and shop and if they needed boots, they took them 

and if they didn’t need boots, they didn’t take them. There wasn’t a child in grades 5 - 8 who 

needed a pair of boots after that.   

 

School 2 

7 We have a lot of community partners that give us money so that we can buy food for the 

students.  There is breakfast offered and snacks throughout the day.  The same with clothing, 

there are community partners that will hold clothing drives to support our students. We are 

trying to get parents into the school more. Our community officer will come in to coach the 

wrestling team. As a staff we all support each other.   

8 As a school we recognize that so many students live in poverty. We hit everything head on.  

Staff form a lot of personal relationships with the kids.  I have had things thrown at me and 

sworn at, but I don’t take it personally. Everyone at this school feels that way.  You know 

they are having a bad day so you say, “can I get you a glass of water?”  We do a lot of little 

things to show the kids that we care.  The kids are never afraid to go to the office or to ask 

for help.  I didn’t think I made a difference in one student’s life and a staff member told me 

that the fact that this student shared some things with me was huge. The staff care so much.  

We try so hard not to suspend kids. We want them at school. We want them learning.  We 

want them in the classroom.   

9 The big one is that we feed our kids.  We do a breakfast program for every student in every 

class every day.  Many staff will bring in extra food for lunch and they will scan the room to 

see who needs extra.  We open our doors early and close them late. We give the kids a place 

to be on those extra hours just so they have a safe place where they can be – there’s a lot of 

extra tutoring that goes on. A lot of teaching for the parents takes place, parenting the 

parents happens here.  We have community babysitting; the grade 7 and 8 students will pick 

up a lot of jobs (i.e., walk kids home; walk kids to school). 

10 We have a breakfast tray.  Every morning there is fresh fruit and healthy food for the 

students to eat when they come in.  We have connected with the local church, they donate a 

lot of things such as hats, mitts, supplies, pay for our jerseys and provide a place for our 

graduation ceremony. 

11 We have a breakfast program. There is so much more we can do in our efforts to address the 

effects of poverty.   

12 We have breakfast trays.  At Christmas time there are raffles for free turkeys.  We have math 

nights/literacy nights for the parents to come in and learn, dinner is provided to them.  We 

also have books for breakfast to get the parents in to read with their children.   

13 We have books for breakfast which gets the parents into the school, and this starts a 

partnership with the parents.  We do a great job in the classrooms by using hands-on 

activities to support all learners.  We always try to have an open door and consistently try to 

communicate with parents.  We are always trying to see the student as an individual and not 

necessarily just a product of their environment that they are in.  We also try to get students 

to understand that every day is a fresh start no matter what has happened.   

14 We have staff that check students every morning for appropriate clothing or if they are 

hungry and we get what they need.  We have a breakfast program.  We offer a lot of support 

for parents.  Our school has a lot of great supports, we have a counsellor, psychologist, 

school coaches and the teachers. We provide chromebooks for all junior and intermediate 

students, so they have them to use.   

15 We have a fantastic breakfast program which is an important part of the students’ day.   

The staff here go the extra mile to provide opportunities for the students.  The staff do a lot 

of volunteering to provide the extra-curricular activities for the students.  We also have a lot 

of community donations.   
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16 We have a breakfast program.  This has made a big difference for the students.  The staff 

work well together in knowing which families need the extra support and understanding the 

history of the students we have here.   

Principal 2 One of the things we do is that we try to equalize the playing field. So, we have trays for 

breakfast, and we have lots of snacks. We also have clothes. We also have a lot of 

technology for the students to use to support their learning. Everything is a team, so all of 

the students are “all of ours rather than mine and yours”. We try to support the parents. We 

spend a lot of time building relationships. 

 

Figure 3 highlights the three most common responses for each school, provided by the 

participants, followed by three specific examples provided by P1, P2 (School 1) and P8 (School 

2). 

Figure 3   

Participants Identify Efforts Made to Address Poverty 

 

School 1 identified providing food (i.e., snacks, lunches or a breakfast program) to be the 

most common effort being made to address the effects of poverty in their school, followed by:  

providing clothing and supplies (backpacks); and creating spaces in the school for students to 

utilize (i.e., student success room; break room). School 2 also identified providing food (i.e., 

snacks, lunches or a breakfast program) to be the most common effort being made to address the 

effects of poverty in their school, followed by creating opportunities to involve parents/families 

in school events; and providing clothing and supplies (backpacks) for students. The principal 
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from School 1 provided similar responses to those participants from their school, indicating that 

food and clothing and supplies are provided to students. In addition, principal 1 highlighted that 

the cost of trips is covered for those who need assistance and each year they host a community 

dinner which is supported by several local agencies. The principal of School 2 also indicated that 

they provide food for students, clothing, lots of technology for the students to use at school, 

opportunities for students to participate in extracurricular activities, and support for parents.  

Principal 2 also stressed that the teachers are always building relationships with the students and 

the parents.     

P1 indicated that they feel that they have a lot of work to do to help teachers to 

“understand how families live and that we have to really examine our assumptions”.  

Nevertheless, P2 stated: 

I definitely notice that with my principal, all the kids and all the parents know them.  

They (the principal) are in the classrooms, and I think that building that bond with the 

students is key. They know that they are there, and that they care. I believe that teachers 

make the first impact but definitely if there is a principal there, that is there with the 

children, interacting with them, that makes a huge impact. The principal is out on the 

yard, they are all over the place. 

P3 highlighted one of the differences their principal is making for the school community: 

Thanks to our principal for talking to different people in the community, we always have 

a good supply of things that a child may need. We try to provide items with great respect 

for the parents, we speak to them quite a bit. We are very proactive with watching the 

child at the school and seeing what their needs are – it’s a special community here. 

P8 (School 2) elaborated on some of the social learning that the students are lacking when they 

arrive at school: 
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Sometimes you just need to let them know (the students) what they are doing is wrong.  

They don’t know what’s wrong a lot of the time, they see it, they are just little….some of 

them, not all of them, are just little balls of rage and they don’t see proper ways to get 

their anger out. 

P8 continued to say how the staff really care about the students and want them at school: 

I’ve had things thrown at me, I’ve been sworn at, everything under the sun, but you 

never, ever take it personally and everyone at this school feels the same way. The staff 

just care so much about the student’s well-being and will say “I don’t want you sent 

home today because I want you here”. The teachers want them at school, want them 

learning and want them in the classroom. “Yeah, you did just throw a chair, but you 

know, okay let’s work on that. You can try next time to not throw the chair.” 

When asked, “In your opinion, what role should or can a Principal play in this complex 

effort?”  each participant was able to share their opinion and Table 9 summarizes the key points 

provided: 

Table 9 

 

Participants Identify the Role of a Principal in Addressing the Effects Poverty has on Student 

Learning 

Interview Question: In your opinion, what role should or can a Principal play in this complex effort? 

Participant Comments 

 

School 1  

1 A Principal: is pivotal because without the principal programs do not fly 

- provides in-service and professional development 

- facilitates conversations around the issues 

2 Principal is the centre of it – they have to see the broad scope of all the different classrooms 

and the families 

“It’s nice to have someone like our principal who organizes efforts to have things available 

for our students that maybe aren’t always available at every school like providing PD and 

things so that we can improve to help educate the students and get them out of this cycle that 

they are in.” 

3 “Principals play a huge, huge, role to either support and develop and have those 

conversations on an ongoing basis with teachers.” 
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4 To achieve better scores and to get more out of your students, the principal needs to be 

present.  They are in the classroom, they are helping out, they are observing, they’re there if 

there are issues with behaviour.  We are all working together as one staff and I think that’s 

very key, for a principal to be working with their staff to achieve the standards that they 

want for the kids. 

5 The principal needs to be aware of the poverty and not make excuses for it so when they are 

talking to the staff it shouldn’t be a reason why a student is not learning because we’ve got 

things in place to be able to help them with that.  If a teacher has information about a student 

– just knowing that you can go into the principal’s office and say, ‘did you know this is 

going on’? 

6 Our principal attends all the home and school meetings as well as all the nighttime learning 

activities. 

Principal 1 I believe that learning comes first.   

A principal makes connections for families with community agencies to look after some of 

their essential needs and we look after the learning.   

I firmly believe that education is the way they (the students) can get out (of poverty 

situations). 

 

School 2 

7 I think a principal should play a major role because it is hard to work there some days and so 

if you don’t have somebody who can offer support to you, I think a lot will be lost. 

Sometimes it’s tricky to deal with the parents and the different situations and so, our 

principal is very good at handling things if something happens, and we have to have a 

meeting with the parents. They are good at backing us, but also supporting the parents.  Our 

principal is really open, they will say “I think we should do this” and I’ll say, “well, I don’t 

feel comfortable doing that”. They are good about it and are open to different situations and 

maybe kind of thinking of different possibilities for what we can do, what will work best, 

which is nice.” 

 

8 We have an amazing principal.  They completely support teachers’ decisions. I know that 

they actually trust that I know what’s best for my students. 

They are not afraid to play bad cop or to take the brunt of anything for us. 

They will say ‘I will make that phone call to that parent for you if you want’ 

They will share information that they are privy to if it relates to one of our students –  

I think a principal, in any school like this should, be supportive of the staff. 

9 I think that the best thing a principal can do is stay out of the way – let us do what we need 

to do and be there for us – if we can rely on the principal for support, that’s the biggest help. 

10 The principal can be the one who reaches out to the greater community and finds resources 

that will help and also resources within our school.   

Provide professional development for the staff. 

11 I think good Principals don’t jump and rescue and effective schools don’t necessarily jump 

and rescue but take the time to…and it does take time to build relationships.  Good 

Principals do build relationships, they don’t expect something just like that. 

12 I think just having everybody on board. Like everybody thinking the same way. Like that 

we’re here to help and the community aspect.   

I think that when it works well, they have everybody on board, but they also understand 

where these families are coming from.  Being a team member. 

13 The principal being a part of the community just as much as the teacher is important. 

They need to listen to and modify based on what parents are saying, teachers are saying and 

what the kids are showing us. 

14 I think the principal can really kind of set the standard of how we handle some of these kids 

and some of these bigger cases. 

Principal can educate the teachers. 
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15 One of the things that the principal is really important for is a lot of reaching out and a lot of 

maintaining those connections.   

Talking to the staff, talking to the students and determining the needs – advocating in the 

community to support the needs. 

Supporting teachers in the hard work they do. 

16 Knowing the families really well so that background information can be shared with 

teachers is really important and helpful.   

Principal 2 My role is a lot of support.  I need to support the teachers and give them the tools that they 

need to support the students in their class.  I do a lot of building of capacity and building 

efficacy.   

My role is to build the capacity of the teachers, build the capacity of the students and build 

the capacity of the parents as well.   

I do my best to be present all the time and to create a team atmosphere.   

 

P1 (School 1) discussed the importance of the principal ensuring that the conversations amongst 

staff are professional and productive to the work that the school is doing: 

We have a principal right now who is completely intolerant of any talk in the staff room 

that ridicules families or speaks ill of any children; you have to behave professionally, 

and I think that’s good because over the years I have heard some really inappropriate 

things that teachers have said about families. Principals can do a lot to help teachers to 

understand how families are living and to have a little more compassion.   

P3 elaborated on the importance of taking the time to build relationships and the value of 

professional development: 

It takes a community to help support and raise a child. As the principal of the school, 

those communications and relationships are very important with the parent, with 

community organizations, and community leaders as well. I have been fortunate to work 

with principals that are very supportive of their teachers learning more about the role of 

poverty and how it affects our students or different cultures, very supportive of 

professional learning and learning how to be a much more effective teacher in the 

classroom to deal with different diverse students and situations. 

P7 shared the importance of students feeling safe: 
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It’s really good to have a principal that you can count on and one who brings P.D.  I find 

lots of workshops that I go to, other teachers and educators are not always comfortable 

discussing the things that we deal with, and they will say, “you should be doing this, 

emergent curriculum”, which is great, but sometimes we just have to get the kids feeling 

safe, with a sense of belonging, for the parents also and I think that our principal is on 

board with that. 

Students need to know that they have caring adults and that they are genuinely cared for when 

they are at school. P8 identified the importance of this also: 

The principal is so supportive of the kids, you can tell that the principal likes the kids, 

they genuinely care about them, they are not just there to be a principal, but they are there 

to make sure that all kids have a good day. Sometimes the principal will have them in the 

office and will eat with them. It sends the message to the students “you know, just to say, 

I’m here, you know, I’m part of this too”.   

 The responses provided by the participants align with those provided by both principals.  

They all see the role of the principal as one of support, providing the required resources, and 

building relationships between the students, staff, parents and community members. The 

principals put more emphasis on the need to focus on the academic learning whereas most of the 

participant responses focused more on building relationships and supporting teachers.    

When asked, “Can you tell me how your current principal has addressed the issues of 

poverty in relation to student performance and include any strategies that they have put in place, 

for example, supports or resources?”, the teacher participants provided many examples which are 

outlined in Table 10. 
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Table 10 

 

Participants’ Examples of how Their Principal is Addressing the Effects Poverty has on Student 

Performance 

Interview Question: Can you tell me how your current Principal has addressed the issues of poverty in relation 

to student performance and include any strategies that they have put in place, for example, supports or 

resources? 

Participant Comments 

 

School 1 

1 They have created a break room where the kids can go (brain-break activities that soothe 

them). 

Emphasis on high expectations and that the students can learn, and they will rise to those 

expectations. 

They cleaned house – there are some teachers who are not here anymore – there is a whole 

fresh air going through our school now. 

2 Our principal makes sure the basic necessities are provided for the students so that they are 

there to learn – they do this without damaging anyone’s pride, for example, “Columbia sent 

a whole bunch of stuff, and all grade 8 students were invited into the office one day and 

could go shopping to pick something they liked”.   

Our breakfast club is called the ‘Games Club’ that is open at 8:30 – helps parents also if they 

need to start work at 9:00. 

They make sure all the necessities are provided for so that the kids can participate in gym 

and sports and be successful.   

3 Offers the opportunities for teachers to learn more about students that are operating in a 

poverty or low socioeconomic situation. 

Expects us to still hold that bar high for the kids because they believe that every child in our 

school can perform and will be successful in the future. 

We do a lot of professional development by looking at the data and we are very honest and 

have honest conversations that maybe we aren’t doing everything that we can do. 

They are very supportive of the team. 

They are constantly looking for any resource or professional development that supports our 

work.  

4 They have created the student success room – this is where kids can go to calm down. 

We also provide food and gifts at Christmas. 

They make connections with community partners to support our families. 

5 Our principal gets outside community support for things to come into our school, clothes 

and a lot of extra things; They have also started our breakfast program. 

6 Our principal has attempted to close the financial gap by purchasing subscriptions to 

learning sites such as Mathletics and Dreambox; paper bag lunches are available for any 

student and breakfast is also available. 

 

School 2  

7 Our principal brings in a lot of support – Fanshawe students, more EA support. 

For sports, they make sure that they have shoes and the equipment that they would need; 

They are always trying to get stuff coming in which is huge for our kids because I think that 

if they feel like they belong, we have lots of kids that are strong at athletics and that kind of 

carries over for their learning.                                                                                            

There is a lot of PD, our principal is a real math person, so they have people come in and 

help us in our classroom.  
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8 I have already said a lot but also, we turned an empty room into a sensory room and then 

into a quiet space. 

Our principal is really good at making things happen for our school. If it is for a kid or your 

classroom, then it gets done.   

Issues are always talked about at staff meetings – there is real good communication and that 

is good.                                                                                                                                 

We have walkie talkies, so everyone is in the know about things that are happening. 

9 Let us do what we need to do and be there for us; if we can rely on our principal for support 

that’s the biggest help. 

10 Our principal believes in pushing these kids – we say we are going to give you food and 

we’ll do everything we can for you, but you are going to succeed and here’s what we are 

going to do, and we just work really hard at it – we see progress in them. 

We launched a reading program this year which really made a difference. 

11 Our principal has been a good supporter of supporting teachers in that whole area of growth 

mindset; they are good at empowering teachers to make some of their own decisions. 

12 They have been very supportive of programs like books for breakfast; and building 

relationships with the staff, students and parents. 

13 They are always looking to nominate students for different programs and initiatives in the 

area (i.e., Camps in the summer); they are always looking to support teachers for 

professional development in certain areas – teachers come back and share information. 

If kids need any resources, they get them – that’s never standing in their way.   

14 Our principal believes that these kids can learn like any other kid – yes, these kids come to 

school with backgrounds, they all have these things they come to school with but when they 

are at school if we’re consistent and we’re structured, they should be able to learn like every 

other kid.  They provide a lot of professional development for us; we do a lot of diagnostics 

so we know which kids are falling through the cracks and so then we can really focus on 

those students. 

15 They bring in professionals for professional development – i.e., School psychologist to do a 

presentation on Mental Health awareness training for staff – I think this is one of the most 

important things the principal has done for us; they also address specific needs – if there is a 

family that needs help in a certain way then things are provided, or they are put in contact 

with people who can help them.   

16 They make sure that we have a calm area for those kids who need it; at our PD sessions the 

principal always talks about strategies and supports within the community that we can turn 

to; our principal is always pushing us in the right direction.    

 

Participants spoke specifically about how the role of the principal has had an impact on the social 

learning for the students. P14 (School 2) emphasized that there is messaging to staff: 

Try to instil the idea that their [students’] actions and their habits that they build within 

the school can actually be something that just naturally happens or becomes habits that 

they bring outside of school. The idea that it extends into their every day.   

P15 shared that one of the most important things, in their opinion, that the principal has done was 

building empathy amongst not only the staff, but also the students, empathy for each other’s 

situations.    
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When principals were asked the question, “Can you tell me how you have addressed the 

issues of poverty in relation to student performance and include possibly any strategies that you 

have put in place, for example, supports or resources?”, both provided detailed responses which 

are captured in Table 11. 

Table 11  

Principals Identify Their Role in Addressing the Effects Poverty has on Student Performance 

 
Interview Question: Can you tell me how you have addressed the issues of poverty in relation to student 

performance and include possibly any strategies that you have put in place, for example, supports or resources? 

Principal 1 I have really pushed the learning agenda. 

When I first came here, we were about feeding, clothing and nurturing first and it’s not that 

we don’t do that anymore, but it’s that we are about learning first.  There is so much trust in 

our community that we are just doing the best we can and that that’s just the way it is – there 

is this sort of defeatism that they just accept. So, for myself it has been messaging that it’s 

not good enough and we need to do better, and our kids need to do better, and we need to do 

better for them.   

There’s been a lot of professional development for pedagogy - the focus is on learning.  We 

are now performing better academically and that’s what’s making us proud as a staff. 

Principal 2 We are an academic school.  We focus on academics, and we focus on learning.  That is 

what the walls ooze from the second everyone walks into the building; you can tell that you 

are in a place of learning and that we are a place of mathematics and literacy.  We do a lot of 

diagnostic assessments to find out the gaps of all the kids and then we have a lot of targeted 

interventions, a lot of small group activities.   

I also remain current, and I ensure that our teachers have the opportunity to be up to date 

with as much instructional practice knowledge as possible. 

We provide a break room for kids. 

We try to get everyone to build relationships with students so that each student has a go-to 

person – we do a lot of this through sports also.   

I apply for grants and that covers our breakfast program every day. 

 

The participants identified many examples of how their principal has addressed the 

effects of poverty within their school community. There were many responses from the 

participants, from both schools, that highlighted the principals’ focus on supporting the essential 

needs of the students, supporting the teachers and emphasizing the need for higher academic 

expectations. Both principals emphasized the focus on academic learning along with providing 

the essential needs for the students. They also stressed the importance of supporting the staff and 

building capacity within the staff and the students.   
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Table 12 outlines the responses provided by the participants when each was asked “How 

would you describe your principal’s leadership approaches and/or their styles in relation to 

addressing issues of poverty for student performance?” 

Table 12 

Participants Identify Their Description of Their Principal’s Leadership Approach in Addressing 

the Effects of Poverty in Relation to Student Performance 

Interview Question: How would you describe your principal’s leadership approaches and/or their styles in 

relation to addressing issues of poverty for student performance? 

Participant Comments 

 

School 1  

1 When you walk in her office there is a pile here of clothes, boots along her, some books over 

there for the staff.  Some people may say it is messy, but I see someone who is walking the 

talk.  There is alignment between what she believes and what she is doing.   

2 She is up front with the teachers and talks about the issues.  When she deals with the 

families it is a different approach.  She does not hurt anyone’s pride.  

3 Her leadership style is very supportive.  She is always looking for input from teachers.  She 

has very open and honest conversations.  The open conversations have made us realize it’s 

about the child and how we can support them.   

4 She works closely with the teachers.  She is always pushing for us to learn more, to become 

better.   

5 Everyone is treated equal. 

6 If we need anything to help our students learn she will find a way to get it.   

 

School 2 

7 She is very open and approachable.  She is very open to the stats and how we can improve 

the student performance.   
8 They are very open. Their leadership approach is ‘my way is not always the best way’ and 

will listen to our suggestions. They lead us, but it’s more ‘we are a team so let’s do this all 

together’.  They keep their door open for parents. 
9 She is very compassionate and understanding.  She understands that the kids have needs. 

She is straightforward and encourages risk taking. I’ve had many principals and I would 

follow this principal because of the style of leadership.  I’m free to help my kids and that’s 

great.  

10 She is very approachable, and she helps us to get connected with the right agencies and 

community resources to help our students and families.   

11 Their leadership is cut and dry, very honest and straightforward.   

12 She is super supportive.  She makes it a team effort.   

13 She has confidence in the values we are instilling in our classrooms, school, community.  

There is a steadfast belief that we have faith in the students’ potential.   

14 She is very proactive.  She does a lot of behind the scenes work for our staff, students and 

the families.   

15 She builds empathy, calmness and an understanding of the situation that many of our 

students and families are in. With empathy and understanding it’s easier to build 

relationships with them and its easier for them to build relationships with each other. 
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16 They are very open, informative and thorough.  She makes sure that we know about all of 

our families.   

 

From School 1, Participant 3 shared: 

Due to the principal’s openness, we have had some very honest conversations, we’ve had 

some really good results. People have stepped up and it has made us realize that it’s about 

the child and how we can best support them. The principal’s leadership style is very 

open, honest and supportive of the team. It’s what we are going to do for the kids because 

it’s all about them.   

Participant 15 from School 2 shared: 

It is about empathy, building empathy, calmness and an understanding of the situation 

that many of our students and our families are in and with understanding and with 

empathy, it’s easier to build relationships with them and it’s easier for them to build 

relationships with each other and so that’s important. 

When both principals were asked to describe their leadership approach/style in relation to 

addressing the issues of poverty to improve student achievement each provided detailed 

responses. Principal 1 indicated that there is no hidden agenda with their leadership and that it’s 

always about students first. If the students are hungry then food is provided to them. If the adults, 

whether it be staff or parents, are struggling then they figure out a solution but “it always has to 

be what’s best for kids”. 

Principal 2 stated that they have always been a supporter of a distributed leadership model: 

I try to recognize and develop the leadership potential in my staff and then if they have an 

area of strength and expertise, they take the lead on that and then I do what I can to 

support them or find someone that can support them. I have a pretty clear vision. Also, 

I’m fully transparent.   
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Table 13 outlines the responses provided by the participants when each was asked, “What does 

effective leadership mean to you?”  

Table 13 

Participants Identify the Meaning of Effective Leadership 

 
Interview Question: What does effective leadership mean to you? 

Participant Comments 

 

School 1  

1 It means to be hard working.  To have integrity and a commitment to values.  It is an 

alignment of what you are saying and doing with what you believe in.  It is leading by 

example, undertaking difficult jobs and being visible in the school.   

2 An effective principal is someone who can provide direction without step-by-step guidance.  

It is someone who provides resources, supports, and a direction to take without 

micromanaging.  They let those people underneath be successful, have their own ideas, and 

carry things through.   

3 An effective principal has those really honest conversations with their team.  They are open, 

honest and transparent. Effective leadership is rolling up sleeves and getting in there with 

you, when you are facing a challenge or when we are trying to figure out how to be better at 

a particular thing or a particular academic area.   

4 Being an effective principal means you are still at the same level of the people around you. 

You are still very grounded. Everyone is treated the same.   

5 To me leadership is when somebody stands behind what they say.  They are there to support 

the teachers and the students. They are a team leader.  It is somebody that we should be able 

to go to.  It is someone who is going to take control of a situation if there is a problem.   

6 An effective principal listens to the needs of teachers and students and then makes decisions 

to help the situation.   

Principal 1 I believe that effective leadership means to be able to have a vision and to be able to 

collaborate with others.  There is an importance of staying focused on the vision and not 

getting distracted by other things.   

 

School 2 

7 Effective leadership is a leader wearing many different hats.  They are open to new research 

that comes through and are able to change. An effective principal would also provide PD 

and support to the teachers.   

8 It means that the people you are leading are happy and that you communicate well with 

them and that the people that are working for you are doing their best job for the school and 

the community. 

Everyone is happy 

9 Effective leadership is surrounding yourself with great people and staying out of their way. 

10 Effective leadership is about goal setting and making sure that we have the end in mind and 

the person who is the leader needs to have a clear idea of what we’d like to achieve and what 

we’d like to see happen. It’s nice when you are working together, instead of being told what 

to do.  

11 Effective leadership is leading from behind not only for the teachers but sometimes for the 

parents and providing opportunities so that parents can feel that they have ownership of 

things.  Effective leadership is more about providing the opportunity to listen to all those 

you work with, hearing their concerns before putting your own concerns forward.  The 

parents need to be heard and the kids need to be heard. Effective schools also have very 

effective school teams.   
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12 It’s being the leader but also supporting everybody in everything.  Being a supportive team 

player.   

13 Effective leadership is the ability to follow. Effective leadership shows that you’re taking all 

factors into account when investigating a situation. An effective leader provides direction 

without dictating what’s meant to happen.   

14 An effective leader has a very specific vision and goal in mind, and it transcends through the 

people that they are delegating to. They encourage and praise the teachers that are following 

their leadership.   

15 An effective leader knows when we need support and guidance. Also, to know when we 

need Professional development or a suggestion for a strategy to use.  There would also be a 

lot of recognition of the good things that are going on and the good things that we are doing 

and there’s an offer of support. One of the biggest things for students, for these kids, is their 

relationships with adults.  We’re providing a lot of positive relationships between the adults 

in the building and the students through extracurricular activities.   

16 Effective leadership means to be able to bring us all together and work really well as a team.   

A leader to support us and everyone supports each other.  

Principal 2 Effective leadership is to be able to create an environment where people can thrive and grow 

and reach and surpass their goals.  An effective leader is reliable, responsible, open, and has 

strong communication skills.   

 

The five most common responses provided for what effective leadership means were: 

School 1 - to provide direction; be supportive; listen to the needs of students and staff; have open 

conversations with the team; and be open, honest and transparent.   

School 2 – to be a team player (working together); build relationships; to provide direction; to 

provide professional development; and to be approachable.   

When asked, “How do you understand or measure effectiveness in school leadership?”,  

each participant provided several examples which are captured in Table 14. 

Table 14 

 

Participants Identify Their Understanding of Effectiveness in School Leadership 

   
Interview Question: How do you understand or measure effectiveness in school leadership? 

Participant Comments 

 

School 1  

1 They need to be present.  They also must get to know the families.  They need to be 

approachable for staff and families. They also need to have good communication.  

2 I think it is the feel of the school community, the feel of the teaching community.   

The teachers and the students need to feel they are valued.  The students and staff are happy 

to come to school each day. 

3 You can measure effectiveness in school leadership through things like when you are 

dealing with certain children.  You see how they are progressing through the year, are they 

working through issues more? Are they becoming successful at some things?  The leader 

sees the big picture of everything. They study the data to know what to do next.  Being able 



 

 90 

to talk openly about making mistakes and how we can learn from that and with the kids as 

well.  You see improvement in student achievement.   

4 Measurement is based on the school atmosphere. If it’s a caring, warm, loving atmosphere, 

where you are there for the kids. 

5 You can tell by the way students respond when the principal walks into a room. There 

should be a level of respect. Another measure is how well the staff work together as a team. 

6 By seeing the morale of the staff.  If staff feel valued, appreciated and listened to then that 

would indicate there is an effective leader.  If students enjoy the school environment, then 

that would likely show positive school leadership.   

 

School 2 

7 If the staff feel happy and supported, then this would be an example of effective leadership 

at the school.  If students feel they can approach teachers/principal, then this is positive.   

8 When there is effective leadership, the staff want to make the school better.  They also want 

to make the student’s marks better.  It is also important to see how well the staff work 

together. 

9 I feel effective leadership is being present when you need to be present and being out of the 

way when you need to be out of the way. Knowing that equal is not everyone getting the 

same.  When staff are free to do things, tells me that there’s great leadership.   

The moral tone of the school is important. Everyone is a team and works together – no 

groups – secretary, custodian, EA’s, teachers.  The last way to measure leadership is student 

performance.  Are the kids learning? Are they getting better every year? Are they taking 

chances? Are they joining teams? 

10 A principal is effective when the staff feel empowered.  They are happy and eager to come 

to work. You want to see the students achieve.  

11 You can look at the number of suspensions.  Also, the participation in team meetings.   The 

principal is the role model for what kind of attitude or what kind of approach we want to 

adopt with engaging people and engaging parents in high-poverty school areas.   

12 To know that the staff are happy.  They are not transferring out of the school.   

13 I think you get a feel for it by how much the leadership is respected. When there is respect 

for the leader this carries over into the classroom too.  There is also clear transparency 

between what’s expected what the goals are and ample time to implement different 

strategies.   

14 People will follow a good leader. This also trickles down to the students and the respect they 

have for the principal.   

15 Success – how the kids are doing. Socially is just as important and possibly more important 

than academically.  Are they doing well socially?  Are they happy to be there? 

 

16 I would measure an effective leader by the fact that you can go to the administrator to 

discuss a problem and there is follow through.   

 

 

The most predominant responses from School 1 were: the students and staff feel valued 

and supported; a positive school atmosphere; and a focus on student achievement. The most 

predominant responses from School 2 were: the students and staff feel valued and supported; 

everyone working together as a team; and having defined goals which ultimately can lead to 

improved student achievement. 
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In responding to this question, the principals talked about how they would measure their 

own effectiveness as a leader. Principal 1 articulated: 

If I can have everybody here every day for the students, working for the students and 

recognizing that and wanting to improve student performance and… help them out, make 

our students become the best they can be, then that would be an effective educational 

leader. 

Principal 1 continued to explain their reflections from the previous year and expressed: 

I struggled with the measuring piece because I had a staff member who was doing 

phenomenal things and then they transferred out because it was too hard. Was that my 

leadership? Did I push too hard because excellent teachers feel the pressure? One teacher 

said, ‘it’s too hard, we don’t play’. So, I’m reflecting on that now. 

Principal 2 questioned the work that they are doing as a leader by asking: 

Is success being attained? If not, perhaps we’ve set our goals too lofty or too high, so one 

of the things that we discuss at our staff meetings is that we’re going slow, we’re going 

very purposeful and we’re going with a lot of intentionality forward versus setting a goal 

and then rapidly trying to get there. We’re also revisiting practices that have been 

effective in the past and incorporating those in our next steps.   

The next interview question asked the participants “What are some possible areas of growth for 

the principal to consider, which would define them more as an effective leader?” Table 15 

highlights the responses provided by the participants.  

Table 15 

Participants Identify Possible Areas of Growth for Their Principal to Consider 

 
Interview Question: What are some possible areas of growth for the principal to consider, which would define 

them more as an effective leader? 

Participant Comments 
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School 1  

1 One suggestion would be to give more positive feedback.  When it is given, you know that it 

is authentic and that means a lot.   

2 I think there could be a little more openness to the value of other curriculum areas – not just 

math.  Some teachers and students have expertise in other areas, and this could make them 

feel more valued.   

3 One suggestion may be to be in the classrooms more and to be around the building more. 

4 Perhaps more discipline with the students not just their ‘pal’.  

5 I would say perhaps to get to know more about the staff.  Maybe plan team building 

activities to do things that bring people together more.   

6 Our principal is always “kids first” which is great.  One suggestion may be to communicate 

with the staff more because they don’t always agree with how things are handled.   

 

School 2 

7 She could be a bit more empathetic.  Also, maybe she could warm up to the parents more.   

8 Maybe her standards are too high.  Maybe lower expectations a little.  

9 I can’t think of anything. I’ve never had leadership like this.   

10 Could not think of an answer.   

11  Perhaps we could have more team meetings for discussions.  The times when we have been 

strongest is when we’ve had a good solid team to work with, the work of a larger team 

brings about change.  

12 I can’t think of anything.   

13 I would suggest for her to be more present.  An area of growth would be for her to come into 

classes in other subject times, not just math.   

14 I think just making people more accountable. They have to be the principal and the parent to 

the kids.   

15 Perhaps identifying and fostering some of the strengths in the staff.   

Helping staff to identify their strengths.   

16 She does a good job.  I can’t think of anything right now.   

 

Four of the 10 participants from School 2 indicated that they did not have any 

suggestions, for instance, Participant 9 stated “I can’t find anything that I would say to do better 

at. This is my sixth or seventh principal in my career and I’ve never had leadership like this.”  

Participant 16 indicated, “They [the principal] are doing a good job. I can’t even think of 

anything.” 

When asked what may be some areas of growth for their own leadership, Principal 1 

indicated that they often wonder “Is there too much pressure?”  They realize that they need to 

stop and listen and to seek to understand what staff are looking for. Principal 1 also stated “when 

people come to me with things that are not about students and learning I have a hard time 

listening and empathizing. So that’s something I’m working on – being more empathetic”.   
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Principal 2 indicated “I tend to always wonder if we’re doing the right thing. Is there more we 

 

 can be doing? Is there more that I can be doing?” 

Summary of Guiding Research Question 2 Findings  

To answer the guiding research question, “How can principals help teachers address the 

effects poverty has on students’ social and academic learning?”, participants provided detailed 

responses to seven questions which formulated the summary to this second research question. 

The participants seemed eager to share their insights and opinions on the efforts that are taking 

place in their school community to address the effects poverty may have on how students learn; 

the role a principal contributes to this complex effort; the role and leadership approach of their 

current principal in addressing the issues of poverty in relation to student performance; the 

understanding of effective leadership and how it is measured; and possible areas of growth for 

their principal to consider. The principals were asked similar questions to those asked of the 

participants but altered slightly to gain an understanding of how they have addressed the issues 

of poverty in their school community; their description of their leadership approach; and 

potential areas of growth to define them more as effective leaders. Participants identified that the 

principal’s role is vital to the work occurring in their schools to address the effects poverty has 

on students’ social and academic learning. From the robust responses provided the researcher 

learned from the data analysis that: 

Principals assist teachers to create a learning environment conducive to meeting the 

social and academic learning needs for all students by: 

• building relationships; 

• communicating regularly to staff the situations faced by their students and families; 

• implementing high expectations for students; and 
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• providing the necessary resources for staff, students, and parents.   

Guiding Research Question 3 Findings 

This section describes the findings of the third guiding research question: “What professional 

learning has occurred for and is required to support principals/teachers to learn more about the 

impact poverty has on students’ social and academic learning?” When asked the following 

interview questions each participant shared several examples and provided input which is 

illustrated in Table 16: 

• “What in-service or professional development has there been for staff which focuses on 

the effects poverty has on the way students learn, in the overall experience of school?”; 

• “If there has been in-service or professional development – how do you believe this new 

knowledge of understanding, of how poverty has an impact on the way students learn, has 

improved student learning in your school?  What evidence would there be that there has 

been improvement?”; and  

• “What do you believe you need in order to improve your understanding of poverty or 

how it impacts the way students learn?” (for teachers) and “What do you believe the 

teachers need in order to improve their understanding of poverty or how it impacts the 

way students learn?” (for Principals) 

Table 16  

Participants Identify Professional Development Received/Provided; The Impact of This 

Professional Development and Future Learning Needs 

Participant Inservice/Professional 

Development (PD) provided 

Impact of this Inservice/PD Future Needs 

 

School 1 

P1 Lots of PD on math and language; 

Years ago, we had PD on poverty 

and privilege checklists 

More formative assessments 

are being done;  

Continued opportunities to talk about 

the kids in a positive way. 
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Real focus on high 

expectations – huge differences 

have been made. 

P2 Discussions about our families; 

Looked at what is happening in the 

community – very interesting. 

More formalized school wide 

assessments and continuing to 

break the barriers of education. 

More formalized PD; 

Also, to learn how other schools are 

tackling the same issues. 

P3 Lots of conversations about our 

students and families; 

Supporting each other and 

discussions on how we can do 

better. 

We are always trying new 

strategies; everyone can learn 

no matter what situation they 

are coming from.  

We are trying to increase our 

understanding of working with 

the kids and how we can better 

work with the kids, how they 

may learn better, whether it’s 

more hands on or whether they 

need to be more active. 

Would love more PD sessions from 

people who are specialists in the field 

and showing us the research and the 

data.   

 

P4 Talk at staff meetings. We are always learning; we are 

always researching.  

Would like to take PD sessions on my 

own and would like to learn from 

colleagues from other schools. 

P5 Discussions as staff Learning about our kids.   Knowing how the parents and the kids 

are feeling; to better understand where 

they are coming from. 

P6 Not sure what PD has occurred 

specific to poverty, probably more 

on student learning. 

Use data but would like more 

in-service. 

More in-service on poverty. 

Principal  We are working on a book study  

‘Bridges out of Poverty’.   

Have shared provincial 

demographics and data from 

schools similar to our school. 

The data allowed for a lot of 

conversations to take place and 

there was a commitment from 

the staff to raise the level of 

expectations. 

We started celebrating the 

work the students were 

producing. 

Staff would benefit from hearing from 

students who grew up in poverty and 

continued on and became successful – 

to hear what made the difference for 

them. 

 

School 2 

P7 A lot of discussions at staff 

meetings – always talking about 

poverty. 

Math PD, Mental Health PD 

More formative assessments 

are being done; more focused 

teaching with higher 

expectations – it’s making a 

difference.  I have learned to 

know my voice when I talk to 

parents. 

More opportunities to talk about kids 

in a positive way, in a venue that is 

private.   

P8 Always communicating about 

poverty at staff meetings. 

More formalized school-wide 

assessments are being done – 

we are breaking the barriers of 

education and to keep moving 

forward; we don’t wait for 

EQAO, we know right now 

whether or not our kids are 

improving.   

More formalized PD.  We are a large 

board – how are other schools tackling 

the same issues? 

P9 Strong leadership in our staff; we 

are always discussing how to teach 

our students and the different things 

we can try;  

We have really created a 

culture here, we get students 

who move in, and they try all 

the standard techniques and 

I would like to help others in the 

building understand poverty and 

people in other positions and at the 

board office to understand poverty. 
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A lot of teacher moderation occurs. kids will pull them aside and 

say, “you don’t have to do that 

here, just be nice, just try your 

best and everyone will like 

you”.   

They need to spend time here, to see 

what happens and to get to know the 

realities.  

P10 A lot of discussions on what is 

happening with our students and 

what we can do for them. 

We need more formal PD to 

learn more. 

We need more strategies and tools – 

how to set up the classroom 

differently or getting more community 

support/resources. 

P11 We attended a workshop on 

poverty. 

We have gone back to the 

growth mindset, going back to 

that belief and that attitude that 

we are giving our students. 

More discussions on what we are 

consciously doing and adopt a more 

concerted effort to bring about change 

in some way.  

P12 We have had PD about poverty 

over the years. 

We bring back strategies but 

then it is easy to fall back into 

our ways.  It would be good to 

have refreshers.   

More formal PD to really learn more 

about where our families are coming 

from and to gather strategies to help 

kids cope and learn better.   

P13 We discuss things at our staff 

meetings;  

We discuss mental health and 

coping strategies for our students. 

I have learned that when calls 

are made home it is usually for 

a negative reason, so it is so 

important to make those good 

calls also. 

Kids need to see you on the 

phone with their parents for 

good reasons. 

I need to continue to put myself in the 

community whenever possible.  When 

I have an opportunity to talk to parents 

that are not parents of my own 

students, letting them know that we’re 

all part of the community.   

P14 Have attended some sessions at the 

board office regarding mental 

health and poverty. 

There are a lot of things happening 

to help kids have better days.  

We have become more aware 

of what to look for to support 

our students.   

I need to hear more from the kids - 

letting the kids tell their stories.  

We should create posters of our 

students who have had success (post-

secondary) to provide hope. 

P15 We have had PD on poverty; 

discussions at staff meetings; we 

have also started to link fitness 

programs to learning. 

We have learned to be more 

empathetic; 

We’ve shifted away from 

looking at the behaviour and 

are looking at where the 

behaviour is coming from; our 

suspensions are down. 

Always open to new ideas, new things 

and new research that’s being done 

and anything that could help.   

P16 We have had work on mental health 

and poverty.   

Lots of discussions at staff 

meetings. 

We are relating to students 

better; we are understanding 

them more. 

To learn from someone who has lived 

in poverty and see their perspective. 

Principal  Have not had formalized PD around 

poverty, we have a lot of 

conversations; we have had a lot of 

PD around academics – math and 

language. 

With the focus on our data and 

what it is telling us, we then 

use this data to form small 

groups, to inform our 

instructional practice. 

We have more learning to do here.  

We will be focusing on a monograph 

titled “Poverty and schooling, where 

mindset meets practice”.  

 

Most responses from the participants highlighted that there has been minimal formal 

training or professional development in regard to learning about the impacts poverty has on 

students’ social and academic learning. In addition to the responses noted above participants 

provided further insight. Participant 3 from School 1 indicated that there has been a lot of 
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conversations amongst the staff and many ideas have been embedded into supporting each other 

and what can be done to improve the work they are doing. Participant 9 from School 2 shared 

how the professional development isn’t always about the academic learning and that there is a 

need for the social learning, P9 indicated: 

I like to use the curriculum as a means of teaching the students, because of where they 

live, they have to learn how to be good people, they have to learn how to be safe, they 

have to learn how to have a work ethic and the individual academic points are what allow 

me to teach those lessons and I think until the kids start to learn that they can trust and 

that they can take chances and they can learn, the other hard core academic isn’t as 

important.   

P9 continued to share more insight regarding the mindset of their principal in this work: 

My principal is very big on the academics, the academics are what you are here for, teach 

the academics, but the principal also understands that you cannot teach the academics 

until the students are safe, but don’t give up on the academics, keep pushing the students. 

P15 (School 2) shared about a time when the staff noticed after a Christmas holiday that there 

was a real spike in behaviours: 

We got together as a team and we asked what was going on here? What are some things 

we can do here because this isn’t our kids. They don’t want to misbehave, they don’t 

want to get into trouble, so what is going on? Our principal led this discussion and we 

threw some ideas out and said let’s try this. There is a lot of opportunity for conversation 

about it and for change and for trying new things and seeing what works. 

P9 expressed a plea to the system: 
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We need to leave places like this alone, we need to have our small community of 250 

kids, where I can know every child in the building, and I can know the families and I can 

help them. I think that’s why we have success here, is because we know our kids. 

P11 seemed very passionate when they articulated the following: 

Are we going to pull that family out of poverty in the next 5 years? No, probably not.  

Are we going to perhaps make an impression on those kids that they become involved 

with their community and their high school, and they go out and get community service 

hours and have that gleam in their eye and that hope for something different? Yeah, we 

can, we can influence that. 

When asked about the benefit that any professional development or in-service has served, each 

participant provided responses (as noted in Table 16). Participant 3 (School 1) stressed “we are 

always trying new strategies and learning new strategies. We are always about how everybody 

can learn no matter what situation they are coming from”. Participant 9 (School 2) discussed how 

the conversations with the staff at their school have led to a safe environment for the students to 

be able to learn: 

The kids do learn, they learn very well here, they learn that it’s a safe place, it’s kind of 

that oasis and they come here where they can take chances, and no one is going to tease 

them. I’ve had students say, “I can’t read”, “I’ve been abused”, “I can’t do this”, “I’m 

hungry”, or “We can’t afford that”. They don’t hide it; they just say this is what has 

happened, and this is what I need. They know that it’s a safe place. We have really 

created a culture here.   

Participants indicated what they would like in terms of personal growth or professional 

development and participants 2 and 3 from School 1 suggested that it would be beneficial to see 
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different things that are going on in different schools that are faced with similar situations. P3 

stated “when you come together in an environment with other educators and people that are 

going through the same thing, your level of growth in an area or a level of understanding in an 

area can increase exponentially”.   

Participant 8 (School 2) indicated: 

 

I need to know a little bit more about the conditions that the students live in. I don’t know 

a lot of the situations and that makes it really hard. I just want to understand some of the 

family backgrounds a little more, not that I want to judge them for it, but more “what 

brought you in that situation”? 

Participants (teachers) were then asked, “What could your principal provide you or the 

other teachers in order to build on this knowledge?” The principals were asked, “What could you 

provide for your teachers in order to build on this knowledge for them?” 

Table 17 highlights the responses provided by the participants: 

Table 17 

 

Participants Identify What can be Provided to Build on Their Current Knowledge of the Effects 

Poverty has on Student Learning 

Interview Question: What could your principal provide you or the other teachers in order to build on this 

knowledge? 

Participant Comments 

 

School 1  

1 I would love to be able to read and would love a book study or a discussion group. 

We have had some good luck with teachers showing up to lunch and learn sessions.  

Any PD around poverty issues and what are considered effective ways to help kids improve 

their achievement in school.   

2 More professional development opportunities and an opportunity to discuss with other 

schools about what they are doing.  It would be nice to sit down with a team of teachers 

from all over the board and discuss how everyone is addressing the issue, what is working, 

what didn’t work and kind of go from there.   

3 Certainly, more resources.  There are all sorts of resources out there.  Certainly ongoing 

communication and opportunities for us to work with each other.  Also, being supportive of 

allowing staff to be participants in professional development, bringing in experts from our 

own board and talking to us.   
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4 I think that they can provide their own experiences and present experiences.  I think PD 

sessions would also be helpful.  

5 Maybe we need to be told that poverty does effect what goes on in your classroom because a 

lot of times you will hear teachers say “well, you know that everyone has a bad day”.   

6 PD 

 

School 2 

7 Bringing in guest speakers for the staff to hear and learn from.   

8 Professional Development on topics like mental health.  We really need more learning on 

mental health issues so we can develop relationships with the kids and know how to handle 

more situations. 

9 Provide us with more opportunities to share our knowledge, talk to each other and to take 

rookies under our wings.   

When the principal started, she didn’t come in and change things right away.  If you take the 

time to learn, it’s better leadership that way.  

10 There could be more school-based learning, more talking about our family/student situations 

so we all know what is happening.   

11 We need to discuss what are effective strategies to enhance someone’s health and well-being 

so we can enhance the way our students feel about their involvement with school.   

12 It is nice to have a staff where we can just vent to each other about what worked and what 

didn’t work. At a staff meeting one staff member said, “I just can’t make them care”. One 

teacher asked a student if she could write a note home about a piece of work that was done 

exceptionally well, and the student said “why bother? She’s just going to crumple it up and 

throw it away”.  They learn to not care because it just doesn’t matter.  It is emotionally 

draining for teachers.   

13 I think just continuing to look for new ways to help approach poverty. 

Also, how do we gracefully share information with parents?  The principal can help us to 

have those difficult conversations.   

14 I think that there needs to be more focus on letting the kids tell their stories in school.  We 

have had a few students who did go off to high school and a few go on to post-secondary.  It 

would be cool to have their pictures up with their story in the hallway to know because there 

aren’t too many success stories.   

15 Just keep letting staff know when there are P.D. opportunities.  Just keep supporting us, keep 

supporting the initiatives that we are doing and just keep heading in the same direction that 

we are.  

16 It would be nice to have a place to go to have all the info on community access and supports.   

I feel like she does a really, really great job at building our knowledge.   

 

The common responses from School 1 were to provide: more professional development; 

opportunities for book studies and discussion groups; and the opportunity to work with staff from 

schools with similar demographics. The common responses from School 2 were to provide: more 

opportunities to share their own knowledge and effective strategies with staff; more professional 

development; and more books or resources to study. 

When the principals were asked what they could provide to their teachers the principal 

from School 1 indicated that they would continue to find ways to provide meaningful, relevant 
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professional development for the staff. The principal from School 2 responded by indicating that 

they will continue to provide professional learning opportunities to learn more about poverty, 

mental health, growth mindset and the supports that can be utilized to help move their staff and 

students forward. 

Interestingly, P5 (School 1) stated “maybe we need to be told that poverty does effect 

what goes on in your classroom because a lot of times you will hear teachers say, you know, 

everybody has a bad day”. This comment is evidence of the varying levels of understanding 

amongst a staff and the need for deeper understanding of the impact poverty has on student 

learning. P3 (School 2) shared: 

Our principal lets some of us who have been here for longer, speak up and speak our 

mind and take that leadership role and that’s the key here. The first year they (the 

principal) came, for the first little while they just kind of stayed quiet, didn’t make a lot 

of changes until they knew what was going on and that was a big difference. If you take 

the time to learn those things, then it’s better leadership that way. 

As principals take on the challenges of leading in high-poverty schools it requires them to 

discern what professional learning is required and what is the best way to have that knowledge 

shared. 

Summary of Guiding Research Question 3 Findings   

To answer the guiding research question, “What professional learning has occurred for 

and is required to support principals/teachers to learn more about the impact poverty has on 

students’ social and academic learning?”, participants provided responses to four interview 

questions. Each participant was able to provide insight in the area of professional development.  

Specifically, participants provided information on professional development that has been 
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provided to the staff which focused on the effects poverty has on the way students learn; the 

learning which occurred from this professional development and how it could possibly improve 

student learning in their school; future professional development participants believe they may 

benefit from; and what the principal could provide to them or to the staff to build on their 

knowledge. The principals provided insight into the professional development that has been 

offered to the staff at their schools; the learning which occurred from this professional 

development and how it could possibly improve student learning in their school; future 

professional development they believe teachers would benefit from; and what they could provide 

to the staff to better develop their knowledge. The researcher discovered, through the data 

analysis pertaining to this research question, that participants identified that attendance at formal 

professional development learning sessions and informal conversations with colleagues allowed 

them to gain a broad understanding of poverty and its effects on student learning.  

The data also showed that: 

• Principals support teachers in learning about the impacts poverty has on student learning 

by providing opportunities for open discussions/dialogues; sharing of successful/non-

successful teaching strategies; sharing of school data; analysis of school-wide 

assessments; and professional development (P.D.) specific to poverty. 

The final interview question asked the participants, “Is there anything else you would like 

to add or talk about that I haven’t asked?”  Six participants did not have anything further to add.   

P3 (School 1) expressed: 

This research and this topic are very important aspect and plays a very big role in a lot of 

schools today. I think it’s very critical and the more understanding we have and how to 
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address it and how to help our kids, help them be successful is incredibly important and 

I’m glad that I was able to be a part of this. 

P7 (School 2) emphasized the importance of support staff being included in all the PD offered 

and not just told about it. P8 (School 2) stated:  

You look back on the little gains that we [staff] made with some of those kids last year, 

just the tiny things, for example, at the beginning of the year this kid couldn’t handle gym 

class, seven minutes in he was raging, just angry, upset, could not handle the game, took 

himself out, and didn’t come back. At the beginning of the year, he would be gone for the 

rest of the day. He would just be somewhere chilling out, calming down but couldn’t 

come back to class. By the end of the year, he was sitting on the stage with me saying “I 

can’t handle this”. Oh my, like wow! I was like high-five, “you just took yourself out of 

that game because you feel yourself, you are regulating your feelings”. Just those small 

things make such a huge difference.  

P12 (School 2) stated “I wish other schools, other people understood. They will say ‘just teach’. 

You can’t just teach. There are so many issues”. P15 (School 2) shared: 

I guess what we have developed here at this school is a deepening of the empathy that we 

have for the students and at the same time we’ve raised the expectation of the academic 

level. We are becoming more of an academic school, and we expect to improve upon that 

every year, while at the same time becoming more understanding of where they are 

coming from. With poverty you have both and you can address both. 

Solutions to Address the Problem of Practice 

As this chapter has laid out the detailed responses provided by the participants’ 

interviews, the next chapter details these findings by analyzing and synthesizing the meaning of 
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this information. Each research question and the emerging themes are presented, analyzed, and 

reviewed in the relation to the relevant literature presented earlier in this thesis. 

Recommendations are made as possible solutions or suggestions to address the problem of 

practice.   

Chapter Summary 

This chapter has outlined leadership approaches to change, followed by the framework 

for leading the change process (methodology). The methodology provided details of the purpose 

of this qualitative, exploratory case study to support the inquiry into how successful principals 

can assist teachers in high-poverty elementary schools understand the impact of poverty on 

student learning? And, how can they assist teachers in enhancing their teaching practices to 

improve student learning? The methodology selected to conduct this research was also presented 

which included the data collection method and the process for analyzing the data. This chapter 

also captured the key findings which evolved from the transcribed interviews provided by the 18 

participants in this study. Through a modified constant comparative analysis (Corbin & Strauss, 

2015), four prominent themes emerged from the data. 

Prominent Themes 

In relation to high-poverty elementary schools in this study and to their students who live 

in poverty: 

• Many students arrive at school with unfulfilled needs which need to be met before 

substantial learning can occur, such as, food and appropriate clothing. 

• Many students’ lived experiences have a negative impact on their social and academic 

learning. 
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• Principals assist teachers to create a learning environment conducive to meeting the 

social and academic learning needs for all students by: 

o building relationships; 

o communicating regularly to staff the situations faced by their students and 

families; 

o implementing high expectations for students; and 

o providing the necessary resources for staff, students, and parents.   

• Principals support teachers in learning about the impacts poverty has on student learning 

by providing opportunities for open discussions/dialogues; sharing of successful/non-

successful teaching strategies; sharing of school data; analysis of school-wide 

assessments; and professional development (P.D.) specific to poverty.  

Chapter 3 begins with a brief overview of the research study. The findings are analyzed 

with connections made to the relevant research and literature. Following this, Chapter 3 includes 

a discussion summary, implications, future recommendations, an implementation plan, a chapter 

summary, and a concluding statement.    

Chapter 3 

Chapter 3 begins with a brief overview of the research study and then examines the 

findings from Chapter 2 by analyzing and synthesizing the meaning of the information and 

providing connections to relevant research and literature. Following this, the chapter includes a 

discussion summary, implications, and future recommendations. Lastly, this chapter provides an 

implementation plan which includes the monitoring and communication of this change process 

followed by a concluding statement.  
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Overview of Study 

This qualitative, exploratory case study was established to research the overall inquiry 

questions ‘how successful principals can assist teachers in high-poverty elementary schools 

understand the impact of poverty on student learning? And, how can they assist teachers in 

enhancing their teaching practices to improve student learning?’ As noted earlier, two 

elementary schools in one large school board were the locations where the fieldwork and 

interviews for this research took place with 16 teachers and two principals from two elementary 

schools deemed to be located in high-poverty areas. After the completion of the interviews the 

data were transcribed, and a modified version of constant comparative analysis (Corbin & 

Strauss, 2015) was used to identify themes from the data. The analysis of the data led the 

researcher to uncover four main themes emerging from the information shared by the 

participants.  

In relation to high-poverty elementary schools in this study and to their students who live 

in poverty, the four emerging themes were: 

• Many students arrive at school with unfulfilled needs which need to be met before 

substantial learning can occur, such as, food and appropriate clothing.  

• Many students’ lived experiences have a negative impact on their social and academic 

learning. 

• Principals assist teachers to create a learning environment conducive to meeting the 

social and academic learning needs for all students by: 

o building relationships; 

o communicating regularly to staff the situations faced by their students and 

families; 
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o implementing high expectations for students; and 

o providing the necessary resources for staff, students, and parents. 

• Principals support teachers in learning about the impacts poverty has on student learning 

by providing opportunities for open discussions/dialogues; sharing of successful/non-

successful teaching strategies; sharing of school data; analysis of school-wide 

assessments; and professional development (P.D.) specific to poverty. 

Analyzing and Synthesizing Findings 

The findings outlined in Chapter 2 are analyzed and synthesized below, identifying the 

meaning of the information and providing connections to relevant research and literature.  

Summary and Analysis of Findings for Research Question 1  

When analyzing the findings for Research Question 1, “What understanding do principals 

and teachers have of poverty and how it impacts student learning?”, the researcher solicited 

information regarding the participants’ current understanding of poverty and how it impacts 

student learning as this was her belief that it is the foundation on which any forward movement 

or growth can occur for the teachers and the principals. Each participant from School 1 believed 

that they had an adequate understanding of how poverty impacts the way students learn. In 

contrast, School 2 had eight participants who felt that they had an adequate understanding 

(including the principal); two participants believed that they had some understanding; and one 

participant who believed that they did not have an understanding of how poverty impacts the 

way students learn.   

As outlined in the literature, in 2017, nearly 525,000 Ontario children continued to live in 

poverty and Ontario is the only province in Canada where the percent of children living in 

poverty was higher in 2017 than in 1989 (Campaign 2000, 2020, p. 8). Parrett and Budge (2012) 
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argued that poverty-related factors intervene in a student’s ability to learn and that in general 

students living in poverty are not nearly as prepared to benefit from school as their more affluent 

counterparts. Similarly, Harris and Jones (2018) also indicated that levels of poverty and degrees 

of inequity, within a country, acutely affect educational performance and outcomes. 

The participants were asked six questions which formulated the summary to this first 

research question. The themes which emerged from this research question were: 

• Many students arrive at school with unfulfilled needs which need to be met before 

substantial learning can occur, such as food and appropriate clothing. 

• Many students’ lived experiences have a negative impact on their social and academic 

learning. 

In looking at the first theme,  

• Many students arrive at school with unfulfilled needs which need to be met before 

substantial learning can occur, such as food and appropriate clothing. 

Each participant in this study acknowledged that they definitely have many students and 

families that live in poverty. Each participant provided examples of how poverty affects a 

student’s performance in school when essential needs are not acquired. The predominant 

examples provided by School 1 were the lack of family income, food, and clothing. The 

predominant examples provided by School 2 were the lack of food, clothing, and sleep. Both 

principals indicated that lack of food and appropriate clothing were two of the main needs for 

their students. The principal of School 1 agreed with the participants from their school that lack 

of income had a significant impact on student learning. Whereas the principal from School 2 

recognized that many students lacked academic readiness when they arrived at school.  

Participants from both schools also shared the growing concerns of how these factors are 
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impacting the mental health and well-being of the students in their care. Many students are 

deprived of food, sleep, appropriate clothing, and financial support which hinder them in 

participating in several activities. One participant from School 1 stated that some students come 

in and say, “I’m grumpy: I didn’t have breakfast today” or “there was nothing in the cupboards” 

and from School 2 one participant shared that “a lot of students are tired and hungry, so they are 

not ready to learn. They are just trying to get through the day”. Participants from both schools 

articulated how the principal spends enormous amounts of time making connections with 

community partners to secure items to fulfill the essential needs for the students, such as food, 

clothing, and boots. 

These findings align with the literature (e.g. Gorski, 2013; Smyth et al., 2018) which 

indicates that children who live in poverty situations will often come to school hungry or without 

food. This challenge makes it difficult for them to be attentive, to concentrate, listen or learn 

which may lead to misbehaviours (Jensen, 2013). As discussed earlier, lack of food can impact a 

student’s attention span, ability to listen and to stay focused, which are also characteristics 

demonstrating cognitive challenges. Jensen (2013) highlights that “children who struggle 

cognitively either act out or shut down” (p. 28). In terms of health and nutrition, Jensen (2013) 

highlights the primary foods for a brain are oxygen and glucose which produce energy for cell 

function. Jensen explains how schools can provide exercise opportunities to assist students in 

raising their oxygen levels. This also emphasizes the importance of recess time for students and 

how withholding this from students can have real negative impacts for them. One participant 

highlighted the importance of students needing the break and fresh air during recess times. 

Principals and teachers need to seek out different consequences for students rather than taking 

their recesses from them.  
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The second theme recognized: 

• Many students’ lived experiences have a negative impact on their social and academic 

learning.  

When asked how the lived experience of poverty affects a students’ way of learning each 

participant was able to contribute many examples in their responses. Participants from School 1 

shared the examples of lack of life experiences, lack of learning resources at home, lack of sleep, 

loud environments in the home, and stress all contribute to impacting how students learn when 

they are at school. Participants from School 2 also stated that lack of learning resources at home, 

lack of language skills, and lack of sleep contribute to impacting how students learn. The 

principal from School 2 explained how they believed that early brain development is impacted 

for those students who live in poverty. They also stressed that there is often a present lack of 

language skills which impacts a student’s learning at school. 

These findings align with the literature of Jensen (2013) who indicated that children who 

grow up in lower socioeconomic home environments are more likely to arrive at school with a 

smaller vocabulary. When students are not familiar with the words that teachers are using or 

asking them to recognize then they become disengaged and not wanting to take risks for fear of 

failure. The absence of these skills creates the challenge for the students to learn to read and also 

to learn at a pace similar to their peers in their classes. When discussing the concern of smaller 

vocabularies and the cognitive challenges experienced by students living in poverty situations 

educators are equipped to assist students in many ways to help them develop gains in this area. 

Participants from School 2 also indicated that many students bring a lot of ‘baggage’ with 

them (some students have been witness to crimes, even murder) and they usually do not have a 

lot of hope. Jensen (2013) highlighted that distress was another difference between some 
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students coming from middle class homes versus those from low-income homes. Students living 

in poverty are generally exposed to more stressful situations which create higher levels of stress 

for them. This stress impacts many aspects of their daily habits, the inability to sleep, focus, and 

maintain a positive attitude. As some students have experienced intense conflict and other 

students have not, this directly impacts the complex learning that teachers need to prepare for 

and give consideration to in their planning.   

The principal from School 1 stated that the students have such different social norms and 

rules than those expected within school. Participants from both schools shared that teachers will 

often have students draw upon past experiences in order to contribute to their learning; however, 

many students who live in poverty do not have the same experiences to draw upon. Therefore, 

teachers need to ‘shift the experience into creating the knowledge’ for the students. Many 

students bring a lot of ‘emotional baggage’ with them when they walk through those school 

doors in the morning. Teachers need to be prepared to receive each of these ‘experiences’ in 

whatever form the student brings them into the classroom each day.   

Hughes et al., (2007) articulated that the lack of supportive environments may be a major 

contributor to the unfavourable outcomes that students often experience which leads to them not 

becoming fully involved in society, work, and family life. Parrett and Budge (2012) emphasized 

that it is possible to create the kind of environment in which students living in poverty can 

flourish when principals, teachers, and other staff work collaboratively to meet each student’s 

learning needs. Harris and Jones (2018) argue that the bond between disadvantage and 

underachievement can be broken but this would only occur with the dedication and 

determination of educators who care. One participant expressed the importance of teachers 

needing to have more understanding of the different things that the students experience in 
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poverty situations in order to make it a little easier to interact with the students rather than having 

to deal with frequent confrontations. Darling-Hammond (2019) stressed that students respond 

very well when they know that they are cared about and appreciated for their skills. Also, when 

students are motivated and feel a sense of belonging, their learning will improve. The literature 

revealed that for those young people living in poverty, school may be their only hope of feeling 

valued, nurtured, and provided with the opportunity to make dreams reality for themselves. 

Therefore, educators, especially principals and teachers, must be aware of the impact poverty has 

on how students learn so they are equipped to enhance their practices to serve these students 

effectively. Participant 1 from School 1 clearly stated: 

If teachers knew the kinds of experiences that some children have had or what they are 

living, the chronic stress that they are living with, then they would be a lot more patient 

and provide kids with the kinds of things that they need so that they can feel safe and 

secure in their classrooms. 

Smyth, et al. (2018) indicated that it is problematic to exaggerate negative descriptions of poorer 

neighbourhoods, we must recognize the risks that children feel and experience and their potential 

impact on confidence and self-esteem. Berliner (2013) indicated that teachers only account for a 

portion of the “school” effect, and the school effect itself is only modest in its impact on 

achievement.  He claimed: 

On the other hand, out-of-school variables account for about 60% of the variance that can 

be accounted for in student achievement. In aggregate, such factors as family income; the 

neighbourhood’s sense of collective efficacy, violence rate, and average income; medical 

and dental care available and used; level of food insecurity; number of moves a family 

makes over the course of a child’s school years; whether one parent or two parents are 
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raising the child; provision of high-quality early education in the neighbourhood; 

language spoken at home; and so forth, all substantially affect school achievement. (p. 5) 

Several participants indicated that they look forward to having the opportunity to 

continue to grow and learn because it’s such a complex thing (poverty). One participant claimed 

that the more time a teacher spends in a school like the one they are in they begin to see how 

they can support students best. Some will stay after school to offer support or allow students to 

come in early. Some will sit and eat with the students to listen to their stories. One participant 

from School 2 stressed the importance of “just meeting them where they are at and seeing 

progress wherever it comes from”. The research conducted by Parrett and Budge (2009) 

highlighted that underachieving students living in poverty usually require more instructional time 

to catch up to their higher-achieving and more materially privileged peers. All high-

performing/high-poverty schools find a way to extend learning time for students who need it. For 

example, the schools offer a blend of before and after school tutoring, weekend and vacation 

catch-up sessions, summer school and full-day kindergarten, and sheltered classroom support 

(Parrett & Budge, 2009, p. 24). 

Parrett and Budge (2012) articulated that teachers who fail to establish a needs-based 

approach also fail to take professional accountability for learning. In such schools, the mindset is 

“I taught it” rather than “did students learn it? If not, what am I going to do about it?” (p. 105). 

Parrett and Budge also stated: 

Therein lies a key difference between high-performing, high-poverty schools and low-

performing, high-poverty schools. A needs-based approach is not viewed as one of the 

things they do; it is viewed as ‘the thing’ they do. The equation that follows is logical. If 

they want every child to succeed, they must address each child’s individual learning 
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needs and situation. If students need help with a place to do homework, they provide it. If 

students are hungry, they feed them. If students’ decoding skills are weak, they provide 

focused, skill-building intervention. If students need to talk, they take the time to listen. 

And when students succeed, they recognize and celebrate their efforts. (p. 105) 

Similarly, Winton and Pollock (2016) found that the school-based participants recognize 

academic learning as a component of success, but unlike the Ontario Ministry of Education, they 

do not believe that test scores are an appropriate indicator of academic learning. Winton and 

Pollock (2016) continued to indicate that academic learning varies by student, and that change 

over time is not captured in a single test score. The Ontario government, on the other hand, 

“defines success primarily in terms of student achievement on standardized tests” (p.30). One 

participant from School 2 stated “the lived experiences of students who live in poverty are 

different to many lived experiences of students from middle class homes and they do not have a 

sense or feeling of hope”. Jensen (2013) also concurred with the findings that students who come 

from low-income homes usually lack hope or a positive outlook for their future goals and 

aspirations. This makes one wonder whether or not the middle-class curricula are working as 

well as needed? Principals and teachers are faced with the demand for scoring well on the EQAO 

test while at the same time having to give ample attention to the effects of the students’ lived 

experiences.   

Each participant indicated that their current principal had a definite understanding of the 

impact poverty has on student learning and that it was through this knowledge that the students 

and staff would benefit. School 1 participants also highlighted how their principal acquires many 

learning resources for the students and School 2 participants indicated that their principal 

provides a lot of support in their classrooms. One participant articulated that they have been very 
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fortunate to work with principals that are very supportive of their teachers learning more about 

the role of poverty or how it affects our students or different cultures, very supportive of 

professional learning and learning how to be a much more effective teacher in the classroom to 

deal with different diverse students and situations. The principal from School 2 shared that when 

they learned that they were going to be the principal at this school they did some research into 

generational poverty and indicated that “I bring little pieces of knowledge into everything I do 

and slip it into conversations with the teachers”. Both principals claimed that, as a whole staff, 

they are continuing to learn together.   

Successful principals lead their staff in learning and promote their continuous 

professional growth. The OLF (IEL, 2013) highlights that one of the five areas of focus for 

leaders is in building relationships and developing people. By developing the people, leaders 

provide support and stimulate growth in the professional capacities of staff (IEL, 2013). This 

aligned with the work from Fullan (2014) when he expressed that one factor which continued to 

resurface from the literature about principals who lead successful schools is in regard to 

relational trust. He suggested that when it comes to growth, relational trust pertains to feelings 

that the culture supports continuous learning rather than early judgements about how weak or 

strong you might be.  

Summary and Analysis of Findings for Research Question 2  

When analyzing the findings for Research Question 2, “How can principals help teachers 

address the effects poverty has on students’ social and academic learning?”, the researcher 

examined the detailed responses the participants provided to seven questions which formulated 

the summary to this second research question. The theme which emerged from this research 

question is: 
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• Principals assist teachers to create a learning environment conducive to meeting the 

social and academic learning needs for all students by: 

o building relationships; 

o communicating regularly to staff the situations faced by their students and 

families; 

o implementing high expectations for students; and 

o providing the necessary resources for staff, students, and parents.   

Principals Build Relationships  

It was evident that each participant, including both principals, strongly believed that 

principals have a definite role when it comes to addressing the effects poverty has on student 

learning. Participants from School 1 used the terms “principals are pivotal” and “the principal is 

the centre of it” and from School 2 “good principals build relationships” and “the principal sets 

the standard”. As the participants reflected on the efforts that are being made in their schools to 

address the effects that poverty has on student learning several examples were provided and 

many stories were shared. Participants from both schools emphasized that their principals 

establish relationships with the students and the parents. One participant from School 2 stated 

“Good principals do build relationships, they don’t expect something just like that”. Building 

relationships and demonstrating compassion are essential in any school but perhaps even more-

so in high-poverty schools. One participant articulated that the principal’s role is to “blend the 

community and the kids and the teachers”.   

Harris (2006) indicated in her research that the principals tried to create integral 

relationships with the families in the communities they served. They recognized that family, 

school and community relationships directly affected student outcomes hence the need to 
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connect with the community was of paramount importance to the success of the school. Smyth et 

al., (2018) indicated that the dominant tradition of early intervention for poorer families seems 

premised on the notion of removing children from parents for a large part of the day and 

compensating for poor parenting. It is time to rethink this in favour of more participatory models 

that involve parents for at least part of the time in order to facilitate the sharing of ideas and 

practices between parents with respectful encouragement and modelling from professionals and 

including resources like libraries of toys and books for children to take home. 

Relationships can be challenging for children who lack role models and sufficient 

supports (Jensen, 2013). Disruptive home relationships often create mistrust in students which 

can carry over to school creating a challenge for teachers to build relationships with students 

from high-poverty homes.   

Focusing on effort, hope, distress, and relationships, educators have important roles to 

help alter negative patterns which have been developed. Jensen (2013) emphasizes the need to 

“strengthen relationships” with the students. He also claims that there is a need for educators to 

“set high goals and sell students on their chances to reach them” (p. 27).   

Participants from both schools acknowledged how valuable the principal is making 

connections and communicating with the students and the parents. One participant from School 1 

articulated that all the students and the parents know the principal and that the principal is always 

in the classrooms engaging with the students. The students know that the principal cares.   

As the staff strives to build relationships with the students and the families, one participant from 

School 2 expressed how the staff care about the students. The teachers want them at school. They 

do not want the students to be suspended and to be away from school.   
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Parrett and Budge (2012) found that when a student misbehaves, a decades-old strategy 

has been to remove that student from the learning environment. Many schools also routinely 

suspend students for the benign offences of too many absences. Suspensions in particular serve 

as short term responses to disciplinary problems with minimal benefit other than relieving the 

school of the challenge of dealing with the behaviour issues. When a student misbehaves in high-

performing/high-poverty schools, a collective effort on the part of the teachers and the principal, 

and often the students, has resulted in the establishment of a healthy safe and supportive 

environment in which the vast majority of student disciplinary issues are proactively and 

productively resolved. Often-times relationships of mutual respect between students and 

educators go a long way toward eliminating disruptive behaviour as does the development in all 

students of a sense of belonging to the school.  

Darling-Hammond (2019) claims that when schools put in place an educative and 

restorative approach to discipline and teach students social and emotional skills, such as how to 

resolve conflicts and relate well to others, incident rates plummet and schools become safer. This 

is far preferable to a focus on exclusionary and punitive discipline practices that disrupt students’ 

academic progress and cause students to become more disconnected, alienated, and angry. 

Bryk and Schneider (2003) identified from their study that when school professionals trust one 

another and sense support from parents, they feel safe to experiment with new practices. 

Relational trust fosters the necessary social exchanges among school professionals as they learn 

from one another. Talking honestly with colleagues about what’s working and what’s not means 

exposing your own thinking and beliefs and making yourself vulnerable. 

The principal from School 2 emphasized that they were trying to have every staff 

member build relationships with the students so that each student always has a ‘go-to person’.  
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Students need to know that they are valued and that they are in a safe environment. Once the 

basic needs are met the second most important needs, as identified by Maslow (2019), is safety.    

Reflecting on the earlier topic of teachers learning more about the lived experiences of their 

students, a participant from School 1 stated that when teachers are more comfortable and familiar 

with a student’s situation then they usually become more patient and begin to meet the needs of 

these students more which would make them feel more safe and secure in their classrooms. 

When participants were asked how they would measure effectiveness in school 

leadership the predominant response from both schools were for the staff and the students to feel 

valued and supported. Several participants shared practices that their schools have created to help 

students to feel safe, one example being the creation of rooms or areas in the school where 

students can go to work or to have a break when required. Another participant from School 2 

stated that they open their doors early and keep them open late so it gives the students a place to 

be on those extra hours just so they have a safe place where they can be. 

Darling-Hammond (2019) discovered that through a recent study from the University of 

Chicago Consortium on School Research found that principals influence school achievement 

primarily through changes in the school climate. Strong learning climates are typically safe, 

supportive environments with high, consistent, and clear expectations for students, both 

behaviourally and academically. The study, based on data from hundreds of schools, found that 

other principal-led school initiatives associated with improving schools, such as teachers’ 

professional development, program alignment, and parent engagement, matter for student 

achievement to the extent they facilitate a strong school climate. Even among schools that start 

out with safe climates or high achievement, further improvements in school climate are 
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associated with higher achievement gains. Hence schools need to be places where strong 

relationships can form. 

Gorski (2013) shares a time when he heard from a group of sixth graders at a high-

poverty school and asked them if they could give one piece of advice to future teachers what 

would it be and one student stated, “respect us” (p. 155).  Another student said, “get to know me, 

don’t treat me based on who you think I am” and “believe in us!” (p. 156).        

Principals Must be Open, Approachable, and Available to Listen 

Participants from both schools mentioned numerous times the appreciation of their 

principal being open, approachable, and willing to listen. Participants emphasized that this 

applies to the students, the staff, and the parents. A participant from School 2 shared the 

importance of principals making themselves present and having an open door so that they can 

hear the ideas from parents and then balance these with what teachers are able to provide. This 

aligns with the information shared by Leithwood et al., (2020) namely that most successful 

principals are open-minded and ready to learn from others. As Leithwood et al. (2020) noted, 

they are also “flexible rather than dogmatic in their thinking within a system of core values, 

persistent (e.g., in pursuit of high expectations of staff motivation, commitment, learning and 

achievement for all), resilient, and optimistic” (p. 14). Participants acknowledged that it is really 

critical and helpful when the principal knows the families well so that the background 

information can be shared with teachers. Participants from both schools discussed several times 

that they appreciated all the information that their principals share with them about their students 

and families. These examples demonstrate how principals are valued for their openness and 

willingness to learn with others.   
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Fullan (2014) claims that when a principal undertakes the role of leading learning and 

begins to create professional capital, “the school moves from an individualistic culture to a 

collaborative one; teachers stop thinking about ‘their kids’ only in ‘their classroom’ and become 

committed to the success of all kids in the school” (p. 87).  The Personal Leadership Resources 

outlined by Leithwood (2013) are paramount for principals to utilize to build these cultures. To 

review, these are Cognitive Resources, Social Resources, and Psychological Resources. Leaders 

draw upon these personal leadership resources to effectively engage leadership practices. “While 

the practices are what most successful leaders do, they are to be enacted in ways that are 

sensitive to the specific settings in which they are working” (p.6). 

High Expectations are Fundamental to Success 

In this study, when asked what their current principal does specifically to address the 

effects of poverty there were a lot of similarities with the responses provided by participants of 

both schools and both principals and one common response was to uphold high expectations for 

the students. By and large, most participants believed that the academic achievement levels were 

not where they could or should be for their students. Many discussed the importance of ‘setting 

the bar a little higher’ for the students. One participant stated, “our principal believes in pushing 

these kids” and another participant stated that they believed the students could do better and that 

they, as educators, could do better for the students. Parrett and Budge (2012) highlight that 

high expectations hold incredible power, often single-handedly determining the fine line between 

success and failure.   

Participants from both schools described the meaning of ‘effective leadership’, 

emphasizing the importance of providing direction and goal setting. The principal of School 1 

highlighted the need of ensuring there is a vision, and the principal of School 2 shared the 
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importance of ensuring that goals were established. Both principals expressed that there needs to 

be an intentional focus on student achievement and moving the academic learning forward for 

the students. From the literature, Parrett and Budge (2012) confirmed that principals in high-

performing/high-poverty schools, particularly the principal, model high expectations for 

themselves and to counter the existence of any mindset that reflects less than the very best for 

every student they tackle the issue of low expectations head on. An example for this is shared by 

participant 14 from School 2 who indicated that “some students lack hopes and dreams and one 

grade 5 student questioned why they should write the test because they would just get their 

cheque when they turn 18”. This is one example of many provided which demonstrates the 

unrelenting impact that poverty has on shaping the learning of students. Some students develop a 

learned helplessness and do not believe in their capabilities. Teachers need to make continuous 

adjustments to their teaching in order to engage and restore meaning in the learning for many of 

these students. One participant from School 2 articulated that “our principal believes that these 

students can learn like any other student – yes these students come to school with backgrounds, 

they all have these things they come to school with but when they are at school, if we’re 

consistent and we’re structured, they should be able to learn like every other student”.   

Parrett and Budge (2012) claim that schools can disrupt the cycle of poverty: 

An effective school can rescue a child from a future of illiteracy; it can save hundreds of 

students from the grim reality awaiting those who exit school unprepared. An effective 

school can directly impact and improve our society but to do so it must have principals 

who are oriented toward social justice. Such principals ask questions that cause 

themselves and others to assess and critique the current conditions in their schools. They 
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identify whose interests are being served by the current conditions and whose are not. (p. 

15)   

Smyth et al. (2018) identify that the standardized curriculum fails to connect with the majority of 

students but is probably most disconnected from the life worlds of young people growing up in 

poverty. The ‘name and shame’ approach of publicly identifying low-attaining schools also 

names and shames the students and their teachers, particularly targeting schools in poorer areas.  

Smyth et al. (2018) indicate that school improvement cannot occur significantly unless 

students are placed at the centre, their families, lives, and cultures are respected, and students are 

provided with relationally rich experiences and opportunities. “Central to this transformation is 

the notion of school culture that understands what it is trying to do in terms of changing students’ 

lives and life chances” (p. 151).  

When asked to identify potential areas of growth for their current principal, a common 

response between the two schools was ‘to value all curriculum areas (not just math)’. Once again 

is this an indication that principals are worried about the standardized test scores? The principal 

from School 1 expressed that when discussing the academic achievement levels for their students 

they proclaim to the staff that “the academic achievement grades are not good enough and we 

need to do better, and our kids need to do better.  We need to do better for them”. Harris (2006) 

stated that principals are quick to dispel the ‘cultural deficit’ notion, which can sometimes 

preside in schools in difficulty, and they were committed to the belief that every child can learn 

and succeed. However, for all the principals in the study the main challenge was changing the 

school culture to focus on learning (Harris, 2006).   

Darling-Hammond (2019) found that principals influence school achievement primarily 

through changes in the school climate. Strong learning climates are safe, supportive 
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environments with high, consistent, and clear expectations for students, both behaviourally and 

academically. 

Resources Must be Provided 

Several participants from both schools mentioned the importance of their principal 

supporting their work by acquiring the necessary resources for the classrooms. One participant 

from School 1 stated that their principal is constantly looking for any resource or professional 

development that supports their work. One participant from School 2 indicated that the role of 

the principal is to make sure that teachers have the resources that are required and to also 

advocate for what teachers may need. Many participants highlighted the need for the principal to 

establish and maintain connections with outside organizations and agencies in order to support 

their school community. Recognizing the needs of their students and families the principal needs 

to be resourceful in acquiring resources to fill the gaps. One participant from School 2 stressed 

the importance of the principal talking with the staff, the students, and the parents to determine 

the needs and then to be the advocate in the community to find support to meet the needs. A 

different participant from School 2 shared that during professional development sessions the 

principal will often discuss and share the strategies and/or supports that are available within the 

community that they can access for their students and families. Parrett and Budge (2012) outline 

that by cultivating relationships with community agencies and organizations this can give 

students access to some of the services and goods their families cannot afford. Harris (2020) 

believes that for the foreseeable future, principals will be dealing with issues arising from an 

unfolding and unpredictable set of complex situations. Therefore, self-care must be the number 

one priority for all principals to ensure that they remain healthy and well enough to support 
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others. Community leadership will also be increasingly important. Those leading schools will 

need all the help they can get from parents and community agencies just to keep things going. 

Both schools look for ways to involve the parents and to value their partnership in their 

child’s education. One participant from School 2 expressed that a lot of families do not value 

education because they live in a cycle of poverty and violence where education is not valued and 

that is all they know. They continued and stated, “I think that we do our best and try to teach 

them and I think that’s where teaching the parents is a big deal in our school, getting our parents 

into our building to say, it is important that they learn”.   

Several participants from both schools indicated that the staff need to feel valued and that 

their principal does this by supporting the hard work that they do and trusting them to make the 

decisions that are right for their students. The principal of School 2 articulated that their role 

consists of a lot of support. They stated, “I need to support the teachers and give them the tools 

that they need to support the students in their class. I do a lot of building of capacity and building 

efficacy. My role is to build the capacity of the teachers, build the capacity of the students and 

build the capacity of the parents as well”.   

When asked about the specific leadership style of their current principal participants from 

both schools emphasized that their principals are supportive, open, approachable, and works 

toward student achievement. Both principals saw their leadership style as one of support.   

When explaining how effective leadership should be measured participants from both schools 

claimed that the staff and students need to feel valued. 

Some examples provided as to how students are valued is by the creation of spaces in the 

school for the students to utilize (i.e., student success room; break room); the cost of field trips is 

absorbed so students have the educational opportunities; a lot of technology is acquired for the 



 

 126 

students to use; a lot of extracurricular activities are provided for the students; and the staff at 

both schools strive to build relationships with the students so they know that they always have 

someone that they can go to if the need arises. Participants from School 2 emphasized how many 

staff want the children to be at school and will work hard to help them work through challenging 

situations. They expressed that they try hard not to have the students suspended, they want them 

in school, they want them in class.   

The findings from this study align with the findings outlined by Budge and Parrett (2018) 

from their work in schools that were characterized as high-performing/high-poverty schools.  

From their observations and experiences in these schools arose five values which formed the 

basis for a set of beliefs which became the norms of these schools – their five values were:  

• Caring relationships: Teachers are intentional about fostering relationships with their 

students in all aspects of their daily work. 

• High expectations and support: Teachers have empathy for students and an understanding 

of the challenges they face, hold them to high standards, provide the appropriate supports 

to succeed, and value the importance of effort. 

• Commitment to equity: Teachers differentiate their support based on the needs of 

individual students and do all they can to “level the playing field” in their classrooms for 

every student. 

• Professional accountability for learning: When students fail to learn, teachers go “back to 

the drawing board.” They view themselves as “being on the same team” with their 

students. 
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• Courage and will to take action: Teachers confront their own biases and blind spots, as 

well as work to eliminate conditions that perpetuate underachievement in their 

classrooms, schools, and districts (p. 15). 

Summary and Analysis of Findings for Research Question 3  

When analyzing the findings for Research Question 3, “What professional learning has 

occurred for and is required to support principals/teachers to learn more about the impact poverty 

has on students’ social and academic learning?”, the researcher examined the responses the 

participants provided to four questions. The theme which emerged from the data analysis 

pertaining to this research question was: 

• Principals support teachers in learning about the impacts poverty has on student learning 

by providing opportunities for open discussions/dialogues; sharing of successful/non-

successful teaching strategies; sharing of school data; analysis of school-wide 

assessments; and professional development (P.D.) specific to poverty. 

As each participant, both teachers and principals, was asked to reflect on the professional 

development that they have received to support their learning on the impact poverty has on 

student learning and their needs for future growth, each participant was able to provide 

meaningful feedback. The professional development received in both schools ranged from 

minimal, informal professional development to more formalized learning sessions. 

Many participants from both schools considered the conversations that occur during staff 

meetings as very valuable and necessary for their learning. The impact from these conversations 

and the informal PD received generated a similar response from both schools in that more formal 

assessments were occurring and there was more attention on the data to inform instruction.  

Kannapel et al. (2005) confirmed that principals worked collaboratively with teachers to figure 
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out how to help all students succeed. They established this collaborative relationship by 

believing in the teachers as much as they wanted teachers to believe in the students. There was a 

team mentality and a team dedication to improvement. Similarly, Parrett and Budge (2012) 

indicate that collaboration and trust are hallmarks of high-performing/high-poverty schools. 

From their study, principals model trusting behaviours and establish structures that guarantee 

that teachers have an opportunity to work together. Schein and Schein (2016) argue that 

leadership is the key to learning. They stated that “the various components of what is learned 

then becomes a pattern of beliefs and values that give meaning to the daily activities and work of 

the group” (p.6). 

Each participant expressed a desire to still learn more. Although most participants from 

both schools, including the principals, believed they had a good understanding of the effect 

poverty has on student learning there were some judgemental statements made (i.e., “…a parent 

will smoke but not provide a lunch for their students” or grouping students as “these students”) 

indicating that a deeper understanding is still required for most participants.  

Most participants specifically mentioned the desire to have more formal professional 

development sessions and more opportunities to discuss the concerns of their students and 

families in order to continue to learn more about the impact poverty has on student achievement 

overall. In addition to this, when the participants were asked to identify how their principal could 

support them to further develop their learning and knowledge, there were similar responses 

provided by participants from both schools which included the opportunity to participate in a 

book study or to have resources to learn from; to have the opportunity to work with other schools 

with similar challenges; and to be provided with more formal professional development. P15 

(school 2) shared: 
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I guess what we have developed here at this school is a deepening of the empathy that we 

have for the students and at the same time we’ve raised the expectation of the academic 

level. We are becoming more of an academic school, and we expect to improve upon that 

every year, while at the same time becoming more understanding of where they are 

coming from. With poverty you have both and you can address both. 

Also, P9 (School 2) shared that “professional development isn’t always about the academic 

learning and that there is a need for the social learning”.   

Harris (2006) found that the principals placed an immediate emphasis upon staff 

development. They consistently and vigorously promoted staff development whether through in-

service training, visits to other schools, or peer support schemes. Leithwood et al., (2006) 

indicated that simply put, leadership is about building a shared sense of direction for the school 

and that it includes influencing people to move in the same direction. They identify a core set of 

leadership practices that all principals need to master which are setting direction, developing 

people, developing the organization, and managing the instructional program. They outline that 

they are unaware of a failing school being ‘turned around’ in the absence of good leadership.  

Discussion Summary 

The participants of this study are to be applauded for the work that they are doing for 

their students and their school communities. They have demonstrated their compassion and 

dedication to making a difference in the lives of students who live in and experience the effects 

of poverty. The participants of this study expressed the crucial necessity for educators to learn 

the needs and the lived experiences of the students they serve. Learning where the students are 

coming from will help educators to understand where they currently are at with their social and 

academic learning. The participants emphasized the “pivotal” role that principals have in 
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supporting teachers to learn more about how poverty impacts their roles and what is required for 

them to become more effective educators so that they can make a difference in the lives of the 

children who live in poverty. Successful principals have the ability to move high-poverty schools 

to high-performing schools. The findings from this research highlight the work of Leithwood 

(2013) emphasizing the crucial need for highly effective principals. The leadership framework 

provides aspiring leaders with important insights about what they will need to learn to be 

successful (IEL, p. 5). Leithwood (2012) claims that “...one defining attribute of effective leaders 

is their ability to carry out even the most routine and seemingly trivial tasks in such a way as to 

nudge their organizations toward their purposes” (p. 6). Leithwood (2013) states that strong 

districts: “Ensure that the most skilled leaders in the system are placed where they are most 

needed” (p. 18).  

Robinson (2008) states that another important message “for those involved in the policy 

and the practice of leadership preparation, accreditation, and certification, is that the overarching 

capability involves the integration of knowledge and relationships in a context of school-based 

problem-solving” (p. 242). Robinson also indicates that “how one describes the separate 

capabilities is far less important than developing assessments that capture the holistic and 

integrated nature of effective leadership and developing leadership curricula that teach the 

integrated rather than the discrete components” (p. 242). Similarly, Leithwood et al. (2020) 

looking ahead, with such a firm empirical footing, the next stage of scholarship on school 

leadership needs to build upon what is known to explore in greater depth how principals enact 

certain practices, what those practices are and their resulting impact(s). The seven strong claims 

about successful school leadership, unequivocally, point to the fact that school leadership matters 

greatly in securing better organizational and student outcomes. Darling-Hammond (2000) argues 
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that it is unfortunate how our system of education tends to compound inequity on inequity. That 

is, the schools serving the largest numbers of low income and minority students are generally 

funded at lower levels and offer the least qualified teachers. Those are schools which should 

provide enriched educational environments so that students may learn in schools what they may 

not have had the opportunity to learn outside them.  

Implications 

School boards face many challenges, such as, serving the needs of large diverse 

populations of students, parents, and staff; managing large budgets to meet the needs of the 

entire organization; upholding accountability to the Ministry of Education; and providing 

academic learning environments to meet the needs of all students. This study has provided 

insight into further challenges boards need to recognize. As previously mentioned, principals and 

teachers often recognize which students may be living in poverty, but many may not realize the 

true impact that poverty may have on the learning for these students and the positive impact that 

they could have on the lives of these students. Darling-Hammond, (2019) states that the social 

and emotional aspects of learning are much more than “a frill or an add-on. They are part of the 

core curriculum” (p.8). One implication for principals is to determine how to balance the focus 

and emphasis placed on academic learning while recognizing the importance and impact of 

‘social learning’. Teachers need to be provided with the opportunities to further develop their 

understanding of how they can meet the needs of their students’ academic and social learning. 

 The next implication aligns with the first one outlined. As school boards need to 

recognize that the entire focus cannot only be on the ‘academic learning’ for students, they are 

faced with the constant pressure and expectations from the Ministry of Education that there 

needs to be a consistent increase in standardized scores. Schools are constantly battling the 
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pressures and fear of seeing where their school resides on the scale of performance. As 

previously mentioned, Winton and Pollock (2016) found that the school-based participants 

recognize academic learning as a component of success, but unlike the Ontario Ministry of 

Education, they do not believe that test scores are an appropriate indicator of academic learning. 

Therefore, school boards need to challenge the status quo and focus on the ‘social learning’ in 

order to improve the ‘academic learning’.   

Another implication for a school board is how they allocate their leadership resources. 

Typically, the more experienced, successful principals are placed in the larger schools as these 

principals are more equipped to handle the many challenges and demands faced in these busy 

environments. Nevertheless, the schools which have higher populations of students living in 

poverty are usually smaller schools and tend to be staffed with a newer principal that has less 

experience. As this research has unveiled, high-poverty schools need the leadership of successful 

principals. Leithwood (2013) states that strong districts: “Ensure that the most skilled leaders in 

the system are placed where they are most needed” (p. 18). While this research was conducted 

prior to the onset of the COVID pandemic, there are now implications for further research as 

sources indicate that students in high-poverty settings were more severely impacted than the 

general population. Harris (2020) expressed that the education landscape has changed so 

dramatically during the pandemic and in the current crisis. Principals are working tirelessly to 

ensure that for the students in their care, emotional, social, and mental well-being is nurtured and 

supported. The scale of their effort and the extent of the leadership challenge are colossal and 

relentless. Bishop (2004) highlights that schools, especially those with large numbers of 

materially impoverished students, require additional recognition and support from all sectors 
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within education. Harris (2020) stresses that principals have a pivotal role to play in navigating a 

safe, principled, and collective passage through, so that all students will see better days. 

More so than ever it is imperative that attention is provided to the schools within our 

systems that face the challenges of supporting families who are experiencing the effects of living 

in poverty conditions. Our systems need to provide attention and support to these schools. The 

pandemic has opened our eyes to how things need to be done differently and can be done 

differently. 

Recommendations and Future Considerations 

1) It is important for each school board to recognize the great work and the significance of 

the work that is happening within the high-poverty (low socio-economic areas) schools in 

their regions in a variety of ways (for example, by having senior team members visit the 

schools more often; showcase the highlights and/or student work on the board website). 

2) There is a need for more money to support the needs in high-poverty school 

communities. Principals are constantly looking to find money, resources and support to 

fill the gaps/needs for their families and students. They are constantly looking for food, 

clothing, supplies and community support for families. Principals need to focus on the 

learning and be provided with more money to support the essential needs for their 

students.   

3) There needs to be more professional development for new teachers and all teachers in 

Ontario school boards regarding how they can enhance their teaching practices in order to 

reach/serve students in high-poverty areas. Principals need to establish professional 

development opportunities for teachers. Perhaps mentor programs can be established to 

assist teachers grow their skills. 
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4) There needs to be more professional development for new and current vice-principals and 

principals on how they can develop ‘successful’ leadership skills which will benefit 

students and families in high-poverty school communities while also benefitting all 

students throughout the school board. 

5) There needs to be a review of which principals are placed in these high-poverty school 

communities. Typically, newer principals are placed in smaller schools and many smaller 

schools are high-poverty schools. High-poverty schools may benefit by having 

experienced principals.  

6) Incentives need to be provided to encourage teachers to want to teach in high-poverty 

school communities. Often new teachers are the ones applying to the jobs at these schools 

and the reality is that these students need experienced teachers who are willing to take on 

the challenges of these communities.   

7) Principals need to determine if the pressure for academic success needs to be at the 

forefront of some of the work required in some high-poverty schools. To become high-

performing schools in high-poverty areas there needs to be a focus on establishing the 

social learning before the academic learning can flourish. 

8) School boards need to provide opportunities for teachers of similar SES to work 

collaboratively together in order to build and grow on the successes that schools are 

discovering. 

9) Principals need to find ways to provide opportunities to hear the voices of the students 

and parents who live in poverty situations in order to learn from them. Along with this, 

also to have the opportunity to collect the success stories to celebrate these journeys.   
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10) Principals need to provide more opportunities for parents in high-poverty school 

communities to be able to learn. School boards can support these initiatives by providing 

professional support for parents.   

11) More research needs to occur on the relationship between successful leadership and the 

impacts on improved student achievement overall. There needs to be work on discovering 

the key factors which contribute to high-performing schools in high-poverty schools in 

Ontario. 

Monitoring and Communication of This Change Process 

  Principals face enormous challenges, especially in the current realities of leading through 

a pandemic and beyond the pandemic. They frequently face the anxiety and the stress 

experienced by students, parents, and staff, all of which contribute to each principal’s social and 

mental well-being. All these factors are magnified in high-poverty school communities. As 

successful principals strive to lead during these trying times, in high-poverty schools, the 

participants of this study have highlighted many areas which need to be a focus for board leaders 

and principals in order to move these school communities to higher-performing schools. This 

hybrid-thesis, with elements of an Organizational Improvement Plan, can be utilized by school 

boards, specifically the future recommendations, to help inform their work of further developing 

the skills of successful principals with the expectation that all educators, who serve students 

impacted by the effects of poverty, will become more equipped and confident to lead all students 

to success. Mulford et al. (2008) concluded that the research on successful principalship in high-

performance schools in high-poverty communities need to be given greater priority as research 

on leadership in this area is limited. 
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 An executive summary (Appendix E) has been developed as a resource to be shared with 

school boards to assist senior teams to examine the work being done within their schools to assist 

their principals, teachers, and school communities to further understand the impact poverty has 

on the social and academic learning for students who live in poverty. It is imperative for 

principals and teachers to know that the true impact is not poverty itself but rather it is what 

poverty does to the individual.   

Conclusion 

As previously mentioned, high-poverty schools need the expertise of successful 

principals who are aware of and acknowledge the impact of poverty on student learning; and are 

able to assist teachers to not only understand the impact poverty has on students’ social and 

academic learning but to provide supports to help students become successful learners. This 

hybrid thesis examined how successful principals can assist teachers in high-poverty elementary 

schools understand the impact of poverty on student learning. It also revealed ways in which 

principals can assist teachers in enhancing their teaching practices to improve student learning, 

both academic and social learning. 

This research can offer support and direction for school boards in Ontario. The research 

has uncovered a number of new aspects, such as, principals and teachers need to learn more 

about the ‘lived experiences’ of those students who live in poverty; there is a need for 

experienced teachers and principals in high-poverty schools (not always the new teachers and 

principals); and professional development for principals and teachers needs to focus on the 

importance of social learning, in addition to academic learning for students.   

As there has not been research conducted in Ontario focusing on the support principals in 

high-poverty schools provide to teachers, it is hoped that this hybrid Organizational 
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Improvement Plan may inspire a change in practice for principals in order to directly impact the 

practices of teachers to improve student learning for all students, specifically those who are 

impacted by the effects of living in poverty.   
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Appendices 

Appendix A 

Letter of Information/Consent Form Provided to Teacher Participants 

 

 

 

Project Title:  ‘How and why do highly successful principals assist teachers in high-poverty 

elementary schools to understand the impact of poverty on student learning? How do highly 

successful principals in high-poverty elementary schools assist teachers in enhancing their 

teaching practices to improve student learning?’ 

 

Principal Investigator:  Dr. Pam Bishop, Faculty of Education, Western University 

Field Researcher:          Rose Anne Kuiper,  Faculty of Education, Western University 

 

Letter of Information – Elementary Teacher 

 

1. Invitation to Participate 

 

You are being invited to participate in this research study on ‘how and why do highly successful 

principals assist teachers in high-poverty elementary schools to understand the impact of poverty 

on student learning? How do highly successful principals in high-poverty elementary schools 

assist teachers in enhancing their teaching practices to improve student learning?’ 

Your current role as a teacher in a high-poverty school community will offer valuable insight 

into this research.  Your insight will further enhance the research to demonstrate how principals 

assist teachers to understand the impact poverty has on student learning in high-poverty school 

communities.   

 

2.  Purpose of the Letter 

 

The purpose of this letter is to provide you with information required for you to make an 

informed decision regarding participation in this research. 

 

3.  Purpose of this Study 
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My research study examines the role of highly successful elementary school principals in 

assisting teachers in high-poverty schools to understand the impact poverty has on student 

learning.  Further to this, it is my hope that this research will identify ways in which principals in 

high-poverty elementary schools assist teachers in enhancing their teaching practices to improve 

student learning.  Evidence demonstrates that school leaders contribute significantly to the 

professional development of teachers and staff.   

 

4. Inclusion Criteria 

 

For the selection of schools the following documentation will be considered: Canadian Statistics 

on lower-income areas; the school board’s documentation on area demographics; the school 

board's documentation which highlight those schools which demonstrate a decrease in 

suspension data, improved EQAO scores, improved achievement results and the current 

administrator being at the school for at least 2-3 years.  In addition, 3 senior administrators will 

also be independently approached to provide their professional input on ‘highly successful’ and 

effective principals who work in high-poverty elementary schools.  The two Superintendents of 

Student Achievement with responsibilities of schools within the regions of the board which have 

the highest concentrations of high-poverty schools will be asked to provide up to 10 schools 

which align with the criteria outlined.  These two lists will then be shared with the Associate 

Director of Learning Support Services in order to seek additional input and confirmation that the 

schools selected do qualify as schools which match the identified criteria.  The two schools 

selected for this research will have been identified as a qualifying school by at least two of the 

three senior administrators.  The principal of each school selected will be eligible to participate 

along with ten teachers from each school.   

 

5. Exclusion Criteria 

 

Schools which are not located in high-poverty areas and do not demonstrate a decrease in 

suspension data, improved EQAO scores, improved achievement results and not having the 

current administrator  at the school for a minimum of 2-3 years will not be eligible as a school to 

participate in this study.  

 

6. Study Procedures 

 

If you agree to participate, you will be asked to participate in a one on one interview, which will 

include a pre interview activity.  It is anticipated that the entire task will take 45 - 60 minutes; 

and, the interview will be conducted at a location of your choice in a room that provides privacy. 

There will be up to 22 participants within the school district involved in this research study. 

Please note that the interview will be audio recorded and that this is mandatory to participate in 

the research project.  The audio recording will be transcribed and shared with you.  You do not 

waive any legal rights by participating in this study.  

 

7. Possible Risks and Harm 

There are no known or anticipated risks or discomforts associated with participating in this 

study. 
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8. Possible Benefits 

 

This study may contribute to a limited body of research in Ontario on how and why highly 

effective principals assist teachers in high-poverty elementary schools to understand the impact 

of poverty on student learning and also to how these same principals  assist teachers in enhancing 

their teaching practices to improve student learning. The findings may assist individual teachers, 

principals and school teams to develop ways in which they can enhance their practices to 

improve student learning in high-poverty school communities.  

 

9. Compensation 

 

You will not be compensated for your participation in this research. 

 

 

10. Voluntary Participation 

Participation in this study is voluntary. You may refuse to participate, refuse to answer any 

questions and no explanation of that decision is necessary and no negative outcomes will result 

from non-participation. 

 

 

11. Confidentiality 

All data collected will remain confidential and accessible only to the investigators of this study.  

All of the data, recordings, transcripts, journals, memos, will be locked in a filing cabinet, in a 

locked office, at the field researcher's home, at the home of Rose Anne Kuiper.  All of the 

electronic data will be encrypted.   All of the data will be destroyed after five years of the 

research. If the results are published, your name will not be used. If you choose to withdraw from 

this study, your data will be removed and destroyed from our database. While we will do our 

best to protect your information there is no guarantee that we will be able to do so. 

Representatives of The University of Western Ontario Non-Medical Research Ethics Board may 

contact you or require access to your study-related records to monitor the conduct of the 

research. 

 

12. Contacts for Further Information 

If you require any further information regarding this research project or your participation in the 

study you may contact: 

Principal Investigator 

Dr. Pam Bishop 

Associate Dean, Graduate Programs 

Faculty of Education 

Western University 

Phone number: 519-661-211, ext. 88879 

Email:  pbishop@uwo.ca 

Or 

Field Researcher 

Rose Anne Kuiper 

Phone number: 519-630-9470 
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Email: rkuiper@uwo.ca 

  

If you have any questions about your rights as a research participant or the conduct of this study, 

you may contact The Office of Research Ethics (519) 661-3036, email: ethics@uwo.ca.  

 

13. Publication 

 

If the results of the study are published, your name will not be used. If you would like to receive 

a copy of any potential study results, please provide your name and contact number on a piece of 

paper separate from the Consent Form.  

 

14. Consent 

 

A Consent Form is included with this letter for you to sign. 

 

This letter is yours to keep for future reference. 

  

mailto:ethics@uwo.ca
mailto:ethics@uwo.ca
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Consent Form 

 

Project Title:    How and why do highly successful principals assist teachers in high-poverty 

elementary schools to understand the impact of poverty on student learning? How do highly 

successful principals in high-poverty elementary schools assist teachers in enhancing their 

teaching practices to improve student learning? 

 

Study Investigator’s Name:  Dr. Pam Bishop, Faculty of Education, Western University 

Field Researcher:  Rose Anne Kuiper, Faculty of Education, Western University 

 

I have read the Letter of Information, have had the nature of the study explained to 

me and I agree to participate. All questions have been answered to my satisfaction. 
 

 

 

Participant’s Name (please print):  _______________________________________________ 

 

Participant’s Signature:   _______________________________________________ 

 

Date:     _______________________________________________ 

 

 

 

Person Obtaining Informed Consent (please print):  _____________________________ 

 

Signature:       _____________________________ 

 

Date:        _____________________________ 
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Appendix B 

Letter of Information/Consent Form Provided to Principal Participants 

 

 

 

Project Title:  ‘How and why do highly successful principals assist teachers in high-poverty 

elementary schools to understand the impact of poverty on student learning? How do highly 

successful principals in high-poverty elementary schools assist teachers in enhancing their 

teaching practices to improve student learning?’ 

Principal Investigator:  Dr. Pam Bishop, Faculty of Education, Western University 

Field Researcher:          Rose Anne Kuiper,  Faculty of Education, Western University 

 

Letter of Information – Elementary School Principal 

 

1. Invitation to Participate 

 

You are being invited to participate in this research study on ‘how and why do highly successful 

principals assist teachers in high-poverty elementary schools to understand the impact of poverty 

on student learning? How do highly successful principals in high-poverty elementary schools 

assist teachers in enhancing their teaching practices to improve student learning?’ 

Your current role as a principal in a high-poverty school community will offer valuable insight 

into this research.  Your invitation to participate within this research is evidence that you have 

been the current administrator at the school for at least two years; there is evidence of a reduction 

in suspensions; and evidence of improved academic achievement at the school.   

 

2.  Purpose of the Letter 

 

The purpose of this letter is to provide you with information required for you to make an 

informed decision regarding participation in this research. 

 

3.  Purpose of this Study 

 

My research study examines the role of highly successful elementary school principals in 

assisting teachers in high-poverty schools to understand the impact poverty has on student 

learning.  Further to this, it is my hope that this research will identify ways in which principals in 

high-poverty elementary schools assist teachers in enhancing their teaching practices to improve 
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student learning.  Evidence demonstrates that school leaders contribute significantly to the 

professional development of teachers and staff.   

 

 

4. Inclusion Criteria 

 

For the selection of schools the following documentation will be considered: Canadian Statistics 

on lower-income areas; the school board’s documentation on area demographics; the school 

board's documentation which highlight those schools which demonstrate a decrease in 

suspension data, improved EQAO scores, improved achievement results and the current 

administrator being at the school for at least 2-3 years. In addition, 3 senior administrators will 

also be independently approached to provide their professional input on ‘highly successful’ and 

effective principals who work in high-poverty elementary schools.  The two Superintendents of 

Student Achievement with responsibilities of schools within the regions of the board which have 

the highest concentrations of high-poverty schools will be asked to provide up to 10 schools 

which align with the criteria outlined.  These two lists will then be shared with the Associate 

Director of Learning Support Services in order to seek additional input and confirmation that the 

schools selected do qualify as schools which match the identified criteria.  The two schools 

selected for this research will have been identified as a qualifying school by at least two of the 

three senior administrators.    The principal of each school selected will be eligible to participate 

along with ten teachers from each school.   

 

5. Exclusion Criteria 

 

Schools which are not located in high-poverty areas and do not demonstrate a decrease in 

suspension data, improved EQAO scores, improved achievement results and not having the 

current administrator  at the school for a minimum of 2-3 years will not be eligible as a school to 

participate in this study.  

 

6. Study Procedures 

 

If you agree to participate, you will be asked to participate in a one on one interview, which will 

include a pre interview activity.  It is anticipated that the entire task will take 45 - 60 minutes; 

and, the interview will be conducted at a location of your choice in a room that provides privacy. 

There will be up to 22 participants within the school district involved in this research study. 

Please note that the interview will be audio recorded and that this is mandatory to participate in 

the research project.  The audio recording will be transcribed and shared with you.  You do not 

waive any legal rights by participating in this study.  

 

7. Possible Risks and Harm 

There are no known or anticipated risks or discomforts associated with participating in this 

study. 

 

8. Possible Benefits 
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This study may contribute to a limited body of research in Ontario on how and why highly 

effective principals assist teachers in high-poverty elementary schools to understand the impact 

of poverty on student learning and also to how these same principals  assist teachers in enhancing 

their teaching practices to improve student learning. The findings may assist individual teachers, 

principals and school teams to develop ways in which they can enhance their practices to 

improve student learning in high-poverty school communities.  

 

9. Compensation 

 

You will not be compensated for your participation in this research. 

 

 

 

10. Voluntary Participation 

Participation in this study is voluntary. You may refuse to participate, refuse to answer any 

questions and no explanation of that decision is necessary and no negative outcomes will result 

from non-participation. 

 

11. Confidentiality 

All data collected will remain confidential and accessible only to the investigators of this study.  

All of the data, recordings, transcripts, journals, memos, will be locked in a filing cabinet, in a 

locked office, at the field researcher's home, at the home of Rose Anne Kuiper.  All of the 

electronic data will be encrypted.   All of the data will be destroyed after five years of the 

research.If the results are published, your name will not be used. If you choose to withdraw from 

this study, your data will be removed and destroyed from our database. While we will do our 

best to protect your information there is no guarantee that we will be able to do so. 

Representatives of The University of Western Ontario Non-Medical Research Ethics Board may 

contact you or require access to your study-related records to monitor the conduct of the 

research. 

 

12. Contacts for Further Information 

If you require any further information regarding this research project or your participation in the 

study you may contact: 

Principal Investigator 

Dr. Pam Bishop 

Associate Dean, Graduate Programs 

Faculty of Education 

Western University 

Phone number: 519-661-211, ext. 88879 

Email:  pbishop@uwo.ca 

Or 

Field Researcher 

Rose Anne Kuiper 

Phone number: 519-630-9470 
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Email: rkuiper@uwo.ca 

  

If you have any questions about your rights as a research participant or the conduct of this study, 

you may contact The Office of Research Ethics (519) 661-3036, email: ethics@uwo.ca.  

 

13. Publication 

 

If the results of the study are published, your name will not be used. If you would like to receive 

a copy of any potential study results, please provide your name and contact number on a piece of 

paper separate from the Consent Form.  

 

14. Consent 

 

A Consent Form is included with this letter for you to sign. 

 

This letter is yours to keep for future reference. 

  

mailto:ethics@uwo.ca
mailto:ethics@uwo.ca
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Consent Form 

 

Project Title:  How and why do highly successful principals assist teachers in high-poverty 

elementary schools to understand the impact of poverty on student learning? How do highly 

successful principals in high-poverty elementary schools assist teachers in enhancing their 

teaching practices to improve student learning? 

 

Study Investigator’s Name:  Dr. Pam Bishop, Faculty of Education, Western University 

Field Researcher:  Rose Anne Kuiper, Faculty of Education, Western University 

 

I have read the Letter of Information, have had the nature of the study explained to 

me and I agree to participate. All questions have been answered to my satisfaction. 
 

 

 

Participant’s Name (please print):  _______________________________________________ 

 

Participant’s Signature:   _______________________________________________ 

 

Date:     _______________________________________________ 

 

 

 

Person Obtaining Informed Consent (please print):  _____________________________ 

 

Signature:       _____________________________ 

 

Date:        _____________________________ 
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Appendix C 

Interview Questions Provided to the Teacher Participants 

 

Interview Questions for Teachers -  

1) Based on your experience, describe how poverty affects student’s well-being in your 

school? 

2) Do you believe that you have students who live in poverty in your school community? 

Please explain. 

3) Do you believe that poverty affects a student’s ability to learn effectively? Please explain. 

4) As a school community what efforts are being made to address the effects of poverty on 

student well-being? 

5) In your opinion, what role should your principal play in this effort? 

6) Can you please tell me about how your current principal has addressed the issues of 

poverty in relation to student well-being, including strategies that they have put in place 

or supports/resources, etc.? 

7) How would you describe their leadership style in relation to addressing the issue of poverty 

and student well-being? 

8) What does effective leadership mean to you? 

9) How do you measure effectiveness in school leadership? 

10) In your opinion, what are some possible areas of growth for the principal to consider which 

would define them more as an ‘effective leader’? 

11) Do you feel that the student achievement levels at this school are adequate? Explain. 

12) Do you believe that you have an understanding of the impacts poverty have on students’ 

ability to learn? Please explain. 
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13) Do you believe that your principal has an understanding of the impacts poverty has on 

students’ ability to learn? Please explain. 

14) What inservice or Professional Development has there been for staff which focuses on the 

effects poverty has on a student’s ability to learn?  

15) How has this new knowledge of ‘understanding how poverty has an impact on a students’ 

ability to learn’ improved students learning in your school?  

16) What do you believe you need in order to improve your understanding of poverty and how 

it impacts a student’s ability to learn? 

17) What could your principal provide for you or the other teachers in order to build on this 

knowledge? Please explain. 

18) Is there anything else which you would like to add or discuss? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 160 

Appendix D 

Interview Questions Provided to the Principal Participants 

 

Interview Questions for Principals –  

1) Based on your experience, can you describe how poverty affects student’s well-being in 

your school? 

2) Do you believe that you have any/many students who live in poverty in your school 

community? Please explain. 

3) In what ways does the lived experience of poverty affect a student’s way of learning? 

Please explain. 

4) As a school community, what efforts are being made to 1) address the effects of poverty 

on student well-being? B) support students’ social learning? 

5) In your opinion, what role should or can a principal play in this complex effort? 

6) Can you please tell me about how you have addressed the issues of poverty in relation to 

student well-being, including strategies that you have put in place or supports/resources, 

etc.? 

7) How would you describe your leadership approaches and/or styles in relation to addressing 

the issue of poverty and student well-being? 

8) What does effective leadership mean to you? 

9) How do you understand and/or measure effectiveness in school leadership? 

10) In your opinion, what are some areas of growth for you which would define you more as 

an ‘effective leader’? 

11) Do you feel that the student academic achievement levels at this school are adequate? 

Explain. 
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12) Do you believe that you have an understanding of the impacts poverty have on students’ 

ability to learn? Please explain. 

13) Do you believe that the teachers have an understanding of the impacts poverty have on 

students’ ability to learn? Please explain. 

14) What inservice or Professional Development has there been for staff which focuses on the 

effects poverty has on a student’s ability to learn?  

15) How has this new knowledge of ‘understanding how poverty has an impact on a students’ 

ability to learn’ improved students learning in your school?  

16) What do you believe the teachers need in order to improve their understanding of poverty 

and how it impacts a student’s ability to learn? 

17) What could you provide for your teachers in order to build on this knowledge? Please 

explain. 

18) Is there anything else which you would like to discuss? 
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Appendix E 

 

Executive Summary 

 

Overview of Study 

Principals and teachers often recognize which students may be living in poverty, but 

many may not realize the true impact that poverty may have on the learning for these students 

and the positive impact that they could have on the lives of these students. It is for these reasons 

that this research was undertaken. The well-being of students in our educational buildings is the 

reason for the existence of these establishments. Therefore, as there are students who come to 

school each day trying to learn despite the effects poverty is having on their day-to-day lives it is 

imperative to utilize research to assist our educators to make a difference for these students.   

An exploratory case study was conducted prior to the pandemic and is presented as a 

hybrid thesis model and an Organizational Improvement Plan. This qualitative, exploratory case 

study was established to research the inquiry questions ‘how successful principals can assist 

teachers in high-poverty elementary schools understand the impact of poverty on student 

learning? And, how can they assist teachers in enhancing their teaching practices to improve 

student learning?’  

Sample, Data Collection, and Analysis 

Two elementary schools in one Ontario school board were the locations where the 

fieldwork and interviews for this research took place with 16 teachers and two principals from 

two elementary schools deemed to be located in high-poverty areas. Each participant volunteered 

to participate in this research. Interviews were conducted with two principals and 16 elementary 

school teachers. The length of the interviews was approximately 45 – 60 minutes in length. The 

interviews were semi-structured with the same specific set of questions asked to each participant, 
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however, there were opportunities for the researcher to ask participants to elaborate on specific 

items when the need arose. After the completion of the interviews the data were transcribed, and 

a modified version of constant comparative analysis (Corbin & Strauss, 2015) was used to 

identify themes from the data. For this research the transcript pages totalled 240 pages. Each 

transcript was reviewed in substantial detail several times. The transcript pages were condensed 

to highlight the key aspects and main points provided by each participant. This condensed 

version resulted in a total of 94 pages. After further review, a thematic analysis was conducted. 

The researcher viewed the data and highlighted key words, common ideas, quotes and phrases 

which condensed the data to 22 pages. This analysis was then used to collate data pertaining to 

each research question. Through further analysis of the condensed data the researcher identified 

the emerging themes. As this research explored the characteristics of the principals and the work 

that teachers do in high-poverty elementary schools it was imperative to gather data which 

reflected the experiences and the perceptions of these educators.  

Problem of Practice and Guiding Questions 

Specific challenges emerge from identifying that there is a gap between the knowledge 

and strategies that teachers possess in high-poverty schools and serving the needs of their 

students to improve their achievement levels. Additional challenges emerge by identifying that it 

is through the development of successful principals that teachers will be better supported to be 

able to acquire an understanding of how the learning of students is impacted by the effects of 

poverty. These challenges include the need to determine the current knowledge and gaps teachers 

and principals possess regarding the impact poverty has on student learning; the need to provide 

resources and support for teachers and principals; and the need to develop successful principals 

within an organization.    
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The following research questions guided the collection and presentation of the data: 

1. What understanding do principals and teachers have of poverty and how it impacts 

student learning?  

2. How can principals help teachers address the effects poverty has on students’ social and 

academic learning? 

3. What professional learning has occurred for and is required to support principals/teachers 

to learn more about the impact poverty has on students’ social and academic learning? 

Themes 

Through a modified constant comparative analysis (Corbin & Strauss, 2015), the 

researcher uncovered four main themes emerging from the information shared by the 

participants. In relation to high-poverty elementary schools in this study and to their students 

who live in poverty, the following four themes were identified: 

• Many students arrive at school with unfulfilled needs which need to be met before 

substantial learning can occur, such as food and appropriate clothing.  

• Many students’ lived experiences have a negative impact on their social and academic 

learning. 

• Principals assist teachers to create a learning environment conducive to meeting the 

social and academic learning needs for all students by: 

o building relationships; 

o communicating regularly to staff the situations faced by their students and 

families; 

o implementing high expectations for students; and 

o providing the necessary resources for staff, students, and parents.   
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• Principals support teachers in learning about the impacts poverty has on student learning 

by providing opportunities for open discussions/dialogues; sharing of successful/non-

successful teaching strategies; sharing of school data; analysis of school-wide 

assessments; and professional development (P.D.) specific to poverty. 

Implications 

School boards face many challenges, such as, serving the needs of large diverse 

populations of students, parents, and staff; managing large budgets to meet the needs of the 

entire organization; upholding accountability to the Ministry of Education; and providing 

academic learning environments to meet the needs of all students. This study has provided 

insight into further challenges boards need to recognize. As previously mentioned, principals and 

teachers often recognize which students may be living in poverty, but many may not realize the 

true impact that poverty may have on the learning for these students and the positive impact that 

they could have on the lives of these students. Darling-Hammond, (2019) states that the social 

and emotional aspects of learning are much more than “a frill or an add-on. They are part of the 

core curriculum” (p.8). One implication for principals is to determine how to balance the focus 

and emphasis placed on academic learning while recognizing the importance and impact of 

‘social learning’. Teachers need to be provided with the opportunities to further develop their 

understanding of how they can meet the needs of their students’ academic and social learning. 

 The next implication aligns with the first one outlined. As school boards need to 

recognize that the entire focus cannot only be on the ‘academic learning’ for students, they are 

faced with the constant pressure and expectations from the Ministry of Education that there 

needs to be a consistent increase in standardized scores. Schools are constantly battling the 

pressures and fear of seeing where their school resides on the scale of performance. As 
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previously mentioned, Winton and Pollock (2016) found that the school-based participants 

recognize academic learning as a component of success, but unlike the Ontario Ministry of 

Education, they do not believe that test scores are an appropriate indicator of academic learning. 

Therefore, school boards need to challenge the status quo and focus on the ‘social learning’ in 

order to improve the ‘academic learning’.   

Another implication for a school board is how they allocate their leadership resources. 

Typically, the more experienced, successful principals are placed in the larger schools as these 

principals are more equipped to handle the many challenges and demands faced in these busy 

environments. Nevertheless, the schools which have higher populations of students living in 

poverty are usually smaller schools and tend to be staffed with a newer principal that has less 

experience. As this research has unveiled, high-poverty schools need the leadership of successful 

principals. Leithwood (2013) states that strong districts: “Ensure that the most skilled leaders in 

the system are placed where they are most needed” (p. 18). While this research was conducted 

prior to the onset of the COVID pandemic, there are now implications for further research as 

sources indicate that students in high-poverty settings were more severely impacted than the 

general population. Harris (2020) expressed that the education landscape has changed so 

dramatically during the pandemic and in the current crisis. Principals are working tirelessly to 

ensure that for the students in their care, emotional, social, and mental well-being is nurtured and 

supported. The scale of their effort and the extent of the leadership challenge are colossal and 

relentless. Bishop (2004) highlights that schools, especially those with large numbers of 

materially impoverished students, require additional recognition and support from all sectors 

within education. Harris (2020) stresses that principals have a pivotal role to play in navigating a 

safe, principled, and collective passage through, so that all students will see better days. 



 

 167 

More so than ever it is imperative that attention is provided to the schools within our 

systems that face the challenges of supporting families who are experiencing the effects of living 

in poverty conditions. Our systems need to provide attention and support to these schools. The 

pandemic has opened our eyes to how things need to be done differently and can be done 

differently. 

Recommendations and Future Considerations 

1) It is important for each school board to recognize the great work and the significance of 

the work that is happening within the high-poverty (low socio-economic areas) schools in 

their regions in a variety of ways (for example, by having senior team members visit the 

schools more often; showcase the highlights and/or student work on the board website). 

2) There is a need for more money to support the needs in high-poverty school 

communities. Principals are constantly looking to find money, resources and support to 

fill the gaps/needs for their families and students. They are constantly looking for food, 

clothing, supplies and community support for families. Principals need to focus on the 

learning and be provided with more money to support the essential needs for their 

students.   

3) There needs to be more professional development for new teachers and all teachers in 

Ontario school boards regarding how they can enhance their teaching practices in order to 

reach/serve students in high-poverty areas. Principals need to establish professional 

development opportunities for teachers. Perhaps mentor programs can be established to 

assist teachers grow their skills. 

4) There needs to be more professional development for new and current vice-principals and 

principals on how they can develop ‘successful’ leadership skills which will benefit 
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students and families in high-poverty school communities while also benefitting all 

students throughout the school board. 

5) There needs to be a review of which principals are placed in these high-poverty school 

communities. Typically, newer principals are placed in smaller schools and many smaller 

schools are high-poverty schools. High-poverty schools may benefit by having 

experienced principals.  

6) Incentives need to be provided to encourage teachers to want to teach in high-poverty 

school communities. Often new teachers are the ones applying to the jobs at these schools 

and the reality is that these students need experienced teachers who are willing to take on 

the challenges of these communities.   

7) Principals need to determine if the pressure for academic success needs to be at the 

forefront of some of the work required in some high-poverty schools. To become high-

performing schools in high-poverty areas there needs to be a focus on establishing the 

social learning before the academic learning can flourish. 

8) School boards need to provide opportunities for teachers of similar SES to work 

collaboratively together in order to build and grow on the successes that schools are 

discovering. 

9) Principals need to find ways to provide opportunities to hear the voices of the students 

and parents who live in poverty situations in order to learn from them. Along with this, 

also to have the opportunity to collect the success stories to celebrate these journeys.   

10) Principals need to provide more opportunities for parents in high-poverty school 

communities to be able to learn. School boards can support these initiatives by providing 

professional support for parents.   
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11) More research needs to occur on the relationship between successful leadership and the 

impacts on improved student achievement overall. There needs to be work on discovering 

the key factors which contribute to high-performing schools in high-poverty schools in 

Ontario. 

Conclusion 

As previously mentioned, high-poverty schools need the expertise of successful 

principals who are aware of and acknowledge the impact of poverty on student learning; and are 

able to assist teachers to not only understand the impact poverty has on students’ social and 

academic learning but to provide supports to help students become successful learners. This 

hybrid thesis examined how successful principals can assist teachers in high-poverty elementary 

schools understand the impact of poverty on student learning. It also revealed ways in which 

principals can assist teachers in enhancing their teaching practices to improve student learning, 

both academic and social learning. 

This research can offer support and direction for school boards in Ontario. The research 

has uncovered a number of new aspects, such as, principals and teachers need to learn more 

about the ‘lived experiences’ of those students who live in poverty; there is a need for 

experienced teachers and principals in high-poverty schools (not always the new teachers and 

principals); and professional development for principals and teachers needs to focus on the 

importance of social learning, in addition to academic learning for students.   

As there has not been research conducted in Ontario focusing on the support principals in 

high-poverty schools provide to teachers, it is hoped that this hybrid Organizational 

Improvement Plan may inspire a change in practice for principals in order to directly impact the 
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practices of teachers to improve student learning for all students, specifically those who are 

impacted by the effects of living in poverty.   
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