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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological research study was two-fold: (a) investigate 

the lived experiences of secondary principals with more than 5 years’ tenure in high performing 

public schools in Southern California as they relate to resiliency, and (b) explore their lived 

experiences as they relate to stress and coping.  Studies show that secondary principals rarely 

stay at the same school site for longer than 3-5 years.  Since known research on principal 

resiliency concerns primarily high poverty or low performing schools, a need was found to 

examine why secondary principals in high performing public schools stay longer than 5 years.  

Interviews with the 5 principals who qualified for this study revealed experiences that they felt 

strengthened their resiliency.  Common themes included managing the workload, applying 

personal experiences, dealing with difficult staff, and interacting with challenging parents.  

Stressors identified by participants in this study included negotiating district office mandates, 

ameliorating parent concerns, fighting personal breaking points, and handling personnel issues.  

Coping traits identified in this study included having a supportive significant other, engaging in 

activities or hobbies, interacting with peers, and laughing with coworkers.  Conclusions from this 

study confirm that principals who are able to prioritize conflicting job responsibilities, use 

personal experiences with adversity to handle stressful situations, and keep a healthy balance 

between their personal and professional lives demonstrate resilient characteristics and are likely 

to maintain an extended tenure.  
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Chapter 1: The Problem 

Background of the Study 

A school principal has many roles, responsibilities, and charges.  There are numerous 

studies emphasizing the importance of a school leader’s role that pinpoint various crucial 

responsibilities and charges that a principal must make as a priority. Marzano, Waters, and 

McNulty (2005) conducted a meta-analysis of a 35 year span on school leadership and identified 

21 responsibilities of school leaders that correlate with student achievement.  They found that 

seven of these 21 research-based competencies are crucial for fundamental change in order to 

shift the direction of a school’s way of thinking and acting.  These seven responsibilities include: 

being knowledgeable of curriculum, instruction, and assessment; providing staff intellectual 

stimulation; fostering knowledge through staff readings and discussions; challenging what has 

“always been done” and convincing staff to try new innovations; constantly monitoring and 

evaluating to identify effective and ineffective practices; adapting as needed to the changes that 

arise; and communicating a strong set of beliefs (p. 5).  Leithwood, Louis, Anderson, and 

Wahlstrom (2004) support Marzano and colleagues’ assertions by identifying “three sets of 

practices that make up the basic core of successful leadership practices: setting direction, 

developing people, and redesigning the organization” (p. 8). In their report for the Wallace 

Foundation and according to the evidence they gathered and analyzed, Leithwood et al. found 

that leadership is second only to “teaching among school-related factors in its impact on student 

learning” (p. 3). Their evidence led to several conclusions on how leaders influence student 

achievement: through their influence on other people of the organization; by paying attention to 

teachers; identifying the schools mission and goals; and being able to prioritize amongst various 

features of the organization.  In addition to effectively planning and employing research-based 
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competencies  and the basic leadership skills recommended to move a school forward, principals 

must organize and prioritize how they spend their time.  Secondary school principal’s time must 

include using the most appropriate leadership style given any situation; examining and 

prioritizing a dwindling budget; focusing on uniting teachers who tend to isolate themselves in 

their separate academic disciplines; tackling the uncertainty of teenagers and their unique 

struggles; and addressing the specific needs of various stakeholders (Bolman & Deal, 2008; 

DuFour, DuFour, & Eaker, 2008; E. Fuller, Baker, & Young, 2007; Gates et al., 2006; Hallinger 

& Murphy, 2013; Hausman, Crow, & Sperry, 2000; Nixon, 2012; K. Patterson, Grenny, 

Switzler, & McMillan, 2012).   

Effective principals at any level must embody a variety of leadership styles while 

planning for effective change and improvement and attending to the daily operations and running 

of a school.  Because the principals are second only to classroom teachers in effecting schools 

and student achievement (Leithwood et al., 2004; Waters & Marzano, 2007), many prominent 

theorists have suggestions and advice as to how leaders can be most effective. Collins (2001) 

claims that successful level 5 leaders must blend personal humility with personal will and exhibit 

dedicated perseverance by showing an intense commitment to doing what matters most despite 

any difficulties.  Similarly, Greenleaf and Spears (2002) used the term servant leadership to 

describe how leaders should serve from a desire to help employees by putting themselves in 

contact with all aspects of the organization.  Similarly, situational leadership, linked with the 

work of Blanchard, implies that good leaders are able to switch gears quickly and efficiently by 

adapting their style to the current maturity of their followers by telling, participating, selling, 

and/or delegating (Blanchard, Zigarmi, & Zigarmi, 1985; Blanchard, Carew, & Parisi-Carew, 

2009; Bolman & Deal, 2008). In their work, Smith and Andrews (1989) identified four 
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dimensions of an instructional leader: resource provider, instructional resource, communicator, 

and visible presence.  Elmore (2000) also emphasizes that school leaders should understand 

effective practices in curriculum, instruction, and assessment and be able to work with teachers 

on the day-to-day problems related to these topics. Additionally, Bolman and Deal (2008) 

maintain that effective communicators must instinctively be able to reframe situations by 

“understanding their own strengths, work to expand them, and build diverse teams that can offer 

an organization leadership in all four modes: structural political, human resource, and symbolic” 

(p. 372).  Furthermore, Dufour et al. (2008) insist that schools “need learning leaders – leaders 

fixated on evidence of learning” (p. 321).  Principals must shrewdly identify which leadership 

style is most appropriate for different situations requiring an insightful elasticity and hardiness.  

Along with determining his or her best leadership style, principals at every level must 

grapple with the fact that  minimal funding for education across the nation is an additional 

reality, and pressure, for educational leaders (Baker, 2013).  Rose (2012) completed a policy 

analysis entitled Getting Down to Facts investigating school funding, among other policies, in 

California.  In her study, Rose asserts that in the state of California, Local Education Agency 

(LEA) spending levels are mostly set at the state level with just a few exceptions and that “this 

degree of state control limits the local property tax and leaves districts with limited capacity to 

raise local funds for school operations” (p. 3). California school finance history has had a lack of 

transparency, inequitable funding levels, and the sources of school funding have been unstable in 

terms of both revenue fluctuations and delays in the budgeting process (Rose, 2012).  Rose 

(2012) further reports that funding formerly earmarked for professional development for teachers 

is now used to offset cuts so that staffing levels and instructional levels are not impacted. The 

California Department of Education (CDE) also confirms that the California budget continues to 
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be in constant turmoil and has faced a multi-billion dollar deficit since the 2008-09 school year 

and that California educational leaders have been faced with many program cuts, cutbacks in 

school personnel, and reductions of general funds (CDE, n.d.).  “Doing more with less” comes 

“amid mandates on schools to double or triple student achievement” (Lewis, 2008, p. 547). 

While both elementary and secondary principals struggle with balancing the various roles 

and responsibilities as leaders of their schools as well as constantly assessing the budget 

quandry, secondary principals in particular face tough leadership choices (Foley & Lewis, 1999).  

The characteristics of secondary schools “provide a number of challenges to the development 

and implementation of collaborative-based structures” (p. 234).  Secondary schools are 

customarily departmentalized making it easy for educators to isolate themselves in their 

classrooms without collaborating outside of their discipline making it difficult for much needed 

professional interaction between general education teachers and special education teachers 

(Foley & Lewis, 1999).  Heck (1992) completed an analysis of principals’ time expenditures and 

found that secondary principals tend to spend less time than their elementary principal colleagues 

on instruction, observing classrooms, and helping teachers use student results to improve 

programs (Heck, 1992; Horng, Klasik, & Loeb, 2010).   

Another challenge for secondary principals is that middle and high school years for 

students are marked by hormones and continual development of their pre-frontal cortex which 

controls impulsivity, decision making, and emotions (Bonnie, 2013; Nixon, 2012).  Teen social 

problems such as drug abuse, violence, and family breakups ultimately influence the type of 

work principals are expected to do since these problems demand that principals spend more time 

with social service organizations rather than focusing on instructional leadership (Hausman et al., 

2000; Kelehear, 2004; Smylie, Crowson, Chou, & Levin, 1994).  These factors join the many 
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responsibilities of secondary principals which require resilient characteristics and personal stress 

management (Christman & McClellan, 2008; Hausman et al., 2000; J. Patterson, 2007; 

Richardson, 2002).  

While acknowledging that “principals are now called upon to do more than ‘run a tight 

ship,’ provide an orderly environment, and ensure the happiness of the adults in the building” 

(DuFour et al., 2008, p. 307), the principal has been put in an “impossible position ... [due to] the 

increasingly unreasonable demands of the job” (Fullan, 2007, p. 168).  In particular, high 

performing schools are typically highlighted for their high test performance, students 

matriculating to competitive universities and colleges, ample resources, low drop-out rates, and 

active parent involvement (Ray-Taylor, Baskerville, Bruder, Bennett, & Schulte, 2006).  

However, hidden in the testing data are student groups who are not performing as high as the rest 

of the school.  Ray-Taylor et al. (2006) claim that “the challenge facing high-performing schools 

is to help teachers and administrators develop the skills and attitudes to enable all students to 

access and take advantage of what great schools offer” (p. 23).  They found that high performing 

schools experience a difficulty in maintaining continuous improvement.  Specifically, Ray-

Taylor et al. uncovered the following six challenges of high performing schools: avoid sorting 

students by ability which can determine future choices; create a risk-taking culture giving the 

teachers courage to try to reach all students; not dismiss the small percentage of students who are 

not achieving which requires focusing on teachers’ relationships with and beliefs about students; 

principals and teachers should access, interpret, and own their student data and not ignore 

struggling groups; prevent a “this, too, shall pass” mindset and take the time to focus on a 

common mission; and find an urgency to improve.  In summary, the emphasis is the urgent 

notion that “a school is no more successful than its least successful students” (p. 26). 
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In a study on characteristics of high performing schools, Reeves (2003) found five 

common characteristics across unrelated high performing schools as having “a focus on 

academic achievement; clear curriculum choices; frequent assessment of student progress and 

multiple opportunities for improvement; an emphasis on non-fiction writing; and collaborative 

scoring of student work” (p. 3).  Reeves also established that high performing schools require the 

principal to be highly involved in order to maintain high performance by participating in 

evaluating student work, meeting regularly with students and parents to discuss achievement, and 

giving up faculty meetings so that teachers can spend more time collaborating and reviewing 

student work.  These unique challenges faced by secondary principals of high performing 

schools are compounded with the competing demands of state-wide assessments, accountability 

reporting, and decreased funding all which can lead to stress.   

When leaders are in a high state of stress, they are likely to create a culture that is under 

stress and “then a diagnosis of emotional collapse is inevitable” (Kelehear, 2004, p. 31). There is 

a notion that “without stress people have the tendency to be too relaxed, complacent, or 

nonchalant” (Sogunro, 2012, p. 666).  Csikszentmihalyi (1990) defines the word flow as the 

enjoyment of a self-contained activity that is not done with an expectation of a future reward, 

rather for the reward of actually doing it.  While it can be argued that “‘flow’ at work is 

enjoyable, people cannot stand high levels of challenge all of the time.  They need to recover” 

(p. 160).  One’s best functioning is disturbed when his or her tolerance has been surpassed 

(Sogunro, 2012).  School leaders know that leading is a lonely job which can compromise their 

personal and professional health due to several stressors out of their control and so it is 

imperative that they develop resiliency traits and coping skills in order to conquer these 
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demanding job responsibilities and seek ways to face the inevitable stress that comes with the job 

(Kelehear, 2004; Okoroma & Robert-Okah, 2007; Reynolds & O’Dwyer, 2008).   

Problem Statement 

The complications that principals face such as difficulty in managing competing 

priorities, inadequate funding, and work overload require specific coping skills and resiliency 

traits to help prevent creating a culture under stress which can then breed frustrated and angry 

teachers and students.  Unidentified stress can drain even the most successful school’s personnel 

especial since the role of school leaders has become increasingly unbalanced and overwhelming 

(Fullan, 1998; Kelehear, 2004; Okoroma & Robert-Okah, 2007).  A 2008 U.S. Bureau of Labor 

Statistics report indicates that increasing pressures on principals continue to lead to greater job 

stress requiring a need for resilient individuals in the principalship.  According to the report, 

more than 35% of the 415,400 education administrators employed in America in 2008 worked 

more than 40 hours a week – typically closer to 60 hours per week.   

Secondary principals, in particular, often work year-round and supervise school activities 

outside of the school day such as sporting events, dances, visual and performing arts, and parent 

meetings at night and on weekends.  The large number of hours worked by principals can be 

credited to the wide range of responsibilities that principals have at school and in the community.  

In addition to being instructional leaders and building managers, today’s principals must be 

skillful in budget matters in a society where state money is tight yet private schools abound 

(Burns, 2010; Epstein, 2011; Sogunro, 2012). Principals must skillfully and smoothly shift from 

one situation to another to address all of the roles they employ.   

The US Bureau of Job Statistics also shows that growing demands on school principals 

creates job stress which can negatively affect a school’s environment.  This stress requires 
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coping skills that simultaneously regulate stressful emotions as well as provide insight as to how 

to change the situation causing distress (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984).  Fullan (1998) confirms that 

educational leaders who want to take on the challenge of making a difference and moving their 

staff toward substantial change must first gain appropriate coping skills in order to remain open 

to discussions and criticism yet do not “invite disagreement without attending to their own 

emotional health” (p. 4).  

 Friedman’s (2002) study showed that school principal burnout is related to observed 

work stressors such as teachers, parents, role ambiguity and job expectations. Burnout is 

described as a customary response to common emotional strain by dealing with the needs of 

others (Maslach & Schaufeli, 1993). Reports on teacher resiliency show that conflict and stress 

can affect one’s physical health and psychological well-being which may then lead to changes in 

self-esteem, insomnia, unhealthy eating habits, depression, declining job satisfaction, and 

increased vulnerability to illness (Bobek, 2002; Brooks, 1994; Linville, 1987).  Because  it is 

impossible for any one person to have all of the expertise and energy to address all of the duties 

for which principals are responsible, stress and burnout appear to be inevitable for principals 

(DuFour et al., 2008) 

Burkhauser, Gates, Hamilton, and Ikemoto (2012) completed a report for RAND 

Corporation exploring the perceived working conditions of first-year principals and the reasons 

for high principal turnover rates.  They found the following: 

76 small and/or rural school districts in Washington State, 56 percent of principals left 

their schools within five years after their initial placement (Elfers & Plecki, 2006).  In 

Illinois, 63 percent of principals and, in North Carolina, 79 percent of principals left their 

schools within six years (Gates et al., 2006).  (p. 3) 
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Studies on the longevity of principals across the nation show that principals leave their schools 

within the first three years of their tenure and principals with less than 5 years experience are 

60% less likely to be retained (Burkhauser et al., 2012; E. Fuller & Young, 2009; Papa, 2007). 

Studies show that principals all-encompassing and stress-causing responsibilities can 

negatively affect one’s physical and psychological well-being however, there is minimal 

literature expressing how high performing secondary schools can combat their unique challenges 

and maintain their high performing status along with the resiliency needed, if any, by the 

principals of these schools (Brooks, 1994; Linville, 1987).  Therefore, as shown in Figure 1, the 

phenomenon of secondary principals remaining at a specific school site for more than 5 years 

requires an investigation to determine the unique stress-causing responsibilities and difficulties 

of secondary principals in high performing public schools, if any, and discover the resiliency and 

coping traits required to successfully overcome adversity.  

 
Figure 1.  The relationship between resilience, coping skills for stressors, and secondary 

principal longevity. 

 

Secondary 
principals with  
more than five 
years tenure 
at the same 

public school

Coping Skills 

for Stressors

Resilience
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Purpose 

The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological research study is two-fold: 

(a) investigate the lived experiences of secondary principals with more than 5 years’ tenure in 

high performing public schools in Southern California as they relate to resiliency, and 

(b) explore their lived experiences as they relate to stress and coping.   

Importance of the Study 

The goal of this study is to uncover the resiliency traits required of secondary principals 

in high performing public schools in Southern California.  The findings from the study will 

pinpoint the specific job responsibilities that these principals identify as stressors and the coping 

skills required to successfully conquer them.  The results of the study will also help create 

systems for central office staff to support secondary principals with meaningful professional 

development around maintaining high performance, prioritizing conflicting job responsibilities, 

and preventing stress with specific coping strategies for optimal emotional well-being.  

Examples of stress management and resiliency-building employed by the secondary principals 

interviewed in the study may provide current secondary principals in high performing public 

schools with specific steps in handling special stressors unique to their school population.  The 

results of the study could possibly inform school districts of the emotional support and 

professional development needed to retain and support resilience in principals.   

Definition of Terms 

Academic Performance Index (API). The API is a single number, ranging from a low of 

200 to a high of 1000, which reflects a school’s performance level, based on the results of 

.statewide testing. Its purpose is to measure the academic performance and growth of schools 

(CDE, n.d.). California schools have a goal of a minimum target API score of 800. 
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Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP).  AYP is a set of “annual academic performance 

benchmarks that states, school district, schools, and subpopulations of students are supposed to 

achieve if the state receives federal funding” (EdSource, n.d.).   

Adversity.  The Oxford dictionary defines adversity as a “difficult or unpleasant 

situation” (“Adversity,” n.d., para. 1) and Fletcher and Sarkar (2013) add that when adversity is 

defined as “an event that predicts maladjustment it precludes the inclusion of many ongoing 

daily stressors under the rubric of resilience, despite a growing body of evidence to the contrary” 

(p. 14). 

Burnout. Friedman’s (2002) research on principal burnout found that that school 

principal burnout is related to observed work stressors and is related to “unmediated stress – the 

experience of stress and a sense of lacking buffers and support systems” (p. 230). Friedman 

further explains that “burnout is perceived among organizational psychologists as a common 

response to chronic emotional strain caused by dealing with the needs of others” (p. 230).   

Coping.  Lazarus and Folkman (1984) identify coping as a method in which one manages 

stress regardless of whether or not one’s efforts alleviate that stress.  Fullan (1998) acknowledges 

that it is necessary for leaders to have coping skills that manage the problems, challenges, and 

changes of school leadership.  Reynolds and O’Dwyer (2008) defend Fullan’s idea and append 

that because principals continuously handle the typical daily stress of “dealing with students, 

staff, families, and other stakeholders” (p. 21), they must also make a priority of keeping 

additional causes of stress in check.   

Local Educational Agencies (LEA). LEA is “a public board of education or other public 

authority within a state that maintains administrative control of public elementary or secondary 
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schools in a city, county, township, school district, or other political subdivision of a 

state”(EdSource, n.d.).  School districts and county offices of education are both LEAs. 

Longstanding.  For the purposes of this study, “longstanding” refers to principals who 

have been principals at their current school site for more than five years. 

No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB).  NCLB “increases the federal focus on the 

achievement of disadvantaged pupils, including English learners and students who live in 

poverty” (EdSource, n.d.). 

Public Schools Accountability Act (PSAA).  PSAA was passed in 1999 in the state of 

California, holding schools accountable for the achievement of their students (CDE, n.d.). 

Resiliency.  Resiliency is described as the ability to restore balance following a difficult 

experience and “integrate it into the backdrop of one’s total life experiences” (Langer, 2004, p. 

612). It is used to describe one’s ability to adjust to varied situations and increase one’s 

competence in the face of adverse conditions (Braverman, 2001; Christman & McClellan, 2008; 

Fletcher & Sarkar, 2013; Gordon & Coscarelli, 1996).  Grotberg (2003) expands this definition 

and argues that resiliency is a transformative process which changes one’s personality to better 

handle future encounters with hardships.   

Secondary Schools.  “Secondary schools” to schools serving student populations of 6th 

grade through 12th grade.   

Self-efficacy.  Wood and Bandura (1989) describe self-efficacy as a person’s ability to 

tap into his/her motivation and cognitive abilities to ensure control over life’s events. 

School Districts.  For the purpose of this study, a school district will be labeled small 

when it contains one middle and one high school; medium refers to school districts with two 
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middle schools and high schools; and large refers to school districts with more than two middle 

schools and more than two high schools. 

Stress. “A stressor is any stimulus or condition that causes physiological or 

psychological arousal beyond what is necessary to accomplish the activity or to deal with the 

situation. This excessive arousal is stress” (Franks, 1994, p. 4).  The common theme that prevails 

across most definitions of stress is a focus on environmental events that threaten or harm the 

physical or emotional capacities of an individual (Lerner & Steinbereg, 2009).  The transactional 

definition offered by Lazarus and Folkman (1984) is that “psychological stress involves a 

particular relationship between the person and the environment that is appraised by the person as 

taxing or exceeding his or her resources and endangering his or her well-being” (p. 19). 

Tenure. For this study, tenure will be defined as the length of time a principal has spent 

at a particular school site.  

Theoretical Framework 

Resiliency theory, as it pertains to the principalship, will provide a structure with which 

to navigate the numerous job responsibilities, conflicting priorities, and difficult decisions faced 

by secondary principals (Braverman, 2001; B. Fuller, Loeb, Arshan, Chen, & Yi, 2006; E. Fuller 

& Young, 2009; Greene, 2002; Greene, Galumbos, & Lee, 2004; Richardson, 2002).  Ward 

(2003) explains that “resiliency is a concept that identifies and explains the critical coping skills 

used by individuals, families, and communities when they are beset by chronic or immediate 

difficulties” (p. 18). Ward’s definition of resiliency aligns well with the characteristics that 

secondary school principals need in order to appropriately navigate the never-ending 

complications and worries that come with their extensive job responsibilities.  People who 

demonstrate resiliency have a high esteem for themselves and others, are value driven, use 
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coping skills appropriately when needed, accept reality, and are able to improvise (Braverman, 

2001; Coutu, 2002; Henderson & Milstein, 2003; Palmer, 1991; J. Patterson, 2007; Ward, 2003).  

Ward goes further to explain that resilient people “have the ability to integrate coping skills and 

use them for long periods of time, although limitations and setbacks may be expected, followed 

by a return to high functioning” (p. 20).  Christman and McClellan (2008) emphasize that 

resiliency can be considered a coping skill that refines “positive character skills, such as 

patience, tolerance, responsibility, compassion, determination, and risk taking” (p. 7) and 

changes one’s personality to better handle future encounters with hardship while Grotberg (2003) 

argues that tenacity is needed since resiliency is more transformative than a single coping trait.  

Greene, Galumbos, and Lee (2004) maintain that the resilience approach determines “what 

circumstances contribute to successful consequences in the face of adversity” (p. 76).  This study 

aims to look at the stressors and circumstances that are unique to long standing secondary 

principals in high performing public schools in Southern California through the lens of 

resilience. 

Research Questions  

1. What are the lived experiences, if any, of long standing secondary principals in high 

performing public schools in Southern California as they relate to resiliency? 

2. What are the lived experiences, if any, of secondary principals in high performing public 

schools in Southern California as they relate to stress and coping skills? 

Limitations 

Lunenburg and Irby (2008) describe limitations of a study as items that “are not under the 

control of the researcher” (p. 133) and may have impact on the generalizability of the results.  

Participants of the study may not be able to accurately identify job roles and responsibilities 
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which cause them stress.  Because the interviews took place in June, right after the end of the 

school year, the participants may only focus on the most recent stressors and coping rather than 

those that come up throughout the entire school year.  Due to the busy lives of principals, another 

limitation is that identified participants may not have the time or desire to participate in the 

study.  Because the parameters of the study are so specific – long standing secondary principals 

in high performing public schools – there may not be enough participants to make the qualitative 

phase (generalizability) of the study valid or reliable.   

Delimitations 

Delimitations are described by Lunenburg and Irby (2008) as “self-imposed boundaries 

set by the researcher on the purpose and scope of the study” (p. 134).  There are four 

delimitations in this study.  The first delimitation is that principals will be chosen based on 

whether or not they oversee high performing schools meaning that the school’s API score is 850 

or higher.  Schools with an API lower than 850 will not be included.  Secondly, the study is 

limited to traditional public schools, which may inhibit the generalizability of results to private 

or charter schools.  Because the participants in the study will be principals of public schools in 

Southern California, the results may not apply to the state or country as a whole.  Thirdly, only 

secondary schools will be included in the study.  Results may not be relevant to principals in 

high performing public elementary schools.  Finally, results from this study may not apply to 

principals with five or less years of longevity at their high performing school site. 

Assumptions 

There are three assumptions in this study.  The first is that the participants in the study are 

assumed to be honest and accurate in their survey and interview responses.  Secondly, it is 

assumed that the selected principals will understand the concepts associated with resilience, 
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stress, and coping skills. The third assumption of the study is that the data that will be collected 

will accurately measure the experiences, resilience, stressors, and coping skills of the principals 

in the study. 

Organization of Study 

 This research study is presented in five chapters.  Chapter 1 includes the background of 

the study, statement of the problem, purpose and importance of the study, definition of terms, 

summary of the theoretical framework, research questions, limitations, delimitations, and 

assumptions of the study.  Chapter 2 presents a review of the literature including resiliency 

theory, the background of the principalship and its evolving job responsibilities, stressors of the 

job, and coping strategies.  Chapter 3 describes the methodologies, research design, the selection 

of participants, instruments used, data collection, and data analysis procedures.  Chapter 4 

presents the study’s findings and results.  Finally, Chapter 5 provides a summary of the entire 

study, a discussion of findings, conclusions, and recommendations for further research. 

  



17 

 

 

Chapter 2 Review of Relevant Literature 

Increasing demands on principals continue to lead to greater job stress while long work 

hours, year-round schedules, and night and weekend supervision duties make the job all-

consuming (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2008).  Friedman (2002) attempts to accurately 

describe what an average day for a principal might entail:  

Student discipline, paperwork, presentations, classroom visits, deciphering NCLB, 

scheduling, attending parent conferences, and evaluating employees represent just the tip 

of the iceberg when describing a typical day as a principal. In fact, the words “typical” or 

“routine” fall short whenever describing the role of principal. (p. 45) 

The obstacles that principals face: inadequate funding, work overload, and challenging 

working conditions require resiliency traits in order to prevent creating a culture under stress that 

hinders teaching and learning (Kelehear, 2004; Okoroma & Robert-Okah, 2007; Reynolds & 

O’Dwyer, 2008).  Lindle’s (2004) autobiographical inquiry “pushed the definition of 

administrators’ stress into the areas of traumatic stress” (p. 378) due to the pressure that is simply 

natural to the position.  Hoffman (2004) emphasizes that the reasons for difficulty in finding 

California school administrators is due to: 

increased accountability expectations; diminished or static levels of resources to support 

reform efforts; greater administrator vulnerability to sanctions; the complex demands of 

government and the community; the sometimes slight or negligible difference between 

teacher and administrator compensation when viewed on a per diem basis; the necessity 

for leaders to spend a great deal of time meeting the demands of the job; media coverage 

of public education’s occasional errors; little coverage of our frequent successes; and 

chronic stress. (p. 35)   

 

In their study on principal turnover rate, Fuller and Young (2009) claim that “principals, are 

expected to be proficient in a far greater number of roles than in the past” (p. 18) and the level of 

support hasn’t changed from 50 years ago even though the job is still structured the same.   
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The primary purpose of this literature review is to examine the foundations of resiliency 

theory; what researchers have revealed regarding the history of roles and responsibilities of 

principals; the meaning of resilience and what it entails; stressors of the principalship that may 

lead to burnout; and coping strategies needed for principals to maintain a balanced and healthy 

professional and personal life.  To begin, resiliency theory and its origins will be examined and 

explained as a lens through which secondary school principals navigate and negotiate their 

unpredictable daily duties, district and state mandates, and leadership obligations.  Next, a 

historical review of the principalship will be explored, how the role and responsibilities have 

emerged and evolved over the years, and the function of resiliency throughout to examine the 

traits that secondary principals must possess in order to be effective leaders.  Then, the study’s 

variables (resilience, stress and coping skills) will be explored in-depth to provide a solid 

understanding for the importance of this study.  This chapter will conclude with a summary 

which will lay a foundation for the methodology, data collection, and data analysis for the study. 

Theoretical Framework 

 Resiliency theory provides a structure to navigate the stressful conditions faced by school 

principals.  Richardson (2002) describes three waves of resiliency that has transpired over time.  

The first movement began with phenomenological studies of children living in high-risk 

conditions in 1955 by Emmy Werner (Werner & Smith, 1992).  Their studies yielded several 

qualities or “protective factors that help people go through adversity (i.e. self-esteem, self-

efficacy, etc.)” (Richardson, 2002, p. 309).  The second trend came from a pursuit for individuals 

to acquire certain identified qualities and labels the definition of resiliency as the process of 

“coping with adversity, change, or opportunity in a manner that results in the identification, 
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fortification, and enrichment of resilient qualities or protective factors” (p. 309).  The third 

development has been considered a quest for finding the internal motivation to bounce back”res 

 from adversity bringing up inquiries that are centuries old.  Resiliency theory is described as the 

“motivational force within everyone that drives them to pursue wisdom, self-actualization, and 

altruism” (p. 309). 

 Exposure to significant stressors and demonstration of successful adaptation are 

considered to be the “cornerstones of resilience theory” (Braverman, 2001, p. 2).  Braverman 

further explains that resilience is a collection of processes rather than just a fixed characteristic.  

Resiliency is also described as a set of qualities or reflexes that people cultivate through any sort 

of disruptions such as stress, immediate difficulties, and/or adversity, and that these qualities 

allow individuals to grow, build knowledge and self-understanding, and better persevere through 

future suffering (Ashton & Duncan, 2012; Coutu, 2002; Fletcher & Sarkar, 2013; Grotberg, 

2003; Masten, 2009; Pepe, 2011; Richardson, 2002; Ward, 2003).  

 Characteristics of resilient people have been the subject of many studies by researchers.  

Temperament, attitude, competence in daily functioning, clarity of purpose, personal efficacy, 

creativity, making meaning of hardship, patience, tolerance, responsibility, compassion, 

determination, capacity to spring back, and risk taking have all been documented as important 

personality traits to acquire in becoming resilient (Christman & McClellan, 2008; Coutu, 2002; 

Greene, 2002; Greene et al., 2004; Gupton & Slick, 1996; Henderson & Milstein, 2003; J. 

Patterson, 2007; Richardson, 2002; Wolin & Wolin, 2010). J. Patterson (2007) recommends that 

in order for principals to be resilient, they must encompass and use each of the resilient 

characteristics in every day routines of school life as well as lead from a clarity of purpose so 

that decisions will align with personal and professional values thereby strengthening their 
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resiliency.  Resilient leaders rely on their experience, implicit knowledge, problem solving skills, 

and capacity to cope with stress and adversity to bounce back from hardship (Ashton & Duncan, 

2012; Buzzanell, 2010; Masten, 2009; Richardson, 2002).  Principal leaders must also face 

reality with “staunchness, make meaning of hardship instead of crying out in despair, and 

improvise solutions from thin air” (Coutu, 2002, p. 8).  Because principals’ plans are constantly 

derailed due to continual interruptions, principals must spend a greater part of the day 

“maneuvering around obstacles and resolving various problems” (Friedman, 2002, p. 45). The 

obstacles referenced include, but are not limited to, student discipline, scheduling conflicts, 

disagreements, and other emergencies making resilient qualities imperative for principals to 

function with composure so that disconnections become more routine and less disruptive 

(Christman & McClellan, 2008; Coutu, 2002; Richardson, 2002; Rutter, 1999). 

 Greene et al. (2004) assert that individuals, especially leaders, become more resilient 

through personal and professional experiences and rely on their personal and professional 

communities to thrive.  Buzzanell (2010) similarly states that “we communicatively develop 

resilience through the creation and maintenance of communication networks” (p. 6).  Having 

relationships with caring adults, surrounding oneself with trusted confidants, using strong 

support networks, cultivating strong relationships, employing self-regulation skills, developing 

positive self-regard, and periodically recognizing small wins will get resilient individuals through 

troubled times (Braverman, 2001; Greene, 2002; Greene et al., 2004; J. Patterson, 2007; Steele & 

Steele, 1994).  Similarly, Fletcher and Sarkar (2013) uphold that stressors arise from day-to-day 

interactions and are reconciled by the processes of appraisal and coping.  Through his study on 

leaders responding to adversity in jobs filled with adversity, J. Patterson (2007) found that 

leaders can strengthen their resilience by making decisions that align with their values and 
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surrounding themselves with “trusted confidantes whom you can turn to in troubled times” (p. 

21).  Henderson and Milstein’s (2003) definition of resiliency perfectly describes what is needed 

for principal resiliency: “the capacity to spring back, rebound, successfully adapt in the face of 

adversity, and develop social, academic, and vocational competence despite exposure to severe 

stress or simply to the stress that is inherent in today’s world” (p. 7).  Herrman et al. (2011) 

assert that “fundamentally, resilience refers to positive adaptation, or the ability to maintain or 

regain mental health, despite experiencing adversity” (p. 259).  Principals’ roles and job 

responsibilities can easily become stressors and use of certain coping skills must be considered in 

order to foster resiliency (Greene et al., 2004; Ward, 2003).   

Historical Background/Context 

 In the late 1800s, schools in New England began to sort students into grade levels based 

on age due to increased enrollment launching secondary schools.  At this time, principals were 

teachers released from the classroom and received no formal training.  The increase in student 

enrollment and staff size caused a growth in management and staffing responsibilities.  The goal 

in the beginning of the 20th century was for the principal to use Frederick Taylor’s scientific 

management techniques by improving efficiency of teaching and learning and facilitating 

standardization of best teaching practices (B. Fuller et al., 2006; Koumparoulis & 

Vlachopoulioti, 2012). During the 1960s and 1970s principals were seen as directors of large-

scale categorical aid programs created by state and federal governments during a tumultuous 

period of civil rights legislation, busing and affirmative action, and national concern over the 

quality of American education (Super & Irons-Georges, 2006).  Through his research on the 

views of the principalship,  Hallinger (2011) found that the 1980s was the time of strong 

instructional leaders.  In the 1980s, principals were also “viewed as leaders of teaching 
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ameliorating parent concerns are stressors for principals; and having a supportive significant 

other and engaging in activities or hobbies outside of work helps principals cope with stressors.    

 The findings and conclusions of this study hold implications for district office staff.  

District offices need to acknowledge the overwhelming job responsibilities that can overpower 

principals and provide support systems to help build principals’ resiliency, alleviate stressors, 

and promote coping skills.  Such supports from the district office should include training in time-

management and prioritization; honoring and modeling respect for principals’ personal time; and 

funding membership of professional network associations. 

 Recommendations for further research were recommended in two areas.  The first area 

for consideration is creating an interview protocol that specifically targets researched-based 

stressors that affect principals and the coping strategies that are well documented in mitigating 

stress.  This would allow the researcher to control the types of responses gathered.  Another 

recommendation for future study would be in terms of expanding the area of study to 

investigating where principals go after a typical 3-5 year tenure; exploring gender differences in 

how principals identify and cope with stressors; and comparing the experiences of Southern 

California principals with principals across the state and/or country. 
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APPENDIX A 

Email Request for District Permission to Contact Qualifying Principals 

Dear (name of school district personnel in charge of IRB), 

My name is Suzanne Webb and I am Principal of Lincoln Middle School in the SMMUSD and I 

am also a doctoral candidate at Pepperdine University in the Graduate Studies of Education 

Leadership and Policy.  The subject of my dissertation is “exploring the resiliency of secondary 

principals in high performing public schools” and I would like to recruit long standing principals, 

with more than 5 years tenure, at high performing public secondary schools in Southern 

California.  (potential candidate name), Principal of (school name), fits the criteria for my 

phenomenological study. 

Because I am in the process of applying to Pepperdine’s Institutional Review Board (IRB), I 

must submit approval from school districts where potential interview candidates are employed 

allowing me to contact those principals to see if they would willingly participate in my 

study.  All participants’ identities will remain confidential and there will not be any identifying 

descriptions that link (potential candidate name) with (school name and district name). 

The intent of my study is to discover the lived experiences of secondary principals in high 

performing public schools in Southern California as they relate to resiliency, stress, and coping 

strategies.  Secondary principals rarely stay at the same school site longer than 3 – 5 years and 

most of the studies on principal longevity have to do with high poverty or low-performing 

schools.  I would like to add to the literature by doing a student on secondary principals who 

have more than 5 years’ experience at high performing public schools in Southern California.  

I believe the results of this study will help school districts better provide professional 

development and support to secondary principals since it usually takes 5 – 10 years for a 

principal to guide a school in positive change.  I hope (name of school district) will allow me to 

contact (name of potential candidate) and ask if (s/he) would be willing to partake in my 

phenomenological study. 

If you are not the person to whom I direct my inquiries, I would appreciate you pointing me in 

the right direction. 

  

Thank you so much for your time. 

  

Sincerely, 

Suzanne  
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APPENDIX B  

Email Invitation to Qualifying Principals 

Dear Principal, 

 

My name is Suzanne Webb, and I am a doctoral student at Pepperdine University. I am 

conducting research that explores the lived experiences of long standing principals (more than 

five years tenure) of high performing public schools (API of 850 and higher) in Southern 

California as they relate to resiliency in terms of identified stressors and coping skills used to 

mitigate identified stressors. Principals are second only to classroom teachers in affecting student 

achievement, however research tells us that secondary principals typically stay at one school site 

between 3 and 5 years. Being a principal is a demanding profession that places unique demands 

on the men and women who serve.  

 

I am personally inviting you to participate in a phenomenological research study. As part of this 

research study, I am asking that you participate in one 60 minute face to face interview to better 

understand what lived experiences you encounter as a secondary principal of a high performing 

public school, what you identify as stressors, and the coping strategies you use to overcome these 

identified stressors.  Before we meet, I will ask that you fill out a 25 question survey called the 

Resilience Scale developed by two Dr. Wagnild and Dr. Young 

(https://www.resiliencescale.com) which we will debrief in our face-to-face meeting.  The survey 

will take approximately 5 – 8 minutes to complete. As a token of my appreciation, principals 

who participate will be remunerated with gift cards to Starbucks.  I will also be happy to share 

summary findings of my results if you are interested 

   

Participation in the study is completely voluntary and confidential (pseudonyms will be used to 

code your answers and all identifying information will be removed upon the completion of the 

data collection). This research protocol has been approved by the Pepperdine University Internal 

Review Board.  

 

Participation in this study is voluntary and you may withdraw at any time.  Data will only be 

accessible by myself and my dissertation committee. If you have any questions about your rights 

as a research participant, please contact Dr. Christopher Lund, Adjunct Professor, at 

Christopher.Lund@pepperdine.edu or Dr. Thema Bryant-Davis, Graduate and Professional 

Schools (GPS) IRB Chairperson, at 818.501.1632.   

 

 

Thank you in advance for considering participation in this dissertation research project.  Do not 

hesitate to contact me with any questions at smwebb@pepperdine.edu. 

  

 

Suzanne Webb, doctoral candidate   

Pepperdine University   

smwebb@pepperdine.edu  
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APPENDIX C 

Phone Conversation Script with Qualifying Principals 

Hello ______________________________,  

 

My name is Suzanne Webb and I am a doctoral candidate at Pepperdine University’s Graduate 

School of Education and Psychology in the Educational Leadership and Policy program.  I am 

conducting research on the specific job responsibilities that long standing secondary principals 

(more than five years tenure) of high performing public school in Southern California find 

stressful along with the coping strategies, if any, used to mitigate such stressors.   

 

You have been chosen specifically because you have been a principal at the same school site for 

more than five years.  For this project I will gather data from secondary principals who have 

more than five years of tenure at a high performing public school in Southern California through 

individual, in-person interviews.  The research will be supervised by my Dissertation Chair, Dr. 

Christopher Lund, Pepperdine University Adjunct Professor. 

 

The purpose of this research study is to inform public school districts of the resiliency traits, if 

any, possessed by secondary principals in high performing Southern California public schools in 

addition to any identified job stressors and the coping skills used to mitigate them.  The 

information generated will be used for academic research.  All information obtained will be 

treated confidentially. 

 

For this study, you will be asked to answer a series of open-ended, semi-structured interview 

questions.  The initial interview may take 60 minutes and there may be a follow-up interview as 

well, pending extenuating circumstances.  Your identity will remain confidential as I will be 

using pseudonyms and a coding process.  I am happy to share results of this study with you, if 

you are interested.  

 

Through this data I hope to learn what factors contribute to the resiliency of secondary 

principals, most specifically in high performing public schools.  

 

You are free to withdraw your participation at any time should you decide to do so.  I hope you 

will agree to participate. 

**Answer any questions that may arise. 

Thank you for your time! 
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APPENDIX D 

CITI Collaborative Institutional Training Initiative Certificate 

Graduate & Professional School Social & Behavioral Research - Basic/Refresher 

Curriculum Completion Report 

Printed on 12/15/2012  

 

Learner: Suzanne Webb (username: suzannewebb) 

Institution: Pepperdine University 

Contact Information  Department: ELAP 

Email: suzanne.webb@pepperdine.edu 

 Social & Behavioral Research - Basic/Refresher: Choose this group to satisfy 

CITI training requirements for Investigators and staff involved primarily in 

Social/Behavioral Research with human subjects. 

 

Stage 1. Basic Course Passed on 12/14/12 (Ref # 8821691)  

Required Modules 

Date 

Completed Score 

Belmont Report and CITI Course Introduction 12/11/12  3/3 (100%)  

Students in Research 12/11/12  7/10 (70%)  

History and Ethical Principles - SBR 12/11/12  2/5 (40%)  

Defining Research with Human Subjects - SBR 12/11/12  4/5 (80%)  

The Regulations and The Social and Behavioral 

Sciences - SBR 

12/11/12  4/5 (80%)  

Assessing Risk in Social and Behavioral Sciences - 

SBR 

12/11/12  5/5 (100%)  

Informed Consent – SBR 12/11/12  5/5 (100%)  

Privacy and Confidentiality – SBR 12/11/12  4/5 (80%)  

Research with Prisoners – SBR 12/14/12  4/4 (100%)  

Research with Children – SBR 12/14/12  3/4 (75%)  

Research in Public Elementary and Secondary Schools 

– SBR 

12/14/12  4/4 (100%)  

International Research – SBR 12/14/12  3/3 (100%)  

Internet Research – SBR 12/14/12  5/5 (100%)  

Research and HIPAA Privacy Protections 12/14/12  3/5 (60%)  

Vulnerable Subjects - Research Involving 

Workers/Employees 

12/14/12  4/4 (100%)  

Conflicts of Interest in Research Involving Human 

Subjects 

12/14/12  3/5 (60%)  

For this Completion Report to be valid, the learner listed above must be 
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affiliated with a CITI participating institution. Falsified information and 

unauthorized use of the CITI course site is unethical, and may be considered 

scientific misconduct by your institution.  

Paul Braunschweiger Ph.D. 

Professor, University of Miami 

Director Office of Research Education 

CITI Course Coordinator 
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APPENDIX E  

Consent for Research 

Resiliency of Secondary Principals in High Performing Public Schools 

 

Dear Participant, 

 

You are invited to participate in a study conducted as part of the requirements for a dissertation 

in the Graduate School of Education and Psychology at Pepperdine University. For this project I 

will gather data from secondary principals who have more than five years of tenure at a high 

performing public school in Southern California through individual, in-person interviews.  The 

research will be supervised by my Dissertation Chair, Dr. Christopher Lund, Pepperdine 

University Adjunct Professor. 

 

The purpose of this research study is to inform public school districts of the resiliency traits, if 

any, possessed by secondary principals in high performing Southern California public schools in 

addition to any identified job stressors and the coping skills used to mitigate them.  The 

information generated will be used for academic research.  All information obtained will be 

treated confidentially. 

 

For this study, you will be asked to answer a series of open-ended, semi-structured interview 

questions.  The initial interview may take 60 minutes and there may be a follow-up interview as 

well, pending extenuating circumstances.  Your identity will remain confidential as I will be 

using pseudonyms and a coding process. 

 

Through this data I hope to learn what factors contribute to the resiliency of secondary 

principals, most specifically in high performing public schools.  

 

You are free to withdraw your participation at any time should you decide to do so.  If you have 

any questions or concerns, feel free to contact me at smwebb@pepperdine.edu.  I hope you will 

agree to this opportunity.  Thank you for your help.   

 

For questions about your rights, please contact Dr. Christopher Lund at 

Christopher.Lund@pepperdine.edu or Dr. Thema Bryant-Davis, GPS IRB Chairperson, at 

818.501.1632. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

Suzanne Webb              Dr. Christopher Lund  

Doctoral Candidate                   Adjunct Professor of Education 

 

I ______________________________________, agree to participate in the research study 

conducted by Suzanne Webb under the direction of Dr. Christopher Lund.  
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Signature of participant: ___________________________________  Date: _______________ 

 

 

  



114 

 

 

APPENDIX F  

Interview Questions 

 

Pseudonym of interviewee:_____________________________________________________ 

Location of interview:_________________________________________________________ 

Date of interview:_______________________ Time of interview:______________________ 

Review the intent of the study and thank the participants for their time. 

Remind the participants that you be recording the interview with an audio recording device in 

addition to taking notes. Let them know that they can request to stop the audio taping at any 

time. 

Research Question Main General Questions Possible Follow Up Questions 

1. What are the 

experiences of long 

standing secondary 

principals in high 

performing public 

schools in Southern 

California as they 

relate to resiliency? 

 

Prior to this meeting you took the 

Resiliency Survey (Wagnild & 

Guinn, 2011).  Reflect on your 

results as they relate to how you 

perceive your own resilience. 

 

What resonated with you most? 

 

How do the results reflect your 

own perceptions of resiliency? 

 

How do you believe that 

resiliency impacts your daily 

work? 

 

 

2. What are the lived 

experiences, if any, of 

secondary principals 

in high performing 

schools in Southern 

California as they 

relate to stress and 

coping skills? 

 

 

What, if any, are the specific 

stressors in your current job? 

How do you cope with each? 

Is this a recurring stressor? 

What specific coping skills do 

you employ to help mitigate this 

specific stressor? 

 

What, if any, stressors come up 

at different times during the 

school year?  How do you plan 

for them?  What specific coping 

skills or strategies do you use to 

address each? 

 

In terms of stress, is there a 

difference in working in 

classrooms vs. managerial 

tasks? Explain. 

 

Do you feel that you thrive on 

constant pressure as a 

motivating factor? 
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Tell me more about how you 

balance your professional and 

personal lives. 

What advice would you give to an incoming principal in terms of building resiliency, which 

stressors to look out for, and the coping skills you recommend they use? 

 

Ask the participant what additional information, if any, they would like to share.  Thank them for 

their time and participation.   
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APPENDIX G  

Intellectual Property License Agreement to Use Resiliency Scale 
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APPENDIX I 

IRB Exemption Letter 
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