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In recent years, many organizations have paid greater 
attention to isolation and the impact this factor has on 
the quality of the employees’ work experience (e.g., 
Brook, Sawyer, & Rimm-Kaufman, 2007; Bunnell, 
2006). Public schools have followed this trend by tak-
ing measures to reduce isolation among teachers (e.g., 
Cookson, 2005; Garmston, 2007). Both the existing 
literature and the practices of school districts clearly 
associate better student outcomes with less teacher 
isolation (e.g., Fullan, 2001; Schlechte, Yssel, & Mer-
bler, 2005). Less attention has been paid to isolation’s 
impact on principals. Direct treatment of the subject 
can typically be found in only a handful of books and 
professional journal articles, which have a tendency to 
frame isolation primarily as an outcome that reflects 
the quality of the principals’ work environment and 
make recommendations based almost solely on the 
conclusions of the teacher isolation literature. The 
small body of existing literature on principal isolation 

lacks, for the most part, any direct study of this issue 
using a systematic research methodology (Beaudoin & 
Taylor, 2004; Norton, 2001; Painter, 2000; Schlechte, 
Yssel, & Merbler, 2005; Zoul & Link, 2007). The sys-
tematic research studies that do directly address the 
topic of principal isolation have either assumed it as a 
negative factor in the life of principals (e.g., Howard & 
Mallory, 2008) or only generally established its rela-
tionship with principals’ perceptions of their own ef-
fectiveness (e.g., Dussault & Thibodeau, 1997).  

The evolving role of the principal has garnered in-
creased attention from a variety of different groups, 
ranging from parents to policymakers, as it has 
changed over the years from that of a bureaucrat to an 
instructional leader who takes responsibility for every 
facet of the school program (Cuban, 1988; Dunklee, 
2000). The evolving role of school leaders may have 
implications in terms of the impact of isolation on 
principals that goes well beyond anything suggested in 
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the literature on teacher isolation. For instance, the 
recent focus on “distributed leadership” emphasizes 
the fostering, by the principal, of the professional 
growth of others through frequent interaction, appro-
priate task delegation, and collaboration as leadership 
strategies that improve the overall performance of staff 
and students (e.g., Camburn, Rowan, & Taylor, 2003; 
Elmore, 2000; Gronn, 2000; Spillane, Halverson, & 
Diamond, 2001). A recent meta-analysis conducted by 
Robinson, Lloyd, and Rowe (2008) shows that five 
instructional leadership behaviors have a potent im-
pact on students learning, including promoting and 
participating in teacher learning. These themes suggest 
interaction between principals and their fellow educa-
tors within the building is vital to the quality and ef-
fectiveness of the school and that principal isolation 
may have a severe impact on leaders’ abilities to serve 
as instructional leaders. 

This study seeks to advance scholarship on the 
topic of isolation by examining the manner in which it 
directly predicts three dimensions of burnout for new 
principals and by testing the extent to which isolation 
mediates the impact of antecedent predictors of the 
principals’ work experience (e.g., coaching, role stress, 
and social support) on those outcomes. Researchers 
and policymakers alike have paid greater attention in 
recent years to the increasing number of new princi-
pals joining the ranks of school leaders and the need 
to better support this growing cross-section of the 
public education community (Casavant & Cherk-
owski, 2001; Daresh, 2004; Hansford & Ehrich, 
2006). In a study involving secondary headteachers in 
the U.K., Mercer (1996) observed, “It may be that iso-
lation is one factor which is inhibiting individuals from 
applying for the top post in secondary schools” (p. 
176). Focusing on new principals for this work sheds 
greater light on the needs of this group and may pro-
vide a foundation for studying isolation and its impact 
on principals over the course of their entire careers.  

Research Questions 

The research questions for this study focus on investi-
gating the predictive relationship among measures re-
lating to the work experience of new principals; re-
ported levels of isolation; and the emotional, cognitive,  

and physical burnout they experience. Five variables 
serve as independent measures related to new princi-
pals’ work: role ambiguity, role conflict, role overload, 
social support, and inclusion in a formal coaching 
program. We follow the analytic procedure spelled out 
by Baron and Kenny (1986) to use regression analysis 
to determine if isolation mediates the relationship be-
tween these independent variables and the outcome of 
interest, in this case burnout. Specifically, the three-
step analytic process suggests the following questions: 
1. What part do role ambiguity, role overload, role 

conflict, social support, and participation in a for-
mal coaching program play in predicting new 
principals’ isolation? 

2. What part do role ambiguity, role overload, role 
conflict, social support, and participation in a for-
mal coaching program play in predicting new 
principals’ perceptions related to burnout? 

3. What part do role ambiguity, role overload, role 
conflict, social support, participation in a formal 
coaching program, and isolation play in predicting 
new principals’ perceptions related to burnout? 

As Baron and Kenny (1986) suggest, mediation is es-
tablished if the independent variables affect the media-
tor (equation one); the independent variables affect the 
outcome of interest (equation two); and finally, the 
mediator affects the outcomes of interest when con-
trolling for the effects of the independent variables 
(equation three). They further specify: “If these condi-
tions all hold in the predicted direction, then the effect 
of the independent variable on the dependent variable 
must be less in the third equation than in the second” 
(p. 1177).  

Review of Literature 

The existing literature supports the use of role ambigu-
ity, role conflict, role overload, social support, and par-
ticipation in a coaching program as predictors of the 
quality of new principals’ work experiences and burn-
out. It is our hypothesis that isolation serves as a me-
diator of the relationship between these predictors and 
outcomes. A review of the relevant literature on isola-
tion for teachers and principals, coupled with a brief 
look at the research on the other study variables, pro-
vides the theoretical foundation for this study. 
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Teacher Isolation 

Today, there is little debate about the fact that isolation 
has a negative impact on the quality of the work expe-
rience of teachers (Cookson, 2005; Garmston, 2007; 
Hord, 2007; McGrail, 2007; Schlechte, Yssel, & Mer-
bler, 2005). The literature shows a long history of iso-
lation, stemming primarily from the nature of class-
rooms and the manner in which they are spatially 
grouped throughout school buildings (Dreeben, 1973; 
Glickman, Gordon, & Ross-Gordon, 2004). Lortie’s 
(1975) analogy likening the structure of public school 
to that of an egg crate accurately captures the way 
teachers in schools become isolated within their class-
rooms, despite the fact that they work in close proxim-
ity to many of their colleagues. 

Historically, the duties affiliated with working in a 
typical school classroom make it difficult for teachers 
to perform even a small percentage of their daily re-
sponsibilities in collaboration with other professionals, 
because the majority of their responsibilities lie within 
individual classrooms (Dreeben, 1973; Glickman, 
Gordon, & Ross-Gordon, 2004). The fact that the 
physical organization and institutional imperatives of 
schools and classrooms lend themselves to greater 
teacher isolation sets K–12 education institutions apart 
from other public and private sector workplaces like 
hospitals and law firms, which ensure that the major-
ity of the tasks performed by employees occur either in 
close collaboration with or under the close supervision 
of others (Glickman, Gordon, & Ross-Gordon, 2004; 
Dreeben, 1973).  

The physical isolation created by the structure of 
schools leads to psychological isolation among the 
teaching staff (Sarason, 1996). The intensive contact 
teachers have with children, coupled with their lack of 
regular adult interaction, leads to feelings of loneliness 
in the professional sphere (Sarason, 1996). These feel-
ings of isolation for teachers then become intensified 
by the increasing demands of their work (Hargreaves, 
1994) and the feeling that they cannot possibly spend 
enough time with every child to adequately meet their 
needs (Sarason, 1996). Other accepted norms in to-
day’s public schools, like academic freedom and non-
interference (Little, 1990; Sindberg & Lipscomb, 
2005), exacerbate the isolation issue further by making 

the efforts of educators seeking to combat teacher 
loneliness appear to be restrictive and invasive. All of 
these factors have a negative impact on the quality of 
the teachers’ work experience that often leads them to 
implement highly rigid classroom routines as a coping 
mechanism (Glickman, Gordon, & Ross-Gordon, 
2004).  

Isolation for teachers in public schools functions 
as a complicated variable that both impacts and is im-
pacted by other factors. These trends and evidence 
provide a theoretical foundation for looking at isola-
tion as more than an outcome or indicator of the qual-
ity of the work experience, and they support the deci-
sion to position isolation as a factor that acts in concert 
with other variables to impact the quality of the work 
experience.  

Principal Isolation 

Isolation has become more relevant to principals over 
time. The administrative demands of schooling have 
changed drastically since the days of the one-room 
schoolhouse. Schools have moved from having no 
principal, to being loosely led by “principal teachers,” 
to having principals who must take full responsibility 
for all of the administrative and instructional impera-
tives of the institution (Cuban, 1988; Dunklee, 2000). 
Nonetheless, principals today tend, like teachers, to 
make many of their key decisions in isolation. 

The literature on the topic of principal isolation 
continues to be sparse (Beaudoin & Taylor, 2004; 
Cookson, 2005; Garmston, 2007; Norton, 2001; Rob-
bins & Alvy, 2003; Schlechte, Yssel, & Merbler, 2005). 
Howard and Mallory’s (2008) work supports the in-
clusion of isolation as a variable that works in concert 
with the stress created by principal job expectations in 
the form of role ambiguity, role overload, and role con-
flict, and Dussault and Thibodeau’s (1997) work sup-
ports the examination of isolation as a variable that 
impacts outcomes of the quality of the work experi-
ence, such as burnout. A study conducted by Izgar 
(2009) shows that there is a statistical relationship be-
tween measures of principal loneliness and depression. 
This study extends this literature by testing whether 
isolation mediates the relationship between key pre-
dictors and an outcome reflecting the quality of work 
life, namely burnout. 
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Role Stress 

The three subcategories of role stress (i.e., role ambi-
guity, role conflict, and role overload) measure the 
level of stress created by uncertainty about job respon-
sibilities, competing priorities, and work overload. All 
three forms of role stress appear and function as orga-
nizational attributes that contribute to outcomes re-
flecting the quality of the work experience for profes-
sionals in a variety of career sectors (Bunnell, 2006; 
Conley, Muncey, & You, 2006; Scheib, 2006; Wong, 
DeSanctis, & Staudenmayer, 2007). These variables 
also serve as important indicators of the organizational 
and job design of schools and may have particular 
relevance for the study of new principals. For example, 
the ever-increasing demands on principals have led to 
a much greater likelihood that they will experience 
role ambiguity or overload on a regular basis, particu-
larly when new to the job (Norton, 2003). This evi-
dence supports the use of these subcategories of role 
stress in this study as a predictor of the quality of the 
work experience for new principals.  

Social Support 

Social support in this study represents the extent to 
which new principals have opportunities for guidance 
and support from other professionals within the work 
environment. Literature involving teachers and profes-
sionals in other fields shows that the creation of in-
formal social networks in the workplace that provide 
support mechanisms, like reassurance of worth and 
guidance, can reduce stress for individuals who work 
in contexts and settings like rural communities that 
tend to isolate employees (Brook, Sawyer, & Rimm-
Kaufman, 2007; Marshall, Michaels, & Mulki, 2007; 
Penn et al., 2005; Taylor & Lee, 2005).  

Social support consistently appears in research as 
an element that improves the quality of the work expe-
rience for employees by both enhancing the effect of 
positive organizational and psychological factors on 
the job and reducing the impact of negative ones 
(Brook, Sawyer, & Rimm-Kaufman, 2007; Marshall, 
Michaels, & Mulki, 2007). However, little existing lit-
erature empirically analyzes social support and isola-
tion simultaneously as factors that impact work out-
comes. The existing evidence, coupled with this lack 
of guidance about the influence these two variables 

have on specific work outcomes like burnout, sup-
ports the concept of analyzing social support as a sepa-
rate and distinct variable from isolation and as a pre-
dictor of work outcomes for the study principals. 

Coaching 

Coaching in this study represents the formal structures 
that an employer puts in place to ensure that an indi-
vidual has the skills he or she needs to be productive. 
Employers use coaching programs to reduce negative 
factors, like burnout, in the work environment and to 
improve employee retention (Herrington, Herrington, 
Kervin, & Ferry, 2006; Hobson & Sharp, 2005; Mills, 
Francis, & Bonner, 2007). Because coaching programs 
tend to be treated as interventions designed to improve 
the performance of new principals, and because par-
ticipation in such programs is designed both to en-
hance participants’ skills and help them build a net-
work of peers from whom they can learn, this study 
treats coaching as a contributor to the quality of their 
work experience and one that may impact both the 
degree of isolation and the work outcomes we identify 
in this study.  

Burnout 

Burnout, which in this study represents negative 
physical, emotional, and cognitive job-induced symp-
toms, is a factor recognized in work environments 
across a wide variety of settings, including the princi-
pal’s office (Friedman, 2002; Oplatka, 2002; Tomac & 
Tomac, 2008; Vanheule & Verhaeghe, 2005). Princi-
pals who experience lower isolation levels tend also to 
be less likely to suffer from burnout (Friedman, 2002; 
Oplatka, 2002; Tomac & Tomac, 2008; Vanheule & 
Verhaeghe, 2005), which in turn increases the chance 
that they will perform more effectively on the job.  

Although the literature has established an isola-
tion-burnout connection for principals, no one has 
attempted to examine separate manifestations of burn-
out (i.e., emotional, physical, and cognitive) in a re-
search context involving new principals. This reality, 
taken in concert with the fact that burnout consis-
tently appears as an outcome variable when analyzed 
in the context of the principals’ work experience qual-
ity (Friedman, 2002; Oplatka, 2002; Tomac & Tomac, 
2008; Vanheule & Verhaeghe, 2005), supports its in-
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clusion in this study as an indicator of the quality of 
the new principals’ job circumstances and its analysis 
in its aforementioned three manifestations. 

Conceptual Framework 

In the framework established for this study, the role 
stressors, social support, and  coaching all serve as 

predictors of the quality of the new principals’ work 
experience by predicting the principals’ levels of emo-
tional, physical, and cognitive burnout. Isolation for 
new principals functions as a mediator that both pre-
dicts burnout and impacts the manner in which the 
other variables predict these outcomes. Figure 1 pro-
vides a visual representation of this framework. 

 

 
 

Methods 

Participants and Setting 

This study uses survey data collected from a sample of 
196 first- and second-year elementary, middle, high, 
and alternative school principals from across the state 
of Louisiana. The data set was collected as part of a 

larger study examining the impact of instructional 
coaching on new principals. The principals in this 
study were selected based on their experience level, as 
all of them needed to be new principals, and their will-
ingness to participate in the study as either a member 
of a treatment or comparison group. The treatment 
group participated in a highly structured coaching 
program for new principals, while the comparison 
group did not. All new principals in participating 
school systems were given the opportunity to be a part 
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Figure 1. Conceptual Model of the Study Framework 
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of the study treatment group. Of these principals, 83 
of 85 consented to participate (98 percent response 
rate). The comparison group consists of all other new 
principals across the state of Louisiana, and of the 188 
of these principals who were invited to participate in 
the study, 113 principals elected to participate (60 
percent response rate). 

The principals serve in a variety of demographi-
cally different communities, ranging from rural to 
suburban to urban. The demographic characteristics of 
the individual principals surveyed for this study repre-
sent a wide range of backgrounds:  
Gender: 

• Male, n=54 (28%) 
• Female, n= 138 (72%) 

Race: 
• African American, n=73 (37%) 
• Hispanic, n= 2 (1%) 
• White / non-Hispanic, n= 115 (59%) 
• Multi-ethnic, n=3 (2%) 

Principals included in the study also serve in schools 
from all levels and from various forms of alternative 
education:  

• Elementary, n=118 (60%) 
• Middle/Junior High, n=36 (18%) 
• High, n=34 (18%) 
• Alternative, n=6 (3%) 
• Other, n=2 (1%) 

Measures 

For this study, five survey scales and one treatment 
group designation provide the data. Each measures 
one of the major study variables: role stress, social 
support, coaching, isolation, and burnout. 

Role Stress 
This study uses survey items and techniques first pio-
neered by Rizzo, House, and Lirtzman (1970) to 
measure perceptions of role conflict and role ambigu-
ity within large organizations (Caldwell & Forney, 
1982; Culbreth, Scarborough, Banks-Johnson, & 
Solomon, 2005), and it uses a 17-item instrument 
based on the measures of Rizzo, House, and Lirtzman 
(1970), refined by Bacharach and Aiken (1976), and 
used in Conley, Bacharach, and Bauer (1989) in school 
settings. The instrument measures three subcategories 
within the role-stress domain: ambiguity (4 items), 

conflict (7 items), and overload (6 items). Participants 
are asked to evaluate each item using a 5-point Likert 
scale with the response options ranging from “strongly 
agree” to “strongly disagree,” with 1 representing the 
lowest and 5 the highest degree of role ambiguity, role 
conflict, or role overload level possible. Higher levels 
of role stress, in general, are thought to reflect a less 
desirable work condition for respondents (i.e., higher 
levels of role ambiguity, role conflict, and role overload 
reflect a more negative assessment of work life qual-
ity).  

Questions intended to measure ambiguity focus on 
aspects of the principals’ job that may be confusing or 
unclear, like the item, “I feel certain about how much 
authority I have” (an item that would be reverse scored 
in the four-item scale). Questions intended to measure 
conflict focus on aspects of the role that may force the 
participant to deal with competing work conditions or 
expectations, like the item, “I receive assignments 
without the manpower to complete them.” Questions 
intended to measure overload focus on parts of the 
responsibilities of the principal that may lead to feel-
ings of being overwhelmed, like the item, “I seem to 
have more commitments to overcome than other ad-
ministrators I know.”  

Social Support  

The Social Provisions Scale (Cutrona & Russell, 1987, 
1990) has been used by researchers to measure the six 
social provisions put forth by Weiss (1974), namely 
attachment, social integration, reassurance of worth, 
reliable alliance, guidance, and opportunity for nur-
turance (Bell, 2006; Varvel et al., 2007). This study 
uses the four latter provisions because of their theo-
retical connection to the implementation of the coach-
ing process. We selected items that were worded to 
provide a balance between positively and negatively 
stated questions. We asked participants to read each of 
the items and respond with the choice that best re-
flected their feelings about relationships at work, using 
a standard five-point Likert scale with options of 
“strongly agree,” “agree,” “neutral,” “disagree,” and 
“strongly disagree.”  

Examples of positive survey items on the 16-item 
scale include, “There are people I can depend on to 
help me if I really need it” (reliable alliance) and 
“There is a trustworthy person I could turn to for ad-
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vice if I were having a problem” (guidance). Examples 
of negatively worded items include, “Other people do 
not view me as competent” (reassurance of worth) and 
“There is no one who relies on me for their well-being” 
(opportunity for nurturance). This study uses the ag-
gregate scale to measure social support. Responses are 
scored on a scale of 1 to 5, with 1 representing the 
lowest and 5 the highest social support level possible. 
In general, higher levels of social support would be 
associated with a higher-quality work life.  

Coaching 
The principals in the treatment group have been ex-
posed to a highly structured coaching program. The 
school districts participating in this program hired 
coaches, usually retired principals, and trained them in 
a highly structured process that emphasized the use of 
coaching as a tool to develop instructional leadership 
skills in new principals. Under this program, coaches 
met with protégés at least monthly. New principals 
were required to participate in regular workshops that 
focused on specific instructional leadership strategies, 
and they were required to implement an instructional 
supervision model employing learning walks and a 
structured feedback strategy to work with teachers to 
improve pedagogy. They also attended monthly, 
multidistrict meetings of treatment group participants 
designed to give greater networking and problem-
solving opportunities to its members.  

Data for the treatment and comparison groups 
have been noted using a dummy variable, with par-
ticipants in the coaching process scored 1 and mem-
bers of the comparison group scored 0. Thus, statisti-
cal measures of association for this variable reflect the 
net impact of participation in the treatment. 

Isolation 
The UCLA Loneliness Scale has been used for nearly 
30 years to measure perceptions of isolation for indi-
viduals from a wide variety of backgrounds (Dussault 
& Thibodeau, 1997; Izgar, 2009; Russell, Cutrona, de 
la Mora, & Wallace, 1997; Russell, Peplau, & 
Ferguson, 1978). This study uses a modified version of 
the most recent form of the UCLA Loneliness Scale 
(Russell, 1996). The version of the 10-item scale used 
in this study was modified to adapt it to measure per-
ceptions of isolation in the work setting. For example, 
a negatively worded statement from version 3 of the 

UCLA Loneliness Scale reads, “I lack companionship,” 
while the same item for this study reads, “I lack com-
panionship at work.” A positively worded statement 
from the scale like, “I feel outgoing and friendly” has 
been modified to read, “At work, I feel outgoing and 
friendly” for this study.  

Participants respond to items in this scale by 
choosing from the four options of “never,” “rarely,” 
“sometimes,” or “often,” scored on a scale of 1 to 4, 
with 1 representing the lowest, and 4 the highest isola-
tion level possible. Thus, higher scores on this scale 
reflect greater isolation, which would typically be asso-
ciated with a more negative assessment of the quality 
of work life.  

Burnout 
This study uses a slightly modified form of the Shi-
rom-Melamed Burnout Measure (Shirom, 2003; Shi-
rom & Melamed, 2006), a 14-item questionnaire to 
measure three dimensions of burnout: physical fatigue 
(6 items), emotional exhaustion (3 items), and cogni-
tive weariness (5 items). We modified the measure to 
better reflect the school work setting.  

Responses for this iteration of the survey are 
scored on a scale of 1 to 7, with 1 representing the 
lowest, and 7 the highest possible emotional, cogni-
tive, or physical burnout level. Participants read each 
unique item after pondering the general statement, 
“Below are statements that describe different feelings 
you may have at work. Please indicate how often, in 
the past thirty days, you have felt each of the following 
ways.” This is followed by more specific statements 
like, “I felt tired” (physical), “I had difficulty concen-
trating” (cognitive), and “I felt incapable of being sym-
pathetic to others” (emotional). 

Analytic Procedures 

Data for this study were collected using an online sur-
vey application that allows participants to visit a secure 
website and complete and submit all answers directly 
to the research-collecting institution in electronic 
form. All principals who served as members of the 
treatment group and as members of the comparison 
group gave their informed consent before completing 
and submitting the confidential surveys.  

As noted earlier, the research questions for this 
study focus on clarifying whether isolation serves as a 
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mediating factor among role stress, social support, and 
participation in coaching, as independent variables, 
and three forms of burnout, as dependent measures. 
Prior literature associates higher levels of role stress 
with higher levels of employee burnout (e.g., Bunnell, 
2006; Norton, 2003) and higher levels of social sup-
port and participation in coaching with lower levels of 
employee burnout (e.g., Brook, Sawyer, & Rimm-
Kaufman, 2007; Herrington, Herrington, Kervin, & 
Ferry, 2006). Although some of the existing principal 
isolation literature tends to treat the factor primarily as 
an outcome (e.g., Howard & Mallory, 2008), other 
literature suggests that principal isolation contributes 
to outcomes that reflect the quality of the work experi-
ence (e.g., Dussault & Thibodeau, 1997).  

We follow the analytic procedure spelled out by 
Baron and Kenny (1986) to use regression analysis to 
determine if isolation mediates the relationship be-
tween these independent variables and the outcome of 
interest, in this case burnout. Mediation is established 
if the independent variables affect the mediator (step 
one); the independent variables affect the outcome of 
interest (step two); and finally, the mediator affects the 
outcomes of interest when controlling for the effects of 
the independent variables (step three). The following 
hypotheses flow logically from the analytic approach, 
supported by the literature and conceptual framework.  

For Step One 
H1: There will be a statistically significant, positive re-
lationship between the three forms of role stress and 
isolation.  
H2: There will be a statistically significant, negative 
relationship between social support and coaching, and 
isolation. 

For Step Two 
H3: There will be a statistically significant, positive re-
lationship between the three forms of role stress and 
burnout. 
H4: There will be a statistically significant, negative 
relationship between social support and coaching, and 
burnout. 

For Step Three  
H5: Isolation will emerge as a statistically significant, 
positive predictor of burnout, when controlling for the 
effects of the independent variables. 

To reiterate, results support mediation when the 
effect of the independent variable on the dependent 
variable is less in the third equation than in the sec-
ond.  

Statistical significance is reported for each regres-
sion model (p < .05). To aid in the interpretation of 
findings, following Field’s (2009) recommendation 
and computational formula, we also computed an ef-
fect size statistic for each regression statistic to repre-
sent practical significance. Specifically, Field recom-
mends converting the t-statistic to a Pearson correla-
tion (r), “because it’s widely understood, [and] fre-
quently used” (p. 332) and then using Cohen’s (1988) 
suggestion that a small effect is represented by a corre-
lation of .10, a medium effect a correlation of .30, and 
a large effect a correlation of .50. 

Limitations  

Although this study yields important analysis and im-
plications for theory-building, research, and practice 
dealing with the work experience of principals, it has 
several significant limitations. First, the participants for 
this study come entirely from one state in the United 
States of America. This fact may limit the appropriate-
ness of generalizing the results to principals in other 
states in the United States and overseas. Similar re-
search using a national or even international random 
sample of principals may help verify these results as 
they apply to principals across the country and the 
world. 

Second, although nearly years have elapsed since 
Hurricane Katrina, nonetheless, it is impossible to 
know how the difficulties and instability created by 
that calamity may have affected the professional and 
personal lives of participants and their school systems, 
and hence their perceptions of factors such as burnout, 
role stress, and isolation. This factor, too, may limit 
generalizability. 

Finally, the nearly exclusive use of self-reported 
data in this study will inevitably lead to criticisms 
about single-source bias (Podsakoff & Organ, 1986; 
Spector, 2006). However, the nature of most of the 
variables in this study cannot be accurately measured 
by any method other than self-reporting. Most of them 
are perceptual and psychological by nature and could 
not be validated by any reliable external measure. 
Nevertheless, because this study’s models are tested 
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using single data sources, which may inflate some sta-
tistics, the results should be interpreted with due cau-
tion. 

Results 

Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics for the study 
variables. In addition, the table displays Cronbach’s 
alpha for scale measures used in the study as an indi-

cator of the reliability for this sample. A Cronbach’s 
alpha value of less than .6 represents possible reliabil-
ity problems with the data collected through one of the 
instruments. The Cronbach’s alpha values ranging 
from .74 to .95 are consistent with previous studies 
and provide support for the reliability of the data col-
lection instruments used for this project. 

 
Table 1: Descriptive Statistics for Study Variables 

Variable   N Min. Max.   Mean  SD Cronbach’s Alpha 

Role Ambiguity   194 1.00 4.75   2.04 0.63  .74 
Role Conflict   193 1.29 5.00   2.97 0.71  .83 
Role Overload   193 1.40 5.00   3.44 0.70  .77 
Support   173 3.00 5.00   4.33 0.46  .84 
Physical Burnout 186 1.00 6.67   3.52 1.05  .89 
Cognitive Burnout 186 1.00 6.00   2.97 1.01  .95 
Emotional Burnout 186 1.00 6.33   2.22 1.16  .92 
Isolation  186 1.00 3.00   1.73 0.58  .90 
Coaching  195 0.00 1.00   0.43 0.50   —  
  
Descriptive statistics should be considered in the con-
text of the possible score range for each variable. The 
isolation scale has a score range of 1 to 4; the role am-
biguity, role conflict, role overload, and social sup-
port,scales all have a score range of 1 to 5; and the 
physical, emotional, and cognitive burnout scales have 
a range of 1 to 7. The descriptive statistics, then, show 
that the study participants see themselves as having 
relatively high levels of social support (mean = 4.33 on 
a 5-point scale), moderate levels of role conflict and 
role overload (means = 2.97 and 3.44, respectively, on 
a 5-point scale), and moderate levels of burnout. A 
closer look at the burnout statistics shows that, on av-
erage, respondents report higher levels of physical 
burnout and more moderate levels of cognitive burn-
out relative to emotional burnout, and that some re-
spondents report very high degrees of burnout, with 
maximum scores over 6 on a 7-point scale.  

Caution should be taken in interpreting burnout 
levels. Though scores may seem moderate when taken 
in the context of the overall range of the scale, even 
moderate degrees of burnout may still be unacceptably 
high to many principals and their employers when 
considering the nature of the phenomena and its asso- 

ciation with a wide variety of negative personal- and 
work-related outcomes. This tendency does not appear 
to translate as strongly to isolation, where mean scores 
are below 2 and the highest scores do not exceed 3 out 
of 4.  

Pearson product moment correlations for all of the 
study variables can be found in Table 2. Because of the 
relatively large sample size in this study, the vast ma-
jority of the correlations are statistically significant. 
The number of highly correlated independent vari-
ables in this study increases the chances of multi-
collinearity in regression analyses. Stevens (1996) in-
dicates that the variance inflation factors (VIFs) may be 
used to gauge the amount of linear association that 
occurs between a single component and all of the 
other factors in a regression equation and that, in gen-
eral, a VIF that exceeds 10 indicates a concerning level 
of multi-collinearity among variables. Analysis con-
ducted as a part of this study shows that none of the 
VIF values for any independent variable in this study 
exceeds a value of approximately 2; hence it does not 
appear that collinearity represents a significant prob-
lem for these results. 
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Table 2: Zero-Order Correlations for Variables in Regression Analysis 

Variable    v1 v2 v3 v4 v5 v6 v7 v8 v9  

v1 role ambiguity   —          
v2 role conflict    .37  —         
v3 role overload    .41  .65  —        
v4 support  -.29  -.25 -.23 —       
v5 isolation   .40  .39  .43 -.56  —      
v6 coaching  - .02  .03  .07  -.13 .24  —      
v7 physical burnout  .38  .38  .56  -.21 .41  .08  — 
v8 cognitive burnout  .35  .30  .44  -.23 .32  -.02 .64  — 
v9 emotional burnout  .34  .32  .34  -.46 .45  .07 .48 .58  — 
Note. All zero-order correlations are statistically significant, p < .05, with the exception of those in bold, p > .05.  

 
Results for the step one regression analysis are pre-
sented in Table 3. Recall that this step involves testing 
the relationships between the independent variables 
and the mediator, isolation. It was hypothesized that 
there will be a statistically significant, positive relation-
ship among the three forms of role stress and isolation; 
and that there will be a statistically significant, negative 
relationship between isolation and the combination of 
social support and coaching. Table 3 shows a statisti-
cally significant relationship between all of the inde-
pendent variables together and isolation: R² = .46, F 
(5, 180) = 30.86, p < .01.  

The estimates of the regression coefficients show 
that role ambiguity and role overload are statistically 
significant predictors of isolation in the hypothesized 
direction (ß = .16* and ß = .20**, respectively), sug-

gesting that higher levels of role stress are associated 
with greater isolation. Social support serves as the 
most potent predictor of principal isolation (ß = -
.43**), suggesting that greater degrees of social sup-
port tend to lessen principal isolation, a finding consis-
tent with expectations. However, participation in the 
coaching program emerges as a statistically significant 
predictor (ß = .18**) in an unexpected fashion, sug-
gesting that principals in the coaching program experi-
ence moderately greater degrees of isolation. Effect size 
computations show social support as having a large 
effect on isolation (r = .53), with role ambiguity (r = 
.18), role overload (r = .19), and coaching (r = .23) 
having small-to-moderate effects. Role conflict fails to 
emerge as a significant predictor of isolation. 

 
 
Table 3: Regression Analyses: Independent Variables and Isolation (n = 186) 

Variable    B (SE)    ß   ES  

Dependent Variable: Isolation 
Role Ambiguity     .15 (.06)    .16*   .18 
Role Conflict      .07 (.06)   .08   .08 
Role Overload     .16 (.06)    .20**   .19 
Social Support    -.54 (.07)   -.43**    .53 
Coaching    .20 (.06)    .18**   .23  
R² = .46 (F = 30.86, p < .01) 

*p < .05. **p < .01 
 

The second step in the analytic process involves re-
gressing burnout on the independent variables, shown 
in Table 4. Three separate equations are presented, one 
for each type of burnout. We hypothesized that there 
would be a statistically significant, positive relation-
ship between the three forms of role stress and burn-

out and that there would be a statistically significant, 
negative relationship between the combination of 
burnout, and social support and coaching. The first 
equation shows a statistically significant relationship 
between all of the independent variables and physical 
burnout: R² = .34, F (5, 180) = 18.26, p < .01. The 
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estimates of the regression coefficients show that role 
ambiguity (ß = .16*) and role overload (ß = .48**) are 
statistically significant predictors in the expected direc-
tion, implying that greater degrees of ambiguity and 
overload lead to greater degrees of physical burnout. 
These are the only statistically significant relationships 

in this equation; thus hypothesis four is not sup-
ported. Effect size calculations show that role overload 
(r = .39) has a medium-to-large effect on physical 
burnout, and role ambiguity (r = .16) has a small-to-
medium effect.  

 
Table 4: Regression Analyses: Independent Variables and Burnout (n = 186) 

Variable     B (SE)   ß  ES 

Dependent Variable: Physical Burnout 
Role Ambiguity       .26 (.12)  .16*  .16    
Role Conflict      -.01 (.12)   -.01  .01 
Role Overload      .72 (.12)   .48**  .39 
Social Support     -.12 (.15)  -.05  .06  
Coaching       .08 (.13)   .04  .05 
    R² = .34 (F = 18.26, p < .01) 
Dependent Variable: Cognitive Burnout 
Role Ambiguity       .26 (.12)   .16*  .16  
Role Conflict      -.03 (.12) -.02  .02    
Role Overload     .52 (.13)   .36**  .28  
Social Support     -.25 (.16)  -.11  .12   
Coaching      -.12 (.13)  -.06  .07  
    R² = .23 (F = 11.01, p < .01) 
Dependent Variable: Emotional Burnout 
Role Ambiguity      .25 (.13)   .14  .14 
Role Conflict      .12 (.14)  .07  .06   
Role Overload     .25 (.14)   .15  .13 
Social Support     -.95 (.17)  -.37**   .38  
Coaching      .02 (.15)   .01  .01 
    R² = .29 (F = 14.95, p < .01)  

*p < .05. **p < .01 
 
The next equation shows a statistically significant 

relationship between all of the independent variables 
and cognitive burnout: R² = .23, F (5, 180) = 11.01, p 
< .01. The estimates of the regression coefficients show 
the same pattern as the one that emerged with respect 
to physical burnout: role ambiguity (ß = .16*) and role 
overload (ß = .36**) are statistically significant pre-
dictors in the expected direction, implying that greater 
degrees of ambiguity and overload lead to greater de-
grees of cognitive burnout, and these are the only sta-
tistically significant relationships in this equation. Ef-
fect size calculations show that role overload (r = .28) 
has a medium effect on cognitive burnout, and role 
ambiguity (r = .16) has a small-to-medium effect. 

The final equation shows a statistically significant 
relationship between all of the independent variables 
and emotional burnout: R² = .29, F (5, 180) = 14.95, p 
< .01. The estimates of the regression coefficients show 
that none of the role stress variables emerges as a sta-
tistically significant predictor; thus hypothesis three is 
not supported for this manifestation of burnout. The 
only statistically significant relationship that emerges 
in this equation is between social support (ß = -.37**) 
and emotional burnout, providing some support for 
hypothesis four. Effect size calculations show that so-
cial support (r = .38) has a medium-to-large effect on 
emotional burnout and role ambiguity and overload (r 
= .13 and .14), while not a statistically significant pre-
dictors, have a small effect. 



12  The Role of Isolation in Predicting New Principals’ Burnout 

 

The final step in the analytic process involves in-
vestigation of the relationships between the independ-
ent variables and the mediator, taken together, and the 
dependent variables. Hypothesis five stated that we 
expect isolation to emerge as a statistically significant, 
positive predictor of burnout, even when controlling 

for the effects of the independent variables. Further, 
mediation will be established if the effects of the inde-
pendent variables on the dependent variable are less in 
these equations than in the preceding ones. Table 5 
presents these results. 

 
Table 5: Regression Analysis: Independent Variables, Isolation, and Burnout (n = 186) 

Variable     B (SE)   ß  ES 
Dependent Variable: Physical Burnout 
Role Ambiguity       .21 (.12)  .13  .13 
Role Conflict      -.04 (.12)   -.02  .02 
Role Overload      .66 (.13)   .44**  .37 
Social Support      .07 (.17)  -.03  .03  
Coaching       .01 (.13)   .01  .01 
Isolation     .35 (.15) .19*  .17 
     R² = .36 (F = 16.53, p < .01) 
Dependent Variable: Cognitive burnout 
Role Ambiguity       .23 (.12)   .14  .14    
Role Conflict      -.04 (.12) -.03  .03  
Role Overload     .49 (.13)   .34**  .26  
Social Support     -.14 (.18)  -.06  .06 
Coaching      -.16 (.14)  -.08  .09  
Isolation     .20 (.16)  .12  .10 
     R² = .24 (F = 9.49, p < .01) 
Dependent Variable: Emotional Burnout 
Role Ambiguity      .20 (.13)   .11  .11    
Role Conflict      .09 (.13)  .06  .05   
Role Overload     .20 (.14)   .12  .10 
Social Support     -.76 (.19)  -.30**   .28  
Coaching      -.05 (.15)   -.02  .03 
Isolation     .34 (.17)  .17*  .15 
     R² = .29 (F = 12.80, p < .01)  

*p < .05. **p < .01 
 

The first equation on Table 5 shows a statistically sig-
nificant relationship among all of the independent 
variables, isolation, and physical burnout: R² = .36, F 
(6, 179) = 16.53, p < .01. The estimates of the regres-
sion coefficients show that isolation (ß = .19*) emerges 
as a statistically significant predictor in the expected 
direction, suggesting that greater degrees of isolation 
produce greater levels of physical burnout. Role ambi-
guity (ß = .13) is no longer statistically significant, and 
the impact of role overload (ß = .44**) lessens slightly 
when accounting for the role of isolation in predicting 
physical burnout. Effect size calculations show that 

role overload (r = .37) continues to have a medium-to-
large effect on physical burnout and isolation (r = .17) 
has a small-to-medium effect. Thus, for this type of 
burnout, there is some support for isolation as a me-
diator. 

The next equation shows a statistically significant 
relationship among all of the independent variables, 
isolation, and cognitive burnout: R² = .24, F (6, 179) = 
9.49, p < .01. The estimates of the regression coeffi-
cients show that isolation (ß = .12) fails to emerge as a 
statistically significant predictor. Role ambiguity (ß = 
.14) is no longer statistically significant when account-
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ing for the added influence of isolation, and the impact 
of role overload (ß = .34**) lessens slightly when ac-
counting for the role of isolation in predicting physical 
burnout. Effect size calculations show that role over-
load (r = .26) has a medium effect on physical burn-
out. For this type of burnout, then, there is scant sup-
port for isolation as a mediator. 

The final equation, dealing with emotional burn-
out, shows a statistically significant relationship among 
all of the independent variables, isolation, and emo-
tional burnout: R² = .29, F (6, 179) = 12.80, p < .01. 
The estimates of the regression coefficients show that 
isolation (ß = .17*) emerges as a statistically significant 
predictor in the expected direction, suggesting that 
greater degrees of isolation produce greater levels of 
emotional burnout. The impact of social support (ß = -
.30**), the only other statistically significant predictor, 
lessens when accounting for the role of isolation in 
predicting emotional burnout. Effect size calculations 
show that social support (r = .28) continues to have a 
medium effect on this type of burnout, while isolation 
(r = .15) has a small-to-medium effect. For this type of 
burnout, there is some support for isolation as a me-
diator. 

Discussion 

This study’s purpose centers on the idea of establish-
ing, through systematic analysis, actionable informa-
tion about the relationship between isolation and out-
comes of the quality of the work experience for new 
principals. Our goal was two-fold: First, given the 
paucity of empirical work on principal isolation, we 
sought to add to what is known about the role of isola-
tion in predicting an important work outcome, burn-
out. Second, by testing the mediation model, we 
sought to help elaborate existing theory relating to un-
derstanding how isolation impacts the work life of 
principals.  

In summation, analyses show that isolation is pre-
dicted by two forms of role stress (ambiguity and over-
load) and social support in an expected direction. Par-
ticipation in a coaching program also emerged as a 
statistically significant predictor, though in an unex-
pected fashion, suggesting that being involved in 
coaching exacerbates the degree of isolation at work. 
Analyses then show that isolation serves as a statisti-
cally significant predictor of two manifestations of 

burnout, physical and emotional, even when account-
ing for factors widely studied as indicators of the qual-
ity of work life. The three-step analysis suggests that 
there is some support for the role of isolation as a me-
diator of the relationship between at least some of 
these independent variables and perceived burnout of 
new principals.  

The findings of this study raise interesting ques-
tions for researchers, policymakers, and practitioners 
who seek to improve the quality of the new principals’ 
work experience. A brief look at the implications of 
these results for practice and research reveals the need 
for additional exploration of the principal isolation 
issue in both the scholarly and professional realms.  

Based on these analyses, it appears that reducing 
new principal burnout should involve attending to 
issues related to role overload and social support, 
which directly impact all three types of burnout and 
isolation, and to a lesser extent factors relating to role 
ambiguity and isolation. Attending to these factors 
presents significant implementation challenges for 
school systems. To the extent that isolation reflects 
principals’ sense of separation from individuals who 
serve in similar roles and experience the same chal-
lenges they do in their jobs, the structure of most 
school districts at the principal level mirrors the egg-
crate makeup seen within school buildings. If the fos-
tering of additional collaboration and social support 
has been a challenge for schools to achieve for teachers 
who work in the same building, then it will likely be 
even more difficult to create for principals who work 
miles apart from one another. This research also sup-
ports the idea of principal workload reduction, which 
also seems problematic in the face of the limited finan-
cial and human resources with which most schools 
and divisions must cope. 

Donaldson’s (2006) observations seem to capture 
our findings well. He notes that principals are some-
times isolated from student learning and the work of 
teachers because of managerial demands: “Principals 
are frequently so inundated with short-term demands 
and problems that their work lives become governed 
by management tasks and decisions” (p. 99), leading 
to a kind of goal displacement that relegates long-term, 
education successes to a subordinate position with 
completing administrative tasks. This may be espe-
cially true for new principals, who spend a significant 
amount of their time learning the administrative ropes. 
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This reality helps explain the importance of factors like 
role overload and role ambiguity and the perverse ef-
fect of involvement in the coaching process. The 
coaching model used for new principals in this study 
is highly structured and demands a great deal of time 
and attention to instructional supervision. In the face 
of negotiating the managerial demands of a new and 
very demanding role, this may be seen as just another 
drain on time and energy needed to complete other 
tasks. 

Fullan (2001), among others, calls for school lead-
ers to work to create professional learning communi-
ties, collaborative cultures that focus on the improve-
ment of student—and adult—learning in schools. In a 
synthesis of the research, Robinson, Lloyd, and Rowe 
(2008) observe that one of the most potent leadership 
behaviors that produces significant improvements in 
student learning is “promoting and participating in 
teacher learning and development” (p. 663). In many 
schools, though, the reality seems to be that profes-
sional learning communities are viewed as something 
principals enable for teachers but do not participate in 
themselves, and actually participating in teacher learn-
ing and development is out of the question given the 
managerial demands of the job. In reality, influencing 
factors like social support and workload for new prin-
cipals may require school systems to make some fun-
damental changes to the concept of the principalship, 
allowing for a restructuring of expectations and the 
priority with which resources are allotted. Just provid-
ing a coaching or mentoring program may be per-
ceived as an onus rather than a help.  

In summation, this work has important implica-
tions for those seeking to explore the issue of isolation 
and its impact on school principals, providing direc-
tion and additional theory for future exploration of 
this topic. First, this study recognizes and validates the 
idea that isolation exists in the lives of new principals 
as a complicated variable that impacts and is impacted 
by other work environment factors, and it provides 
some support for the treatment of isolation as a media-
tor. Second, this research shows that isolation signifi-
cantly impacts physical and emotional burnout, im-
portant outcomes of the quality of work life of new 
principals, which gives researchers a clear rationale for 
future examination of this issue in relation to other 
factors associated with quality of work life and addi-
tional work outcomes, such as job satisfaction or in-

tent to leave. It is our hope that this investigation both 
informs practice and prompts future research. 

 

 
1. Note: Data for this study is a subset of the data com-
piled for U.S. Department of Education Award 
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acknowledge the support of the School Leadership 
Center of Greater New Orleans, the recipient of the 
grant, and the U.S. Department of Education’s Insti-
tute of Education Sciences National Center for Educa-
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