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Abstract 

PUTTING FIT TOGETHER: HOW SCHOOL LEADERS CONCEPTUALIZE “FIT” 

AND OPERATIONALIZE THE HIRING PROCESS TO ATTAIN IT 

Adam P. McGeehan, Ph.D. 

George Mason University, 2020 

Dissertation Director: Dr. Sheri Berkeley 

 

This study is a modified replication of Ingle et al. (2011). Through a different 

epistemological lens, I interviewed ten principals, eight teachers, and four central office 

administrators of a mid-sized suburban district in the Midwest to investigate how school 

leaders conceptualized fit and how the hiring process was operationalized to achieve it. 

The findings validate Ingle’s application of Person-Environment Fit as a framework for 

explaining how school personnel conceptualize fit and contributes to the literature by 

inquiring about specific fit types (person-job, person-group, and person-organization). It 

also extends the framework by including the concepts of complementary and 

supplementary fit. My inquiry found principals to have a stronger preference for person-

organization and person-group fit than person-job fit, contradicting the findings in Ingle. I 

discuss plausible explanations for these differences and present the practical and 

theoretical implications of my study. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Effectively attracting, hiring, and retaining teachers is crucial for the long-

term success of schools for two reasons: financial costs and student outcomes. According 

to the U.S. Bureau of Labor and Statistics, over 850,000 teachers are sought to fill 

classrooms in a typical year (Vilorio, 2016), generating significant costs to schools. Apart 

from salaries and benefits, districts must also pay for recruitment efforts, on-boarding 

(clerical work such as background checks), and training (Barnes & Crowe, 2007). 

Estimates for these costs in urban districts exceed $20,000 to replace one teacher (Carver-

Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2017).  

In addition to the financial cost of replacing teachers, there is an instructional 

impact as well. A robust body of research points to instruction and effective teachers as 

two of the largest contributing factors of student achievement (Chetty et al., 2014). 

Further, there is evidence that schools face numerous barriers in the dismissal process, 

making it difficult to remove ineffective or incompetent teachers (Painter, 2000). The 

difficulty in removing ineffective teachers makes the decisions made when filling 

vacancies even more critical to student success (Schumacher et al., 2015).  

Preeminent work on hiring in education described the process as “late, rushed, 

and information-poor” (Liu & Johnson, 2006, p. 1). Districts engage in a cyclical process 

of staffing late in the school year—or just before the coming year—with little exchange 
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in the kind of information needed for both teachers and schools to find the right match. 

This match, or “fit”, is often implied to be the compatibility between a teacher and their 

school and is cited as a critical goal of school leaders when hiring.  

Good matches between teachers and their jobs are important for two reasons. 

First, a good match can be an important contributor to teacher effectiveness… 

Second, the fit between a new teacher and his position can have implications for 

his job satisfaction and retention. (Liu & Johnson, 2006, p. 325) 

Ensuing research on this topic has reinforced these claims. Studies on newly hired 

teachers show higher levels of fit are linked to higher rates of teacher satisfaction (Ellis et 

al., 2017) and retention (Pogodzinski et al., 2013). Even more, Youngs et al. (2013) 

contended that instruction is shaped, in part, by the perceived fit between a teacher and 

their organization. Notably, these studies examined fit beyond the hiring stage; that is, 

once teachers were established in their schools. Might fit also manifest in the process of 

selecting a teacher for a school?  

Existing research in other industry has linked fit to the hiring process (Kristof-

Brown et al., 2005), but there has been little examination of its role in teacher selection. 

Coupling the satisfaction and retention implications of fit with the understanding that 

teacher effectiveness increases with greater teacher-school match (Jackson, 2013), and 

that most teacher turnover creates a negative impact on both school finances (Carver-

Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2017) and student achievement outcomes (Ronfeldt et al., 

2013), there is clear practical and theoretical incentive to further examine the concept of 

fit within the hiring process.  
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The Hiring Process 

At its simplest, the hiring process is a mechanism of supply and demand—

teaching vacancies at given schools create demand for applicants with the appropriate 

knowledge, skills, and abilities (KSAs) to fill them. Through a random sample of first- 

and second-year teachers across four states, Liu and Johnson (2006) sorted hiring 

practices into four categories: 

Highly Decentralized: Application directly to schools and positions 

offered by principal  

Moderately Decentralized: Screening by district, but positions offered by 

principal 

Moderately Centralized: Positions offered by district, but interviews 

conducted by school(s) for placement 

Highly Centralized: Positions offered by district and applicants assigned to 

schools (p. 339) 

The authors found most teachers were hired through a decentralized process; that is, 

principals and school leaders held more authority in hiring decisions than central offices. 

Even with a decentralized process, however, research has shown barriers to exist 

that limit school systems from hiring the best potential candidates (Ballou & Podgursky, 

1995; Engel & Finch, 2015; Liu & Johnson, 2006). The contributing factors relate mostly 

to supply issues and selection processes. Still, these external forces affect the hiring 

process and likely influence how principals derive fit at their schools. 
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The National Teacher Shortage 

The “teacher shortage” has become a familiar phrase in education and is, perhaps, 

all but accepted as reality in the field. Data have shown teaching vacancies to exist in 

many schools across the U.S. during a given school year (National Center of Education 

Statistics, 2013). The perception of a teacher shortage has a number of implications 

ranging from the lowering of standards to fill positions (Ingersoll & May, 2011) to 

alternate pathways into teaching (Cochran-Smith et al., 2012; Darling-Hammond et al., 

2005). However, these conventional assumptions of the shortage have been challenged 

through studies which posit the shortage is not due to a weak supply but is, instead, due 

to teacher attrition (Ingersoll et al., 2014; Ingersoll & Perda, 2010; Loeb, et al., 2012; 

Watlington et al., 2004). Still, whether due to low supply or high rates of turnover, 

principals face increasingf pressure to fill vacancies quickly and efficiently.     

Teacher Preferences in the Hiring Process 

Applicants to teaching vacancies also play a role in hiring complexity. There is 

ample evidence suggesting teachers show certain preferences which affect workforce 

supply. Predominantly, teachers show an affinity to return to the geographical area in 

which they grew up (Engel & Cannata, 2015) as well as a desire to teach in schools 

which reflect those they attended (Boyd et al., 2005). The mobility of teachers from low 

socioeconomic and high-minority schools (Scafidi et al., 2007) further outlines the 

impact of teacher preference to more affluent, suburban, and higher achieving schools.  

As seen in the earlier quote, Liu and Johnson (2006) implied that inherent flaws in 

the hiring process likely contribute to teacher mobility as well. Ingersoll (2001) suggested 
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such mobility and attrition are the root cause of the perceived teacher shortage. The 

reported experiences of new teachers suggest the hiring process does not allow candidates 

to properly assess schools for their own needs; therefore, hired applicants may discover a 

school does not meet their personal preferences only after being employed (Liu & 

Johnson, 2006). Conceivably, this misfit leads to early departure for such teachers.  

The Role of Principals in Hiring Decisions 

Principals also affect hiring decisions and outcomes. They are instructional 

leaders, authority figures, and community representatives. In decentralized settings, 

principals are also the gatekeepers of their schools (D’Amico et al., 2017). In most cases, 

a principal has final say in who is hired in their building (Mason & Schroeder, 2010). 

Some administrators report actively participating in the hiring process, while others 

delegate tasks to assistant principals or teacher leaders; similarly, they may choose 

multiple participants or a few select members from the school to serve on the interview 

panel (Engel & Finch, 2015; Mason & Schroeder, 2010).  

Following the trail set by Liu and Johnson (2006) recent research has provided a 

broader understanding of the hiring process and school leader preferences within it. It has 

expanded the view beyond assessment of the KSAs in applicants toward more nuanced 

assessments of personal characteristics that match, or fit, a school (Harris et al., 2010). 

There has been documented evidence that fit relates to teacher satisfaction, performance, 

and retention (Ellis et al., 2017; Pogodzinski et al., 2013; Youngs et al., 2015). The 

concept of fit, however, remains a topic that is more implicitly understood than clearly 

stated or defined, particularly to those assessing it during the hiring process. 
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The Complexity of Fit 

Through examinations of principal preferences and practices when filling teacher 

vacancies, previous studies have shed some light on how fit is intertwined in teacher 

hiring decisions (Harris et al., 2010; Rutledge et al., 2008; Rutledge et al., 2010). The fit 

landscape, however, involves a plethora of theories to navigate. More clearly defined in 

the subsequent chapter, the theory base includes person-environment fit (Caplan, 1987), 

person-organization fit (Kristof, 1996), person-group fit (Seong et al., 2015), person-job 

fit (Pseekos et al., 2011), complementary/supplementary fit (Muchinsky & Monahan, 

1987), and more.   

In a novel study, Ingle et al. (2011) tied principal preferences of teacher 

characteristics to elements within the conceptual framework of Person-Environment Fit. 

This model is simply understood as the match between a person and their environment 

(Caplan, 1987). More specifically, it denotes the matching values, beliefs, goals, and 

other factors between employees, their occupation, their co-workers, and the 

organization. According to Kristof (1996), Person-Environment Fit is subdivided into 

four components: 

Person-Vocation: Similarity between an individual’s personality and the 

vocational environment (interest, personal needs, etc.)  

Person-Job: Compatibility of the individual with the specific job (expected tasks 

to accomplish, knowledge, skills, etc.) 

Person-Group: Compatibility between an individual and the workgroup (goals, 

demographics, etc.) 
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Person-Organization: Compatibility between the individual and the organization 

(values, beliefs, etc.) (p. 7-8) 

 In the educational setting, I find these types of fit to be evident in an individual’s 

aspirations for teaching (vocation); their knowledge, skills, and abilities related to 

instruction (job), their compatibility with the grade level or department team (group), and 

the congruence of their values and beliefs with that of the school (organization). Notably, 

the focus of group and organization fit can vary based on perspective. When considering 

the “organization” to be the school building, the grade level teams and departments that 

comprise it may be considered the “group”. From a broader perspective, a group may be 

an individual school, and organization the entire division.  

Ingle et al. (2011) found principals valued types of fit differently, with a greater 

emphasis on person-job fit. However, Ingle and colleagues framed their study solely 

within the Person-Environment Fit model. Though it is an important and relevant lens for 

hiring, Person-Environment Fit remains only a part of the existing research terrain. 

Additional theoretical constructs exist that may aid in understanding, more fully, how the 

“multidimensional” (Jensen & Kristof-Brown, 2006, p. 195) notion of fit is 

conceptualized by school leaders when hiring. In fact, fit theorists have pushed for a more 

multidimensional approach to the comprehension of fit, including the application of 

different epistemologies (see Kristof-Brown & Billsberry, 2013).  

At this nascent stage of inquiry, omitting parts of the larger body of work might 

prove perilous to fully understand the decision making and sensemaking involved in the 

hiring process in schools. To comprehend how principals understand—and use—
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fit fully when hiring new teachers, it is important to examine the process with a wider 

lens. Therefore, through a modified replication of Ingle et al. (2011), this study examined 

the hiring process of a mid-sized school district in the Midwest to understand how school 

leaders conceptualized fit, as well as the ways in which the hiring process was 

operationalized to attain the various domains of fit in schools.  

Overview of the School District 

The school system in this study was a mid-sized, mostly suburban district in the 

Midwest. It serves over 13,000 students at approximately 30 schools. There are over 

1,000 teachers with an average of about 150 vacancies per year. Teachers are the largest 

expense in the division, representing over 80% of the budget (“Snapshot”, District 

Website). Recently, the school system made a successful effort to provide competitive 

salaries relative to the broader market. Participants in this study referred to the school 

system as a “destination district,” highlighting how benefits—specifically better pay—

attracted higher quality applicants compared to smaller outlying divisions. The school 

district also benefits from a nearby university with a strong teacher preparation program. 

The hiring procedures of this school system would classify as “Highly 

Decentralized” (Liu & Johnson, 2006, p. 339). Individual schools post vacancies directly 

to a job website. Principals are responsible for determining qualification, screening 

resumes, conducting interviews, and selecting candidates. Human resource personnel are 

charged simply with onboarding tasks such as licensure verification, background checks, 

and benefit enrollment. The decentralized operations within this district and the strong 

supply of teaching candidates for selection made this site an excellent location for 
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examining how fit is conceptualized by school leaders and how the hiring process is 

operationalized to attain it.   

Research Questions and Significance 

Though research has pursued principal preferences for teacher qualities (Engel, 

2013; Giersch & Dong, 2018; Mee & Haverback, 2017), few have included the role fit 

plays in the process. Even less have examined how principals conceptualize the term. 

However, Ingle et al. (2011) created a valuable foundation for inquiry into hiring by 

examining how principals made sense of teacher quality during the hiring process.  

Using sensemaking as a conceptual framework, Ingle et al. (2011) found 

principals use personal beliefs and experiences to shape their own preferences of teacher 

characteristics. Further, the authors used Person-Environment Fit theory to connect 

principal descriptions of school context and preferred characteristics of teachers to the 

domains of Person-Environment Fit. Their findings shed light on the contextual nature of 

hiring and how principals, either consciously or subconsciously, understand fit to 

improve satisfaction, retention, and instruction. Ingle and colleagues state the research 

“underscores the complexity of human resource functions in education… and the 

important role of principals therein” (p. 603).          

 The current study models the work of Ingle et al. (2011). Using the same 

cognitive framework of sensemaking, it further examines how principals and other 

participants in the hiring process conceptualize fit and, ultimately, operationalize the 

hiring process to uncover it. The following questions served as the guide for this inquiry: 

1. How is fit conceptualized by individuals making hiring decisions in schools? 
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2. To what extent do principals consider and prioritize fit when hiring teachers? 

3. How is the hiring process operationalized to attain fit?  

Significance 

As seen in Ingle et al. (2011), the research surrounding fit in education has been 

narrowly confined to the single theory of Person-Environment Fit. I contend, however, 

that prescribing participant responses solely to one theory of fit limits the understanding 

of how principals comprehend the term. My study is more direct than its predecessor and 

contributes to the wider body of literature by inquiring into educators’ prioritizations of 

specific types of fit (person-job, person-group, and person-organization) whereas prior 

work overlaid types of fit with educators’ broader conceptualizations of teacher quality 

(see Ingle et al. 2011). Further, I questioned exactly what the term “fit” meant to 

participants and uncovered commonalities between principal conceptions and the more 

multidimensional elements—such as complementary and supplementary fit—of the 

framework.  

The findings from this investigation corroborate those in Ingle et al. (2011)—and 

related studies—by substantiating the relevance of Person-Environment Fit as a 

theoretical framework for hiring in education. However, they also offer contradictions to 

Ingle relative to principal preferences of fit and the significance of person-group fit 

during the hiring process. Though contradictory, these findings advance the field by 

adding a new narrative and highlighting the role of complementary and supplementary fit 

during the hiring process. Finally, this study also adds to the literature base by revealing 

how different parts of the hiring process (i.e. resume screening, interviewing, etc.) relate 
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directly to different canonical domains of fit and how principals strategically 

operationalize these functions to pursue them. 

Implications. This research has important implications for practitioners to 

consider for improving hiring practices in schools and districts. There is documented 

evidence showing the perception of fit to increase job satisfaction and retention in 

teachers (Ellis et al., 2017; Pogodzinski et al., 2013). Such effects have real possibilities 

for improving instruction (Youngs et al., 2015) and, therefore, student learning. 

Importantly, the odds of finding a candidate perfectly fit for a teaching vacancy are near 

nil (Rose et al., 2014). This is a crucial understanding as it implies principals must then 

choose who best fits from a given set of experiences and personal characteristics 

uncovered through the hiring process. Building leaders, therefore, are directly or 

indirectly shaping what fit means at their respective schools, particularly in highly 

decentralized (Liu & Johnson, 2006) districts.  

The answers to the questions in this study can assist researchers and practitioners 

who seek to better understand, as well as improve, human capital decisions in education. 

Aside from emphasizing the theoretical benefits of teacher fit, this study also highlights 

the barriers reported by principals to achieving fit during the hiring process. The findings 

also uncover scant centralized guidance or formalized training for principals related to 

hiring practices. Such inquiry provides districts a way to make hiring practices more 

effective and efficient to ultimately stem turnover costs and improve student outcomes. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

With the lens of student achievement as a product, schools operate much like 

other industries; and, as research has shown, effective teachers are the best means of 

production (Cochran-Smith, 2003). To wit, beyond textbooks, computers, or other 

physical capital, the skills and knowledge teachers possess represent the important human 

capital of a school division. Human capital has been a focus of economic literature since 

the 1960s. Schultz (1961) and Becker (1964) pioneered the examination of how 

investments in workers explained economic trends. In his third edition, Becker (1993) 

described how this once scrutinized theory has become commonplace in today’s labor 

market. 

It may seem odd now, but I hesitated a while before deciding to call my book 

Human Capital … the name and analysis are now readily accepted by most 

people not only in the social sciences, but even in the media … a few months ago 

Business Week magazine had a cover story called “Human Capital.” And more 

amazing still, this has been their most popular cover story in several decades. 

(p.16)  

Contemporary authors took note. Through an expansion on the work of Shultz 

and Becker, researchers developed more specific forms of human capital, such as task-

specific and firm-specific (Gibbons & Waldman, 2004; Mayer et al., 2012). Ben Ost 

extended the work into education as well, showing grade-specific human capital 

contributed positively to student test scores in math and reading (Ost, 2014).  
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These foci, as well as attention to industry-specific and organizational human 

capital, highlight the importance placed on specific knowledge relative to a specific job 

within a specific organization. As employees learn both on-the-job and through 

purposeful training, they retain relevant information and skills, becoming more valuable 

to the company over time (Becker, 1993). With this lens, it behooves organizations to not 

only hire those with the greatest skillset or knowledge base, but to also retain employees 

who are accruing industry, task, and organizational learning while on the job. Thus, 

recruitment, selection, and retention are critical areas of examination for organizational 

investment into human capital. 

 The concepts of fit relate closely to the various types of human capital as well. 

Business management and psychology research has linked perceptions of fit to job 

satisfaction, retention, and the effectiveness of employees (Ballout, 2007; Duffy et al., 

2015). From an organizational perspective, school systems can gain from an 

understanding of the role fit plays in recruitment and selection of employees (i.e. 

teachers).  Recent educational research has shown these principles translate to schools 

(Ellis et al., 2017; Pogodzinski et al., 2013; Youngs et al., 2015), validating the 

hypotheses from Liu and Johnson (2006) that “a new teacher’s effectiveness in working 

with students may depend not only on her general qualifications but also on the fit 

between her particular skills, knowledge, and disposition and the school position she has 

been hired to fill” (p. 2).  

While research has begun using this lens to examine the hiring process in schools 

(Cranston, 2012; Egalite et al., 2014; Ingle et al., 2011; Little & Miller, 2007), inquiry 
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remains limited (Cannata, 2010; Engel, 2013). Evidence suggests that teachers accrue 

job, school, and even grade-specific capital over time (Ost, 2014), increasing student 

outcomes and adding value to the organization. This capital becomes a return on 

investment for school systems. Therefore, it is imperative to understand how fit it 

conceptualized by hiring managers and how the hiring process is employed to achieve it, 

if at all.  

Studies have shown how organizations assess applicant fit in recruitment (Kristof-

Brown, 2000) as well as other stages of the hiring process (Rose et al., 2014; Tooms et 

al., 2010). Still, there is little clarity in the comprehension of what fit means to those 

making hiring decisions. As Tooms et al. (2010) noted, “to some extent, fit is both 

understood and yet indescribable to those who frequently invoke the word” (p.101).  

 The purpose of this study was to examine how participants in a particular school 

system conceptualized fit and operationalized the hiring process to attain it. To begin this 

inquiry, a thorough review of literature was conducted to discover what is more broadly 

known about hiring in schools and gather a comprehensive understanding of fit theory 

and its relation to education. This exploration was guided by the following questions: 

 What do hiring practices look like in schools? 

 What are principal preferences in teachers? 

What different theories of fit exist relative to education? 

 How is fit constructed by individuals? 

 How do principals perceive fit? 

 In what ways do principals operationalize the hiring process to find fit?  
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 To develop the theoretical framework of this study, I examined current hiring 

practices explored by researchers, documented the preferences of administrators from the 

existing literature base, and assembled the multiple constructs and critiques of fit theory. 

Finally, I uncovered existing gaps in the literature which point to the need for further 

inquiry. 

Hiring Practices 

School systems vary in their practices and procedures when hiring. Liu and 

Johnson (2006) examined the employment processes experienced by 486 first- and 

second-year teachers in four states. As mentioned in the previous chapter, the authors 

detailed four methods of hiring which relate to how centralized (decisions made at the 

district level) or decentralized (decisions made at the school level) the process was.  

Hiring has been a historically centralized process as district-level personnel have 

recruited, selected, and assigned teachers for specific vacancies (Papa & Baxter, 2008). 

Liu & Johnson (2006) contended this had a significant impact on urban districts which 

often experienced delayed staffing procedures due to centralization—spurring a change to 

more decentralized procedures. In fact, most participants in the study sample reported 

experiencing a decentralized process. However, subsequent studies found inconsistency 

in how successful schools and school leaders were in developing effective selection 

methods.  

While [decentralized processes] may have the advantage of giving principals the 

discretion to make decisions based on the particular needs of their school, there is 
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clearly room for principals to make better decisions with improved processes and 

better prioritizing of tools. (Rutledge et al., 2008. p.258)  

 Rose et al. (2014) advocates for a research-based approach “to help schools and 

school districts strengthen their overall teaching by improving the way they hire teachers” 

(p.1). While including relevant research outside the field, the authors place much of their 

focus on peer-reviewed literature in K-12 education. The authors examined current hiring 

strategies and recommended selection tools for schools and school systems to hire 

“better” teachers.  

Research notes that better teaching is contextual. Through a conceptual analysis 

of empirical studies, Cochran et al. (2012) examined teacher qualities and student 

outcomes. One of the suggested steps for improving teacher quality in a school building 

was for leaders to determine what makes an effective teacher in their unique setting. 

To begin making improvements to your selection process, you must begin 

thinking about what makes an effective teacher. In addition, it is important to pay 

attention to those characteristics that will make teachers especially effective 

working within your school’s culture. (p. 41) 

The authors of Hire Better Teachers Now (Rose et al., 2014) worked with two 

school districts to accomplish this very goal. First, researchers analyzed 35 of the highest 

performing schools, based on standardized test scores, to identify the functions of 

teachers and desired characteristics. The following are only some of the 49 traits listed as 

critical to success in schools: “education and training,” “critical thinking,” “classroom 

technologies,” “adaptability,” and “data analysis” (Rose et al., 2014, pp 30-39). Echoing 
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Cochran-Smith et al. (2012), these authors suggested administrators narrow down the 

larger list to create a focused, unique set of abilities for their individual schools. 

Knowing the skills and abilities needed for effective teaching is one thing; 

determining the characteristics during a brief hiring window, however, can prove 

difficult. Hiring practices become critical for organizations trying to accurately measure 

desired attributes in applicants. Numerous assessments, including interviews, work 

samples, and personality tests, have been utilized in various organizations to predict 

work-place outcomes. Rutledge et al. (2008) interviewed 39 principals to identify the 

indicators most valued during the hiring process. The authors found personality to have a 

more significant role in the hiring process, particularly during interviews. Also indicating 

the interview to be the tool most trusted by principals, the authors posit it is utilized “to 

get a sense of a candidate’s personality and likely fit with other teachers and teams” (p. 

255).  

Rutledge et al. (2008) also outlined the teacher hiring process at its research site, 

showing the various stages applicants move through from a job fair to job offer. Authors 

described applicants moving through “pre-interview vetting,” “interviews,” and “final 

hiring recommendations” (p. 249). Mason and Schroeder (2010) showed many of the 

same components in their “hiring process model” (p. 188). Mason and Schroeder further 

posited the hiring processes is utilized by principals to reduce uncertainty in candidates. 

Assuming no relation to the hiring manager, applicants to a job begin the process as 

unknown entities. The purpose of these procedures, then, is to reduce this uncertainty and 
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enable hiring managers to better predict the potential success of a job candidate (Mason 

& Schroeder, 2010).   

These studies showed the processes and procedures school systems typically 

employ to hire teachers. Districts, and the hiring managers within them, use methods such 

as resume screening, reference checks, and personal interviews to assess the likelihood of 

success in potential hires. Less clear, however, is the relationship between these pieces of 

the hiring process and the multiple concepts of fit.  

Pre-Interview Process 

Cranston (2012) stated that the purpose of the screening process is to “identify 

candidates who meet the technical requirements of the job, which means applicants are 

assessed against a list of preferred qualifications and attributes” (p. 7). Postings for 

teaching vacancies by schools or districts include a set of prerequisites applicants must 

meet to be considered qualified. These are often aligned to the state requirements for a 

teacher to be licensed in a certain grade or subject area. Teaching candidates then submit 

to employers a number of standard documents, including resumes, cover letters, academic 

transcripts, and references (Liu & Johnson, 2006). In addition to these, administrators 

may also review teacher selection instruments such as commercial selection instruments 

(Metzger & Wu, 2008), e-portfolios (Nodoye et al., 2012), or even social network 

postings (Griffin & Lake, 2012). 

Though highlighting their practicality, Rose et al. (2014) cautions on the 

reliability and validity of selection tools, suggesting school systems be more purposeful 

in their use and specific about what is to be measured. At the pre-interview stage, Harris 
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et al. (2010) found that hiring principals put the greatest value in recommendations from 

cooperating teachers and student teaching reports. Recommendations from former 

administrators were also strongly considered while portfolios and lesson plans were not 

reported as indicators of quality.  

As Liu and Johnson (2006) noted, the decisions at the pre-interview stage—in all 

but highly decentralized districts—are made by the central office, independent of school-

based personnel. Further, this process primarily considers the ability of a candidate to 

teach a specific subject. While some principals may also engage in this layer, the fact that 

these indicators are reviewed by-and-large through a central office, is telling of the 

objective lens through which this aspect of teaching is viewed. Indeed, quality teaching 

requires a certain level of content knowledge and pedagogy (Cochran-Smith, 2003; 

Darling-Hammond, 2013). From this perspective, experience, test scores, and other job-

related indicators should be enough to be selected for a given teaching position. Indicated 

through subsequent processes, however, hiring managers seek and assess other traits in 

applicants as well.   

Interview Process 

Once a candidate is vetted through the screening process, they are often asked to 

participate in an interview (Rutledge et al., 2008). When making a hiring decision, 

principals place the greatest importance in the interview process (Engel & Finch, 2015; 

Rutledge et al., 2008). In decentralized systems, this is handled by individual schools 

(Liu & Johnson, 2006). As such, there is a greater level of autonomy in how interviews 

are conducted and who is involved in decentralized systems (Cannata et al., 2017).  
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Interested in how distributed leadership affects hiring, Engel & Finch (2015) 

interviewed a stratified sample of elementary and secondary school principals from both 

low and high achieving schools to uncover the methods used to hire teaching applicants. 

Principals in the study had complete responsibility for deciding how to structure the 

interview process and deciding who to hire. Engel and Finch asked participants “whether 

and how they included other administrators and/or faculty in the teacher-hiring process, 

with whom they collaborated when hiring, and about the extent to which they 

collaborated during various stages of the hiring process” (p.20). Though the extent of 

collaboration during the hiring process varied, almost all principals from Engel and Finch 

(2015) reported using committees of some sort. These typically included assistant 

principals and/or teachers. Supporting this evidence, over 90% of principals in Mason 

and Schroeder (2010) reported interviews being conducted as a team. Findings from Liu 

and Johnson (2006), however, contradict these statistics, reporting that fewer than half of 

their sample of new teachers interviewed with current faculty at the school.  

Engel and Finch (2015) found principals in high-performing schools, as well as 

those in secondary schools, were more likely to collaborate with other faculty during the 

hiring process. It was suggested this was due to a need for teachers with specialized 

background knowledge (e.g., department chairs) to assess the ability of a candidate to 

teach the content. The authors posit this is a function of distributive leadership styles, but 

it may also indicate principals at these schools are more cognizant of fit and, therefore, 

more intentional in developing a hiring process that pursues it. In fact, in a typical 

response one of the principals in the study stated: 
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We sort of sit down and talk a little bit about what are we looking for, what’s the 

position we’re going to be hiring for? You know, what kind of person do we want 

to have here? What are the needs of the school? And then they do some 

interviewing, and then they usually bring in the candidate to me, and then I talk 

with them. And I usually just ratify what the chairs are going to—because the 

chairs are the people that are going to be working with them… not me. I may 

think they’re great, but I mean, I’m not going to work with them. (p. 32) 

Further, Engel and Finch concluded that greater collaboration in decision making results 

in finding teachers “who are more effective and are a better fit [emphasis added] for their 

schools” (p. 37). The findings in Darling-Hammond (2013) support this concept, with 

one participant stating “collaborative commitment is part of the hiring process and is a 

touch point for evaluation… it starts with the interview process… [if] someone isn't in 

the mindset aligned to our culture of collaboration and improvement, [then] it isn't a fit” 

(p. 59).  

Still, very little is known about how hiring committees function and  how or what 

is assessed in the hiring process (Cranston, 2012). What is clear from the literature, 

however, is that any and all personnel decisions affect school culture and are a major 

influence for a school’s effectiveness (Loeb et al., 2012). 

Final Hiring Decision 

Prior work found that principals—in school districts which operate with 

decentralized hiring practices—have the final say of who is hired in their schools 

(D’Amico, et al., 2017). Though Mason and Schroeder (2010) found over 90% of teacher 
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interviews were conducted by a panel of some sort, every principal reported making the 

final decision on candidates. However, this result does not generalize to all schools. 

Kersten, (2008), for example, found very different results when asking principals who 

had ultimate responsibility for hiring decisions.  

Only half of the principals in Kersten (2008) reported they were the final decision 

maker when it came to hiring teachers. However, these results are likely skewed by state 

laws explicitly placing the responsibility of employment decisions on the superintendent 

or school board (e.g., Code of Virginia, 2020). Most data from these studies show hiring 

decisions to land with the principal.  

Principal Preferences. The increased political attention on student performance 

has consequently shaped the perception of quality in the teacher workforce. Though 

retracted in later law (see Every Student Succeeds Act [ESSA], 2015), the No Child Left 

Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB) mandated teachers must meet specific academic 

requirements and put into motion a perception of what was most desired in teaching 

candidates. The influence on school leaders created a challenge to staff highly qualified 

teachers, especially in science and mathematics (Ingersoll & Perda, 2010) and at low-

income, Title I schools (Darling-Hammond, 2006). To be deemed highly qualified under 

NCLB, teachers had to meet three requirements: “1) a bachelor’s degree, 2) full state 

certification or licensure, and 3) prove that they know each subject they teach” (NCLB, 

2001). This has had a number of implications related to recruitment and pathways into 

teaching (Cochran-Smith et al., 2012; Darling-Hammond, et al., 2005; Ingersoll & May, 

2011).  
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Due to policy actions such as accreditation, many teacher preparation programs 

focus on professional skills. Papa and Baxter (2008), however, concluded using the 

defining traits of highly qualified teachers to guide hiring decisions did not make 

principals more effective in the selecting the most effective teachers. Instead, a 

principal’s ability to hire effectively was more strongly correlated to the experience of 

that leader within the district because they have a better sense of the organizational 

structure, culture and context of the school in which they lead (Papa & Baxter, 2008).  

Apart from other consequences of the highly qualified mandate in NCLB 

(Darling-Hammond, 2006), the findings of Papa and Baxter may also explain why law 

makers replaced “highly qualified” with “effective” in ESSA. The latter also states: 

“nothing in this title shall be construed to authorize the [Education] Secretary … to 

mandate, direct, or control a State, local government agency, or school’s… (3) specific 

definition of teacher, principal, or other school leader effectiveness” (Every Student 

Succeeds Act, 2015). By providing leeway for local authorities to define what makes 

teachers effective in their setting, ESSA gives greater autonomy for schools in the hiring 

process.  

Since the enactment of ESSA in 2015, however, there has been little research into 

principal preferences examining how its changes may have affected desired traits of 

teaching candidates. Given the removal of the highly qualified restrictions, principals—

particularly in Title I settings—may subsequently have more freedom in the selection 

process. As opposed to objective subject matter criteria, administrators may prefer more 

subjective measurements such as fit within their school environment.    
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Preferences Associated with Fit. The collective research shows that a job-centric 

focus on teacher quality misses certain, personal characteristics also important to 

principals of schools (Cain-Caston, 1999; Engel, 2013; Little & Miller, 2007; Supon & 

Ryland, 2010). In their mixed-method analysis of 30 principals, Rutledge et al. (2010) 

found principals tend to “bridge and buffer” (p.223) policy mandates with personal 

requirements of teaching candidates. Subsequently, Harris et al. (2010) found principals 

weighed the “personal” and “professional” (p. 230) characteristics of applicants. 

Attributes such as “caring” and “enthusiastic” were interpreted as personal, whereas 

“subject knowledge,” “classroom management,” and other teaching strategies were 

labeled as professional.  

Ziebarth-Bovill, et al. (2012) found similar results. Researchers asked 143 

participants the following question: “When two, or more, Teacher Candidates 

demonstrate proficiency and understanding of the components… what then are the 

deciding factors in the hiring process that separates the candidates?” (p.130). Provided as 

an open-ended question, surveys recorded up to five answers of hiring officials, teacher 

candidates, cooperating teachers, and university supervisors. Some of the top responses 

included “enthusiasm for teaching,” “prior experience in classrooms,” “form positive 

relationships,” “staff collaboration,” and “professional responsibility” (p. 131).  

From the 143 participants, researchers in Ziebarth-Bovill et al. (2012) received 

only 32 unique results out of a potential maximum of 715. This shows considerable 

congruence among respondents. The consistency in responses such as “enthusiasm for 

teaching” and “professional responsibility” in open-ended questioning support the notion 
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that principals prefer a mixture of personal and professional traits. Of further interest is 

the discrepancy of importance placed on staff collaboration. Hiring officials and 

cooperating teachers both ranked staff collaboration as the second most important 

deciding factor when choosing between applicants. However, neither teaching candidate 

nor university supervisor subgroups had staff collaboration in their top eight 

characteristics.  

Research has shown collaboration between teachers to improve student 

achievement scores in both math and reading (Goddard et al., 2007). The variance in 

preference between school-based personnel and university students/supervisors for 

collaboration may indicate the difference between preferences of fit, particularly between 

group-fit and job-fit. Those working in schools seem to understand the significance of 

being able to work well with colleagues. For example, the highest ranked response from 

cooperating teachers was “form positive relationships”. Though not explaining whether 

those relationships were specific to students, faculty, parents, etc., it provides further 

evidence of the importance of the interactions between a teacher and other individuals 

within the organizational structure and context of the school. 

A review of the literature shows that, beyond professional characteristics, 

administrators greatly value candidates who work well with others and share the beliefs 

of those involved in the hiring process. In short, the school leaders examine the likelihood 

of a candidate to operate successfully in the culture of the organization; or, fit in. But how 

is this assessed throughout the process? Though previous studies have examined the 
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hiring process through a fit lens (Ellis et al., 2017; Ingle et al., 2011; Youngs et al., 2015), 

they have been limited to externally-defined theories.  

Fit 

 Organizational psychology and management took interest in the concept of fit to 

examine congruence between employees and a variety of workplace factors  (Kristof-

Brown & Billsberry, 2013). The findings from these early investigations led to inquiry in 

other fields such as education. However, fit remains largely misunderstood by theorists. 

In fact, one of the biggest critiques of fit is the ambiguity and inconsistency in defining 

the term (Edwards, 2008).  

 The concept of fit extends into a complex structure of interpersonal relationships 

between a person and their environment (Caplan & Van Harrison, 1993; Kristof, 1996). 

As Judge and Ostroff (2007) noted: “We are swimming in terms and concepts and, in 

some ways, this book has only added water to an overflowing pond” (p. 434). The 

dominant variations of fit include Person-Environment Fit (Caplan, 1987; Caplan & Van 

Harrison, 1993; Edwards & Billsberry, 2010) and Supplementary/Complementary Fit 

(Muchinsky & Monahan, 1987). 

Complementary and Supplementary Fit 

 Supplemental fit is when a person “possesses characteristics similar to other 

individuals” (Muchinsky & Monahan, 1987, p. 269). This relates to the person and his or 

her social environment, comprised of the people in it (Edwards & Shipp, 2007). On the 

contrary, complementary fit occurs when a “weakness or need of the environment is 

offset by the strength of an individual, and vice versa” (Muchinsky & Monahan, 1987, p. 
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271).  

 Kristof (1996) explained an expansion of complementary fit. Specifically, how 

the requirements of the environment can demand a particular task, role, or social context 

from the person (demands-abilities fit); or, reciprocally, the person can demand particular 

desires, motivations, and goals (needs-supplies fit). In her foundational work, Kristof 

included a “conceptualization of supplementary and complementary fit within person-

organization fit” (p. 4). When there is similarity in characteristics of an organization and 

a person, supplementary fit exists. Conversely, complementary fit is represented as a 

supply and demand event. When an organization meets the demands of the person, needs-

supplies fit is achieved. Similarly, when a person supplies the various resources as well as 

specific knowledge, skills, and abilities (KSAs), demand-abilities fit is realized. 

 Distinguishing between supplementary and complementary fit is an important 

acknowledgement. Most literature, however, alludes to these constructs without 

distinguishing between the two (Edwards, 2008). Much of the educational research 

involving Person-Environment Fit operates the same (e.g., Ingle et al., 2011). When 

authors refer to “fit”, it is solely with the lens of supplemental fit. 

 Using this lens to revisit the Liu & Johnson (2006) quote, “a new teacher’s 

effectiveness in working with students may depend not only on her general qualifications 

but also on the fit between her particular skills, knowledge, and disposition and the 

school position she has been hired to fill” (Liu & Johnson, 2006, p. 2), it is evident that a 

lack of clarity exists in defining the specific type of fit. Contextually, and 

conversationally, fit is interpreted to be supplemental. This simplistic understanding of 
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fit, however, can have unintended consequences. Supplementary fit in areas such as race 

and gender, for example, can be problematic. These complementary and supplementary 

perspectives are not included in the much of the fit literature but underscore important 

implications when using the theoretical framework of Person-Environment Fit.       

Person-Environment Fit 

 Originating from Parsons (1909), the concept of person-environment fit has been 

implicitly understood for a long time. Parsons had developed a matching model to 

describe attributes of the person and different vocations (Edwards, 2008). The theoretical 

works which followed laid the foundation for the contemporary construct of Person-

Environment Fit. Consequently, researchers began to look at the ways these ideas 

affected vocational choice (Holland, 1997), job satisfaction (Locke, 1969), job stress 

(French, et al., 1982), organizational culture (Chatman, 1989), and hiring (Werbel & 

Gilliland, 1999).  

 As previously mentioned, fit has been described in a myriad of ways. Some use 

person-organization fit as an overarching term, while others, perhaps adding to its 

ambiguity, use person-organization interchangeably with person-environment. As the 

theory has expanded, however, more researchers are viewing person-organization as a 

specific installment of Person-Environment Fit (Judge & Ostroff, 2007). In this 

framework, fit signifies a congruence of demands, values, and beliefs between 

employees, their job, their co-workers, and the organization (Kristof-Brown, et al., 2005). 

Kristof (1996) described four parts of Person-Environment Fit: person-vocation, person-

job, person-group, and person-organization.  
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 Person-Vocation Fit. Person-vocation fit is the most general function of the work 

environment (Kristof, 1996). Parsons (1909) initiated a focus of fit at this level by stating 

the choice in vocation requires:  

 (1) a clear understanding of yourself, your aptitudes, abilities, interests, 

ambitions, resources, limitations, and their causes; (2) a knowledge of the 

requirements and conditions of success, advantages and disadvantages, 

compensation, opportunities, and prospects in different lines of work; (3) true 

reasoning on the relations of these two groups of facts. (p. 5) 

These are akin to the general interest of being in education (e.g., enjoys working with 

children). Arguably, educators have a prior understanding of such components before 

becoming a teacher. Further, Parsons (1909) indicated a needs-supplies viewpoint where 

“an occupation in harmony with the nature of the man means enthusiasm, love of work, 

and high economic values—superior product, efficient service, and good pay. (as quoted 

in Edwards, 2008, p. 3).  

Holland (1997) expanded this thought by positing people and vocations have 

certain personality types that align. In the educational research around fit, person-

vocation likely relates to principals seeking teachers with “enthusiasm for teaching” 

(Ziebreth et al., 2012) and who are “caring” (Ingle et al., 2011, p. 594). The authors of 

Ingle et al. (2011), however, did not delineate person-vocation fit in their conceptual 

model. Qualities such as caring were prescribed as person-job fit.  

Person-Job Fit. Person-job fit focuses on the relationship between the abilities, 

knowledge, and skills of an employee and the specific requirements of a job (Kristof, 
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1996). It is closely related to person-vocation fit and is one of the more well-studied types 

of fit in the literature (Duffy et al., 2015; Farzaneh et al., 2014; Hardin & Donaldson, 

2014; Kristof, 1996). However, ambiguity exists in its definition as some authors loosely 

equate “job” to “environment” (Kristof, 1996). The properties of person-job fit should be 

distinct and relate specifically to the demands of the job (Lauver & Kristof-Brown, 

2001). When understood through this lens, it is clear how the demands-abilities and 

needs-supplies attributes of complementary fit play a role in its classification. In 

education, the person-job fit domain relates to the specific functions of instruction (e.g., 

content knowledge, pedagogy, etc.) and links to much of the literature surrounding 

teacher quality (see Cochran-Smith, 2003). This is also evident in policies resulting from 

state licensure and federal mandates, such as NCLB, that focus on subject knowledge and 

academic ability.  

Assessment of person-job fit, however, can be difficult. This is especially true 

when time, resources, and the supply of teachers is limited. While research shows 

instructional ability to be a desirable trait, there is little evidence in how it is measured 

during the hiring process. Rutledge et al. (2008), for example, found principals place little 

emphasis in applicant-provided portfolios or lesson plans.  

Differences exist in types of teaching jobs as well. As Liu and Johnson (2006) 

pointed out, “the skills, knowledge, and dispositions needed to be effective teaching 

Advanced Placement chemistry in an affluent, suburban, and homogeneous high school 

are different from those needed to teach untracked general science in a working-class, 

urban, and heterogeneous middle school” (p. 325). Interestingly, the authors followed this 
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sentence with the assertion that a teacher’s effectiveness may depend on the “fit 

[emphasis added] between her particular skills, knowledge, and dispositions and the 

school position she has been hired to fill” (p. 325). This quote provides a strong example 

of why it is important to avoid ambiguity by providing clear definitions of fit before 

embarking on further research (Edwards, 2008). While it is evident that principals place 

great value in person-job fit when evaluating candidates for open positions (Boyd et al., 

2011; Harris et al., 2010; Ingle et al., 2011; Supon & Ryland, 2010), the concept of fit 

must be expanded beyond the implied person-job domain when bridging fit to research in 

education. 

Person-Group Fit. Person-group fit highlights the interaction of an employee 

with the group with whom they most closely interact (Kristof, 1996). In schools, person-

group fit most closely relates to “teams” of teachers working in the same grade level or 

subject department. Like person-job fit, there is evidence that person-group fit has a 

positive relationship with job satisfaction and is negatively correlated with intent to quit 

(Li et al., 2019).  

As the world modernizes, interaction between groups is becoming more prevalent 

(Dimotakis, et al., 2011). It stands to reason that person-group fit would be equally as 

important in education, where over 90% of teachers report that their colleagues contribute 

to their teaching effectiveness (Darling-Hammond, 2013). Made coherent through a 

common culture, collegiality and teamwork are at the core of successful schools (Harris, 

2004). Darling-Hammond (2013) also emphasized the importance of teacher 

compatibility. 
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Collaboration among educators is critical, not just because working with other 

teachers is a nice thing to do and make school a more pleasant place to be. In fact, 

turns out that high-performing schools, like high-performing business, organize 

people to take advantage of each other's knowledge and skills, so that the whole is 

far greater than the sum of the parts (p. 60). 

Research related to person-group fit suggests the degree of fit between individuals 

and work team members is important to workplace entry and can lead to positive or 

negative relationships (Craig, 2013; Kammeyer-Mueller et al., 2013). Briggs (2007), for 

example, used qualitative data analysis to synthesize the perceptions of collegiality and 

outlined several aspects of teacher cooperation. It concluded that true effective 

collaboration was not the product of timely and scheduled meetings. Instead, it was found 

that the relationships between colleagues in successful academic departments were more 

organic and informal when compared to others.  

Briggs (2007) concluded that faculty with positive social regard toward each other 

solved problems quickly, transferred best practices, developed professional skills, and 

helped recruit and retain talent. Further, the primary mechanisms identified in fostering 

such an environment included “considering teaching and collegiality in hiring decisions” 

(p. 704). Schools have a substantial reliance on teachers to build collegial relationships to 

reach the common goal of student learning. Organizational goals, therefore, are regulated 

by the willingness or reluctance of a person to engage in group interactions (Righetti et 

al., 2011).  
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Complementary and Supplementary Fit Within Group-Fit. Person-group fit can 

also be divided into supplementary and complementary perspectives. Individuals can 

share goals, values, and preferences for working climate (supplementary fit) and/or fulfill 

certain demands of the group such as bringing specific knowledge or skills that may be 

missing (complementary). An interesting point to consider is how diversity factors into 

this dialogue. With teaching being predominately White and feminine (D’Amico, et al., 

2017), a priority to diversify the workforce would entail complementary fit; that is, 

principals intentionally building a heterogeneous workforce. Hiring literature in 

education has been mixed on this front (Harris et al., 2010; Ingle et al., 2011; Rutledge et 

al., 2010) finding some principals stress hiring a diverse workforce, while others seek 

quality regardless of race or gender.  

There also exists evidence of school leaders in certain settings pursuing teachers 

with similar backgrounds to their own, such as rural values (Little & Miller, 2007). This 

supplementary understanding of fit posits that individuals of similar backgrounds work 

well within a group. However, this may also lead toward homogeneity in the workplace 

as individuals making hiring decisions may favor applicants with similar backgrounds 

and experiences. 

Even with these implications, there is a noticeable lack of person-group fit in 

educational research. The contributing studies in the field, which use Person-

Environment theory as a framework (Ellis et al., 2017; Youngs et al., 2015), lack mention 

of the term. Rose et al. (2014) also refrains from discussion of person-group fit. With the 

described benefits of collegiality (Briggs, 2007), collaboration (Darling-Hammond, 
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2013), and other workplace congruencies, it would seem only logical to pursue person-

group fit when hiring.  

Emphasizing this logic, Mason and Schroeder (2010) found 90% of teacher 

interviews included staff members of the school. Additionally, Kersten (2008) showed 

teams comprised of teachers had final say in hiring decisions. These findings imply 

person-group dynamics are not only considered when hiring but are integral to the 

decision-making process.  

Contrasting this reason, however, Ingle et al. (2011) showed the principals in their 

study to have little or no preference for person-group fit during the hiring process. Only 

principals with middle school experience made note of group-fit dynamics. One such 

principal contributed this to a “middle school philosophy” (p. 595) in which the 

organization of their school was centered around teams of teachers. Another (elementary 

school) principal, with a greater preference for group fit, stated they relied heavily on 

teaming in their building as well.  

Like the role of context Ingle et al. (2011) found to be influential in determining 

preferences for fit, organizational structure(s) may also play a role in the extent certain 

types of fit are sought by principals in the hiring process. This calls into question the 

conclusiveness of existing studies which leave out important aspects such as person-

group fit. Without a clear and explicit understanding of what fit means to principals, 

researchers and practitioners may not be able to accurately assess and improve hiring 

practices. 
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Person-Organization Fit. Simply put, person-organization fit is the congruence 

between the values of a person and an organization (Sekiguchi, 2004). This construct 

differs from person-group in that person-organization fit refers to the collective of 

employees versus the individual workgroups. Similarly, the values referenced in this 

domain relate more to a school’s mission or vision as opposed to dynamics within a 

group, or team, of teachers.  

As previously mentioned, the concept of organizational fit was identified long 

ago; but, more recently, research in management and psychology has taken a strong 

interest in the idea (Chatman, 1989; Kristof, 1996; Kristof & Billsberry, 2013). Due to its 

frequent use as an umbrella term (Judge & Ostroff, 2007), person-organization fit is the 

more ambiguous of the constructs in its definition of fit. Youngs et al. (2015) used 

person-organization fit to describes colleague characteristics, job characteristics, and 

dispositions. Further, it suggested only supplementary fit, using merely “compatibility” 

and “congruence” in its conceptual framework (p. 40). Nevertheless, person-organization 

fit is a distinct construct and is a unique part of the larger environment.  

Tooms et al. (2010), which examined how fit in schools is socially constructed by 

the environment, provides evidence that values of school are likely shaped by the 

surrounding community in which it resides. This is an interesting observation as it 

presents the likelihood that principals are not determining what fit is but are instead 

taking cues from the interactions of their environment to establish it. The findings from 

Ingle et al. (2011) provide further support to this theory by showing context to play a 

critical role in how principals assessed teacher candidates for positions. 
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The Relationship Between Role, Identity, and the Concept of Fit.  Duke and 

Iwanicki (1992) asserted that individuals occupying organizational roles are subject to a 

variety of expectations which “go beyond technical competence to include such elusive 

qualities as interpersonal style, values, beliefs, and judgement” (p. 34). This 

understanding mirrors the canonical interpretation of person-organization fit. Tooms et al. 

(2010) posited that fit, then, “is not just about adhering to the norms established by a 

particular school organizations. It is also about reproducing [emphasis original] those 

norms” (p. 114). Tooms and colleagues further argued that concepts of race, gender, 

religion, and sexual identity are formed through political and social forces in our culture. 

They give the example that school administrators are historically portrayed as White, 

Protestant, heterosexual males. Through this lens, it becomes more evident as to how a 

homogenized White and feminine work force persists in education. 

 Albeit still disproportionate to student demographics, the teacher workforce is, in 

fact, growing more diverse by race-ethnicity as the number of minority teachers has 

almost doubled in the past two decades (Ingersoll & May, 2011; Ingersoll et al., 2014). 

However, the increase in teachers identifying as a minority is not consistent across school 

contexts as teachers of color are more likely to work in schools with greater proportions 

of students from low-income and diverse student populations than their White 

counterparts (Achinstein, et al., 2010; D’Amico et al., 2017; Hanushek & Rivkin, 2007). 

Further, White teachers are more likely to leave schools with large proportions of Black 

students while African American teachers are more likely to leave the profession all 

together (Boyd, et al., 2011).  
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Such trends may also be indicative of fit and racial or socio-cultural norms in 

schools. Through a thorough literature review, Evans (2007) that found individuals 

connect school identity with the race and socioeconomic status of their students as well as 

where the school was located: “At the school organizational level, identities and images 

often become associated with the predominance of a particular racial group (i.e., the 

“Black” school, the “White” school, and the “Latino” school)” (p. 164). Interestingly, 

Evans found this to manifest itself in the hiring process as school leaders responded to 

changing student demographics. Corroborative findings in other studies showed 

principals to seek minority teachers to better match their student populations or, more 

specifically, help non-White students feel like they had someone in the school to go to 

(Harris, et al., 2010; Rutledge et al., 2010). Given that students who identify as a minority 

benefit from experiencing teachers of color in the classroom (Ladson-Billings, 2000; 

Madkins, 2011; Villegas & Irvine, 2010), such pursuits are logical. However, as Evans 

pointed out, a pursuit for organizational fit in this sense may perpetuate trends in highly 

segregated schools.  

Making Sense of Fit 

  Fit for a job, among a group, or within an organization is a determination based 

upon expectations (Duke & Iwanicki, 1992). For example, an applicant for teaching a 

chemistry class would likely be expected to hold a certain level of chemistry knowledge. 

Though passing an exam such as the Praxis would qualify an applicant to teach the 

content, the requisite knowledge may still vary based upon grade level, class type (i.e. 

general or Advanced Placement), and school setting. Thus, beyond the state requirements 
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for licensure, such expectations, and subsequent assessment criteria, are determined by 

actors within individual schools. So, as principals, hiring committees, or others associated 

with the process evaluate candidates, they are basing their judgement on sets of 

predetermined expectations. 

 Tooms et al. (2010) provided a framework for how these expectations of fit 

manifest. The authors used social constructionism (Berger & Luckmann, 1967) and 

identity theory (Stryker & Burke, 2000) to explain how perceptions of individuals, roles, 

and expectations create meaning for fit to be used in practice. According to Tooms and 

colleagues, the determination of what is “good” comes from a tradition of culturally 

accepted perceptions of what a good teacher looks and acts like. In addition to these ways 

of constructing fit, other authors (Evans, 2007; Ingle et al., 2011) have found 

sensemaking (Weick, 1995) to play a role in how individuals make their decisions.  

 Conceptual Framework. Weick (2001) defines sensemaking literally as “the 

making of sense” (p. 4). It is the construction of plausible, sensible explanations for the 

unknown. Sensemaking is conducive to inquiry of fit as Weick states it “is about such 

things as placement of items into frameworks, comprehending, redressing surprise, 

constructing meaning, interacting in pursuit of mutual understanding, and patterning” 

(Weick, 2001, p. 6). In his book, Sensemaking in Organizations, Weick provides seven 

characteristics mentioned most often in the literature. I use each of these characteristics to 

create my own understanding of how principals make sense of fit in hiring process.  

 First, Weick (2001) suggests sensemaking is grounded in identity construction. 

Similar to the identity theory laid out in Tooms et al. (2010), an individual develops their 
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identity based on their perceived role and interactions with the world around them. These 

identities are fluid and change with unique settings. A principal, for example, could 

perceive themselves as the head of a school or employee of the larger school system. 

Thus, their definition of fit would be derived from one or more perceived identities.  

 Second, Weick (2001) states sensemaking is retrospective. In other words, beliefs 

follow actions. His oft cited quote “How can I know what I think until I see what I say?”  

(p. 18) captures this idea. In the school context, any definition from a principal will 

follow lived experiences that continuously shape the meaning of fit. Weick’s third 

assertion is that sensemaking is enactive in sensible environments. This means 

individuals develop their environment through interpretations and actions within the 

limitations of a setting. This characteristic relates closely to constraints such as time, 

policies, and other factors principals face when hiring teachers. It is within this 

environment that they determine who, among given options, is best fit for the position.  

 The fourth aspect of sensemaking according to Weick is that it is social. Like 

social constructionism referenced in Tooms et al. (2010), individuals create shared 

meanings through their interactions with others in the environment. Though responding 

to an interview prompt individually, principals provide collective definitions of fit 

through their communication and interaction with teachers, parents, students, principal 

colleagues, and others. Weick also contends the sensemaking process is ongoing. New 

experiences change our perceptions and create new realities. Therefore, as principals 

remain in a particular school, and continue to hire new teachers, they are constantly 

interacting with new teachers, veteran teachers, students, and parents. Their perceptions 
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of fit, then, also adapt.  

 The sixth characteristic of sensemaking provided by Weick is that it is focused on 

and by extracted cues. Individuals receive cues from their environment. They make sense 

of these inputs through interpretations and “enact this sense back into the world to make 

it more orderly” (Weick et al., 2005, p. 410). During the screening and interview process, 

hiring managers are provided several cues related to candidates that come from resumes, 

interview notes, colleague anecdotes, personal interactions, and other sources. Principals 

make sense of these cues by comparing them to retrospective experiences such as 

previous hires, personal beliefs, or other factors to determine which current candidate is 

fit for the open position.  

 To this point, Weick presents his final theme that sensemaking is driven by 

plausibility rather than accuracy. Weick, et al. (2005) posited that sensemaking is not 

about getting it right; instead, “it is about continued redrafting of an emerging story so 

that it becomes more comprehensive, incorporates more of the observed data, and is more 

resilient in the face of criticism” (p. 415). Indeed, the reality of hiring is that finding the 

perfect candidate is not an option. Therefore, the process employed by a principal to 

select a teaching candidate is indicative of how they make sense of fit. To illustrate this, I 

adapt Weick’s “Enactment, Selection and Retention Sequence Model” (Weick et al., 

2005, p. 414). 

 Shown in Appendix A, this diagram depicts principals enacting their construction 

of fit through their perceptions of teaching applicants. Combining their own construction 

of fit with extracted cues from the environment, principals select a candidate they feel is 
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best fit for a given position. This assembly of fit is then tested as the candidate assumes 

the position and operates within the school. Principals then retain the positive and 

negative outcomes of this process to provide feedback for future construction and 

enactment of fit. 

Without a comprehensive examination of how principals define fit and 

operationalize the hiring process to pursue it, broad assumptions which misinform theory 

and practice can persist. Studies which integrate fit theory and sensemaking into the 

process expand our understanding of personnel decision-making in schools and inform 

district leaders to improve hiring practices.      

Influential Work and Opportunities for Further Inquiry 

 While informed by the array of academic research referenced in this chapter, the 

current investigation was largely influenced by a series of four papers by Kyle Ingle, 

Stacey Rutledge, and other contributing scholars. Their analyses sampled three district 

hiring officials and thirty-nine principals of a midsized Florida school district to assess 

hiring processes, selection tools, policies, preferences, and context. The culminating 

piece of this body of work was the first empirical research to purposefully analyze fit 

theory through hiring decisions in education.  

 Rutledge et al. (2008) found principals are “interested in how well the applicant 

fits the individual job tasks as well as the particular team and school” (p. 257) and they 

use a variety of tools when hiring. While the authors found some consistency in the level 

of importance placed on interviews, principals preferred different characteristics and 

drew on different tools to uncover them. The authors concluded that a fruitful line of 
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research would be to examine how principals prioritize the different tools and why. This 

call is the motivation for the third research question of my study: How is the hiring 

process operationalized to attain fit?  

 The second publication, Rutledge et al. (2010), highlighted how principals 

navigated federal, state, and local policies when hiring teachers. It illuminated how 

policies such as the highly qualified teacher provision in NCLB affected hiring decisions. 

Rutledge and colleagues argue these policies emphasize “professional” (p. 237) qualities 

and potentially limit personal factors that may also increase student achievement. They 

state: “The narrow focus on professional in both research and policy may constrain 

hiring, possibly resulting in poor matches between teachers and schools, and thus raising 

turnover” (p. 237). Notably, the passing of ESSA and abandonment of the highly 

qualified distinction creates an opportunity to examine principal hiring decisions in a less 

restrictive context.  

 Harris et al. (2010), a policy brief, provided the open-ended responses of 

principals when asked “Please describe the characteristics of an applicant that you see as 

most important” (p. 234). The researchers found the responses to be a mix of personal 

(e.g. caring) and professional (e.g. knows subject) characteristics. Interestingly, principals 

also desired a mixture of experience, race, and gender. The authors highlighted quotes 

from interviews that implied principals explicitly seek variation in these areas. 

Differences in some factors, such as race, were viewed as important from the 

organizational perspective to better reflect student demographics. Others, such as 

experience, were specific to a team with another principal seeking a veteran teacher to be 
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hired onto a team of mostly recent college graduates.  

 Also included in the findings of Harris et al. (2010) was a search for a “match or 

fit” (p. 241) between candidates and the school or team. Principals expressed personal 

traits or beliefs needing to be aligned with the school or team the candidate would be 

working with. These included elements such as perceived work ethic or being silly. The 

authors simply call these decisions “mixing” and “matching”; but, when reviewing the fit 

literature, principals are effectively seeking supplementary (matching) and 

complimentary (mixing) fit in these types of decisions. This is an example of how using 

the broader fit lens to investigate hiring practices may provide a clearer picture of 

principal preferences of fit. 

 The final piece of this body of work, and most influential to the current study, was 

Ingle et al. (2011). Ingle unified Person-Environment Fit theory, sensemaking, and hiring 

practices in the educational context. It provides the strongest framework since Liu & 

Johnson (2006) for understanding how principals hire. The findings show that principals 

include context of the school (such as socio-economic status or student demographics) 

and personal beliefs in a sensemaking process to identify desired types of fit. The results 

showed 90% of the principals participating in the study preferred person-job fit. As 

previously mentioned, only those with middle-school experience made specific mention 

of person-group fit in their response. This is significant and confounds the logic derived 

from the research that collegiality and collaboration are integral to schools.  

 Closer examination of Ingle et al., (2011) reveals a few methodological elements 

that may have led to the interpretation that person-group fit is not desired by principals. 
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First, I contend that the interview protocol (Appendix B) affected the outcomes. As seen 

in question 19, authors asked about provided applicant qualities, potentially skewing the 

perspective of respondents to think about the pre-interview phase of the hiring process 

where only certain characteristics can be discerned from the paper screening of 

applications.  

 Second, in item 20, the protocol asks principals to rank a list of provided 

characteristics. Researchers themselves linked these characteristics to job, group and 

organization fit to determine what was “most valued”. Most qualities principals had to 

choose from in this activity were prescribed as job fit by the authors. This is problematic 

as researchers inferred principal preference for fit based on the ranking of prearranged 

characteristics. Without more equal representation of group and organization fit, it cannot 

be thoroughly concluded that job-fit is the most preferred type of fit of principals. A more 

accurate determination of how principals value fit may be to provide participants with the 

explicit definitions of fit to rank for themselves. 

 Findings in their other studies, in fact, imply that group and organization fit play 

significant roles in the selection of teachers. Rutledge et al. (2008) found most interviews 

at schools were conducted not solely by principals or other administrators, but by a team 

of staff members. Asking principals about the inclusion of staff in the hiring process, 

Rutledge reported that “the team approach was particularly helpful in ascertaining the fit 

between the applicant and their grade team, subject matter department, and the school as 

a whole” (p. 248).  

 The preferred qualities of a teaching candidate and how a principal designs the 
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hiring process are not mutually exclusive. The process used when hiring teachers is 

indicative of principal preferences for, and values of, fit. While the presumption that few 

principals have preference for person-group fit may explain their lower ranking, it may 

also be that principals do not consider themselves part of the group determining that 

aspect of fit. A reexamination of the earlier quote from Engel and Finch (2015) supports 

this point:   

I usually just ratify what the chairs are going to—because the chairs are the 

people that are going to be working with them . . . not me. I may think they’re 

great, but I mean, I’m not going to work with them. (p. 32) 

In what the paper described as a typical response, a principal valued what appears to be 

person-group fit, but deferred the determination of group-fit to the teacher(s). Therefore, 

interpreting principal preferences of fit from their stated (personal) preferences of teacher 

qualities may not be wholly accurate and perhaps misleads researchers into assumptions 

about fit and hiring practices.  

 The collection of work from Ingle and colleagues marked a substantial 

advancement since the call of Liu & Johnson (2006) to further investigate the hiring 

process. The connection of Person-Environment Fit theory to hiring in education was a 

significant contribution. However, a further examination of the research shows it may be 

early to draw definitive conclusions regarding principal perceptions and preferences for 

fit. More intentional and direct questioning must be asked of principals to truly 

understand how fit is conceptualized and pursued during the hiring process.  
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A Need for Further Inquiry  

The importance of finding fit has been demonstrated through a multitude of 

education (Cranston, 2012; Ingle et al., 2011; Little & Miller, 2007) and managerial 

(Ballout, 2007; Farzaneh, et al., 2014; Hardin & Donaldson, 2014; Pseekos, et al, 2011; 

Seong, et al, 2015; VanVoorhis & Protivnak, 2012) research. This has included outcomes 

on employee well-being (Spanjol et al., 2015), job satisfaction (Cable & Edwards, 2004), 

work volition (Duffy et al., 2015), performance (Youngs et al., 2015), and retention (Tak, 

2011). As Liu and Johnson (2006) noted:  

the fit between a new teacher and his position can have implications for his job 

satisfaction and retention. If a position does not closely match a new teacher’s 

preparation, interests, or preferences, he may quickly become dissatisfied and not 

stay in the job (or in teaching) for long. (p. 325)   

Additionally, literature exploring supplementary and complementary fit implies 

that the two also play a critical role in these outcomes. Supplemental fit posits similarity 

between employee and organizational values produces a compatibility which improves 

satisfaction. Similarly, complementary fit can substitute the weakness of a group or 

organization with the strength of an individual (Cable & Edwards, 2004) as well as 

diversify the workforce (Ingle et al., 2011). The literature base shows finding fit, of 

whichever variety, has implications for job satisfaction and retention (Kristof-Brown et 

al., 2005), two key issues in education.  

Further, Darling-Hammond (2013) showed teachers and organizations who share 

a sense of purpose and collective responsibility are associated with narrowing of 



47 

 

achievement gaps in math and science. Indeed, people “perform best in situations that are 

most compatible to themselves” (Chatman, 1989, p. 337) and high levels of person-

organization fit have a positive correlation with a candidate’s attraction to an organization 

and the intent of that organization to offer the job (Kristof-Brown et al., 2005). This last 

point in particular illuminates the importance of recruiting and hiring employees who 

match the environment for which a vacancy exists. 

The decision to fill a teaching vacancy is a critical moment for schools. As 

Cranston (2012) emphasized, “of all of the factors that school divisions and policy-

makers control, there is nothing more impacting than the policies that determine who is 

hired” (p. 2). Research indicates that time spent on hiring, as opposed to administrative 

tasks, is positively associated with student test scores (Grissom & Loeb, 2011). District 

policies such as decentralized hiring practices, which allow principals greater authority in 

the hiring process at their school, make the success of the district dependent upon the 

adeptness of principals for hiring candidates who fit the context of the job, group, and 

organization. Given the breadth of literature on fit, do individuals making hiring 

decisions conceptualize the term within these various domains? Additionally, how might 

the hiring process be shaped and operationalized to pursue and attain the types of fit? 

Investigating these questions within the sensemaking framework, and through the 

lens of fit, is prudent to help develop both theoretical knowledge and practical solutions 

for improving schools. A thorough review of the literature base related to fit and hiring 

practices found the two to be inter-connected and research has begun to explore their 

relationship in education. The findings of these studies, which correlate fit to job 
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satisfaction, retention, and student improvement, provide a strong case for continued 

research. This study provides a new context for comparison against the existing literature 

base and adds novel aspects to the framework not found in other empirical examinations 

of schools. 
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Chapter 3: Methods 

In decentralized districts, decisions regarding the selection of teachers are left to 

individual schools (Liu & Johnson, 2006). The purpose of this study was to investigate 

how, if at all, individuals involved in such hiring decisions explicitly consider and 

prioritize fit as described by the literature. It also examined how the hiring process is 

operationalized to find desired fit within the theoretical domains. The current study is a 

modified replication (APA, 2020) of Ingle et al. (2011). The purpose of this type of 

inquiry is “not only to replicate a study but also to determine whether some factors not 

included in the original have an influence on the outcome” (APA, 2020, p. 7).  

Pursuing similar goals, the research design and procedures in my study were 

heavily influenced and modeled after Ingle et al. (2011). There are, however, distinct 

differences which make the current study unique. Throughout this chapter I will highlight 

the methodological modifications to Ingle et al. (2011) and provide rationale for the basic 

qualitative research design. I will also describe the setting and sample, itemize the 

procedures, and describe the data collection and analysis. Table 1 summarizes the data 

used to explore each research question.  
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Table 1 

 

Summary of Data by Research Question 

Research Question Data Used 

How is fit conceptualized by individuals 

making hiring decisions in schools? 

 

Principal and teacher interviews. 

Canonical definitions (Kristof, 1996; 

Muchinsky & Monahan, 1987) 

To what extent do principals consider and 

prioritize fit when hiring teachers? 

 

Rank order activity with canonical 

definitions (Kristof, 1996). Principal 

interviews. 

How is the hiring process operationalized 

to attain fit? 

Principal, teacher, and central 

administrator interviews 

 

 

Rationale for Research Approach 

Ingle et al. (2011) used a qualitative case study design to examine how principals 

made hiring decisions. Documented evidence of the hiring process clearly indicates 

principals play a central role in decision-making (Mason & Schroeder, 2010). Further, as 

Labaree (1998) expresses, “education is the social [emphasis added] product of actors—

teachers, students, administrators, parents, and policymakers—whose actions both shape 

this institution and are shaped by it” (p. 5). More contemporary research investigating the 

hiring process (Ingle et al., 2011; Liu & Johnson, 2006; Papa & Baxter, 2008; Rutledge et 

al., 2010) shows the contexts of schools, and the actors within them, play an important 

part in hiring decisions. The social interactions involved in the hiring process support 

qualitative investigation.  
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Additionally, sensemaking has been used to describe the processing of 

information by principals during the hiring process (e.g., Ingle et al., 2011). Sykes et al. 

(2009) summarized this framework as “the way people socially construct their world as 

they interact with others and their environment” (p. 350). Therefore, to fully comprehend 

the sensemaking of principals, I ask for their expressed views of fit and descriptions of 

the hiring process. Qualitative methods are necessary to collect such data, describe the 

context of the environment, and capture the rationale of those making decisions during 

the hiring process.  

Methodology  

Using Yin (2003) to guide its investigation, Ingle et al. (2011) applied a positivist 

lens. The positivist perspective suggests reality to be knowable and that things exist as 

they appear (Pascale, 2011). My frame is more interpretivist, which Kristof-Brown and 

Billingsworth (2012) explained is to “understand the world from the subject’s 

perspective, allowing people to describe fit in their own ways that are meaningful to 

them” (p. 6). The authors note that one viewpoint is not superior to another; emphasizing, 

instead, that “changing or blending epistemology could be a particularly useful way to 

find new directions in the organization fit literature” (p. 7). 

The purpose of the current study was to examine how individuals involved in the 

hiring process within a particular school system conceptualized fit and how the hiring 

process was operationalized to pursue it. Following Ingle et al. (2011), I used a 

qualitative design to form a case study that included different epistemological 
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underpinnings from the former. This included important elements of phenomenology and 

constructivism to understand more fully how fit is conceptualized in the hiring process.  

Phenomenology 

Patton (2002) defines phenomenology as:  

A focus on exploring how human beings make sense of experience and 

transform experience into consciousness, both individual and as a shared 

meaning. This requires methodologically, carefully, and thoughtfully 

capturing and describing how people experience some phenomenon—how 

they perceive it, describe it, feel about it, judge it, (and) make sense of it. 

(p. 104)     

Merriam (2009) argues that all qualitative research is phenomenological; and, for the 

purpose of this study, I perceive the process of hiring teachers to be a phenomenon 

experienced by all principals. As such, this study is not only examining how principals 

experience the hiring process, it also analyzes how they construct their perceptions of fit 

within it.  

Constructivism 

Constructivism focuses on the idea that reality is constructed by those 

experiencing it (Charmaz, 2006; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Patton, 2002). This is a valuable 

understanding when examining the hiring process since research has shown principals to 

construct meaning through sensemaking (Ingle, et al., 2011). Since constructivist 

methodology is context bound (Merriam, 2009), it supports the line of inquiry into how 
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principals in specific settings conceptualize fit through the distinctive hiring process at 

their individual school.  

Each principal/school in this study provides a unique case for analysis. The “case” 

of a case study is a specific program, event, activity, or individual that serves as the 

object of study (Creswell, 2008). Multiple cases can be examined together in collective 

(Stake, 1995) or multiple (Yin, 2003) case studies. In Ingle et al. (2011), authors used the 

qualitative case study methods of Yin (2003) to examine how principals explained 

individual contextual factors to make sense of the hiring phenomenon.  

Design 

Yin is categorized as a positivist approach (Yazan, 2015). A non-positivist view, 

however, is that of constructivism which posits reality to be constructed by the actor(s) 

within it (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011; Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2003). When examining how 

fit is derived, existing literature has shown social constructionism to play an integral role 

as the actors of a setting are determining its meaning (e.g., Tooms et al., 2010). To 

answer the research questions in this study, which examines principal conceptions of fit 

during the hiring process, a case study design with the constructivist lens (Merriam, 

2009) is a more appropriate method. 

According to Merriam and Tisdell (2016), comparative case studies “involve 

collecting and analyzing data from several cases and can be distinguished from the single 

case study that may have subunits or subcases embedded within” (p. 41). There has been 

a recent push for more comparative methods in social sciences (Bartlett & Vavrus, 2017). 
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These studies focus on patterns of similarities and differences across cases. Agranoff and 

Radin (1991) describes the general process: 

Generally, the research proceeds from a common design, involving the same 

hypotheses or research questions to be investigated in each case. Cases are built 

individually by careful research design through a combination of methods. After 

cases are researched and developed, they are analyzed comparatively. Similar to 

other methods, the approach is designed to look for unique and common 

experiences, patterning of variables and relationships. (p. 204)  

Research Site 

The school system in this study is a mid-sized, mostly suburban district in the 

Midwest serving over 13,000 students at nearly thirty schools. It is one of the top five 

largest school systems in its state, employing over 1,000 teachers and over 150 vacancies 

per school year. (“Snapshot”, District Website). Allocations of teaching positions are 

regulated by a central office and determined by the total number of enrolling students as 

well as needs-based funding from Free/Reduced Lunch, Special Education, and English 

Language Learner populations. Each spring, principals receive their allocation from the 

central office based on the projected enrollment of the subsequent year. When staffing, 

principals must comply with state standards related to course offerings and class sizes 

(Chief Operating Officer, personal communication, 10/25/19). 

Student demographics in this school system fall within national averages. 

Compared to other districts within the state, however, the student population is much 

more culturally diverse. Students who identify as White make up just over 50% of the 
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population and almost 100 different languages are spoken in student homes. The district 

is also diverse in terms of socio-economic status, with almost 40% of families qualifying 

for free or reduced lunch rates. With a dropout rate of 1.3% and an on-time graduation 

rate of over 90%, the district is considered high-performing as well (“Snapshot”, District 

Website) 

Teacher demographics in this district, however, exhibit less diversity than national 

averages. At the time of this study, less than 15% of staff identified themselves within a 

minority group. As seen across the United States, the demographic composition of 

teachers in this school system is not proportionate to the student body. The district has 

been making a concerted effort to diversify its workforce through a variety of policies. 

For example, principals were provided demographic data from applicants and were asked 

to offer an interview to any qualified minority candidate. 

Additionally, to reduce budget constraints, principals were also asked to interview 

less experienced teachers who would come in at a lower cost for the school division. 

Along a similar vein, principals were highly encouraged to accept student teachers and 

provide names of those with promising qualities and characteristics to human resources 

for early offer contracts to the district. Finally, the teacher union associated with this 

district also had a voice in the hiring process. If any current employee applied for a job at 

another school, they were to be provided an interview. If more than one employee 

applied, the senior-most applicant must be interviewed. Still, principals largely retained 

autonomy over who they hire in their schools 
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 Structurally, the district used the Professional Learning Community model 

(DuFour & DuFour, 2012) as a guide for organization within its schools. This has a sharp 

focus on teacher collaboration and data-driven decision making. Schools also 

strategically built master schedules to accommodate meetings between members of 

similar content or grade areas. This was demonstrated by “teams” of teachers in the same 

content area (e.g., Algebra) or grade level (e.g., 3rd grade) meeting on a scheduled, 

regular basis to share instructional strategies, analyze assessment data, and develop/plan 

curriculum.. Research has indicated that fit is socially constructed by the actors within the 

environment (see Tooms et al., 2010). The professional learning community design 

prescribes greater interaction between groups of teachers in a building. Therefore, the 

collaborative approach in this model provided a distinctive setting for investigating how 

school leaders conceptualized fit, particularly as it related to the group and organization. 

Hiring Practices and Policies. Each spring, members of the Human Resources 

(HR) Department meet with principals to discuss staffing for the upcoming school year. 

At the same time, schools distribute intention forms to staff to gauge the number of 

employees who intend to pursue other opportunities, stay in their position, or leave 

teaching all together. The HR department has a dedicated recruitment initiative which 

coordinates with schools and organizations predominately in the Midwest, but in other 

select venues across the country throughout the spring and early summer. 

It is incumbent upon the principals to post a vacancy when one exists at their 

school. Advertisements for openings are posted to a web-based job board. Part of the 

application process through this website has applicants take a commercially developed 
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screening assessment. These assessments provide “fit scores” for each candidate related 

to the job as well as contexts. Stating an understanding that each position requires 

something different from candidates, the website for this applicant tracking system lists 

the following relevant assessments and descriptions:  

TeacherFit: Identify outstanding teachers 

TeacherFit SE: Identify qualified special education teachers 

TeacherFit Urban: Identify great teachers for urban schools (Grunwell, 2016) 

These scores are available to principals when screening resumes and other candidate 

information.  

Applicants work directly with school personnel through the process. If selected, 

candidates submit certification and licensure credentials to HR. This information is 

reviewed by employees within HR to assure candidates are qualified for the positions to 

which they applied and hold—or are eligible to receive—appropriate licensure. Principals 

were not required to inform HR of who they plan to interview. There was also no 

regulation for how schools structured interviews (i.e., who sits on the panel, what 

questions were asked, etc.). Most interviews were structured with predetermined sets of 

questions and structured time limits; however, principals were completely autonomous in 

how they hired. Once interviews concluded, principals contacted HR to extend an official 

offer.  

Finally, in an effort to provide equity to its schools and students, the school 

system in this study gave principals of “priority schools” – those that receive Title I 

funding or schools that are not meeting performance benchmarks – the ability to extend 
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offers before others in the district. This caveat, however, represented only a small group 

of teachers staffed through such means. Most were hired through the traditional methods 

described above; that is, applying to a vacant position and being interviewed at the 

respective school.   

The size, diversity, ample supply of teachers, and highly decentralized (Liu & 

Johnson, 2006) hiring processes of this school system made it an excellent site for 

pursuing my research questions. It also provided contextual variables noted to be 

significant in Ingle et al. (2011). Ingle found that “school context (Title I status, school 

grade level) influenced conceptions of and preferences for characteristics” (p. 592).  My 

study included schools with varying degrees of socio-economic statuses as well as grade 

levels (elementary, middle, and high), providing multiple cases for sufficient comparative 

analysis. Further, the decentralized (Liu & Johnson, 2006) approach to hiring in this 

school system made it an ideal setting for examining which variations of fit, or any, were 

considered or pursued by principals during the hiring process. 

Sample  

 Research often requires permission from the individuals or organizations being 

studied (Creswell, 2008). Because of this, it is helpful for a researcher to identify and use 

a gatekeeper. Creswell defines a gatekeeper as “an individual who has an official or 

unofficial role at the site, provides entrance to a site, helps researchers locate people, and 

assists in the identification of places to study” (p. 219). Since I needed contact and access 

to multiple participants for conducting the interviews, I called upon a former colleague, 

who had recently taken a leadership position at the research site, to act as a gatekeeper. I 
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provided him with my research proposal as well as my plan to collect, analyze, and 

safeguard the data which was approved by the superintendent before research began. 

 The gatekeeper assisted in recruiting participants by distributing my email 

(Appendix C) to all principals in the school system. This access was incredibly helpful as 

his senior leadership position in the division instantly built trust in participants and likely 

garnered more interest form prospective participants than an email from an outsider 

alone. He was also able to coordinate interviews with the multiple central office 

administrators.  

 Due to my reliance on this gatekeeper, I used convenience sampling (Creswell, 

2008) as a method for assembling participants. In convenience sampling “the researcher 

selects participants because they are willing and available to be studied” (Creswell, 2008, 

p. 155). Living on the east coast, and working full time, I needed to plan for travel to the 

research site and selected a week in October to do so. This meant that any participants 

had to be available in that same week. This left variables, such as school context, at the 

whim of whoever was available. This made the sample less representative of the larger 

population, but still provided useful information for answering research questions; and, 

sometimes there are simply “situations in which convenience sampling is the only way to  

proceed” (Maxwell, 2005, p. 89). Seen in Table 2, these principals represented various 

sizes, demographics, and grade levels. The sample consisted of six elementary schools 

(ES), two high schools (HS), and two middle schools (MS). 
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Table 2 

 

School Demographic Data 

 

School Level Total Students Low SES %minority 

A ES 376 30% 30% 

B ES 203 75% 55% 

C HS 1,622 40% 45% 

D ES 431 52% 50% 

E HS 743 35% 30% 

F ES 421 71% 80% 

G ES 638 23% 25% 

H1 ES 530 N/A N/A 

J MS 736 42% 55% 

K MS 557 21% 24% 

Note. 1School H was a newly constructed building and the district “Annual Enrollment 

Report” was not conducted due to COVID-19 pandemic (Chief Operating Officer, 

personal communication 11/5/2020). 

 

 

 

Participants  

In total, 22 school and district personnel from the research site were interviewed. 

Schools and participants were given pseudonyms. Principals and teachers were identified 

by the same letter as their school (i.e. School A, Principal A, Teacher A) and central 

office administrators were given individualized letters. When targeting principals, I 

sought participants with at least one full year of experience. This ensured that the 

individual had previously engaged in the process of hiring teachers. All principals who 

responded to the recruitment email were selected to participate. However, two dropped 

out the week of data collection and were not available for in-person or phone interviews. 

In the end, interviews were conducted with ten principals. Table 3 shows the 
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demographic data of each principal participant in my study, including their tenure as 

principal and any reported prior experience. 
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Table 3 

 

Principal Demographic Data 

 

Principal Ethnicity Gender Level Principal 

Experience 

(Years) 

Previous 

Experience 

A White Female ES 7 Kindergarten 

teacher (8 years) 

  
B White Female ES 12 Instructional 

Design Strategist, 

teacher 

  
C White Male HS 17 3rd and 4th grade 

teacher (5 years) 

  
D White Male ES 6 Teacher (14 years)  

      

E White Male HS 4 Activities Director, 

Math Teacher 

  
F White Female ES 15 Teacher (10 years) 

  
G White Female ES 9 Assistant Principal, 

Special Ed 

consultant / teacher 

  
H White Male ES 4 Assistant Principal, 

teacher 

  
J White Female MS 3 Assistant Principal, 

teacher (10 years) 

  
K White Male MS 4 Assistant Principal, 

8th grade English 

teacher (10 years), 

Activities 

Coordinator 
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Teacher and Central Administrator Participants. To triangulate how 

principals operationalized the hiring process at their schools, I gathered a snowball 

sample of teacher participants as well. Creswell (2008) defined snowball sampling as 

“when the researcher asks participates to recommend other individuals to study” (p. 217). 

I asked each principal in this study to serve as a school-level gatekeeper by providing the 

name of a teacher who recently participated in an interview. As noted by Creswell, this is 

useful when the researcher is limited in their institutional knowledge of the research site.  

Since there would be no way for me to know who participated in interviews at the school, 

the principals served as the primary resource for identifying additional participants. Of 

the ten schools, eight teachers were willing and available to interview.  

To triangulate the data further, and to investigate hiring practices in the school 

division as a whole, central office administrators were included as participants. As 

mentioned previously, the district-level gatekeeper was also used as a gatekeeper to 

recruit four central office administrators. These were director and chief-level positions 

that oversaw operational, human resource, and instructional departments. Three of the 

four central administrators had previously held principal positions at schools in the same 

district, providing personal experiences with hiring in schools as well as a district-wide 

perspective. Further, previous work suggests district policy makers play an important role 

in the hiring processes at schools (see Cranston, 2012).  Table 4 and Table 5 summarize 

the demographic data and additional background information of participating teachers 

and central administrators.  
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Table 4 

 

Teacher Demographic Data 

 

Teache

r 

Ethnicity Gender Position Experience 

in Role 

(Years) 

Other Information 

A White Female 3rd grade 

teacher 

3 Previously a 4th grade 

teacher (17 years) 

 

B White Female 6th grade 

teacher 

4 Previously para-

professional1 

 

C White Male Instructional 

Coach / 

Teacher  

5 Previously a science 

teacher (14 years) 

D White Female 5th grade 

teacher  

18  

E White Male Social 

Studies 

teacher  

24  

H White Male Instructional 

Coach  

5  

J White Female Instructional 

Coach 

2 Previously a teacher (4 

years) Attended school 

as a student 

 

K White Male Counselor 3 Previously ES 

counselor (4 years) 

Note. 1Para-professionals assist in high-need special education classrooms.  
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Table 5 

 

Central Administrator Demographic Data 

 

Central 

Administrator 

Ethnicit

y 

Gender Position Experience 

in Role 

(Years) 

Other Information 

L White Female Assistant 

Supt. 

4 Formerly Director of 

Elementary Learning, 

Superintendent (other 

district), ES Principal 

and reading teacher 

 

M White Male Director, 

Human 

Resources 

1 Formerly Principal 

and Assistant 

Principal, Elementary 

teacher 
 

N White Male Chief 

Operating 

Officer 

1 Formerly Chief 

Human Resource 

Office. No 

teaching/principal 

experience 

 

O White Male Assistant 

Supt. 

5 Principal, Assistant 

Principal, teacher 

 

 

Data Collection 

  Data for this study were collected through semi-structured interviews with 

principals, teachers, and central office administrators. To begin forming the interview 

protocol, I contacted Dr. Kyle Ingle, lead author of Ingle et al. (2011), who shared the 

protocol used in their study (Appendix B). Making this connection was important for a 

few reasons. First, Ingle had already shown that the types of responses provided by 

participants would relate to my own research interest. The authors also used much of the 
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same literature base to inform portions of the interview protocol. I made slight 

adjustments to the original protocol to explore my specific research interests and 

developed a modified protocol for principals, teachers, and central office administrators 

(see Appendices D, E & F, respectively). 

A mixture of interview instrumentation was used in the protocols, including 

informal, guided, open-ended, and fixed-response questioning (Patton, 2002). Each of 

these has inherent strengths and weaknesses when utilized. For example, informal 

conversational interviews increase the relevance of questions for the interviewee but can 

make it difficult to organize and analyze the data between participants. Alternatively, 

fixed-response questions can be directly compared, but require respondents to fit their 

experiences into the researcher’s categories. These strategies are “by no means mutually 

exclusive” (Patton, 2002, p. 347); and, as Patton confirms, a combination of these 

strategies can be used in qualitative design. In fact, a mixture allows for greater flexibility 

to pursue subjects in greater depth or entirely new areas of inquiry to develop a better 

understanding of the data.  

The greatest difference between Ingle et al. (2011) and my own study is in the line 

of questioning surrounding fit. Ingle and colleagues use the fixed-response approach by 

having participants rank order their preferred qualities of teachers. Since the researchers 

previously linked these qualities to fit domains, I believe they confirm the issue raised by 

Patton (2002) in that principals were required to place their experiences into the 

researchers’ categories.  
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For the purpose of this study, I adopted a constructivist approach (Charmaz, 2006) 

by attempting to elicit participants’ “definitions of terms, situations, and events and try to 

tap his or her assumptions, implicit meanings, and tacit rules” (p. 32). The questions from 

the interview protocol were explicitly aimed at the context of each participant’s 

experience with the hiring process. My approach was to have principals define fit for 

themselves, then compare those definitions to the literature, as well as to other 

participants, to see what themes emerged. Noticeably, I still used a rank order fixed-

response approach similar to Ingle et al. (2011) but specifically on the topic of Person-

Environment Fit (see item 16 in Appendix D). I wanted to examine how principals 

responded when asked, explicitly, which type of fit they prefer as opposed to the more 

indirect approach used in Ingle et al. (2011). 

Procedures. To collect the data, I offered to meet each principal at his or her 

school for the interview. I also offered to meet at a more convenient location for the 

participant, either for their schedule or comfort level. It was my preference, however, to 

conduct the research at their school and after school hours. Being in their own setting, 

with less potential interruptions, and being less concerned with a daily schedule of tasks 

can help the researcher and participant stay focused. This must have also been the 

preference for principals as all wished to conduct the interview at their respective school.  

At the start of the interview, participants reviewed and signed the informed 

consent form (Appendix G). The interview was recorded using a digital handheld audio 

recorder. I used a paper copy of the interview protocol to make notations as participants 

answered the questions. The overall structure was like that of an interview guide, the 
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topics (fit, hiring strategies, etc.) were laid out in advance, but the sequence was decided 

during the interview. I started with background and demographic questions to help locate 

one participant among others (Patton, 2002). I then built in open-ended experience and 

behavior questions to address how individual principals approach the hiring process at 

their schools.  

Finally, I blended fixed response and open-ended procedures into opinion and 

value questions to uncover their cognitive and interpretive processes (Patton, 2002). In 

addition to these questions, I also asked principals to provide the name of a teacher who 

recently participated in the hiring process, whether serving on an interview panel or in 

another role.   

Teacher and Central Office Interviews. Teachers and central office 

administrators were interviewed about the hiring process in schools as well. They were 

also questioned about their own interpretations of fit and how they viewed the various 

roles of participants in the process. I reached out to each teacher to introduce myself and 

the research and indicated their principal had recommended them as a participant. 

Similarly, I reached out to central office administrators with an introduction and 

explanation that the district gatekeeper had asked for their participation. Like the 

principal interviews, I had each teacher and central office administrator sign the informed 

consent form before beginning. The protocols (Appendices E & F) had slight adaptations 

but remained very similar to that used for principals.  
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Analysis  

Qualitative research can use an inductive (theory developing) or deductive (theory 

testing) approach when analyzing data (Patton, 2002). According to Ragin and Rubinson 

(2011) the inductive analysis in case study design is exploratory in its approach and 

develops an explanation for each individual case, examining each against the others. Its 

purpose is to gain knowledge throughout the exploration, with the learning from one case 

helping to determine where the researcher focuses next. Conversely, deductive analysis 

starts with theoretical knowledge and creates an investigation to test it, “interrogating 

each case in a uniform manner” (p. 334). These approaches are combined when seeking 

theoretically specific cases, which the researcher classifies by existing frameworks. 

My study fit the description of the combined inductive/deductive approach as I 

used existing research on fit and hiring practices (Ingle et al., 2011) within this specific 

case study. Some of my research questions led to more inductive forms of analysis while 

others were more deductive in nature. Merriam and Tisdell (2016) supports this analysis: 

“Data analysis is a complex procedure that involves moving back and forth between 

concrete bits of data and abstract concepts, between inductive and deductive reasoning, 

between description and interpretation” (p. 203).  

I used constant comparative methods to examine data, creating codes along a 

categorical scheme. This was done to eventually develop an understanding about what 

was going on within the sample. While the purpose of my research was not to develop a 

theory, the coding helped to compare between principals, teachers, and central office 

administrators in the analysis. In a multiple case study, there are two types of analysis: 
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within-case and cross-case. I first analyzed an individual case (school) and the respective 

components within it (principals, hiring processes, teachers, etc.) to understand what was 

going on in that setting. I then compared cases to one another to build a general 

explanation that may fit all cases (Merriam & Tisdale, 2016). 

Analytic Procedure. Analysis of the data began immediately as participants 

responded to questions during their interview. Given the considerable review of literature 

prior to data collection, I was constantly reflecting on, and comparing previous research 

to, the participant responses in my study. As mentioned previously, live notes were 

recorded during the interview on a paper copy of the protocol. At the end of each day a 

reflection memo was drafted, highlighting the immediate thoughts of what was occurring. 

A culminating research memo was also completed at the end of the data collection week 

to capture initial themes. For the fuller analysis, recorded data were reviewed multiple 

times, with each iteration having a specific purpose.  

Since the data analysis took place a few months after the collection, I listened to 

the audio in conjunction with the live notes and reflection memos from my database. I 

recorded new notes and general thoughts of potential themes. I then re-listened to the 

audio files and completed a pseudo-transcription of the data. In this process I did not 

complete a word-for-word transcription of all recorded audio data. Instead, I listened to 

the tapes and summarized general answers from participants in addition to transcribing, 

verbatim, the more salient points and relevant quotes related specifically to the research 

questions.  
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To start, there was one transcript for each participant. These were read for 

understanding, then re-read to develop categories and codes related to the research 

questions. A code was a word or phrase that correlated with my research questions. Some 

derived from the literature (e.g. “complimentary”), while others were developed by me 

(e.g., “process”). After examining the data thoroughly for themes, I listened to the audio 

files a final time to ensure all relevant data was captured. 

I then put the transcripts of principals and teachers at the same school (i.e. 

Principal A and Teacher A) to do an in-case analysis of the school site. Central 

administrator transcripts were compared with one another. Again, emerging themes 

relating to the research questions were identified and labelled. Transcripts were then 

broken apart and re-assembled according to research questions and the color-coded 

emergent themes. From these transcripts, general explanations and illustrative quotes 

were put together to constitute the findings.   

Validity 

Qualitative research requires criteria such as trustworthiness, rigor, and validity 

(Guba & Lincoln, 1981). The criterion for defining the quality of a study depends on the 

audience and research purpose. Within the constructivist view framing this study, I 

focused on the social constructivist and constructivist criteria of quality found in Patton 

(2002) as well as the validity criteria from Maxwell (2005). My reason for this narrow 

focus was due to the suggestion in Maxwell to focus on specific threats to a researcher’s 

study. The text defined validity as “a component of your research design that consists of 

the strategies you use to identify and try to rule out these threats” (p. 106). For this 
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reason, I reflected on the validity of this study and attempted to exhaust the possible 

questions that could threaten it. 

Trustworthiness. While all parts of methodology are important, trustworthiness 

is possibly the most significant to the qualitative audience. How rigorous the author is in 

providing meaningful detail lends to the credibility of the researcher and their analysis. 

One of the more basic measures of validity is the involvement of the researcher with the 

setting and participants. Familiarity can alleviate reservations participants hold about the 

process and allow for a more natural conversation between the participant and 

interviewer. This is important to obtain for my research purpose. The context of hiring 

brings in several laws and regulations which principals must navigate when making an 

employment decision. As such, principals may be concerned they reveal anything 

interpreted as improper.  

Though I had no personal history with the research site or participants, the 

gatekeeper used for entry into the school system held a senior level position and was well 

respected by the principals. The official request for participants coming from his office 

assisted in building a level of trust and likely removed a layer of scrutiny for the research 

purpose that may have existed if I had connected on my own. Further, the respect held by 

the participants for the gatekeeper provided more genuine responses. Similarly, by 

leveraging principals to connect with the teachers in this study, I was more likely to gain 

their trust and authenticity as well. The rapport was evident in the sense of comfort 

shown by all participants during the interviews.  
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An additional source of validity to this study was the inclusion of multiple cases 

as well as the variation across cases. Ten schools, representing over one third of the entire 

division, comprised the sample in this study. Additionally, these schools were diverse in 

terms of student race and socio-economic status. This provided useful “rich data” 

(Maxwell, 2005, p. 110) for analysis.  

There was also richness in the types of data I used for developing categories and 

themes. In my analysis I included transcript data, notes taken during the interviews, and 

research memos. The structure of my interviews also added to the value of my data. 

Engaging in a conversational style during the semi-structured interview allowed either 

participant or researcher to dive deeper into some of the topics that arose in the 

discussion. Additionally, I phrased my protocol as to not ask leading questions but still 

provide usable language for the participants to put into their own terms. Utilizing the 

definitions from the Person-Environment Fit framework provided consistency in the 

interviews as well.  

A strong asset for the validity of a study is respondent validation or member 

checking. This process provides feedback directly from the people being studied. The 

researcher might ask questions such as “what did you mean when you said…” “Can you 

go into more detail about…” Maxwell (2005) contended this is the most important way of 

not misinterpreting the meaning of what participants say and alleviates some of the bias 

threat. These types of validity probes were applied throughout the interview process.    

 Quasi-statistics and comparisons are also valuable ways to support evidence 

(Maxwell, 2005). As part of my study, I asked the participants to rank the three pieces of 
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Person-Environment Fit: job, group, and organization. This offered the opportunity to see 

what is “typical, rare, or prevalent” (Maxwell, 2005, p. 113) among this sample. Using a 

straightforward procedure like this, I could also make comparisons between the groups as 

well as Ingle et al. (2011) which also used quasi-statistics.  

 Finally, part of my design was to include teacher and central administrator 

interviews to triangulate principal hiring processes in their schools. Merriam (2009) 

stated: “Triangulation remains a principal strategy to ensure for validity and reliability” 

(p. 216). Other prominent researchers agree (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Maxwell, 2005; 

Patton, 2002). Triangulation also occurred when creating themes of how principals 

defined fit. Principals of different contexts created multiple sources of data from a variety 

of settings. These wide-ranging contexts can speak to the process of principals 

determining, collectively, what fit is and how it was pursued.  

Threats to Validity. Maxwell (2005) indicated a key marker of quality is the 

acknowledgement of threats to the study, and the two threats that can be accounted for 

ahead of time are bias and reactivity. In qualitative research, the researcher acts as the 

instrument (Maxwell, 2005); as such, many of my assumptions, understandings from the 

literature, and prior experiences, played a role in how I interpreted data throughout this 

process. It is difficult to separate a researcher from their beliefs. Bias may influence the 

selection of data that fits the preconceived ideas or data that stands out to the researcher. 

This extended not only from the literature, but also previous experiences that inspired my 

work.  
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For my first full-time teaching job, I was hired as a 7th grade biology teacher. The 

hiring process I went through was unlike any other I had experienced. It started with the 

principal coming to greet me and bring me into the interview room. I was then introduced 

to a conference table full of teachers, counselors, and administrators with whom I would 

be working if offered the job. A few minutes into the interview, the principal—who I 

perceived as the most important person in the room—left. I felt this was an indication that 

I had done something wrong; as such, I was surprised when I received a phone call from 

the principal offering me the job. 

After learning of the many awards and successes of our school, as well as 

experiencing the positive environment, I eventually asked why they decided to hire 

someone from another state with less than a year of teaching in a different subject. The 

administrator who I had asked replied there were more qualified applicants, but the team 

really liked me. I was a “good fit”.   

This personal experience with the hiring process and resulting affinity for my 

school and colleagues left an impression about how important the hiring process is. When 

beginning my research into fit, the benefits of using such a theory when hiring teacher 

candidates jumped out immediately. A concern, then, is that I am actively seeking 

participants who work the tenets of fit into their practices or include only the data that 

relates to the theory. Fortunately, the convenience sampling method did not allow for me 

to be involved in the selection of principals or central office administrators. Likewise, 

teacher participants were identified through their participating principals.     
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The influence a researcher has on the setting or individuals in a study is labelled 

as reactivity (Maxwell, 2005). Researchers can try to control for this effect, but 

eliminating it is typically unattainable. This is especially true for studies, like my own, 

which contain interviews. What each participant says will always be influenced by the 

interviewer. I have selected which questions to ask and how they are worded. I also chose 

when to probe or ask clarifying questions. By adopting the substantiated interview 

protocol from Ingle et al. (2011), however, I hope to have mitigated the possibility of 

including leading questions or other influential speech.  

Ethical Considerations 

Ethical guidelines pursuant with the Institutional Review Board at George Mason 

University were followed throughout the study. To protect identities, participants were 

given an alphabetical pseudonym that corresponded with their respective school. Once 

this key was created, all paper and data files were labelled with this pseudonym and not 

participant names. Further, the information gathered from the interviews was not shared 

with other participants nor the gatekeeper to the school system.  

Finally, to ensure ethical reporting of all data, I kept an inclusion record for each 

participant as I aggregated my findings to confirm that each participant voice was heard 

on a variety of topics. Paper records were shredded at the end of the data analysis process 

and audio and virtual documents were saved to the George Mason University network for 

storage. Files can be made available if any questions emerge related to the authenticity of 

this study. 
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Chapter 4: Findings 

This study examined the process of hiring teachers at a mid-sized suburban school 

system in the Midwest. The purpose for the study was to understand, in this setting, how 

fit was conceptualized and prioritized by those involved in the hiring process, particularly 

principals. It also examined how the process was operationalized by principals to pursue 

and determine desired degrees of fit. As detailed in Tables 3, 4, and 5, a diverse 

representation of schools in the eight teachers and ten principals, representing each 

school level (elementary, middle, high), as well as four central office administrators 

comprised the study sample. 

Overall, the findings show that principals are at the heart of the hiring process. 

They conduct the screening of applicants, invite candidates to be interviewed, determine 

who will serve on the panel of that interview, and make the final hiring decision. 

Additionally, the stated intention of these principals during the process was to assess the 

fit of each applicant. Finding fit was so important that multiple principals expressed they 

would take a long-term substitute in their building over a candidate that was not the right 

fit. Principal K provided a typical response.  

I would take a long-term sub for an entire year until I found the right teacher. 

Once you get a bad teacher in it’s nearly impossible to get them out. We’ve got to 

get it right—although it might not be ideal for kids—it could be worse in the 

long-term. I can get rid of a sub. I can’t get rid of a teacher. (Principal K) 
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No previous studies, however, have asked participants to define what “fit” means 

to them. Instead, comprehensions of fit have been derived through stated preferences of 

teacher candidates (see Ingle et al., 2011). Understanding these conceptions should not be 

left to assumptions or interpretations. As such, this study aimed to explicitly understand 

how fit was conceptualized, as well as operationalized, by those in the hiring process.  

This chapter will describe how participants in this study conceptualized fit and 

how those conceptions compared to the existing literature on fit theory. It will highlight 

how communities and workgroups influenced perceptions of fit and the roles 

supplementary and complementary fit played in principal decision making. It will also 

describe how principals valued the components of Person-Environment Fit and reveal 

contradictions to existing studies that do the same. Finally, this chapter illustrates how 

procedures in the hiring process in this research site corresponded to the framework of 

Person-Environment Fit, concluding with the reported barriers to finding fit and ways 

principals assisted candidates to assess their own fit within schools.  

How is fit conceptualized by Individuals Making Hiring Decisions in Schools? 

A novel procedure in my study was to ask principals, explicitly, to define fit for 

themselves. Importantly, this question referenced fit in the broader sense. Principals were 

not asked to define any of the canonical typologies of fit. Instead, participants were asked 

for a general definition and how it related to assessing teachers (i.e. what makes someone 

a “good fit”). These responses were then compared to the canonical definitions outlined 

in the literature review. Table 6 shows the complete lists of responses from principals 

when asked to define “fit”. Although they showed great familiarity with the term, most 
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participants struggled to provide a genuine definition. Most participants described it as an 

“intrinsic” or “gut” feeling. Shrugging her shoulders, Principal G simply explained that it 

is “not a formula”. Table 6 also includes interpretations of principal responses based on 

the canonical definitions of complementary and supplementary fit (Muchinsky & 

Monahan, 1987) as well as the relevant tenets from Person-Environment Fit: Person-job, 

person-group, and person-organization (Kristof, 1996). 
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Table 6 

 

Principal Responses to: How would you define “fit”?  

 

Participant Definition of Fit Canonical 

Interpretations of Fit 

Principal A It’s a feeling of: am I going to be able to get 

along with them? 

Supplementary 

Principal B Attributes that contribute to, or skills that 

contribute to, the school 

Person-Organization 

Principal C Philosophy and personality. They share the 

vision when it comes to collaboration, when it 

comes to wanting to work together 

Supplementary 

Principal D I think of fit that is something that will help the 

school continue to run 

Person-Organization 

Principal E Someone whose values about students match 

my values about students 

Supplementary, 

Person-Organization 

Principal F Compatible, fit with the group Supplementary, 

Person-Group 

Principal G It tends to be intuitive—go with your gut—so 

it’s hard to define it. It’s not a formula. 

Not Applicable 

Principal H How are you going to fit with this culture? 

How are you going to add to it? 

Supplementary, 

Person-Organization 

Principal J Intrinsic feeling about how answers align with 

our values and beliefs. 

Supplementary, 

Person-Organization 

Principal K Someone who has the right balance with 

relationships, academic skillset, and 

personality skill set 

Person-Job, Person-

Group, Person-

Organization  

Note. Canonical interpretations of complementary and supplementary fit made from 

Muchinsky and Monahan (1987). Interpretations of person-job, person-group, and 

person-organization made from Kristof (1996). 
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As explored in the literature review, fit theory includes a wide range of concepts. 

Person-Environment Fit, however, has emerged as the basic illustration of what is meant 

by the term. Participants in this study defined “fit” differently from one another but 

shared some overlapping themes. These included shared philosophies and values, 

contributions to the school, and compatibility of personalities. Examining the definitions 

more closely, there are similarities to the canonical definitions of Person-Environment Fit 

as well. For example, Kristof (1996) describes person-organization fit as the congruence 

of values and beliefs between an employee and the organization. Principal J provides a 

strikingly similar definition for what fit means to them.  Similarly, Principal F defined fit 

parallel to the canonical definition of person-group fit. As seen in Table 6, most 

principals blended the concepts of group and organization fit in their own definition. 

Additionally, principals in this study define fit in both complementary (value-add) and 

supplementary (congruent) ways. 

With the exceptions of Principals K and B, there was little reference to what 

would be canonically considered person-job fit. There was noticeable attention to the 

concept of person-organization fit. Even Principal K concluded: “we want to make sure 

their philosophical beliefs are aligned to what we’re doing here.” The desire for value 

congruence was consistent not only among principals that were interviewed, but central 

office administrators and teachers as well. Central Administrator O insisted “values have 

to come first” and Teacher H stated, “we want a person that really knows the culture and 

the values of our school and they are excited to be here.” When searching for “fit” the 
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ideal candidate was someone that loved kids and whose values aligned with those of the 

school.  

Community Influence on Fit 

Interestingly, the values described by participants were often a representation of the 

community they served. School B, for example, was set in the most rural part of the district, 

serving the highest percentage of Free and Reduced Lunch (FRL) students (see Table 2). 

In nearly identical descriptions of a person who was “a good fit for this school,” both the 

principal and teacher specifically mentioned seeking a teaching candidate who could 

connect with the families of their community.      

I really look for people who value—not just say they value—connecting with 

families and students. That’s really important here because the school is really 

intricate to the community and vice versa. Someone who supports that vision and 

can be a part of that is key because the community very well picks up on that. 

(Principal B) 

 

They can relate to our families and our students. That doesn’t necessarily mean 

that we are going to hire people from schools with high FRL, but im looking at 

how are they going to build these relationships with students and families. 

(Teacher B) 

Principals noted that the community affected the selection process in urban schools as 

well. Principal E exemplified this when describing their rationale for hiring in an urban 

setting. 
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If they came from a similar setting in an urban school they would be much more 

likely to have success than if they came from a rural school. That didn’t mean I 

couldn’t hire you from a rural school but there was really a lens for someone that 

would have seen more diverse students and wouldn’t have been in just a 

homogenous school. (Principal E) 

Central Administrator O added how this applied to more affluent, suburban settings in the 

district as well. 

Not that relationships aren’t as important, but a lot of those kids already have 

relationships. Your relationship with their families is going to be different. Your 

attention to detail, your responsiveness, those are some of the things I would want 

to make sure—if I was at a school with kids in less than 10% of poverty—that 

[candidates] are going to knock out of the park. They are going to get to parents 

quick. They need to have great attention to detail. These are things that our 

affluent parents worry about. Not that it’s important to me, but it’s important to 

them: Keeping the gradebook up to date, responsiveness, and organization. 

(Central Administrator O) 

Clearly, the culture of a community shaped hiring decisions at the schools that served 

them. Teacher E summarized much of the general sentiment of participants: 

Culture permeates across the system, so there is consistency. You are hiring 

someone to work within that. We believe and stand for certain things and are a 

function of our families and students. We are a highly educated, politically 

engaged community. We have to have people that, no matter what position they 
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are in, understand that, they embrace that, and they are going to thrive within that. 

(Teacher E) 

Central office administrators, who often engage with stakeholders across the 

school division, reported a great deal of resistance for change from the community, 

regardless of demographics or locations. Central Administrator L described the difficulty 

in having a conversation with community members about boundary changes and 

necessary expansion, “Our community really wants us to invest in neighborhood schools. 

They are not interested in building bigger [schools] or building on our edges… the 

discussion around closing any of our elementary schools was difficult.” To the 

community members, changes to the school felt like a change in identity. 

The identity of the community and the identity of the schools were interwoven, 

and the driving force in determining organizational fit for principals in this study. While 

principals personalized many of the beliefs and values, they were also enacting the 

preferences of the community.  

It’s got to be based on the heartbeat of the community. Its hugely important, 

you’ve got to know your context. For example, if you are here and you are 

extreme right, you’re not going to last here long. So, to me, that’s what’s central. 

You need to know what your community wants and values. (Central 

Administrator L) 

Group Influence on Fit     

The participants in this study also recognized how workgroup compatibility 

affected their conceptualization of fit.  
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The 4th grade team from last year really butted heads. It’s the reason the 4 th grade 

teacher left. They had such stark differences and didn’t communicate well, and it 

just got to be very wearing, very tiring, and they ended up resenting each other. 

You come to school every day—and if you hate the person you’re working next 

to, it doesn’t work very well. (Teacher A) 

 While the search for compatibility of applicants was slightly more evident in 

teachers, assumedly due to their direct interaction with the candidate(s), principals also 

acknowledged this importance. Principal D explained, “we look for like-minded people 

that want to be in this environment and don’t just want to have a teaching job. They have 

the same styles and they will just really fit with that certain team.” Reiterating this 

emphasis, Teacher D provided insight into their thought process through an anecdote of a 

time the school was hiring and had to select between two qualified teachers.  

Which of the candidates would work better with the current personnel? One was 

very qualified, had experience, and would have been good fit for building, but 

wasn’t going to be [a fit] for the team… So, it came down to the personalities and 

how they would work with current teachers. (Teacher D) 

 Importantly, these descriptions of fit are supplementary (Muchinsky & Monahan, 

1987) in nature, focusing mainly on the congruence of personalities within the group 

(teachers) and predicted interactions. Multiple studies have examined perceptions of 

supplemental group-fit (Kristoff-Brown, et al., 2005) and have found it to affect 

outcomes such as performance ratings (Strauss et al., 2001). While the findings above 
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support the existing research, the principals in the current study also identified 

complementary aspects of group fit that drove their selection process. 

Complementary Fit Within Groups. Complementary fit is most simply 

understood as a needs-supplies dynamic where a candidate holds certain attributes 

required for a position and/or lacking in an organization (Muchinsky & Monahan, 1987). 

Principals in this study highlighted such needs as content area expertise. Principal F, for 

example, said “if I know I have someone very strong in math I look for someone that is 

strong in reading.” Principal B saw a need for a candidate with experience in unpacking 

4th grade standards. 

That is an area within my current team that is having a hard time. They can 

unpack [the standards] but they can’t figure out what is the common formative 

assessment that I would use to measure knowledge and what are the depths of 

knowledge that go within the standard. So, if I were looking for someone to join 

that team I would look for someone who would be able to speak to unpacking the 

standards, someone that has that in the repertoire. (Principal B) 

 Principals also searched for more personal characteristics. Principal K was one of 

two middle school principals interviewed. Describing the middle school years as 

“transitional”, Principal K described wanting a blend of elementary and secondary 

teachers that would create a balance of tougher yet still nurturing environment for 

students in this phase. 

I don’t want a secondary heavy staff because sometimes they can be a little too 

“my way or the highway” and our elementary folks are really good at “we’re 
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going to shepherd [students]” and there is a nice balance in between them. They 

both rub off on each other really nicely, where elementary teachers can say 

“soften up” and the secondary teachers can say to the elementary minded folks 

“toughen up a little bit.” (Principal K) 

Principals showed a consistent and clear ambition to select a candidate that made 

a team more complementary by wanting to bring a personal quality to the group that 

might currently be lacking in the team. Principal G explained how this vantage point was 

unique to the principal and provided examples of how they would balance a team given 

the needs.  

I feel like I know what we need in ways that other people don’t… sometimes I’m 

not looking for someone who is a match but someone who is going to bring 

something new. If I have a couple really new, green teachers: Somebody with a 

little experience would be nice to balance that out. If I have some who are a little 

stuck: Somebody that wants to try new things. (Principal G) 

Principals reported this perspective informed their hiring decisions and it would often 

change depending on the team and vacancy.     

For 4th grade I needed someone with experience, because I don’t feel as confident 

in the teacher leadership skills and feel like the (previous) team fell apart…1st 

grade, for example, that’s not what they need. They have three great leaders on 

that team. (Principal A) 

This thinking shows the type of sensemaking described in Ingle et al. (2011) that 

principals use to understand the current environment. Similarly, principals in this study 
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relied on past experiences to determine what—or who—was the best “fit” for a specific 

vacancy. As Central Administrator L stated, “as a principal doing the hiring, you hold a 

certain idea of what the right fit for that team might be.” A strong theme emerged from 

these data that showed principals also used this analysis to determine how strong group-

fit may affect the overall climate and culture of the school. How much a principal 

pursued person-group fit depended upon how much that principal wanted the new hire to 

match the qualities and characteristics of that group.  

It’s going to depend on my read of the current situation and whether I want that 

person to fit into it or not. We are very good here, but we have two departments 

that I want to continue to shape and improve. There are two departments where 

I’m not satisfied of where we are and I want to get better. In that situation, I’m not 

necessarily looking for someone that’s going to come and certain members of that 

team are going to be like “that person is going to fit in just fine”. (Principal C) 

Principal C felt there was a team of teachers that created some negative 

undertones in the school. There was reluctance to hire someone that “fit” this group as it 

may undermine the positive initiatives leadership was trying to achieve. Principal B also 

provided an example of attempting to avoid potentially negative outcomes due to fit by 

trying to provide a counterbalance to a team that submitted over a hundred discipline 

referrals the previous year. Principals were remarkably uniform in their desire to make 

the school better and “not necessarily fit the status quo” (Principal C). Central 

Administrator M, a former elementary principal, summarized this point and offered 

several driving questions for evaluating teacher candidates.        
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You always want to have that value-add: How are they going to have a larger 

influence on our building? What else are they going to bring to the table? What 

kind of positive attitude are they going to bring? What kind of things are they 

going to bring to teach other people in the building? What are they going to bring 

to their PLCs and the collaborative environment? (Central Administrator M) 

 Typically, principals in this study cited student outcomes as their reasoning for 

pursuing complementary group fit. Principal B stressed, “I don’t want all the same 

teaching style. That doesn’t help our kids. That doesn’t help them be flexible. I wouldn’t 

want to hire a whole team who is all the same… differences in thinking is good.” 

Principal D also elaborated on this point with an example of a team at their school. 

One teacher is a very stern, type A personality. The other third grade teacher is 

the opposite. The third person is right down the middle of the road. And so we are 

looking at students who need type A, and others that need to move, and other 

students who need middle of the road. (Principal D) 

Harris et al. (2010) found principals prefer a mix of personal and professional qualities in 

teaching candidates. The findings in my study support the conclusion by Harris et al. and 

extend it by connecting these preferences to complementary fit, especially within and 

across teacher groups. Further, it adds to the theoretical framework by finding principals 

pursue complementary fit to a) address areas of need in instruction or content areas, b) 

balance personal characteristics, and c) counteract existing headwinds among teams. 

Figure 1 is a conceptual illustration how principals in this study assessed applicant 

characteristics against the perceived characteristics of existing work groups. It shows how 
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principals operationalize complementary and supplementary fit to select a candidate that 

possess the desired “mix” (Harris et al., 2010) of personal and professional traits. In this 

representation, the individual knowledge, skills, abilities, and personal characteristics of 

an applicant are akin to a puzzle piece which “fits” within the existing personal and 

professional characteristics of the workgroup.  

 

 

 

Figure 1 

 

Model of principal operationalization of complementary and supplementary fit within 

groups. 

 

 

 

Notably, there was a contradictory case among those interviewed in this study. 

While other participants, including teachers and central administrators, were purposeful 

in trying to obtain a mix of personal backgrounds and characteristics, Principal E—a high 

school principal—insisted they would not be worried if they had a building of similar 
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teachers. Reasoning for this related to what Harris et al. (2010) called an organizational 

match. Principal E explained, “I thought if I got it right on [organizational fit] then the 

rest would work out.” The viewpoint expressed by Principal E indicates that, in addition 

to pursuing different types of fit, principals may also value types of fit differently.           

To What Extent do Principals Consider and Prioritize Fit When Hiring Teachers? 

 While previous studies have examined principal preferences in the hiring process 

(Cain-Caston, 1999; Engel, 2013; Supon & Ryland, 2010), none had linked these 

preferences to theories such as Person-Environment Fit. Ingle et al. (2011) broke ground 

in this area by connecting the canonical elements of Person-Environment Fit directly to 

the most important characteristics of teachers as identified by principals. The authors 

described their procedure: “Principals’ preferences for a P-J, P-G, or P-O fit was coded 

from principals’ discussions of characteristics desired in an applicant and discussions of 

teachers performance on the job.” (p. 587). From their findings, the authors concluded 

that, while all aspects of the Person-Environment framework were important, person-job 

fit was the most significant component to principals when hiring. 

Importantly, the procedures of Ingle et al. (2011) show researchers to have 

interpreted how desired teacher characteristics linked to the canonical domains of Person-

Environment Fit. Participants were not asked outright which type of fit they favored, nor 

were they provided any definition or description of person-job, person-group, or person-

organization fit.  

Instead of inferring value from teacher characteristics, I explicitly asked 

principals which construct of Person-Environment fit was most important in the hiring 



92 

 

process. After asking participants for their individual definition of it, I laid out the 

canonical definitions of job, group, and organization fit on three separate index cards 

(Appendix H). Participants were then asked to rank the types of fit in order of importance 

when evaluating teacher candidates. Appendix I shows the raw data results of the ranking 

task from the current study. As seen below in Table 7, the synthesized rankings show 

most participants placed the most value in person-organization fit, follow by person-

group and person-job fit.    

 

Table 7 

 

Participant rank-order responses and percentages 

Ranking  Principals Teachers Administrators 

PO-PG-PJ 7(.70) 3(.38) 3(.75) 

PO-PJ-PG 1(.10) 2(.25) 1(.25) 

PJ-PG-PO 1(.10) 1(.13) 0 

PG-PJ-PO 1(.10) 0 0 

Note. Rank order is listed from most important to least important 

from left to right. P-O (person-organization fit), P-G (person-group 

fit), P-J (person-job fit). 

 

 

Noticeably, these findings contradict some of those found in Ingle et al. (2011). 

While Ingle and colleagues acknowledged the three canonical types of fit were important 

to participants in their study, the authors concluded there was greater preference for 

person-job fit. My findings, however, show an overwhelming preference for person-

organization and person-group fit with less partiality toward person-job fit. Discussed 

more in greater detail in Chapter 5, the plausible explanations for these differences 
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include the unique setting, modified methodological procedures, and the shift in national 

policy mandates. 

The following sections highlight other important findings from this study. As 

noted previously, once principals provided their own definition of fit, they were shown 

three index cards that displayed the canonical terms of person- job, group, and 

organization fit as well as the respective definitions (see Appendix H). Because of this, 

participants would sometimes point to an index card during a response and use the phrase 

“this” as opposed to saying the canonical term (e.g., “person-group fit”). During the data 

collection, I would verbally identify which term the participant was referring to; and, to 

provide better comprehension for the reader, inserted the term with square brackets into 

the participant quotes.  

The Importance of Person-Group Fit 

Sixteen participants in this study, 73% of the total sample, ranked person-group as 

the second most valued type of fit related to the hiring process. This included eight of the 

ten principals who were interviewed. Principals in this study acknowledged how the 

compatibility of team members could play a role in job satisfaction. Principal A stated, “I 

want to make sure it’s a team fit. Work has to be somewhere you enjoy going every 

single day, so I want to make sure [person-group] is a fit.” Central Administrator N said 

group fit was a lens principals needed to use when evaluating candidates due to the 

collaborative nature of education. 

No one is on an island. They have to work with other people. If [a candidate] is 

pretty type A and the rest of the group is not, is that going to upset the apple cart? 
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So you have to figure out if they are going to work on that team. (Central 

Administrator N) 

Teachers confirmed this was an important part of the hiring process for them. Teacher D 

said, “I don’t want to work with someone who is going to close their door and do their 

own thing.” Teacher C said of a potential candidate: “If they are a really good teacher, 

but they aren’t going to fit [the team], I would exclude them.”  

Person-Job Fit was Expendable, but Still Important  

 Responses from principals in this study indicated that job fit expectations were 

low. Content areas on licenses, college degrees, and previous experiences were all 

referenced as assessing job fit. Principal J, one of the participants ranking person-job fit 

last, acknowledged they “wouldn’t want to hire someone that has zero experience and 

didn’t seem like they knew their content”, but most participants assumed that candidates 

came with a basic knowledge and ability to perform the job.  

 Teachers, principals, and central office administrators in this study felt many of 

the person-job fit aspects could be taught or learned on the job.  

If you find the right personality that can work well with people in the organization 

and in the small group of people that they are going to closely interact with work 

with, then you can train or shape or help the employee to get the skills that meet 

the specific job requirements. (Teacher K) 

This feeling developed with experience for some. For example, Central Administrator 

L—a former elementary school principal—reflected on their “novice principal years” and 

how their perspective changed over time. 
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I looked for endorsements and experience. I would focus on a reading endorsed 

teacher; but, 11 years afterward, it’s all about the potential that you see, the 

person’s personality traits, their willingness to be a kind loving soul and know 

that the social/emotional learning side of what we do is important. (Central 

Administrator L) 

Teacher C, a veteran high school teacher, also expressed a shift in their viewpoint with  

experience.   

[I] used to think [person-job Fit] was more important, but through this process the 

part I need to see is where can you move people? We can change your practices 

and philosophy a little bit. We can meld you, but if you can’t work with other 

people, if you can’t play on a team… it’s not going to work. (Teacher C) 

 Inevitably, there is no perfect fit when hiring. Rose et al. (2014) likened the hiring 

process to a multiple-choice test where principals must choose from a given set of 

options. This implies that there must be some concessions related to fit. When asked what 

they were willing to compromise, principals listed job fit qualities such as experience, 

teaching ability, and classroom management. When pushed further on their willingness to 

forego these characteristics, participants responded that, unlike teaching strategies, traits 

such as a growth mindset and flexible thinking were more difficult to be develop or 

learned by an individual. Principal B summarized this consensus:    

Certain things you cannot mold in an adult who comes into your school building. 

Its more that emotional intelligence. Connecting with people, building 
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relationships, someone who is flexible in their thinking and open. An academic 

strategy that works in one place isn’t going to work in another. (Principal B) 

Central Administrator N provided evidence for why such characteristics are critical for 

student learning.  

Teaching is more than about content. Education is a relationship-based business is 

my feeling and perspective. Those relationships start in the classroom. We know 

from research that the most impactful person for a child’s education is the teacher. 

An effective teacher for multiple years is even better and we know that, if they 

need to develop that relationship, we need to be looking for aspects that will help 

cultivate that type of environment in a classroom. (Central Administrator N) 

This does not mean, however, that person-job skills were not important to 

participants. Noticeably some principals in this study ranked person-job fit higher than 

their peers. Principal D—who ranked it first—argued, “If the person who doesn’t have 

the skills or abilities to do the job then, wow, we’re sunk regardless of [organization and 

group fit].” Ranking person-job fit second, and above person-group fit, Principal K added 

that instruction should be the primary function of teachers.  

Skill set and the ability to do the job… content knowledge, how good of an 

instructor they are. This would be what they have to do. Group fit is the 

personality fit preferences that maybe the departments would love somebody who 

is bubbly and fits our personality, but that’s not as important as what’s going on in 

the classroom with the kids. (Principal K) 
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Adding to the importance of person-job fit, all but one participant (who claimed 

they “got all their hires right” as principal) shared a story of a hiring mistake. Consistent 

in those stories was a lack of person-job fit. Principal C recounted two hiring mistakes in 

their career where “looking back on the process, there were a lot of red flags. Both 

candidates had a lot of community support, but they each struggled with classroom 

management and appropriate teaching decisions.” This indicates that there is a necessary 

level of ability that candidates must have. Central Administrator M emphasized this point 

by stating that principals need to keep in mind that “you still need certain people with 

certain skills that can do the job”. Going too far in the other direction, though, also 

proved to be the mistake for one principal.  

I took a criteria [sic.] that I thought was important—experience in special 

education—and took someone that I didn’t even think was the best, but I knew a 

student that was going to be in that class… and so I needed someone with the 

background that could handle that. It turned out bad anyway… I should have 

taken the [less experienced] teacher and said: What do I need to do to support this 

person to handle all this pressure? Because in the long run for the building, for 

kids, we missed someone great I think. (Principal G) 

 Eight of the ten principals in this study ranked person-job fit as the least important 

of the Person-Environment Fit framework. Again, this did not mean that job fit was not 

important to principals. Like Ingle et al. (2011), each aspect of Person-Environment Fit—

job, group, and organization—were important to the participants in my study. When 
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evaluating candidates, though, those making the hiring decisions in this study placed the 

greatest value in organizational fit.  

In addition to increased job satisfaction and retention, Central Administrator L 

shared a perspective of why group fit is beneficial for desired outcomes such as 

instruction. 

That is who you are going to interact with every single day. That’s who you are 

going to plan with, prepare with, to get better as a team—we know that through 

collaboration, our interactions with co-workers are just as beneficial, and probably 

more beneficial, than sitting through a whole-day professional development. 

(Central Administrator L) 

These findings corroborate prior work which points to peer interactions influence 

changes in instruction and, subsequently, improve student achievement (Supovitz et al., 

2010). 

Importantly, the participant responses above are referring to the supplemental fit 

of a teacher candidate; that is, how similar or compatible they may be with the group. As 

previously mentioned, complementary fit was also an important factor in the hiring 

process of this school system. In fact, one of the themes that emerged from the data 

suggests that there may be a desired threshold for person-group fit. A teaching candidate 

does not have to be identical to the team for which they are being hired for; but, they 

need to like each other enough that, as Principal H noted, “there aren’t going to be eye 

rolls when one person says something.” Central Administrator O highlighted the balance 
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of supplementary and complementary group fit in their estimation of how principals 

examined fit in the hiring process. 

I think a lot of times they are trying to figure out how they are going to fit in with 

their staff. I think they’re looking for some of those things of how they are going 

to be with a team member. I think they might be looking for things they don’t 

have in their building and how a person can add value to that and how a person 

can fill a hole. (Central Administrator O) 

 The findings from this study showed that person-group fit was not as important as 

person-organization fit for those involved in the hiring processes of this school system. 

When asked if teacher teams had a significant impact on their hiring decisions, Principal 

G responded “I would have said it made more of a difference in the past than it does now. 

Teams come and go and change. More and more I think it’s good to move around and 

teach different grade levels.” Teacher E also explained how staff can change for a variety 

of reasons from one year to the next, so the most important aspect of fit had to be with the 

whole school. Teacher K agreed that the school had to come first: “If I put the group-fit 

first, then I picture you might have a small group of people working together that don’t fit 

into the organization very well and I can see that being a bigger problem.” 

 Principal B provided an anecdote of a recent hire to a team that exhibited some 

differences in “the way things were done”. 

She came in and was doing things differently. That has made some of my more 

rigid people absolutely crazy. My standard was: What do you have to lose by 

tying it? They are butting heads a little bit, but through that process they are 
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coming up with some really great things. It takes more time. That’s one thing you 

have to be willing to bite off when there is diverse thinking. (Principal B) 

Supporting this, Teacher J explained how perceived group-fit can improve over time, 

even when not immediately present. Experiencing a similar situation described by 

Principal B, Teacher J highlighted how teachers with very different personalities, 

perspectives on classroom management, and instructional practices were able to work 

together and overcome their differences.  

We found commonalities outside of teaching that we were both interested in. We 

started compromising some things in our planning. Some things we come to the 

middle on in terms of how we assess kids… but our classroom teaching strategies 

stay different. (Teacher J) 

Person-Organization Fit was the Decisive Factor When Hiring 

 As previously discussed, the participants of this study largely conceptualized fit in 

the context of the school and community. This perspective aligned directly with the 

canonical components of person-organization fit. As such, it was not a surprise to see it 

as a priority for principals when hiring. All but one principal indicated person-

organization fit was most important when evaluating teacher candidates. As Principal K 

said, “Finding the right fit for our culture is exactly the target that I’m shooting for. 

That’s the bullseye we put out there.” Principal E expressed that the purpose of hiring “is 

about values of the candidate over their skill set.” In fact, of the twenty-two participants 

interviewed in total, eighteen ranked person-organization fit first overall. 
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 Consequently, these values and beliefs became non-negotiable factors when 

evaluating candidates for teaching positions. As Principal A stated, “I have more 

flexibility in my thinking around instructional approaches and styles. Personality and 

belief-wise, though, no—those have to be aligned.” Teachers who participated in the 

hiring process agreed. Teacher J gave the example of their school mission to embrace 

culture and diversity “To me that’s something that you can’t be taught on the job. That’s 

something you walk in with—either you have that view or you don’t.” Teacher A 

expressed that the goal of the interview was to ascertain if the beliefs of a candidate lined 

up with those of the school because “if you don’t believe in something, you’ll never do 

it.”  

 All four central office administrators interviewed in this study ranked person-

organization fit as most important. This may be due to the macro-level positions they 

hold in the school system; however, most of the division leaders expressed hope that 

principals were making organizational decisions for their specific school sites as well.  

What [principals] are looking at is, however they define it, do [candidates] fit with 

what a teacher needs to be to be in this building. I think its personalized to each 

one of those [sic]: Do they believe what [the principal] believe(s)? If they don’t, 

are they teachable? How open minded are they? Can we shape them? (Central 

Administrator N) 

These beliefs and values were also the drivers of the various missions and visions of the 

schools. Both principals and central administrators in this study emphasized the 
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importance of maintaining the vision for the school and hiring teachers that supported 

those goals.  

The values within the building need to be going in the same direction. I can’t have 

pockets of people doing all sorts of different things. You have to have a common 

vision, and with that comes your core values and how you operate, so I feel like 

that’s first. (Principal B)  

Principal F provided a typical explanation that, if a candidate exhibited strong person-

organization fit, the group and job fit would fall into place. 

If organization fit is there, then group fit will come. When we look at our mission 

and vision statements we want people who are going to buy into that. If we have 

people that are compatible with the culture and values, then we can teach [job fit]. 

We can teach the knowledge and the skills—we can work with the abilities. 

(Principal F) 

While some of the findings in this study contrasted with Ingle et al. (2011) in 

terms of principal preferences for fit, what was consistent was how principals were 

developing their beliefs through personal experiences and sensemaking. Principal H 

provided a window into this process:  

If we are striving for a whole school culture, community culture, beyond the walls 

and we have an idea of what we want it to look like feel like, sound like—if we 

know what that is, then in theory we should have that already existing in our 

smaller groups. If I’m hiring a 3rd grade teacher and they fit [the school], I know 

they fit [the group] because that’s [sic] already done. My logical brain screams, 
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[person-job Fit] is number one, man, but if they are fitting the other pieces and the 

supports are in place, they are going to be pulled along. (Principal H) 

With their conceptualizations of—and preferences for—types of fit, principals utilized 

elements of the hiring process to assess each aspect of Person-Environment Fit within 

teacher candidates.   

How is the Hiring Process Operationalized to Pursue Fit?  

The school district in this study employed a highly decentralized (Liu & Johnson, 

2006) hiring process that was conducted almost independent of the larger division. 

Principals were responsible for posting vacancies to a state website and screening 

resumes with little to no oversight by the district. In fact, central office administrators 

reported having no genuine understanding of what happened at the specific building 

level. Central Administrator N stated that it “has never been a part of the DNA of the 

school district that central office had its hands on the process.” 

This surprising revelation is likely what led to misconceptions central 

administrators in this study held about hiring at schools. For example, schools receive a 

“Fit Score” from each candidate based on their responses to a commercial assessment 

delivered during the application process. Central administrators believed principals to be 

using this score or admitted they had no idea if the scores were used. Most principals 

interviewed explicitly stated that they were not using the scores to evaluate candidates. 

Some principals expressed they may use it when screening a large number of candidates, 

but seemingly took it with a grain of salt. Principal B gave a typical response when asked 

how they used the tool.   
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I use it to screen with a large pool of candidates, but I took it myself and I did not 

score what I would want a teacher to score. Some people think in different ways, I 

don’t think people always think in “always” or “never” and they put a middle of 

the road answer, and a middle of the road answer doesn’t give you a good score. 

(Principal B) 

Other principals provided anecdotes of good teachers who had low scores and poor 

teachers who had received high scores. Notably, principals did not detail the parameters 

of a “good” teacher. Therefore, this may be more indicative of who principals think are 

good. Central Administrator M, for example, believed fit scores skewed in favor of more 

novice teachers.    

I found it to lean more toward a newer teacher who had ideas of “it’s all 

wonderful and everything is great”, where sometimes an experienced teacher 

struggled with it—they were being honest, they had a little bit of an edge. (Central 

Administrator M) 

Initial Screening of Candidates. 

When asked how they thought principals were selecting candidates in the early 

stages of the process, Central Administrator N believed them to be “looking at ways to 

narrow down the pool… they would say: I use a process that is designed for my school.”   

By-and-large, principals in this study relied heavily on references to screen 

applicants. They reported looking at the places a candidate may have taught previously or 

worked as a substitute. If the principal had a connection to that school, they would call 

and inquire about the applicant’s time there. Principal F stated, “if they don’t give them a 
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10 out of 10, I don’t bring them in.” Principals reported that their experience with hiring 

developed a set of look-fors and other ways to screen candidates through their references. 

Principal C exemplified this common sentiment among principals. 

I say over the years you develop the ability to pick out and look for certain things 

in a letter of reference—you can find comments. I do a lot of screening of 

references ahead of time. I do my homework on people before they come in for an 

interview and that’s a very important part of it to me. (Principal C) 

References, however, were not always reliable for principals in this study. A few 

principals remarked that they were “burned” by others providing a good recommendation 

for a poor teacher candidate. When asked about any prior hiring mistakes, Principal G 

shared: “A colleague had said she was really great. I learned that not all references are the 

same.”    

 For schools in this study, the most beneficial thing an applicant could do was to 

reach out personally to the principal or deliver their resume directly to the school. 

Multiple principals stated they would give extra preference to those who showed up to 

introduce themselves. This was referred to as “going the extra mile” by several 

principals.  

We do have people who will come in and drop off applications. I do give them 

more of a look because those people have done more research to where they are 

applying. Once they come and put my name on the cover letter and they come try 

to meet with me… they are a little bit more motivated. They’ve looked at it to see 

this is a school I would be interested in. (Principal A) 
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This practice of setting aside personally delivered resumes, however, may also have 

emerged out of convenience for principals as more than one participant mentioned this as 

a way to condense a larger pool of applicants. Principal A, who noted the preference 

above, also expressed the sentiment that it made their work more manageable.   

There are hundreds of applicants that come through online and it is a really long 

process to try to sit and screen all of them—so this is a way that I see a name and 

I know they are interested I can go and look at their stuff. Applications are not my 

most favorite thing to go through. That’s why I put more into who comes in . 

(Principal A) 

Favoring these applicants could prove problematic for schools looking to better match 

their teacher and student demographics as studies showing teachers seek schools that 

resemble those they attended (Boyd et al., 2005; Engel & Cannata, 2015). 

Collective Interview  

The next step for most principals was a structured interview. When asked what 

the types of questions they thought principals were using in their interviews, Central 

Administrator N believed it to be “a variety of questions—some good, some not so 

good.” When asked to elaborate, they expressed “good” questions made applicants think 

and elicited uncomfortable answers from individuals, but believed most principals ended 

up asking questions that were too surface level or mechanical, such as “tell me three 

factors involved in a good reading lesson.” Justifying this thinking, Teacher J lamented 

that questions were too focused on person-job fit even though most of the assessment of 

candidates related to person-organization fit.   
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It would be interesting to add some more open-ended questions pointed at 

[person-organization fit]. I feel like so many of our questions are pointed at 

[person-job fit]: What experience do you have, how have you taught a lesson? … 

in the back of my mind I’m thinking about [person-organization fit], but the 

questions we are asking are all about [person-job fit]. (Teacher J) 

 Indeed, when asked about the questions posed to candidates, participants 

recounted those that related to job fit, such as previous experiences (Tell us about a 

time…) or hypothetical situations (How would you handle…). In some cases, principals 

reported asking specific questions that related directly to content. Principal J, for 

example, would include: “What types of literature selections do you use and why”. 

Teacher H provided an example from their school that focused more on students: 

“Student A is having a hard time in class and is disruptive. What would your approach or 

actions be?” This finding conflicts with the earlier evidence that principals prefer 

organization fit and group fit. Using questions related to job fit may indicate a disconnect 

between principals’ espoused preferences and those in-use.  

How Principals Assemble Hiring Committees. A practice that principals used 

unanimously was the assembly of a hiring team or panel to evaluate candidates. 

Consistent at each school was the use of teachers on the committee, specifically those 

that would be working directly with the newly hired personnel in either a grade-level 

team or department team capacity. Most schools in my sample did not have assistant 

principals; but, for those that did, principals included these administrators on the panel. 

Four of the ten principals also included a teacher from a different department for greater 
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representation across the school. Principal B took this even further by “sometimes 

includ[ing] someone from another grade level, our secretary, school counselor, and 

maybe a special education or Title I teacher.”  

As principals responded to how they formed their hiring committees, all but one 

principal implied they selected the panel members themselves. Principal K, however, 

seemed to employ a more open process that involved reaching out to departments to 

inquire who would like to participate. More interesting, Principal K stated they “try to 

rotate who participates.” Their reason for such a rotation was not made clear.  

Half of the principals from this sample also reported including an instructional 

coach on the panel. Reasons for their inclusion were mixed. Principal A brought them to 

“provide an instructional lens”, perhaps assessing job-fit in addition to the department or 

grade-level assessment of group fit. Other principals, though, took a more organizational-

fit approach. Principal K wanted an instructional coach on the panel for “an outside 

perspective” (assumedly outside of the department) and Principal G stated “the 

instructional coach sits on every interview because she works with every team.” Though 

related to my analysis, how principals assemble hiring teams was not a central focus of 

the study. Thus, my descriptions of the formation process is incomplete. 

The Purpose of Teachers in the Hiring Process. Participants at each school, as 

well as at the central office position, stated that an interview panel would consist of the 

“team” or group of teachers with whom the applicants would be working with directly. 

Principal B provided their personal explanation for doing so.  
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We’re all a team and my job is to also support the team. I value their input. They 

are going to see something or hear something different than how I perceive 

something and… if this person is going to be teaming with these people and 

working with them and… making lessons with them, they are going to be with 

them more than I am… The worst thing you can do is bring a team together and 

not listen to them. (Principal B) 

This rationale is similar to what Engel and Cannata (2015) found to be a typical response 

from principals. Teacher D provided the teacher perspective by expressing “I’m the one 

going to be working with the person, so I want to make sure it’s a good feel, a good fit.” 

District leaders also believed this to be the purpose of the interview.  

A good hiring manager, through a skilled review of the resume and reference 

checks, they get all they need to know about person-job fit before they come in 

for the interview. I think a good interview focuses on person-group fit. (Central 

Administrator N) 

 While principals in this study stated explicitly that a primary goal of using a 

teacher panel was to verify group fit, many also mentioned the added benefit of building 

collective efficacy through the hiring process. Principal K explained, “It’s a culture plus 

when teachers feel like they have some ownership in decision making in the building. I 

want them to be a part of that and I think they appreciate being involved in that process.” 

Similarly, Principal D explained how it produced buy-in from the teachers that 

contributed to future support for the newly hired teacher. 
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It gives some validity to the teachers that they are having a voice. I’m a big family 

guy, I’m a big team guy, and that equates to the interview team as well. If we are 

making a team decision, we are making it together. If we make a bad choice, we 

are going to have to be the ones, as a team, to help that person get to where they 

need to be. (Principal D) 

Intuition as a method of assessment. None of the participants indicated the 

answers of candidates were quantified in any way. Some schools used a plus/delta or 

pros/cons list, but most expressed their assessment to be an intrinsic feeling of each 

candidate. Several principals described their intuitive assessment of candidates as a skill 

they developed with experience as principal.  

Over the years I’ve gotten away from that. To me it’s more of a human process. 

Honestly, I don’t even write anything down. I want to look at the person and 

listen and have a conversation… I’ve just gotten to the point where I don’t write 

anything down unless it’s something that really stands out. (Principal C) 

Arguably, though, principals would likely refrain from stating that they did not have this 

ability as it would cast doubt on their role and decision-making skills. Still, participants in 

this study, noted moving away from a rubric or scoring matrix and more toward their “gut 

feeling” over time. Though dubious at first, Teacher E gave insight into how a ranking or 

number system led to mistakes. 

What I found was that people became too wed[ded] to the score or the rank 

instead of having a conversation around who the best fit is… if you have to rank a 

2nd place all of the sudden that person now has a more powerful position. 
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[Rankings] became the focal point and people became very invested in their 

numbers or rankings and we were less invested in a robust conversation around 

best fit. The [hires] I thought went astray were with the whole ranking system. 

That produced some misses because we weren’t smart as a team. (Teacher E) 

Final Hiring Decision 

Ultimately, principals in this study held full authority in the selection of teachers. 

Only Principal D was hesitant to say they made the final decision, stating it was more of a 

voting process with the panel. All other participants—teachers, principals, and central 

office administrators—stated that principals had final authority in the hiring process. 

Principals preferred the responsibility to lie with them. Many principals felt this was 

warranted due to the accountability they had for poor hires. Principal K provided their 

individual perspective as to why: 

For me, ultimately, the responsibility lies on my shoulders. I have to answer all 

the questions and I have to take ownership if anything happens with the individual 

with who we are going to hire. So I do guard myself a little bit and I trust myself 

enough where I think I’m good at narrowing that down to the best people. 

(Principal K) 

 This responsibility, however, was more than just about choosing the best teaching 

candidate. Principal C provided an example of principals that felt the hiring process also 

allowed them to drive their personal vision for the school.   

My primary responsibility is the building climate, the way it feels. When you 

walk into our school, how does it feel? What do you see? That’s my responsibility 
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and hiring is an opportunity to shape the school and create the type of school you 

want it to be. (Principal C) 

Supporting the mission and the vision of the school closely aligns with the canonical 

definition of person-organization fit and may explain why this factor trumped all others 

for many of the participants in this study. Principal H explained how “islands” could 

form within the school if the hiring process was not focused on the vision of the school 

and organization as a whole.  

Principals who expressed having authority in the final hiring decision were asked 

if they had ever disagreed with a hiring panel. Many recalled disagreements but were 

split between going with the panel and going with their own decision. Principal K, 

however, was adamant in going with their personal decision. While acknowledging their 

pick overlapped with preference of the panel “90% of the time”, Principal K expressed 

that it was the duty of the building leader to stay committed to the culture and values of 

the school. 

I know exactly as a building what our core values are, and I don’t veer away from 

that. There are certain values as far as our school culture goes that I constantly 

keep out in front of me and I know if I bring someone in that aligns with those 

core values they are going to fit in nicely in our building. I’m not looking for a 

real nice person, I’m looking for an excellent educator. That’s my job. (Principal 

K) 

District leaders were in full support of the authority principals held in the hiring process. 

Central Administrator N preferred principals stand behind their personal selection rather 
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than pandering to the group and implying good leaders had the ability to cultivate 

relationships with their staff to be able to engage in that discussion. When pressed if they 

were okay with the ultimate decision coming down to one person, they replied: “Of 

course. Principals are the CEOs of their buildings. They are put there to lead and make 

hard decisions. If we didn’t have that faith, then we wouldn’t put them in that position.”   

Helping Candidates Find Fit  

Principals in this district noted that some candidates “go the extra mile” when 

applying to schools. While this is perceived as an indication of the effort a candidate 

possesses, it also shows how candidates may be seeking fit for themselves. Engel and 

Cannata (2015) described the teacher labor market as highly localized. Further, Boyd et 

al. (2005) indicated that teachers seek positions in schools which represent those they 

attended. Therefore, the teachers who reach out to schools directly may be doing so 

through their own perception of what school(s) they may best fit. 

In some cases, school and community context seemed to play a role in the 

candidate perceptions of fit. Principal J, for example, provided an anecdote of a teacher 

that interviewed for their school and another, more affluent school. The teacher had a 

background working with diverse communities and recognized as a candidate that she felt 

more comfortable at the school with a greater free/reduced lunch population.  

In other examples, school leadership seemed to be the deciding factor for candidates. 

Principal A shared an experience they had:  

[The candidate] had to decide which building he wanted to go to and we won 

out… It might have been a personality fit for him. The other principal and I are 
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very different. The teacher was younger and I am, for lack of a better term, bubbly 

and our schools are very different… I think that is what the deciding factor might 

have been. (Principal A) 

Some principals shared stories of teachers not feeling a sense of fit and leaving their 

school as well. Principal E explained, “I created an environment that was so contrary to 

their own personal beliefs that it made them uncomfortable being in this wonderful 

positive place where they just don’t see themselves as a fit.” Importantly, though, these 

are potentially self-preserving narratives of the principal and other factors may have also 

been in play. 

Principals also saw fit to be a driving factor in retention at their schools. When 

asked what led to teachers staying, Principal D pointed to the hiring process and 

perception of fit felt by the new teacher.  

Hopefully the hiring and the fit portion. They’re enjoying the job, they’re 

enjoying our community, they’re enjoying the climate when they walk in the door 

every day, they enjoy their teammates, and its where they want to be. It’s the fit 

for them. (Principal D)  

In their experience with retention rates and teacher turnover, central administrators 

strongly supported the idea that shared beliefs and values between teachers and schools 

contributes to them staying. Further, it was felt by school leaders that these feelings 

translated to positive student outcomes. Principal G believed that shared values and 

beliefs allowed teachers to feel more at ease and confident to be welcoming to students 

and families. 
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However, very few principals in this study provided an experience for candidates 

that allowed them to get a sense of fit for themselves. This is what Liu and Johnson 

(2006) described as information-poor where “candidates are provided very little 

information about the school on which to decide whether to accept or reject the job” (p. 

331). Principal K described the most information-rich process of the sample. 

I say “we’ve had a chance to get to know you, now let’s have very open 

conversation about what I’m about, because I want to make sure that this is the 

right fit for you and I am very particular about certain things and here is how I 

operate. (I lay out what my expectations are)…if that’s something you’re willing 

to try out and want to be a part of, we’d love to have you onboard.” (Principal K) 

This principal believed applicants appreciated this conversation as it helped them to 

determine for themselves “this is where I want to be”. Principal H, who also described an 

information-rich process for candidates summarized why helping candidates discover 

their own fit with a school is so critical. 

If that fit piece doesn’t reciprocate in both directions, we’re shot. If you love the 

people you work with, you love the job. I mean, my God, we spend over half our 

lives on the job, you better like it. (Principal H) 

Barriers to Finding Fit  

Principals also discussed several barriers to the implementation of a robust 

process that they felt inhibited their ability to find fit. One of the central issues 

highlighted by teachers and principals was time. Consistent with Liu and Johnson (2006), 

participants in this study indicated that hiring often happened late and in a rushed fashion. 
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This was widely reported to be the root-cause of bad hires and several principals stated 

they would rather hire a long-term substitute than engage in a process they felt was too 

late or rushed.  

For the past 8 years we have had a teacher added right at the beginning of school, 

a week before, a week after. The process is much more rushed. We still do the 

parts and pieces, but it’s on a tight timeline and means some [candidates] that I 

would have brought in can’t make it on that short of notice—we do some phone 

interviews but feel like those aren’t as good. (Principal G) 

Teachers also reported feeling short-changed in a late or rushed process.  

I’ve been on teams where you haven’t been given any of the information or any of 

the materials until 15 minutes in advance and all of the sudden you are giving 

your recommendation to the hiring authority… it leads to decisions that aren’t 

necessarily the best for the team because they haven’t had any role in thinking 

about look-fors or thinking about what we value in this particular role and who we 

would be working with. (Teacher E) 

 Budget constraints also proved to be a barrier for principals in this study. 

Incorrect or varying staffing allocations were cited by several leaders as issues that 

hindered the hiring process. Principal B described a typical frustration. 

So much of what we do is driven by the budget and we don’t know how many 

positions will be at our school. Our school has a weighted resource allocation 

model. This tells us how many resources we get. We also have a mobile [student] 

population. We had 27 Kindergarten students, then down to 20, then back up. You 
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have to be at 25 [students] to have two Kindergarten teachers. Within two days I 

was back and forth between having two or one Kindergarten teachers. (Principal 

B) 

Interestingly, central office administrators did not mention any of the barriers cited by 

teachers and principals. Instead, district leaders believed the lack of a deep applicant pool 

of qualified teachers would be the biggest barrier for principals; but, only Principal J said 

a lack of applicants was “sometimes” a problem. 

Illustrating the Process  

These data show that principals in this study operationalized the hiring process to 

pursue all three tenets of Person-Environment Fit as defined canonically. Although they 

valued person-job, person-group, and person-organization fit differently, participants 

stated they were intentionally searching for each of these factors during the process. 

Principal C provided an excellent synopsis of the common practice. 

All three of those things we find ways to assess. We ask questions that are 

designed to elicit responses that would indicate where that person falls on all three 

of those [fit] categories. We have questions that we ask for a reason and we are 

getting at [job fit], a group interview for [group fit]… I’m leading the charge on 

[organization fit], but I’m also accessing everyone’s opinion  

Through principals’ descriptions of the process, job fit was examined first through 

the pre-interview screening of applicants. Principals do this screening through a 

complementary lens as they have certain needs (endorsement area, experience with grade 

level, etc.) that need to be met by the candidate. At this stage, principals are primarily 
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relying on resumes and reference checks to verify the ability of a candidate to meet those 

needs. Central Administrator N confirmed this intent: “A good hiring manager, through a 

skilled review of the resume and reference checks, they get all they need to know about 

person-job fit before they come in for the interview.”    

  Selected applicants then move to a panel interview, often with the teachers they 

will work alongside if hired into the role. At this stage, “fit” is immediately thought of in 

the supplemental sense. That is, principals are involving teachers to gauge applicants’ 

compatibility with the group. Teachers are also seeking supplemental group-fit as they 

want to make sure they will “get along” with the new hire. Interestingly, though, 

principals in this study actively sought complementary fit as well. This was often to 

offset certain personalities within a group or fill a void they believed to be present on the 

existing team. This highlights the critical importance of the interview. Principals in this 

stage of the hiring process are balancing both supplementary and complementary fit.  

Finally, the principal of each school is evaluating how candidates will support the 

overall mission and vision of the organization. This final lens is purely supplemental as 

principals are evaluating the congruence of the values and beliefs of the school and the 

interpreted values of a teaching candidate. Principals may also be including teachers on 

the interview panel to evaluate this fit as well; and, in some cases, participants stated this 

was an additional reason to include teachers in the process. Arguably, principals are 

incentivized to include teachers they perceive are philosophically aligned to themselves. 

In another example of the influence principals have on the process, selecting panel 
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members allows school leaders to “stack the deck” for findings a particular type of 

candidate most aligned to the principal’s preference. 

Figure 2 illustrates how I conceptualized the processes employed by principals in 

this district. I connected the described practices of principals, as well as the exemplified 

characteristics at each stage, to the canonical components of Person-Environment Fit and 

Complementary/Supplementary Fit theories. The funnel image depicts how applicants 

move through the process and are assessed using certain tools to measure perceptions of 

job, group, and organization fit. The diagram also models how the unique complementary 

and supplementary fit perspectives are linked to each stage as well. 

 

 

 

Figure 2 

 

Conceptualization of Person-Environment Fit and Supplementary/Complementary Fit in 

the stages of the hiring process.  
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Institutional Isomorphism. Surprisingly, principals reported no professional 

learning related to hiring processes, either from their administrative degree program or 

Human Resources department in the school division. Though many school systems use 

decentralized hiring practices, no existing research has examined how principals develop 

their individual processes. Still, the reported practices in this study align with many of the 

described procedures in the literature base (e.g., Rutledge et al. 2008).  

For not receiving any guidance on the process, hiring routines at each school were 

strikingly similar. Principals began the process by reviewing resumes and selecting 

candidates to interview. Selection was largely based on reference calls and the candidates 

who expressed interest by reaching out personally. Principals then assembled a panel of 

current staff (which included those that would work directly with the new hire) and 

conducted a structured question-and-answer interview. Except for Principal D, all 

principals reported making the ultimate hiring decision. By-and-large, principals reported 

developing their processes through learned experiences from previous administrators or 

through personal trial and error. 

This phenomenon highlights the isomorphic traits of organizations, particularly 

schools. Hawley (1968) described isomorphism as a process where one unit of a group 

converts to resemble the others existing within the same, or similar, environment. 

DiMaggio and Powell (1983) describe the paradox of isomorphism where “rational actors 

make their organizations increasingly similar as they try to change them” (p. 147). The 

authors argue that bureaucratization and homogenization occur through the structuration 

of organizations and changes in these organizations lead more toward similarity than 
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efficiency. School systems certainly fall into this category; and, even across contexts, 

principals in this school district use very similar hiring processes even without formal or 

centralized guidance to do so. This is a critical finding as it suggests that the hiring 

process itself, even in decentralized school systems, is more a function of the larger 

organization than individual schools.  

In my study, this was most evident through the discrepancy between principal and 

central administrator responses to what barriers existed to finding fit in the hiring process. 

While central administrators hypothesized a weak candidate pool was to blame, 

principals pointed to constraining district policies that affected their ability to hire 

effectively. This outcome breaks away from the norm of pointing the finger at principals 

for inefficiencies in the hiring process and shows the degree of culture change that must 

happen at the district level if processes are expected to be improved at the school level.  

Summary 

 Table 8 shows a cross-case analysis that summarizes the themes, relevant to the 

research questions, that were identified through my investigation. The findings show that 

principals in this setting explicitly sought fit through the hiring process. The difficulty for 

participants to develop a genuine definition of “fit” exemplified the abstract and 

multidimensional nature of the framework as described by theorists in the field (see 

Edwards, 2008; Jensen & Kristof-Brown, 2006). However, when examining principal 

definitions of fit, there were similarities to the canonical definitions of person-job, 

person-group and person-organization fit. Further, the findings showed, when provided 

the canonical definitions of fit—job, group, and organization—principals placed primary 
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importance on person-organization fit. Least important to the participants in my study 

was person-job fit. This was contradictory to the findings in Ingle et al. (2011) which 

showed principals to overwhelmingly prefer person-job fit. 

 Participants in my study also described how the community influenced the notion 

of “fit” within a school, particularly in regard to the racial and socioeconomic 

composition of the students and families their school served. Further, group fit dynamics 

played an important role in how a principal assessed the potential fit of a candidate. A 

novel addition to the literature from my study was the finding that principals in this 

sample sought both supplementary and complementary fit within teams and departments. 

Though workgroup compatibility was important, participants reported intentionally 

seeking and selecting candidates that possessed characteristics the principal perceived to 

be necessary to improve the effectiveness of the group. 

 Finally, findings from this study show how principals in this setting 

operationalized the hiring process to pursue fit. Each stage of the hiring process 

(screening, interview, and selection) related to the canonical components of Person-

Environment Fit. Further, there was evidence that complementary and supplementary fit 

also played a role in the process. Ultimately, these findings further validate the use of 

Person-Environment Fit as a theoretical framework for understanding fit in schools; but, 

the contrasts to Ingle et al. (2011), as well as the contribution of supplementary and 

complementary fit, emphasize the need for further inquiry. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

Hiring is one of the most critical functions of school leadership (Donaldson, 2012). 

Education research on the practice, however, remains limited and has focused primarily 

on desired teacher characteristics (Cain-Caston, 1999; Cannata, 2010; Engel, 2013) and 

school hiring procedures (Kersten, 2008; Liu & Johnson, 2006; Mason & Schroeder, 

2010; Rutledge et al., 2008). Established research in the field of industrial/organizational 

management has shown fit to play an important role in work related outcomes (Ballout, 

2007; Duffy et al., 2015; Edwards & Shipp, 2007; Kristof-Brown et al., 2005), and in the 

recruitment and selection of employees (Kristof-Brown, 2000; Sekiguchi, 2004; Werbel 

& Gilliand, 1999). While the fit framework has been historically absent in education 

studies, contemporary research has linked the concept of fit to the hiring of teachers 

(Ingle et al., 2011) and has indicated aspects of person-organization fit and person-job fit 

correlate to teacher satisfaction (Ellis et al., 2015) and retention (Pogodzinski et al., 

2013).  

While illuminating, these nascent studies apply narrow understandings of fit to the 

exploration of teacher hiring. The fields of industrial and organizational research indicate 

fit is multidimensional (Jansen & Kristof-Brown, 2006) and broader features of the 

framework—such as complementary and supplementary fit (Cable & Edwards, 2004)—

should also be applied for a more holistic comprehension. Therefore, further investigation 

was needed to understand how fit is fully perceived by those using it in education and 

how the hiring process is applied to pursue such perceptions of fit in teacher candidates. 
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The purpose of my study was to fill this knowledge gap by examining how fit is 

conceptualized by those making hiring decisions in schools and how the hiring process is 

operationalized to pursue degrees of fit in teacher candidates. To do this, 22 participants 

comprised of teachers, principals, and central office administrators in a suburban school 

district in the Midwest were interviewed in a comparative case study design to answer the 

following research questions:  

1. How is fit conceptualized by the individuals who make hiring decisions? 

2. To what extent do principals consider and prioritize fit when hiring teachers? 

3. How is the hiring process operationalized to pursue fit?  

The findings demonstrate that the individuals involved in hiring decisions in this 

district look, deliberately, for fit in the hiring process. Though providing any concrete 

definition of “fit” proved difficult, participants described it in a way similar to the 

canonical tenets of Person-Environment Fit (Kristof, 1996). Further, when provided the 

explicit definitions of person-job, person-group, and person-organization fit, participants 

showed notable consistency in their ranking of importance. There was also consistency in 

the ways school leaders operationalized the hiring process to surmise how well teacher 

candidates “fit” into these categories. These findings corroborate, as well as contradict, 

the existing educational research on the topic. Most significantly, this study offers a 

foundation for future research on hiring in schools as well as important implications to 

policy and practice. 
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Discussion of Findings 

The corroborative findings in this study further suggest that fit may play a crucial 

role in the assessment of teachers during the hiring process. Participants described fit as 

intrinsic or “gut feeling”. The difficulty to articulate what fit is likely has to do with its 

abstract nature. As humans, we intrinsically understand what a “feeling” is. However, 

even common feelings—happiness, sadness, fear, etc.—have varying degrees and are 

expressed in different ways between individuals. Sasaki and Rollet (2011) described a 

feeling as something that arises in the perceiver out of memory and past experiences, 

perhaps explaining the differences in such perceptions. The recognition of a feeling 

through experience connects with Weick’s sensemaking framework—using past 

experiences and personal beliefs to make sense of one’s environment—which Ingle et al. 

(2011) employed to describe how principals surmise fit when hiring teachers. Within this 

framework, individuals making hiring decisions in schools use past experiences and 

beliefs related to teaching and learning to make sense of candidates “best fit” for a given 

position.  

The difficulty to define fit may lie in the multi-dimensional nature of the idea. On 

the face of it, fit is a simple term; but, as highlighted in the literature review, there are 

many frameworks involving the concept (see Edwards & Billsberry, 2010). Therefore, a 

critical function of this study was to ask participants, explicitly, to describe fit for 

themselves before applying it to any existing construct(s). After asking for a definition of 

fit, principals, teachers, and district leaders were pushed further about what made 

teaching candidates a “good fit”. The descriptions from participants in this study aligned 



127 

 

with aspects of Person-Environment Fit: Person-job, person-group, and person-

organization (Kristof-Brown & Billsberry, 2013). These findings further justify Person-

Environment Fit as a suitable framework for delineating “fit” in the hiring process.  

Contrasts to Existing Research 

As reported in Chapter 4, 90% of principals in this study—and 91% of 

participants overall— favored person-organization or person-group fit above person-job 

fit, as defined canonically. This contradicts the findings in Ingle et al. (2011) where “90 

percent of the principals preferred P-J fit” (p. 594). There were many similarities between 

the current and former study. Both studies examined decentralized districts where 

principals held greater autonomy in the hiring process. Both school systems also reported 

strong teacher pipelines, lessening the likelihood of principals compromising desired 

outcomes. Finally, the districts were also culturally and economically diverse, providing a 

variety of contexts for examination. 

 There were some key differences, however, that may have contributed to the 

contrasting findings related to preferred types of fit. First, my study took place in a 

district that embraced the Professional Learning Community (PLC) model for schools. 

This design structures schools around “teams” of teachers that are encouraged to engage 

in discourse involving instructional practices, data analysis, and lesson planning (DuFour 

& DuFour, 2012). This model requires a great deal of collaboration between teachers and 

is akin to the “middle school philosophy” (Ingle et al., 2011, p. 595) described by 

participants in Ingle who showed greater preference for group fit. Though the PLC model 

may have also been utilized by schools in its sample, it was not specifically mentioned 
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within the district as a means of organizational structure at its research site (W.K. Ingle, 

personal communication, 11/2/2020). As such, group and organization fit dynamics may 

have played a more prominent role in my setting.  

Some key methodological differences also existed between the studies. Ingle and 

colleagues did not ask principals specifically about fit. Instead, the protocol asked open-

ended questions related to principals’ desired characteristics in teachers. These 

characteristics were then tied to the elements of Person-Environment Fit by the research 

team. In my study, participants were provided with the canonical definitions of person-

job, person-group, and person-organization fit (see Appendix H) before being asked to 

rank them in order of importance.  

Additionally, the context of the questions in this study related more to the hiring 

process than to specific teachers (i.e. “what do you look for when hiring a teacher” versus 

“what characteristics do you look for in a teaching candidate?”). Though slight, these 

nuances may skew how participants respond. The latter, used in Ingle et al. (2011), may 

relate more to the function of teaching than it does to the process of hiring a teacher.  

Another plausible explanation is the policy era in which the studies took place. As 

Cranston (2012) noted, no policy is more impactful on schools than those that affect who 

is hired. NCLB created mandates for schools, particularly those receiving Title I funding, 

to staff highly qualified teachers. By defining such teachers as those holding higher 

education degrees and passing state tests, it framed teacher quality exclusively though 

pedagogy and content knowledge—which relate closely with the canonical interpretation 

of person-job fit in schools. Further, it was required for a new teacher being hired at a 
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Title I school meet the highly qualified status (NCLB, 2001). Therefore, when principals 

were asked to describe their ideal candidates (as found in the Ingle protocol) principals 

may have shaped their preferences more in-line with person-job fit due to the context of 

NCLB policy.  

 In 2015, NCLB was replaced with ESSA. One of the major changes in the latter 

was the removal of the highly qualified mandate. By replacing “highly qualified” with 

“effective,” policy makers provided greater autonomy for local authorities when making 

personnel decisions. Principals in my study, then, may not have felt the same policy 

constraints. The loosened mandates in ESSA may have allowed participants in my 

sample to focus on other characteristics. Though the conceived person-job fit traits if 

applicants were recognized as important by participants in my study, they were not the 

central focus of hiring decisions. 

Complementary and Supplementary Fit Within Person-Environment Fit 

As participants in this study described “fit” within the paradigms of Person-

Environment Fit model, they also expressed the process of matching teaching candidates 

to vacancies through supplementary and complementary ideologies (Cable & Edwards, 

2004). When talking about person-job fit, for example, participants described fit in the 

complementary sense; that is, someone who “fit” possessed the necessary knowledge, 

skills, and abilities required by the job. On the other hand, when participants described 

seeking person-organization fit, it was largely through a supplementary lens. School 

personnel, particularly principals, described a person who “fit” to be someone who held 

the same values and belief as that of the school (i.e., organization).      
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My study also advances the field through its finding that hiring managers, at least 

in the schools studied here, pursued a combination of supplemental and complementary 

fit within individual groups. Though principals valued supplementary group fit, they 

described a desire to find more complementary group fit for attributes they felt were 

“missing” or “lacking” from the team. Examples of this were both technical (experience, 

content knowledge, organization level) and personal (leadership ability, risk-taking, 

sociable).  

Administrators reported the reason for seeking complementary fit was to improve 

certain functions of the team to improve student learning. Principal D, for example, 

sought candidates with different teaching styles than that of the current team to provide 

options for students who may learn differently. Still, principals were mindful that the 

candidate had to be compatible with the group of teachers they were being hired into. 

This became a balancing act for principals as they tried to find enough supplementary fit 

to ensure the team would work well together, but enough complementary fit to enact 

positive change. Central Administrators N provided the following perspective as to why 

this balance was important: 

The last thing you want to do is bring somebody in that is going to destroy or 

negatively impact a team—that’s different than shaking up a team. It’s fine to 

bring someone in to shake them up a little bit. You still have to understand the 

positive and negative ramifications from that—so it has to be intentional, it has to 

be done strategically in a way that you’re going to see long-term benefits. (Central 

Administrator N) 
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 This is a critical finding for researchers to further examine not only how and why 

principals make certain hiring decisions, but what the effects of those decisions may be in 

terms of student outcomes.  

Involving Teachers in the Hiring Process 

All participants reported that teachers were included on hiring panels unless there 

was a time constraint or other barrier. Most principals reported teachers to be participants 

to confirm supplementary fit both at the group and organizational level. Teachers 

confirmed this, stating they were mostly assessing group and organizational fit during 

interviews and assumed applicants could do the job. This was interesting as it implied 

that most, if not all, of the job-fit assessment of teachers was done prior to the interview 

phase of the hiring process and, therefore, assessed by the principal. Research has shed 

some light on how principals assess teaching applicants (e.g., Harris et al., 2010), but 

there is little evidence of how effective these methods are (Papa & Baxter, 2008).  

Principals were also the ones assembling the interview panel. Therefore, they may 

also make intentional decisions about who sits on the panel. By serving as the gatekeeper 

to the interview panel, principals potentially affect outcomes of the hiring process by 

choosing teachers who align to their personal philosophical beliefs. Finally, as noted in 

the findings, Principal K explained how involving teachers in the hiring process was also 

a “culture plus” and secured buy-in from the staff for a hire. These novel findings of the 

study, peel back multiple layers to the hiring process that have yet to be explored, 

opening a plethora of questions for further investigation. 
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Principals as Sensemakers 

 Even with the isomorphic nature of the hiring process in these schools, principals 

played a critical role in determining fit. Except for one principal, who believed decisions 

were made collectively by the hiring committee, every participant in this study stated 

definitively that principals were the ultimate authority on hiring decisions. This is not a 

surprise given the evidence of the role and responsibilities held by a principal as the 

building leader (Grissom & Loeb, 2011).  As mentioned in the literature review, 

sensemaking (Weick, 1995) is a framework that has been used in educational research to 

describe how principals gather information to make decisions related to the management 

of their schools (Bossert et al., 1982; Hallinger & Heck, 1996). Ingle et al. (2011) aptly 

used the sensemaking framework to describe how principals made hiring decisions, 

specifically regarding fit. With this lens, principals are determining fit based on previous 

experiences, held beliefs, and cues they receive from their environment. Ingle et al. 

(2011) found that school context, such as socio-economic status, played a role in 

determining fit for principals.     

Interestingly, principals in my study were mixed when asked if they would 

change anything about their preferences if at a different school. If they did indicate some 

change, they pointed to differences in needs such as free and reduced lunch rates or 

students who have experienced trauma. Principal G stated: “There are some unique 

buildings where the demands are so much harder that you need a stronger personality or 

more experience and knowledge about dealing with kids with trauma.” Others, that 

expressed they would not change their preferences if at a different school, specified this 
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to being tied to their personal beliefs about teaching. Principal A, for example, stated: 

“No matter what school I’m at, those are my core values and beliefs.”  

These findings illuminate the influence principals have on organizational-fit. 

From the anecdotes in this study, it appeared school context partially determined person-

job fit (e.g., previous experiences in similar settings), but the principal was the driving 

force for person-organization fit. This brings to light questions about how schools gain 

their identity. With the influence and authority principals hold, particularly in practices 

such as hiring, do schools become a function of their principals? Or, are the desires of the 

community being enacted by the principals through the sensemaking process? It may also 

be that, similar to teachers being selected based on their perceived fit, principal 

themselves are chosen to lead school based on their own fit within the community. 

Environmental Influences on Hiring Decisions. As building leaders, school 

principals are arguably the most outward facing personnel. Within the paradigm of 

sensemaking, principals are also gathering information from these interactions and 

experiences which inform their decision making. As evidenced in the vignettes of this 

study, this also impacts principal perceptions of fit during the hiring process.   

These findings support previous studies which showed context to play a critical 

role in principal sensemaking of fit (see Ingle et al., 2011). For example, Little & Miller 

(2007) found that schools in rural settings sought teacher candidates that aligned with the 

values and beliefs of the surrounding rural community. Duke and Iwanicki (1992) 

showed how influential this force can be, exploring how misalignment with community 

ideology can result in the removal of a principal. The explanations for these removals 
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predominantly cited a lack of fit between the principal and the school. Tooms et al. 

(2010) posited the notion of fit refers to the interactions of a leader with the members of 

their school community which “is composed of both visible and invisible social networks 

that are free to make judgments. These in turn shape and reshape the social construction 

of how one fits” (p. 111).  

The findings in my study reinforce the notion of community influence on the 

hiring process as principals make sense of their organizational context to determine fit. In 

the most striking example, Central Administrator L noted the liberal leaning of the 

community and believed, similar to what was observed by Duke and Iwanicki (1992), 

school personnel not aligned with such ideology “would not last long” (Central 

Administrator L). Thus, as sensemakers, principals enact the expectations for teachers 

that have been gathered through interactions with community members. Tooms et al. 

(2010) calls this the “politics of fit” (p. 101) as hiring committees and, ultimately 

community members determine who fits.  As Tooms posited, this may be out of self-

preservation for school leaders: “The national and international research in educational 

leadership has noted that school administrators seek to understand, obey, and perpetuate 

these rules because they are the necessary currency to obtain support and job security” (p. 

113).  

This can be problematic for schools, particularly in regard to the effort to 

diversify a largely homogenized teacher workforce. As Evans (2007) noted, school 

culture becomes synonymous with the predominate racial and socioeconomic 

background(s) of the surrounding community. Thus, an elementary school principal in an 
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affluent, White community may not search outright for a White Female teacher, but 

decide on one due to the perception of who would best fit within their school context. 

This would not be exclusive to majority White schools either, as principals of majority 

Black or Latinx schools may seek teachers of similar backgrounds in order to connect 

“better” with students and families, essentially segregating schools further. 

Indeed, principals in my study shaped fit through their sensemaking of student 

and family demographics. This was evident through principal descriptions of teacher 

qualities sought during the hiring process as well as their discussions around person-

organization fit once provided the canonical definitions. As Principal B stated, “I think 

about diversifying our team—not just our skills, but culturally. I really believe kids need 

those mirrors and windows.” Though not clear if it was due to the district pressure to 

diversify or their own recognition, other principals expressed a desire to hire diverse 

teachers as well. Still, over 85% of the teaching staff in this school district identify as 

White. While supply constraints may certainly exist—particularly in this setting—prior 

research has shown minority teaching candidates often receive less job offers than their 

White counterparts (D’Amico et al., 2017), especially in affluent, White, suburban 

schools. This suggests the community may very well play a key role in determining the 

person-organization fit of a given context, including the one examined in my study.  

Person-group fit may also play a role in the disproportionate trends in teacher 

hiring. Although 21 of 22 participants in this study identified principals as being the 

ultimate authority on hiring decisions, hiring committees consisting of teachers were 

reported at every school. There is no denying the influence teachers have on this process; 



136 

 

and, given how fit relates to culture and identity (Evans, 2007; Duke & Iwanicki, 1992, 

Tooms et al., 2010), a pre-existing White workforce may seek others from similar 

backgrounds to work alongside. Principal G provided some insight to this point as they 

identified, perhaps unintentionally, how a homogenous workforce may even appear to 

work more collaboratively.  

We are not very diverse culturally. Thinking-wise, not very diverse: Which makes 

for a pretty agreeable group of people [emphasis added], but it’s good to be 

challenged and mix it up a little bit and grow. I would like more of that. 

The desire of Principal G to want more diversity in culture and thinking highlights the 

balance of complementary and supplementary fit and the tensions that can exist. 

Principals espouse they seek candidates to balance out teams or bring something to the 

school or team they perceive to be missing. But does this manifest in practice? Given the 

political forces in education around teachers and building leaders, a novice principal—or 

any for that matter—may be hesitant to go against the group with a hiring decision, 

particularly in school districts with prevalent teacher unions.   

 Tooms et al. (2010) pointed out the consequences of elevating fit in the hiring 

process. Though it is often alluded to, the mechanics of fit remain largely invisible in 

personnel decisions, allowing for the status quo to persist. One of the division leaders 

interviewed in my study expressed concern about this very point.  

I think the dangerous thing with fit is that often times in a school of White 

educators we might not think somebody fits that is from a different demographic 

profile themselves, so that’s a little dangerous for us when we are talking about: 
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What is fit? … I don’t think there is a way to assess it, so I think it leads to a 

heavy amount of bias. You know, we’re more comfortable with people that are 

like us. (Central Administrator O) 

Tooms et al. (2010) stressed that these hidden mechanics need to be revealed to present 

schools with the opportunity to make positive change. My study answered that call by 

providing a framework for how fit is conceived by those making the hiring decisions as 

well as how the hiring process is operationalized to pursue desired degrees of fit. The 

findings from my study may provide a foundation to further explore how teacher, 

principal, and community bias may play critical roles in determining fit, potentially 

leading to valuable improvements in school hiring practices. 

Limitations 

 This study was a modified replication of Ingle et al. (2011). Thus, a similar case 

study design was implemented to examine the hiring process in a mid-sized school 

district in the Midwest. The ten schools in this case comprised over one-third of the 

school system, representing each level (elementary, middle, and high), and varying 

student demographics. This provided strong validity for the conclusions in this specific 

case. Though not generalizable to all schools and settings, such is not the intent of case 

study design. As Stake (1978) argued, “there is a need for generalization about that 

particular case or generalization to a similar case rather than generalization to a 

population of cases” (p. 7). Still, limitations to the protocol, procedures, and sample did 

exist that may inhibit drawing full conclusions related to the research questions. 
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 A limitation related to procedures and protocol was that principals were self-

reporting their hiring practices and preferences. Though there was some degree of 

triangulation through the same questions being asked of teachers and central 

administrators, hiring practices were not directly observed by the researcher. Since data 

collection occurred in October, and significantly beyond hiring windows, it would have 

been difficult to observe live hiring process at these schools and related outcomes (i.e., 

who was selected). Data collection during the spring and summer that allowed for start-

to-finish observations of the hiring practices at these schools would have greatly 

strengthened the findings of this study. Supplemental interviews with participants to 

confirm the analysis of the data would have also been beneficial for the reliability of the 

findings in this study.  

Additionally, all participants in this study were White. While the school division 

by student demographics was generally diverse, 86% of staff identified as White at the 

time of my research. In fact, only one principal in the school division identified as a 

minority at that time. Race and culture have been shown to be significant contributors to 

the sensemaking process (Evans, 2007) and the conception of fit (Tooms et al., 2010). 

While principals in this study, particularly in more diverse schools, acknowledged the 

needs of their diverse students, a more diverse sample including non-White participants 

would have provided a more wholistic illustration in the variations of fit 

conceptualizations and priorities.       
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Implications 

 Though limitations did exist, my study was unique in that it inquired into 

educators’ conceptions of specific fit types whereas prior work examined broad 

conceptualizations. My work contributes to the existing research by connecting principal 

interpretations of fit to the canonical definitions, corroborating the use of Person-

Environment Fit as a way to understand how the term is conceptualized in schools. It also 

extends the knowledge by adding complementary and supplementary fit to the frame. 

Further, my research showed how principals in one setting operationalized the hiring 

process to attain the different domains of fit. As such, there are a number of resulting 

implications for research, policy, and practice.  

Future Research 

The findings from this study create a foundation for exciting lines of research, 

particularly how schools shape their hiring practices around fit and what the outcomes of 

those processes are. Specifically, researchers can extend the findings in this study related 

to principal preferences for types of fit. While the findings showed strong consistency in 

preferences of fit between participants in my study, some differences did exist. With 

previous research showing fit correlated to retention and satisfaction (Ellis et al., 2017; 

Pogodzinski et al., 2013), are there different outcomes in these metrics between schools 

led by principals who value types of fit differently? For example, how does teacher 

retention and job satisfaction at a school led by a principal who prefers and achieves 

greater person-job fit relate to a school led by one who prefers and achieves greater group 

or organization fit? Similarly, how might student outcomes compare? 
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An additional line of research may be to explore the ways in which the hiring 

process is operationalized to evaluate and confirm different typographies of fit. 

Specifically, by using novel measurements of fit (see Li et al., 2019), future research can 

identify the ways in which principals are, or are not, successful in achieving the described 

domains of fit. What hiring practices and procedures might be most effective in 

identifying job, group, and organizational fit? 

Person-group fit is a significantly under-explored area in education research. This 

may be due to the findings in Ingle et al. (2011) which implied principals do not have a 

strong preference for group fit. Such a notion potentially influenced subsequent studies 

which correlated fit to retention (Pogodzinski et al., 2013) and job satisfaction (Ellis et 

al., 2017). Noticeably, Pogodzinski and Ellis did not explore person-group fit as 

mechanism for such outcomes. My study, however, challenges the idea that person-group 

fit is a less valuable trait, finding most principals—and participants overall—ranked 

person-group fit higher than person-job fit. Employee work experiences are increasingly 

affected by their interactions with peers and work groups (Li et al., 2019). This is 

especially relevant to schools that rely on collaborative models such as Professional 

Learning Communities (DuFour & DuFour, 2012). Might person-group fit also contribute 

to retention and job satisfaction as seen in Pogodzinski et al. (2013) and Ellis et al. 

(2017)? 

Findings in my study also showed principals try to balance supplementary and 

complementary fit within work groups. The earlier quote from Central Administrator N, 

regarding the positive and negative implications of complementary fit, implies there are 
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consequences to an imbalance of these types of fit and that principals need to be adept in 

finding an equilibrium. If this is the case, research in this area could also examine if there 

is a right balance between complementary and supplementary fit for the effectiveness, 

satisfaction, and retention of teams. Are there benefits and consequences to a team that is 

too similar (supplementary) or too different (complementary)?  

Another curiosity is how the community dictates what “fit” is in schools and how 

it subsequently influences the hiring decisions of the rational actors, principals and 

current teachers, engaged in the sensemaking process. There is significant evidence in 

this study showing, at least in this setting, community influence. Putting together the 

learning from Tooms et al. (2010) and Evans (2007) that fit is socially constructed, 

principals may be acting simply as proxies for the larger community when selecting 

teachers. How might this affect something like the racial composition of school staff, 

particularly in homogenous communities? Further, given the process of institutional 

isomorphism, how do these practices perpetuate the status quo of a field dominated by 

White females? These are fiercely debated topics in the current climate. Further 

investigation into how communities may or may not play a role in shaping fit can give 

critical insight into what we are seeing in teacher hiring practices across the country.  

Finally, researchers can examine espoused practices versus practices in-use. As 

mentioned in the limitations, this study triangulated the reported practices of principals 

with teachers and central administrators, but more observational research may be able to 

capture what actually occurs during hiring windows. Principals themselves identify hiring 

as one of, if not the, most important function of their work. But do their actions back that 
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up? How much time, of that made available to do so, do principals dedicate to the 

process? How closely do principal espoused practices match those used?  Some findings 

in this study, such as selecting the resumes of candidates who “go the extra mile” by 

reaching out to the school personally, suggest that principals look for convenient ways to 

mitigate large pools of applicants. Are practices like this out of necessity, apathy, or past 

success—and what are the consequences of doing so?  

Some of the most significant research in this field has identified person-

organization and person-job fit to play a role in teacher job satisfaction and retention 

(Ellis et al., 2017; Pogodzinski, et al., 2013). The hiring process is a crucial part of 

piecing such fit together. A longitudinal study examining hiring process and the resulting 

rates of teacher retention, satisfaction, and student outcomes across multiple schools 

would yield incredibly rich data for both academics and practitioners.  

Policy  

 First and foremost, participants expressed that there was little to no guidance or 

involvement of the central office in the hiring practices at schools. Given the use of 

decentralized processes in many school systems (Liu & Johnson, 2006), this is 

unsurprising. However, with the recent focus on diversity in the teacher workforce (see 

D’Amico et al., 2017), school systems may want to engage more with building leaders to 

ensure equity in hiring practices and encourage greater inclusion of diverse applicants in 

the interview process. The school system in this study, for example, provided 

demographic information to principals and required at least one diverse applicant to be 

interviewed for positions in which they were qualified. Such policies may be considered 
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by districts to reduce the homogenization seen in the teacher workforce. Further, school 

systems may wish to inquire how principals assemble hiring committees or employ 

policies that ensure greater representation within such groups.  

 There are also implications for policy within principal preparation programs at 

universities and colleges. Studies continue to show that hiring is a critical function of the 

principal (Donaldson, 2012; Schumacher et al., 2015). It would behoove higher education 

programs to engage in developing future principals in this area. Similarly, local and state 

authorities may consider more detailed guidelines for pre-service programs that extend 

the training related to efficient, effective, and equitable hiring practices. 

Practice 

An implication from this study for practitioners to consider stems from the 

discrepancy reported between principals and central office administrators related to 

barriers in the hiring process. Central office administrators believed the barriers stemmed 

from the lack of depth in the applicant pool than any policies or practices. Principals, 

however, pointed at specific functions, such has how and when the budget was developed 

and changes to enrollment immediately preceding the start of school. Studies show that 

hiring processes are inhibited by “late” and “rushed” practices (Liu & Johnson, 2006). 

Therefore, district leaders and principals should come together to discuss perceived 

roadblocks and develop ways to eliminate barriers and support more robust opportunities 

for principals to hire earlier.   

Finally, what may have been most striking from this study was the lack of 

professional development or support for principals to develop and improve their hiring 
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practices. Most principals stated that the processes and procedures they employed were 

learned from a previous leader or simply through personal experience. In reflecting on the 

preparation and training of principals, Central Administrator L admitted to having no idea 

how principals developed their processes, stating: “Maybe we don’t teach them very 

well.” Surely there is room for school districts to improve in this area by developing best 

practices or even hosting professional development conferences where principals can 

discuss their experiences and learn from one another.  

Conclusion 

The joy in the work is filling the building full of people. Schools are about the 

people, and hiring is the best chance to do it right. Yeah, if you do it wrong there 

are still ways to evaluate people out of the job. What a hassle. Why not really 

spend the time on the front end to get it right?  (Principal E) 

 The significance of my research study is perhaps best encapsulated in the quote 

from Principal E. Teacher turnover has a significant cost to budgets and student outcomes 

(Barnes & Crowe, 2007; Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2017). Further, there is a 

considerable burden associated with removing ineffective teachers (Painter, 2000). 

Industrial and organizational research has shown fit to play a role in job satisfaction, 

retention, and employee productivity (Jackson, 2013; Li et al., 2019; Spanjol et al., 2015). 

This has recently been extended into education as well (Ellis et al., 2017; Pogodzinski et 

al., 2013; Youngs et al., 2015). While other environment factors contribute to these 

outcomes, the hiring process is a critical mechanism to developing such fit with an 

organization. Like art or beauty, fit is intrinsically understood by most everyone; 
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however, few studies have investigated its function, particularly during the hiring 

process.  Further examination into hiring practices that successfully procure the various 

aspects of fit may lead to improved processes that result in greater satisfaction and 

retention of employees, subsequently reducing district costs and improving student 

outcomes.  

This study was a modified replication of Ingle et al. (2011). Similar to its 

predecessor, the findings support the use of Person-Environment Fit and sensemaking as 

conceptual frameworks for understanding how principals and schools conceptualize and 

operationalize the term. Contrasting findings, however, raise questions about the 

conclusiveness related to the value principals place on the different conical domains of fit 

(person-job, person-group, and person-organization). I also propose a more 

multidimensional model of Person-Environment Fit to include complementary and 

supplementary fit.  

By providing evidence that both corroborates and contradicts previous work in the 

field, this study emphasizes the need for continued investigation into the hiring practices 

at schools—particularly within the framework of Person-Environment Fit. By adding 

domains to the conceptual framework, this study may very well contribute to the 

“overflowing pond” described in Judge and Ostroff (2007), but more consistent language 

is necessary for researchers to learn more fully about how fit manifests within the hiring 

process. 

Ultimately, the goal for this line of research is to improve the hiring practices in a 

way that leads to positive outcomes for students. Prior work has linked teacher 
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satisfaction and retention to increased feelings of fit (Ellis et al., 2017; Pogodzinski et al., 

2013). Because of this, research has posited that fit may also improve teachers’ 

instruction (Youngs et al., 2015). Other studies support this claim by indicating teachers 

accrue valuable skills and other human capital over time (Ost, 2014). The hiring process 

is a critical—yet under-explored—juncture for putting fit together in schools. The 

findings in this study indicate that school leaders intentionally seek the multidimensional 

domains of fit when evaluating teacher candidates and operationalize the hiring process 

to attain them. With this understanding, future research can begin to examine how 

effective such practices are and what student outcomes may result.   
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Appendix A 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure A: Principal sensemaking of fit. Adapted from “Organizing and the Process of 

Sensemaking” by K.E. Weick, K.M. Sutcliff, and D. Obstfeld. Organization Science, 

Volume 16 (4), p. 414. Copyright [2005] by INFORMS. 
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Appendix B 

Ingle et al. (2011) Interview Protocol 

Name of Principal: 

Date: 

School: 

 

Principal Interview #1 

 

 

Thank you for agreeing to participate.  This study focuses on how teachers are hired, 

including the initial screening process, interviewing, and final hiring decisions.  I am 

going to ask you some questions about teacher hiring in your school.  All of your answers 

will be strictly confidential.  I am recording the interview so that we have a record of 

your answers.  The interview and the tape recording will be destroyed when the project is 

over.  This is all explained in the consent form for you to sign (have participant sign 

consent form).   

 

First, I want to ask you about your educational and work background. 

 

Principal Background 

 

1. How long have you been at _______ school? 

 

2.  A. Have you been a teacher?   

 B. If yes, in this school?  School district?   

 C. Also, in what grade/academic subject?  

 

3.  A. Have you held any other positions in education?   

 B. If yes, what positions? 

 

4. Do you have professional work experience outside of an educational context? 

 

5.  A. What degrees do you have (please be specific)? 

 B. From which universities did you receive them?   

 C. In what grades/subjects have you been certified as a teacher? 

 

 

Now, I want to ask you about your general hiring practices. 

Hiring Practices 
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6.  What is the role of Central Office in the hiring process? 

 A. When you hire a new faculty member, how do you advertise for the 

 position?   

 B. Are all positions advertised externally? 

 C.  What is the policy for internal hires? 

 D.  How does the process vary based on the time of year?  June?  August?  

 January?   

 

7. I understand that ---------- County holds a hiring fair each year.  What role does the 

 hiring fair play in your hiring process?  

 

8.  What do you look for in the written application before meeting the candidate? 

 

9.  Once you have the initial pool of candidates, what process do you use to decide 

 who will be on the short list for interviews?  

 

10.  Who is involved in creating the short list?  (If interviewee has not already 

answered.) 

 

11. A. When a candidate comes in to be interviewed, what is the process of the 

 interview? 

 B. Who is involved in the interviews?  

   -If they say teacher ask: 

    -Why do you include teachers in the interview process? 

    -What contribution do teachers make to the selection  

    process?  Can you give examples?   

 

   -If they do not mention teachers ask: 

    -So you do not include teachers in the interview process? 

    -Why do you not include teachers?   

 

 C.  Do you have any type of score sheet to rate candidates during the interview? 

 Please describe. 

 D.  Do you use an externally developed instrument during the interview process?  

If yes, can you describe this instrument?   

 

12. A. After the interviews, what process do you use to decide who will be hired? 

Probe: Are there any variations based on the time of the year you are hiring? 

 B. Who makes the final decision on who is hired? 

 

Now, I want to ask you about your students and the school. 

 

Perceptions about the School and Students  
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13. How would you describe the student body at your school?  

 

14. How would you describe the needs of the students? 

 

15. What are your goals for the school? 

   

16. What are the challenges the school faces in reaching these goals? What changes 

have you made that address these challenges? 

   

17. What are the most important initiatives that have you undertaken in the last two 

years? What specific goals were you trying to achieve with each initiative? 

 

18. What are the most important changes you’ve made in the areas of instruction and 

 curriculum?  

 

Perceptions about Teacher Qualities and Tools/Indicators   

 

Please answer all of the following questions assuming that you’re hiring a 1st 

grade/middle/high English teacher]. 

 

19.  Please describe the qualities of an applicant that you see as most important. 

 

20. Now I’m going to give you note cards with 12 possible qualities of teacher 

candidates.   Please rank the qualities by putting the cards into four groups of three 

with the first pile being the most important to you, the second pile the next most 

important to you to the fourth pile being the least important.  Here are the note cards.   

 

  Organized 

  Intelligent 

  Communication skills 

  Works well with others 

  Creative 

  Knows subject 

  Strong teaching skills 

  Motivated 

  Thoughtful/Reflective 

  Caring   

  Enthusiastic 

  Cooperative 

 

21. Why do you think the [top three] are most important? 

 

22.  How would this be different for a 4th grade/mathematics teacher?  
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23. Please describe the tools and indicators that you use to best assess the quality of 

 a 1st grade/English applicant.  

 

24. I’m now going to give you note cards with 12 indicators that are typically 

available in written applications and ask you to rank them as you did earlier.   

 

  Recommendations from cooperating teachers   

  Recommendations from previous employers 

  University transcript (grades) 

  Certification 

  Name of university from which they graduated 

  Interview 

  Video of instruction 

  Portfolio of lesson plans, students’ past work, past activities 

  Applicant’s personal statement of goals 

  Personal knowledge of candidate 

  Demonstration lesson 

  Experience 

 

25.  Why do you think the [top three] are most important? 

 

26.  How would this be different for a 4th grade/mathematics teacher?   

 

27 A. When you are deciding on who to hire, do you consider how long the person 

will stay at your school?   

 B.  What types of teachers are likely to stay?   

 

28.  If you were a principal at [another school], how would your preferred qualities 

and indicators change?  

 

Now, I want to ask you some more general questions about your hiring preferences. 

 

Other Hiring Questions  

 

 29. Would you generally prefer a recent college graduate to an experienced teacher?  

 Why?   

  

 30. A. Have you ever hired a candidate who has never taught but has extensive 

professional  experience in another field?  

  B. Would you consider such experience to be valuable?  

 

 31. When considering a new college graduate, what do you look for? 
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 32. A. How often do you see teaching candidates who look great on paper, but who 

 seem like poor candidates in person (in the interview)?     

  B. Describe some specific cases when this has occurred. 

  C.  How often do regret a hire?   

 

 33. At what point in the hiring process do you know whether the applicant is a good 

fit for your school?    

 

Final Questions  

 

 34. Do you know whether students learn more from particular teachers, as measured   

 by the FCAT?   What do you do with this information?   

 

 35. A. What specific steps have you made at the school to meet state and federal 

pressure to improve test scores?  

  B.  In what ways does this affect your hiring process?     

 

 

Thank you very much for your time.  Your answers will be very useful for us in our 

study.  This is the end of interview #1.  I will get in touch with you next summer 

for interview #2. 
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Appendix C 

Recruitment Email 

 

        IRBNet Number: 1485936-1 

Hello,  

 

My name is Adam McGeehan. I am a doctoral student at George Mason University with 

a research focus in the area of teacher hiring. Specifically, I am looking to explore the 

role of “fit” in the selection of teachers. I am currently in the dissertation phase of my 

degree and have received approval from Superintendent xxxxxx and the Department of 

Human Resources to conduct my study in xxxxxxx Public Schools.   

As a ***(principal or central office staff)***, you play a critical role in the hiring process 

and I am reaching out to ask for your kind participation. The commitment will be a 45-60 

minute semi-structured interview. Questions will be centered around your definition(s) of 

“fit” and personal/organizational hiring processes when filling a teaching vacancy. 

Participant information will remain fully confidential throughout the study and after it has 

been concluded.  

 

I will be traveling to the area the week of _____________  and will make myself 

available at any time that works for you during these days. My intention is to meet you at 

your school***or office*** site to conduct the interview, but I would be open to discuss 

more convenient locations if necessary. If you are interested in participating, and 

available on any of the prescribed dates, please reach out to me via email: xxxxxx@xxxx. 

I would be happy to answer any clarifying questions as well.  

 

I thank you for your consideration of this request and hope to hear from you soon! 

Sincerely, 

Adam McGeehan 
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Appendix D 

Principal Interview Protocol 

Date:  

School:  

Principal Interview  

Thank you for agreeing to participate. This study focuses on how teachers are hired, 

including the initial screening process, interviewing, and final hiring decisions. I am 

going to ask you some questions about teacher hiring in your school. Your answers will 

be strictly confidential. I am recording the interview so that I have a record of your 

answers to transcribe on a later date. The interview and the tape recording will be 

destroyed when the project is over. This is all explained in the consent form for you to 

sign (have participant sign consent form).  

First, I want to ask you about your educational and work background.  

1. How long have you been in your position here?  

2. Have you been a teacher?  

-If yes, in this school? School district?   

3. How would you describe your school? 

 - Look for descriptions of: students, parents, teachers, programs 

Now, I want to ask you about your general hiring practices.  

4. What do you look for when screening candidates?  

- What process do you use to decide who will be on the short list for interviews?  

5. Who is involved in creating the short list? (If interviewee has not already answered.)  

6. When a candidate comes in to be interviewed, what is the process of the interview?  

- Who is involved in the interviews?  

-If they say teacher ask:  

-Why do you include teachers in the interview process?  

-What contribution do you feel teachers make to the selection 

process?  

- Can you give examples?  

-If they do not mention teachers ask:  

- So, you do not include teachers in the interview process?  

-Why do you not include teachers?  

-Are teachers included in any part of the hiring process? 

 - If yes, why that specific part? 

- Part of my research is to examine how teacher view their roles in 

this process. Can you please provide the name of a teacher who has 

recently   participated in an interview? 

- If name is provided, as for permission to contact teacher 

 - If not included: why do you choose not to include teachers when hiring? 
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- Do you have any type of score sheet to rate candidates during the interview? Please 

describe.  

 - What do you feel these score sheets are assessing? 

 - How firm would you say you are when using these score sheets? 

- For example: Are the questions the same for every 

candidate/position?     

                         Do outcomes from scoresheets determine who is 

hired? 

- Do you use an externally developed instrument during the interview process?  

- If yes, can you describe this instrument?  

  - What do you feel this instrument is intended to measure? 

- Is there any difference in what it is supposed to measure and what 

you   think it measures? 

  - What value, if any, do you place on such instruments (if not answered) 

7.  After the interviews, what process do you use to decide who will be hired?  

- Who makes the final decision on who is hired?  

8. Who developed this process, or where did it come from? If you created it, how did you 

develop this process? 

Perceptions about Teacher Qualities and Tools/Indicators  

9. Did you have any openings for which you had to hire for the upcoming school year? 

 If yes, what was the opening for? 

- What did you look for in candidates? 

- Did you follow the processes we just discussed? 

o If no, why not? 

If no, move to next section  

For the following questions, let’s assume you’re hiring a 7 th grade English teacher. 

10. Please describe the most important qualities you would consider when hiring the 

applicant.  

11. Please describe the tools and indicators that you would use to assess the qualities you 

just described. 

12. If you were a principal at another school, would your preferred qualities and 

indicators change? 

 - If yes, how so? 

 - If no, why not? 

13. In what ways might this be different for a science (or other) teacher?  

Fit 

14. Does “fit” play any role in your decision making? 

 - If yes, in what ways? 

  - How do you define fit? 

  - How do you measure fit? 

  - Do you intentionally seek fit in the hiring process? How? 
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  - At what point in the hiring process do you know if the applicant is a 

good fit? 

  - If no, why not? 

- How would you define fit?  

15. Have you ever intentionally sought a candidate that did not “fit” in some way? 

 - If yes: can you think of an example? In what areas might you look for 

differences?  

 - If no: do you worry about having a building of similar teachers?  

16. Now, I’m going to give you three cards that relate to something called Person-

Environment fit. If you could please rank them in order of your perceived importance for 

a job candidate. I will explain each one so that you have a clear understanding.  

Person-Organization Fit- the compatibility of employees with the culture and 

values of the organization   

Person- Job Fit- how the knowledge, skills, and abilities of the employee match 

the specific job requirements. 

Person-Group Fit- the fit with the smaller group of workers with which the 

employee will most closely interact. 

17. Why do you think the [top] is most important?  

18. Do you see these types of fit relating to the hiring process? 

19. Would you say you pursue any of these types of fit when seeking candidates?  

- How would you measure each? 

Almost done, I have a few general questions about your hiring experiences as 

principal 

20. Have there been any unique challenges you have faced when hiring a new teacher? 

 - If yes: please describe 

 - If no: what do you believe contributes to such a smooth process? 

21. When you are deciding on who to hire, do you consider how long the person will stay 

at your school?  

- What do you believe contributes to a teacher staying?  

22. How often do you see teaching candidates who look great on paper, but who seem 

like poor candidates in person (in the interview)?  

- Describe some specific cases when this has occurred.  

23. Have you ever hired a person who did well in all aspects of the hiring process (i.e. 

resume and interview), but turned out to be ineffective or a bad fit? 

 

 - What do you feel contributed to this?  

Thank you very much for your time. Your answers will be very useful for my study  
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Appendix E 

Teacher Interview Protocol 

Date:  

School:  

Teacher Interview  

Thank you for agreeing to participate. This study focuses on how teachers are hired, 

including the initial screening process, interviewing, and final hiring decisions. I am 

going to ask you some questions about teacher hiring in your school. Your answers will 

be strictly confidential. I am recording the interview so that I have a record of your 

answers to transcribe on a later date. The interview and the tape recording will be 

destroyed when the project is over. This is all explained in the consent form for you to 

sign (have participant sign consent form).  

First, I want to ask you about your educational and work background.  

1. How long have you been in your position here? 

2. How would you describe your school? 

- Look for descriptions of: students, parents, teachers, programs 

Now, I want to ask you about your general hiring practices.  

3. Please describe the hiring process at [school].  

4. How are candidates selected to come to an interview?  

5. When a candidate comes in to be interviewed, what is the process of the interview?  

- Who is involved in the interviews?  

-Why do you believe teachers are involved in the interview 

process?  

-What contribution do you feel teachers make to the selection 

process?  

- Can you give examples?  

- Do you have any type of score sheet to rate candidates during the interview? 

Please   describe.  

 - What do you feel these score sheets are assessing? 

 - How firm would you say you are when using these score sheets? 

- For example: Are the questions the same for every 

candidate/position?     

                         Do outcomes from scoresheets determine who is 

hired? 

- Do you use an externally developed instrument during the interview process?  

- If yes, can you describe this instrument?  

  - What do you feel this instrument is intended to measure? 

- Is there any difference in what it is supposed to measure and what 

you   think it measures? 

  - What value, if any, do you place on such instruments (if not answered) 
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6.  After the interviews, what process do you use to decide who will be hired?  

- Who makes the final decision on who is hired?  

Perceptions about Teacher Qualities and Tools/Indicators  

7. Did you have any openings for which you had to hire for the upcoming school year? 

 If yes, what was the opening for? 

- What did you look for in candidates? 

- Did you follow the processes we just discussed? 

o If no, why not? 

- Move to next section 

 If no, move to next section  

For the following questions, let’s assume you’re hiring for your grade-subject area. 

8. Please describe the qualities of an applicant that you would see as most important.  

9. Please describe the tools and indicators that you use to assess the qualities you look 

for. 

10. Do you work on any inter-disciplinary (cross-subject) teams? 

 a. If yes: would the qualities of an applicant be different on this team? 

 b. If no: move to next section 

 

Fit 

11. Does “fit” play any role in your decision making? 

 - If yes, in what ways? 

  - How do you define fit? 

  - How do you measure fit? 

  - Do you intentionally seek fit in the hiring process? How? 

  - At what point in the hiring process do you know if the applicant is a 

good fit? 

  - If no, why not? 

- How would you define fit?  

12. Have you ever intentionally sought a candidate that did not “fit” in some way? 

 - If yes: can you think of an example? In what areas might you look for 

differences?  

 - If no: why do you feel “fit” is so important?  

13. Now, I’m going to give you three cards that relate to something called Person-

Environment fit. If you could please rank them in order of your perceived importance for 

a job candidate. I will explain each one so that you have a clear understanding.  

Person-Organization Fit- the compatibility of employees with the culture and 

values of the organization   

Person- Job Fit- how the knowledge, skills, and abilities of the employee match 

the specific job requirements. 

Person-Group Fit- the fit with the smaller group of workers with which the 

employee will most closely interact. 

14. Why do you think the [top] is most important?  
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15. Do you see these types of fit relating to the hiring process? 

16. Would you say you pursue any of these types of fit when seeking candidates?  

- How would you measure each? 

 

Almost done, I have a few general questions about your hiring experiences as a 

teacher 

17. How often do you see teaching candidates who look great on paper, but who seem 

like poor candidates in person (in the interview)?  

- Describe some specific cases when this has occurred.  

18. Have you ever hired a person who did well in all aspects of the hiring process (i.e. 

resume and interview), but turned out to be ineffective or a bad fit? 

 - What do you feel contributed to this?  

Thank you very much for your time. Your answers will be very useful for my study  
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Appendix F 

Central Office Administrator Interview Protocol 

Date:  

Central Office Interview  

Thank you for agreeing to participate. This study focuses on how teachers are hired, 

including the initial screening process, interviewing, and final hiring decisions. I am 

going to ask you some questions about teacher hiring in your school district. Your 

answers will be strictly confidential. I am recording the interview so that I have a record 

of your answers to transcribe on a later date. The interview and the tape recording will be 

destroyed when the project is over. This is all explained in the consent form for you to 

sign (have participant sign consent form).  

 

First, I want to ask you about your educational and work background.  

1. How long have you been in your position here?  

2. Have you been a teacher and/or principal?  

-If yes, in this school district?   

3. How would you describe your schools? 

 - Look for descriptions of: students, parents, teachers, programs 

 

Now, I want to ask you about your view of district hiring practices.  

4. Please describe your school system’s approach to hiring a teacher candidate 

 - Are there any district-required practices for principals when hiring teachers? 

 - Are there hiring guidelines or recommendations you provide to principals? 

5. What do you believe principals look for when screening candidates?  

- What process do you believe is used to determine the short list for interviews?  

6. Who might be involved in creating the short list? (If interviewee has not already 

answered.) 

 

7. When a candidate comes in to be interviewed, what do you believe is the process for 

the interview?  

- Who is involved in the interviews?  

-If they say teacher ask:  

-Why do you believe teachers would be involved in the interview 

process?  

-What contribution do you feel teachers make to the selection 

process?  

- Can you give examples?  

-If they do not mention teachers ask:  

- Do you believe teachers would or should be involved in the interview process?  

-Why might teachers be or not be included?  



161 

 

-Might teachers be included in any part of the hiring process? 

 - If yes, what that specific part? Why? 

- Do you provide any type of score sheet for schools to rate candidates during the 

interview? Please describe.  

 - What do you feel these score sheets are assessing? 

 - How firm would you say schools are when using these score sheets? 

- For example: Are the questions the same for every 

candidate/position?     

                         Do outcomes from scoresheets determine who is 

hired? 

- Does your district utilize an externally developed instrument during the hiring process?  

- If yes, can you describe this instrument?  

  - What do you feel this instrument is intended to measure? 

- Is there any difference in what it is supposed to measure and what 

you   think it measures? 

  - What value, if any, do you place on such instruments (if not answered) 

 

8.  After the interviews, what process do believe schools use to decide who will be hired?  

- Who makes the final decision on who is hired in your school system?  

9. Who developed this process, or where did it come from? If you created it, how did you 

develop this process? 

***IF PARTICIPANT HAS NOT WORKED IN A SCHOOL AS 

TEACHER/PRINCIPAL- SKIP TO “fit” SECTION*** 

Perceptions about Teacher Qualities and Tools/Indicators  

10. When you worked in a school, did you ever participate in the hiring process for a 

teaching candidate? 

- What did you look for in candidates? 

-  Did you follow the processes we just discussed? 

o If no, why not? 

If no, move to next section  

For the following questions, let’s assume you’re hiring a 7 th grade English teacher. 

11. Please describe the most important qualities you would consider when hiring the 

applicant.  

12. Please describe the tools and indicators that you would use to assess the qualities you 

just described. 

13. If you were a principal at another school, would your preferred qualities and 

indicators change? 

 - If yes, how so? 

 - If no, why not? 

14. In what ways might this be different for a science (or other) teacher?  

Fit 

15. Do you believe “fit” plays any role in principal decision making? 
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 - If yes, in what ways? 

  - How do you define fit? 

  - How do you measure fit? 

  - Have you intentionally sought fit in the hiring process? How? 

  - At what point in the hiring process do you know if the applicant is a 

good fit? 

  - If no, why not? 

- How would you define fit?  

16. Have you ever intentionally sought a candidate that did not “fit” in some way? 

 - If yes: can you think of an example? In what areas might you look for 

differences?  

 - If no: do you worry about having a building of similar teachers?  

17. Now, I’m going to give you three cards that relate to something called Person-

Environment fit. If you could please rank them in order of your perceived importance for 

a job candidate. I will explain each one so that you have a clear understanding.  

Person-Organization Fit- the compatibility of employees with the culture and 

values of the organization   

Person- Job Fit- how the knowledge, skills, and abilities of the employee match 

the specific job requirements. 

Person-Group Fit- the fit with the smaller group of workers with which the 

employee will most closely interact. 

18. Why do you think the [top] is most important?  

19. Do you see these types of fit relating to the hiring process? 

20. Do you think principals pursue any of these types of fit when seeking candidates?  

- How would they measure each? 

Almost done, I have a few general questions about principal hiring experiences 

21. Do you know of any unique challenges principals face when hiring a new teacher? 

 - If yes: please describe 

 - If no: what do you believe contributes to such a smooth process? 

 

22. When principals are deciding on who to hire, do you think they consider how long the 

person will stay at their school?  

- What do you believe contributes to a teacher staying?  

23. How often have you seen teaching candidates who looked great on paper, but seemed 

like poor candidates in person (in the interview)?  

- Describe some specific cases when this has occurred.  

24. Have you ever hired a person who did well in all aspects of the hiring process (i.e. 

resume and interview), but turned out to be ineffective or a bad fit? 

 - What do you feel contributed to this?  

Thank you very much for your time. Your answers will be very useful for my study  
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Appendix G 

Informed Consent Form 

 
Finding Fit: How Principals Define Fit and Operationalize the Hiring Process to Pursue 

it. 

 

INFORMED CONSENT FORM  

 

RESEARCH PROCEDURES 

This research is being conducted to understand how principals define the term “fit” and 

apply hiring practices to pursue described fit, if at all. If you agree, you will be asked to 

participate in a 30-45 minute (teacher) or 45-60 minute (principal***/central office***) 

semi-structured interview which includes questions around the preferred teacher 

characteristics, types of fit, and hiring practices at your school ***and district***. This 

interview will take place at your school ***or office*** site. 

RISKS 

Possible risks, if any, would be scrutiny of personal hiring processes. 

BENEFITS 

There are no benefits to you as a participant other than to further research in teacher 

hiring and provide you with the opportunity to reflect on hiring practices. 

CONFIDENTIALITY 

The data in this study will be confidential. Your name will not be used in any recorded or 

reported data. An alphabetized identifier will be used to match you with your 

***position*** (i.e. “School A”, “Principal A”, “Teacher A”, ***“Central Office 

X”***). A confidential identification key will be used to keep schools and participants 

matched. This will be stored on a digital storage server accessible only to the researcher.  

Identifiers will be removed from the data and the de-identified data could be used for 

future research without additional consent from participants. 

PARTICIPATION 

Participants must have completed a year of hiring for their current school while in the 

principal position. Participation will also be based upon willingness and availability due 

to the required travel for the researcher. Participants must be 18 years of age or older. 

Your participation is voluntary, and you may withdraw from the study at any time and for 

any reason. If you decide not to participate or if you withdraw from the study, there is no 

penalty. There are no costs to you or any other party.  

AUDIO RECORDING 

IRBNet Number: 1485936-1 
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You will be electronically (audio) recorded during the interview at your school ***or 

office*** site. Audio recordings will be used for the researcher to transcribe the collected 

data. You will only be identified via pseudonym (i.e. “Principal A”, “Teacher A”, ***or 

“Central Office X”***) in the recording and transcripts.   

Transcripts from the recording will be used to develop codes and themes related 

specifically to the research questions of the study. Recordings and transcripts will be 

stored on a secured data drive, and eventually deleted, in accordance with George Mason 

University regulations. Recordings will be accessible only to the researcher.  

CONTACT 

This research is being conducted by Adam McGeehan at George Mason University. He 

may be reached at xxxx@xxxx. For questions, or to report a research-related problem, 

you may contact Seth Hunter in the College of Education and Human Development at 

703-993-xxx or by email: xxxx@xxx.  

You may also contact the George Mason University Institutional Review Board office at 

703-993-4121 if you have questions or comments regarding your rights as a participant in 

the research. 

 

This research has been reviewed according to George Mason University procedures 

governing your participation in this research.  

CONSENT 

I have read this form, all of my questions have been answered by the research staff, and I 

agree to participate in this study. 

_______ I agree to audio taping. 

_______ I do not agree to audio taping. 

 

 

__________________________ 

Signature 

 

__________________________ 

Date of Signature  

 



165 

 

Appendix H 

Rank-Order Cards 

 

PERSON-JOB FIT 
How the knowledge, skills, and abilities of 

the employee match the specific job 

requirements 

 

 

PERSON-GROUP FIT 
The fit with the smaller group of workers 

with which the employee will most closely 

interact 
 

 

PERSON-ORGANIZATION 

FIT 
The compatibility of employees with the 

culture and values of the organization 
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Appendix I 

Raw Data of Person-Environment Rank-Order Activity 

Principal A B C1 D2 E F G3 H J K 

Rank 1 P-O P-O P-O P-J P-O P-O P-G P-O P-O P-O 

Rank 2 P-G P-G P-G P-G P-G P-G P-J P-G P-G P-J 

Rank 3 P-J P-J P-J P-O P-J P-J P-O P-J P-J P-G 

Notes: P-O (person-organization), P-G (person-group), P-J (person-job) 
1Wanted P-O/P-G Tied 
2Changed after discussion  
3Mentioned “Group” as building 

 

 

 

Teachers A B C D E F G H J K 

Rank 1 P-G P-O P-J P-O P-O N/A N/A P-O P-O P-O 

Rank 2 
P-J 

/P-O 
P-G P-G P-G P-G N/A N/A P-J 

P-J/ 

P-G 
P-J 

Rank 3   P-J P-O P-J P-J N/A N/A P-G   P-G 

 

 

 

Central 

Administrator 
L M N O 

Rank 1 P-O P-O P-O P-O 

Rank 2 P-G P-J P-G P-G 

Rank 3 P-J P-G P-J P-J 
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