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What are administrators’ perceptions of what is working well, and what are the main
challenges in implementing policy changes?

Figure 2 summarizes what administrators view as the recent state policy changes that
are working well. Administrators appear positive about school safety, the focus on early literacy,
and teacher salaries. Nonetheless, principals and superintendents differ in their ranking of each
of these. Sixty-one percent of principals ranked the teacher salary increases as one of the top
three positive changes, while 51% of superintendents did so. At the same time, 82% of
superintendents reported school safety in the top three positive changes, compared with 58% of
principals. A comparable share of both principals and superintendents (58% and 59%,
respectively) identified the focus on early literacy in their list of top three initiatives that are
working well.

A higher share of superintendents than principals identified career and technical
education as one of the top initiatives working well, 54% of superintendents compared with 40%
of principals. On the other hand, 19% percent of principals and 13% of superintendents reported
tutoring support in their top initiatives that are working, while a comparable share of principals
and superintendents (15% and 14%, respectively) identified staffing shortages as an area of
improvement.

We also asked administrators to rank which aspects of policy change have been
challenging. As shown in Figure 3, both principals and superintendents ranked funding
uncertainty, responding to the quantity and speed of changes, and educator staffing shortages
as the top three challenges they encountered when implementing the changes. Still, principals
and superintendents differed in the share ranking of each option.

Most superintendents (78%) ranked funding uncertainty as a top challenge in
implementing policy changes, while only around half of principals (54%) did so. Slightly under
half of principals (47%) and about half of superintendents (51%) ranked “responding to the
quantity and speed of changes” as a top three challenge. Finally, 45% of principals and 47% of
superintendents ranked educator staffing shortages as a top challenge.

For principals, the top three challenges described above were followed by difficulties
with parental engagement and support (32%), while only 20% of superintendents chose this
category in their top three challenges. A third of principals (29%) and 24% of superintendents
chose “uncertainty about what needs to change and how to change it” as part of their top three
challenges. Twenty-three percent of principals and 19% of superintendents indicated that
training and professional development for teachers and support staff represented a top
challenge, while 21% of principals and 16% of superintendents found teacher and/or staff
engagement and support as a top challenge. Similarly, implementing tutoring was identified as
a top challenge by 18% percent of superintendents and 13% of principals. Finally, 13% of
principals and 18% of superintendents ranked creating and implementing school safety plans as
a top concern.



FIGURE 2. ADMINISTRATORS' PERCEPTIONS OF WHAT CHANGES ARE WORKING WELL
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FIGURE 3. ADMINISTRATORS' PERCEPTIONS OF MIAIN CHALLENGES
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Do administrators think LEARNS teacher salary changes will help recruit and retain teachers?

Figure 4 represents both principals' and superintendents’ views of the potential benefits
of teachers’ recent salary changes under the LEARNS Act. In 2023, the LEARNS Act reformed
teacher salaries, raising the former minimum teacher base salary of $36,000 to $50,000. As a
result, districts across the state adjusted their salary schedules to accommodate the change in
minimum teacher pay, while the state provided the funding for the necessary changes (Zamarro
etal., 2024).

In last year’s administrators’ survey, administrators reported general optimism that the
changes would help recruit and retain teachers. Sixty-eight percent of principals and 75% of
superintendents felt the changes were somewhat likely or very likely to help recruit teachers.
Additionally, 61% of principals and 75% of superintendents expressed that salary increases
were somewhat or very likely to help with teacher retention (Zamarro et al., 2024).

In this year’s survey, we asked the same questions, and as we show in Figure 4, while
administrators remain overall positive about the salary changes, they appear less optimistic
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than they did in the prior year. Fifty-five percent of principals and 63% of superintendents
indicated that salary changes were somewhat likely or very likely to recruit teachers to their
district. Fifty-four percent of principals and 63% of superintendents marked that the salary
changes were likely or very likely to help retain teachers.

FIGURE 4. ADMINISTRATORS' VIEWS OF HOW LIKELY TEACHER SALARY CHANGES WILL HELP
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What do Administrators think of how funding and demographic changes may affect their
schools or districts?

We also asked administrators about their views on the future of school funding. We
present these responses in Figure 5. As was also the case in the 2024 survey, administrators
reported high levels of uncertainty around funding. This year, 90% of principals and 91% of
superintendents agreed or strongly agreed with the statement “| am uncertain whether state
funding for the teacher salary increases mandated by the LEARNS Act will be enough to cover
the cost in future years.” Meanwhile, 79% of principals and 67% of superintendents indicated
that the end of federal COVID-19 relief funds is likely to impact them.

Funding in Arkansas public schools is tied to the number of students enrolled. Intuitively,
enrollment concerns will differ depending on where a school is located and how it might be
affected by school choice expansions and student demographic changes. In line with that
intuition, administrators reported different concerns when it comes to enrollment.


https://edre.uark.edu/_resources/pdf/edre-rb-2024-01.pdf

Generally, fewer than half of administrators expressed concerns about enrollment due to
the introduction of school choice through Education Freedom Accounts (46% of principals and
45% of superintendents). In contrast, 54% of superintendents agreed or strongly agreed that
their district enrollment was likely to decline due to a shrinking population in their community.
This contrasts with only 41% of principals sharing this belief. Similarly, 57% of superintendents
believe that their enroliment is likely to decline due to having fewer children in their community,
while only 36% of principals believe so.

FIGURE 5. ADMINISTRATORS ON FUNDING & ENROLLMENT
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Are administrators optimistic about their schools and satisfied with their jobs?

We also asked administrators about their job satisfaction and well-being. These
questions mimic those in the 2024 Well-being and Working Conditions in the Arkansas Teacher
Workforce report. As shown in Figure 6, administrators have a very positive view of their school
and district. The overwhelming majority of administrators (97% of principals and 98% of
superintendents) strongly agreed or agreed that they would recommend their school to parents.
Administrators were more positive than teachers, as, in our 2024 Teacher Well-being Survey,
83% of teachers agreed or strongly agreed that they would recommend their school to parents.

Administrators also appear generally satisfied with their jobs. Eighty-nine percent of
principals and 97% of superintendents agreed or strongly agreed they feel satisfied, and 89% of
principals and 94% of superintendents reported feeling successful. Eighty percent of principals
and 88% of superintendents also indicated that the stresses and disappointments of their work
were worth it. Finally, while 79% of principals report they like the way things are run in their
district, only 51% of superintendents agreed that they like the way things are run in the state.
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FIGURE 6. ADMINISTRATORS' JOB SATISFACTION
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What are Administrators’ Future Employment Plans?

To understand administrators’ employment plans for the next school year, we presented
them with a series of potential job changes. Figure 7 summarizes the responses for both
principals and superintendents.

Most principals, 87%, indicated that they would remain in their current position for the
following school year. Thirty-seven percent agreed or strongly agreed that they would “Work as
a district leader”, while 15% percent indicated they would leave the education field. Thirteen
percent reported they planned to retire, while 11% agreed or strongly agreed that they may
switch to a non-leadership role in education. Ten percent agreed or strongly agreed they may
work as a principal in another district, while 7% indicated they may work in a different school in
the same district. Very few, 6% and 3% respectively, indicated they would leave Arkansas or
work in a private school.

As was the case for principals, the majority of superintendents, 84%, indicated they
would remain in their current position. Twenty-six percent reported they may retire, while 12%
agreed or strongly agreed with the statement that they would leave school leadership for a role
outside of education. Ten percent planned to work as a superintendent in a different district,
while 7% reported they may switch to a non-leadership role in education. Only 1% indicated they
would leave Arkansas or work in a private school.

Administrators who disagreed or strongly disagreed with the statement that they would
remain in their current position were then asked to rank the top three reasons they are
considering leaving their current role. As we can see in Figure 8, principals and superintendents
differed in how they ranked reasons to leave. Over half of superintendents (64%) listed wanting
to spend more time with family as a main reason to consider leaving, while 45% of principals
said so. Around half of principals (53%) and 43% of superintendents listed “Other” as the main
reason they would consider leaving, reflecting diverse reasons like moving to different positions,
quitting due to parental or political stressors, or other reasons.

Forty-seven percent of principals indicated lack of support as their reason for
considering leaving their current position, while only 21% of superintendents did so. On the
other hand, 43% of superintendents reported a lack of influence over policies as their main
reason, while only 37% of principals did so. Similarly, 36% of superintendents reported they
wanted to live and work in a different location as a reason for considering leaving, while only
18% of principals did so. Finally, only 7% of superintendents and 16% of principals reported that
an insufficient salary or benefits is their reason for considering leaving.
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FIGURE 7. ADMINISTRATORS’ EMPLOYMENT PLANS FOR THE NEXT SCHOOL YEAR
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FIGURE 8. ADMINISTRATORS' REPORTED REASONS TO LEAVE THEIR CURRENT SCHOOL
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What are the top stressors for administrators?

Long working hours can hurt administrators’ well-being. As presented in Figure 9, when
asked about hours worked outside contract, around half of the administrators (49% of principals
and 60% of superintendents) declared they are working more than 10 hours outside their
contract each week. This compares with 19% of teachers declaring they do so, according to our
2024 teacher well-being survey. Thirty-nine percent of principals and 30% of superintendents
indicated they are working 5-10 additional hours per week, and 12% of principals and 10% of
superintendents declared they work between 1-4 additional hours per week. Though
administrators could have chosen “no additional hours” as a response option, no
superintendent in our survey sample gave this response.

Heavy workloads can be associated with stress, and nationally, principals report higher
levels of stress than comparable professions (Steiner et al., 2022). As it is shown in Figure 10,
Arkansas administrators also appear to experience high levels of stress, with a third of
administrators (29% of principals and 27% of superintendents) saying that work is always
stressful (compared with 13% of teachers saying so in our 2024 well-being survey). Around half
of administrators (47% of principals and 58% of superintendents) reported that their job is often
stressful, while around a quarter (22% of principals and 14% of superintendents) said it is
sometimes stressful. Only 2% of principals and 1% of superintendents indicated it is hardly ever
stressful. Less than 1% of principals indicated it is never stressful, and zero superintendents
responded “never stressful.”

14


https://edre.uark.edu/_resources/pdf/edrerb-2024-02.pdf
https://edre.uark.edu/_resources/pdf/edrerb-2024-02.pdf

When asked about how well they are coping with the stresses of their jobs, as shown in
the second part of Figure 10, administrators were split, with about half (49% of principals and
50% of superintendents) reporting they were coping well and the other half reporting not coping
well at all (10% of principals and 4% of superintendents) or coping just somewhat well (42% of
principals and 46% of superintendents).

FIGURE 9. ADMINISTRATORS REPORTED WORKING HOURS OUT OF CONTRACT
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We also asked administrators to rank the top three sources of stress for them. Their
answers are presented in Figure 11. Principals and superintendents differed in their reported
sources of stress. As was also the case for teachers in our 2024 teacher well-being survey, 41%
of principals ranked student behavior as a top source of stress. Around a third (36%) marked
student mental health needs, and a quarter (25%) indicated that state accountability
requirements are a major stressor.

Other relevant sources of stress for principals included: instructional changes induced
by new state policy (23%), the influence of political issues on schooling (23%), educator mental
health (22%), staffing shortages (19%), budget challenges (16%), feeling that state goals were
unattainable (15%), supporting students with disabilities (15%), and school board relations
(10%). Less than 10% indicated concerns about state funding (8%) and federal funding (8%) as
top stressors. Only 5% ranked community relations as a source of stress.

In contrast, the main source of stress reported by 44% of superintendents was budget
challenges, followed by the influence of political issues and opinions (39%), and uncertainty
about future student enrollment (31%). Around a fifth (23%) also expressed stress around both
federal funding and state funding. Other pertinent sources of superintendent stress include
student mental health needs (ranked by 17%), staffing shortages (14%), state accountability
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requirements (13%), instructional changes required by new state policy, student behavior (12%),

school board relations (12%), supporting students with disabilities (12%), educator mental

health (10%), and community relations (7%).

FIGURE 10. ADMINISTRATOR STRESS & COPING LEVELS
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FIGURE 11. ADMINISTRATORS' MIAIN STRESSORS
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What are Administrators’ Levels of Exhaustion, Disengagement, and Burnout?

We also asked administrators a series of questions to capture their levels of exhaustion
(i.e., feelings of physical, affective, and cognitive fatigue, including aspects of fatigue and the
need for rest), disengagement (i.e., the degree of distance from one’s work, encompassing
negative attitudes and behaviors towards the work itself), and burnout (i.e. the combination of
exhaustion and disengagement). These questions asked administrators to rank the degree to
which they agreed with 16 statements. Half of the statements measured exhaustion, while the
other half measured disengagement.

We then use administrators’ responses to build measures of exhaustion and
disengagement, which are then combined in a unique burnout measure." Following this
methodology, administrators have low levels of burnout if their overall score is less than 43,

T We used the series of questions included in the Oldenburg Burnout Inventory, an internationally
recognized measure of burnout (Demerouti, 1999; Halbesleben and Demerouti, 2005). More details on
this measure of burnout can be found here: https://novopsych.com/assessments/well-being/oldenburg-
burnout-inventory-olbi/
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moderate burnout if their score ranges from 44 to 51, and high burnout levels if they score
above 52.

Our results show that Arkansas administrators, who answered our survey, scored an
average of 20 on the exhaustion score? (considered low levels of exhaustion) and an average of
17.5 on the disengagement score (considered low levels of disengagement). This resulted in
overall low levels of burnout for Arkansas administrators, as we present in Figure 12. Most
principals (80%) and superintendents (91%) scored at a low burnout level, while 16% of
principals and 8% of superintendents showed moderate levels of burnout. Only 4% of principals
and 1% of superintendents presented high levels of burnout.

While burnout appears low on average in this sample, this does not mean that
administrators’ jobs do not have their difficulties. As aforementioned, workloads and stress
levels are high among administrators, which can be precursors to burnout. However, currently, it
does appear that at least in this sample, most administrators are doing well in terms of their
levels of burnout.

FIGURE 12. ADMINISTRATORS’' BURNOUT LEVELS
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DISCUSSION

During the past three years, Arkansas has implemented several significant reforms
bringing changes to key aspects of K-12 education, including most notably the LEARNS Act of
2023. Due to the rapid rollout of these policies, school administrators have had to work quickly
to adjust and ensure compliance with new legislation. To get a better understanding of how
administrators view the implementation of these changes and how they are adapting to them,
we fielded a survey for Arkansas principals and superintendents in the Spring of 2025. Around a
third of administrators (33%) completed the survey.

Based on this sample of 439 administrators, our results show that administrators across
the state are optimistic about their ability to implement recent policy changes. Over 90% of
administrators in our sample celebrated how their schools and districts have done with the
changes and expressed confidence in implementing future changes. When asked to identify
which areas and initiatives are working well, most administrators mentioned the focus on
teachers’ salary increases, school safety, and early literacy.

Nonetheless, Arkansas administrators also identified some areas of challenge,
especially surrounding funding uncertainty, which the majority (54% of principals and 78% of
superintendents) listed as one of the top three challenges in implementing state policy.
Administrators also identified the need to respond to the amount and speed of change as a top
challenge (47% of principals and 51% of superintendents). Finally, educator staffing shortages
remain a top challenge for Arkansas administrators (45% of principals and 47% of
superintendents).

Despite generally viewing the teacher salary changes in the LEARNS Act positively,
superintendents are more optimistic than principals as to whether these changes will effectively
support teacher recruitment and retention. Fifty-five percent of principals and 63% of
superintendents believe the new salaries will aid in recruiting new teachers, and, similarly, 54%
of principals and 63% of superintendents believe they will help retain current staff.

Moreover, the level of optimism regarding teacher salary changes appears to have
decreased compared with our Spring 2024 survey, one year before. Last year, 68% of principals
and 75% of superintendents felt the changes were somewhat likely or very likely to help recruit
teachers. Additionally, 61% of principals and 75% of superintendents expressed that salary
increases were somewhat or very likely to help with teacher retention. Furthermore, funding
uncertainty remains a significant concern among Arkansas administrators, with about 90%
expressing uncertainty about the future of state funding for these salary increases.

Despite these challenges, most administrators (89% of principals and 97% of
superintendents) report being satisfied with their jobs, and most administrators reported low
levels of burnout. Nonetheless, being a school leader remains a stressful profession, and 78%
of administrators report feeling stressed in their job often or always. As was also the case for
teachers, student behavior appears as a top source of stress for principals, along with students'
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mental health needs and state accountability requirements. For superintendents, budget
challenges, the influence of political issues and opinions on schooling, and uncertainty about
future student enrollment appear as their top sources of stress.

This study is not without limitations. As previously noted, we had a response rate of 33%,
the majority of Arkansas administrators did not complete our survey. Still, many principals and
superintendents did, and their responses have implications for research and policy. Moving
forward, as the state considers implementing new policies, administrators are seeking support
in terms of funding uncertainty and time to implement changes. For funding uncertainty, we
continue to encourage state efforts to reduce uncertainties and offer support and guidance to
school districts regarding budget adjustments. Also, if possible, advance notice and increased
communication about future policy changes could help the successful implementation of
current reforms.
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