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Abstract

RESEARCH VS. REALITY: HOW SCHOOL DISTRICTS MEET THE
DEVELOPMENTAL NEEDS OF SCHOOL PRINCIPALS

Catina Bullard-Clark
Old Dominion University, 2018
Committee Chairperson: Dr. Karen L. Sanzo
This study examined the shared experiences of elementary principals on the professional
development provided to them from their district. The study population consisted of 16
elementary school principals in a district in a state in the mid-Atlantic region. A general
qualitative methods approach that was informed by phenomenology was followed. Data was
collected through semi-structured interviews and a focus group with the participants and was
then organized into themes to answer the following research questions: (1) What approaches to
development are being implemented to support elementary principals in a district in a state in the
Mid-Atlantic region? (2) Which methods of development are perceived by principals to be the
most effective?

A major purpose of the study was to determine if the research on the development of
principals aligns with the reality of how principals are being developed by the district in which
they work. Three major themes and five subthemes were revealed by the research and concluded
with the implications for practice and research. Five significant findings resulted from this work

and shed light on the potential for school districts to adequately support the developmental needs

of elementary school principals.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

In this study I sought to answer questions focused on the development of elementary
school principals. School reform measures and a growing emphasis on improving student
achievement have changed the role of the principal. State and federal standards for learning have
increased the pressure on all stakeholders to bear accountability for how well teachers are
teaching and students are learning (Leithwood & Riehl, 2003). In the analysis of 69 studies from
1978 to 2001, Marzano, Waters, & McNulty (2005) summarized that a significant relationship
exists between student achievement and principal leadership. Acknowledging this correlation
exists is the first step of many to create a plan for principal development.

The role of the principal in leading instructional improvement is supported by numerous
bodies of research (e.g....Leithwood, Anderson, & Wahlstrom, 2004; Waters, Marzano, &
McNulty, 2003; Hallinger & Heck, 1998). As teachers participate in professional development
opportunities to build their instructional capacity, the same is needed for principals; however,
many principals do not have the skills and knowledge to be the instructional leaders that their
schools need to be successful (Hill, 2002; Lashway, 2002;). Principal development can follow
two paths: individual development and/or district leadership development to form effective
leadership skills (Marzano et al., 2005). For the purposes of this study, I focused on district
leadership development. Although research concentrated on the district’s role in developing
principals is limited, the influence of job-embedded growth remains vital in the performance of
principals. The principals of schools today need a host of skills that are intricate, varied, and

hard to develop.
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Purpose of Study

The purpose of this study was to investigate and provide new information centered on the
development of elementary school principals. The focus was specifically to determine if the
research on the development of principals aligns with the reality of how principals are being
developed by the district in which they work. Through a general qualitative approach that was
informed by phenomenology, I attempted to document the lived experiences of elementary
principals. The principals were located within a district in the same state in the mid-Atlantic
region. I sought to provide new information in the field of educational leadership.

The development of principals was explored through the lenses of adult learning and
andragogy theories as the conceptual framework. These theories offer a way of understanding
decisions and implementation about professional development for adults. These theories
presume that knowing how adults learn, what motivates adults to learn and providing some
choice to adults in what they learn, will result in an increase in knowledge, productivity, and job-
related skills. An adult learning theory approach offers a way to engage learners in training and
career improvement without the precondition that they are ineffective. Furthermore, the theories
also assert that learning for adults should be self-driven and goal oriented in order for the
outcome to yield lifelong learning with individual benefits for participants (Knowles, 1998;
Sparks & Loucks-Horsley, 1990). I engaged adult learning theory and andragogy theory during
the data collection process of interviews and the focus group discussion. The characteristics and
variables of adult learning directly impact growth and should be included in the planning and

implementation of professional development. The concept was extended in the literature review.
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Research Questions:

1. What approaches to development are being implemented to support elementary principals

in a district in a state in the Mid-Atlantic region?

2. Which methods of development are perceived by principals to be the most effective?

Rationale and Significance

Higher accountability standards for student achievement have forced a critical eye on school
administration. Teachers and students need strong principals who are prepared to lead them to
success (Waters et al., 2003). School leaders take this position with a variety of years of
experiences, instructional expertise, and diverse levels of need related to development. A
consensus is needed on what encompasses professional development for school principals to
ensure consistent execution. Results of how school districts continue to prepare principals for
the vital work that is needed is not readily available. In this study, I explored the beliefs of the
elementary school principals about the professional development provided by their district and
what other variables need to be present for the development to be the most effective.

My personal interest in this study is twofold. First, as an Executive Director of elementary
school leadership, my job is to develop and evaluate principals. I am professionally vested in
gaining the perspective directly from building principals on their development and what methods
are most effective with adult learners. The results of this study will extend my knowledge of
creating a long-range development plan. Attaining this knowledge based on this study ultimately
assists in my individual growth and development. Second, this study seeks to fill the gap that

exists on aligning research and practice in the area of professional development for principals.
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Definition of Key Terms

The definition of key terms is included for readers to become acquainted with unfamiliar or
unknown terms that will help to promote understanding and comprehension.

Andragogy- Andragogy is defined as the science and art of helping adults to learn (Knowles,
1990; Merriam, 1993).

School Level Team (SLT)- the collection of building level administrators that attend and
participate in planned monthly activities

Central Office Team (COT)- the collection of district-level administrators responsible for
organizing monthly leadership activities

Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA)- legislation established in 1965 that
called for an increase in financial support to schools of low-income students, created special
education centers, and provided funds to improve teaching and learning.

Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA)- new legislation passed in 2015 that removes the
federal sanctions and school ratings based on test results, increases state responsibility for
student performance and school ratings and increases state developed interventions for low
performing schools.

Interstate School Leadership Licensure Consortium (ISSLC)- model leadership standards
that outline what education leaders should know

Instructional Leadership- effective principals engage in systematic behaviors that promote
academic achievement.

No Child Left Behind (NCLB)- legislation established in 2004 that reauthorized the ESEA
of 1965. Provided money for extra educational assistance for poor children in return for

improvements in academic progress.
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Professional Development/PD- refers to a variety of training, education or professional

learning intended to help improve professional knowledge, skill, or effectiveness.
Limitations
The three specific limitations that I highlight relate to the sample used to conduct the
study. Convenience sampling was used to implement this study in one school district, which
allowed the collected evidence to be limited in its application to other school districts. Also, a
strong dependency on the reflection of the participants on the professional development that was
provided was used, when a more documented list of professional development experiences of the
district could have provided a wider scope for reflections. Lastly, although 89% of the district
sample participated, principals had the option to not participate, as two principals chose to do.
Delimitations

This study was focused on elementary school principals from a district in a state in the mid-
Atlantic region and did not include principals from high schools or middle schools. All
elementary principals from the district were solicited to participate so that all voices would be
included in the study. I did not include the perspective of the district leaders who provide
development opportunities for the principals. Lastly, I also did not gather information from
participants about past development received from other districts before their employment with

the district used in the study.
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Summary

School principals play a vital role in the achievement of today’s students. As the role of the
principal has changed over the years, legislation now exists that supports increased
accountability standards for schools. This combination of thought strongly enforces the concept
that the school principal has to be an instructional leader; however, a growing concern that
continues to emerge is related to how are principals being developed to lead this complex work.
Research exists that reflects how adults learn best, what concepts and skills are essential for
principals to know and also who within a district could be responsible for this development.
Conversely, a gap exists in determining if these philosophies are actually being implemented by
school districts to develop the needed skills in principals. By hearing the voices of the principals
on what they have experienced and what they perceived to be effective development practices, it
was my hope to link the research of development and the reality of development for school
districts and future studies.

Overview of Literature

The literature review for this study begins with how the role of the principal has changed by
examining whose accountable for student success and why an adjustment in the process of
developing principals was needed. Adult learning theory was included as it provided the
framework of characteristics of adult learners. In addition, this study explored literature related
to the specific concepts of development that principals need in order for them to be the most
effective leader. Although this research was not all inclusive of developmental needs, it
provided a conceptual framework from which development may begin for principals. Lastly, the

nature and importance of supervisors was described. This section provided some understanding
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of how this role is evolving as a possible solution to the question of who could be responsible for
the development of principals.
Overview of Methodology
This study followed a qualitative methods approach to collecting data through interviews
and a focus group. One district in a state in the mid-Atlantic region was selected for the study.
Participants volunteered to be a part of the study and then the snowball sampling technique was
employed to recruit more subjects. Adult learning theory was included in the literature as this
philosophy is particularly applicable in this study of principal development. The more we know
about how adults learn, the better we are able to structure learning activities that resonate with
the adult learners in professional development (Merriam, 2008). The interview and focus group
process was informed by phenomenology because the lived experiences that the participants
shared were the basis for thematic development when coding the data. Repeated data
triangulation, the use of pseudonyms to protect the identity of the participants, and the use of
member checking increased the validity of the study.
Organization of the Study

This study is organized into five chapters. Chapter One provides an introduction as to why
this study is important and what research questions will be answered. Next, Chapter Two
contains a review of the literature on adult learning theory, significant concepts of principal
development and the role of principal supervisors. A step-by-step methodology was presented in
Chapter Three on selecting participants and the collection and analysis of data. The examination
of the data was described in Chapter Four followed by a summary of the study findings, and
implications for research and practice in Chapter Five. The references used and appendices

conclude the research study.
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CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF LITERATURE
Overview

In this chapter, I display a review of the literature related to the context of this research.
For the purposes of the study, I specifically explore (a) the changing role of the school principal,
(b) the theoretical framework of adult learning and andragogy, (c) the conceptual framework of
developmental needs, and (d) the nature of supervisors to include a fairly new concept of
principal supervisors. These concepts will be presented to answer four guiding questions that
will be presented in the introduction of the study.

Introduction

Effective school leadership is critical for schools to be successful and has been found to
have an impact on student achievement, school culture, and climate (Hattie, 2009; Leithwood et
al., 2004; Marzano et al., 2005; Robinson, Lloyd, & Rowe, 2008). In a 2010 study
commissioned by the Wallace Foundation, extensive research uncovered no evidence of schools
transforming without effective leadership (Seashore-Louis, Leithwood, Wahlstrom, & Anderson,
2010). School leaders and their power to drive student achievement provide the catalyst for the
continued and ever-increasing examination of leader preparation and development across PK-12.
While the role of the school leader is critical to the success of schools, there is ongoing concern
that not enough is being done to effectively prepare leaders for their jobs (Murphy, 2005; Young,
Petersen, & Short, 2002). As Kelly and Hess state, (2005) “There is growing evidence to suggest
that the revolution in school organization, management, and curricular affairs may have left

principals behind” (p. 35).
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The purpose of this literature review was to provide a structure for understanding
principal development that addresses three questions, which are grounded in the theoretical
framework of adult learning and forms a comprehensive system of development. Initially this
review sought to address the question, why does the professional development of principals’
matter? As this question is answered, the changing role of the school principal during this time
of higher accountability standards for student achievement was explored. This part of the review
also examined the need for a change in the way principals are developed to support the increase
in responsibility now required of school leaders. Lastly, this first section concluded by
examining the theoretical framework of adult learning and including the characteristics of
principals as learners, which frame how effective professional development should be structured
for principals.

Secondly, the review will explore the concepts that compromise the theoretical
framework. This framework outlines the specific development of principals in order for them to
be the most effective leader. Although this research is not inclusive of all developmental needs,
it can provide a conceptual framework from which development may begin for principals. The
concepts also provide for an across-the-board structure to principal development.

Finally, this review will address the nature and importance of supervisors. The role of
the principal supervisor has emerged as a popular title and notion in the field of PK-12 school
leadership throughout recent years. This section will provide some understanding of how this
role is evolving as a possible solution to the question of who is responsible for the development
of principals. Furthermore, this section will conclude by defining and analyzing the selection,

qualifications, job responsibilities, and measures of effectiveness of principal supervisors.
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Changing Role of the Principal

Effective school principals are necessary for the successful operation of a school.
Schools need principals who have the skills and knowledge to bring about school improvement.
Davis, Darling-Hammond, LaPointe, and Meyerson (2005) state, “Reviews of research suggest
that successful school leaders influence student achievement in several important ways, both
through their influence on other people or features of the organizations, and through their
influence on school processes” (p. 5). The need for a change in the role of the principal is further
supported by school districts that face new accountability structures rooted in standardized test
results. Critical to school achievement is a strong focus on the academic program by school
leaders, the use and analysis of data, and professional development for teachers (Copeland &
Knapp, 2006; Hoy & Hoy, 2002).

Principals are held to higher degrees of accountability than in decades past due to more
rigorous accountability systems. There are demanding expectations, many new within the past
years, on principals to improve educational achievements for all students. Redish, Webb, and
Binbin (2006) report, “The role of the principal has been dramatically changed by school reform
measures and a growing emphasis on increased achievement of all students especially in the
context of No Child Left Behind Act “(pp. 283-284). Historically, principals were challenged
with managing buildings and staff; now they must concentrate their efforts on instructional
improvements and data-driven accountability. The principal is deemed the one responsible for
the success of the school and now research has begun to support what practitioners have known
all along; powerful school leadership on the part of the principal has a positive effect on student
achievement (DuFour & Marzano, 2011). A “one size fits all” approach to develop principals

into strong instructional leaders is never appropriate; therefore, the challenge of finding the best
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practices for principal development remains an important need. Current research connects the
effectiveness of school leadership to student achievement; consequently, leaders must increase
student learning and achievement in the schools they lead (Gill, 2013).

An Accountability Perspective

Traditionally, the principal’s role focused on managerial and administrative tasks.
Principals were largely responsible for retaining order and daily tasks that included maintain
inventory, executing safety measures, and following district mandates. The effort to apply
business and industry models to school has largely taken place without consideration for the
drastically different needs of schools (Tyack, 1974). Many shifts occurred between the 1950’s
through the year 2000 that had a distinctive impact on the change in the organizations and
implementation of schooling. These early practices set the stage for the accountability for
student learning to begin.

As schools in the nineteenth century began to test students for mastery of the taught
curriculum many students did not pass and were retained. If students failed to learn, it was their
own fault (Ravitch, 2002). Thus the first concept of the relationship between student
achievement and accountability emerged. This relationship focused on the student as the central
body of responsibility. A series of legislative actions began to shift the accountability of student
achiev