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Public demands for more effective schools have placed growing attention on the 

crucial role of school leaders—a professional group largely overlooked by the various 

educational reform movements of the past two decades. Educational leadership 

preparation and development has become the primary educational reform strategies of 

this decade, based in part on the need for more and better prepared educational leaders 

(Educational Research Service, 2000; Farkas, Johnson, Duffett & Foleno, 2001; Hale & 

Moorman, 2003). Today, a focus on developing leaders who can promote powerful 

teaching and learning for all students is central  to the school reform agenda (Bottoms & 

O’Neill, 2002).  

Reviews of research suggest that successful school leaders influence student 

achievement in several important ways, through their influence on other people and on 

their organizations. Evidence suggests that, second only to the influences of classroom 

instruction, school leadership strongly affects student learning (Leithwood, Seashore-

Louis, Anderson, & Wahlstrom, 2004). Principals’ abilities are central to the task of 

building schools that promote powerful teaching and learning for all students. However, 

even with the growing body of evidence that supports the preparation of principals who 

are skilled instructional leaders, more research is needed to identify and clarify the 

specific skills and behaviors required to effectively lead instruction and the types of 

training needed to accomplish this goal (Orr, 2003). 
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Leadership development is best viewed as an accumulation of formal and 

informal experiences, including but not limited to just formal preparation (Lashway, 

2003). Nonetheless, preparation programs and other formal leadership education may be 

defining experiences in the nature of leadership practiced and the school improvement 

work pursued  among those that are prepared particularly when these are aligned with 

district expectations and needs (Mazzeo, 2003; SREB, 2006).  Increasingly, school 

districts look to influence or substantially define leadership preparation for the 

educational leaders they hire in order to prepare them well for their school reform 

strategies and improvement work. As well, several districts are increasingly adding to and 

extending this preparation, particularly to support new principals (e.g., San Diego; New 

York City). 

Theoretical framework. 

Several core bodies of theory and research inform the basis for this paper: effective 

instructional and transformational principal practice, the impact of practice on school-

level improvement outcomes, leadership preparation, and the relationships among these 

strands.  

Recent research on transformational leadership (Leithwood & Jantzi, 1999; Marks 

& Printy, 2003; Silins, Mulford, & Zarins, 2002) has shown that how a principal leads 

influences their school improvement work and thus its rewards. Marks and Printy (2003) 

similarly found that transformational and shared instructional leadership positively 

influence school performance, as measured by the quality of instruction and student 

achievement through the engagement and development of teachers. Other research 

similarly shows that effective transformational and instructional leadership positively 
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impacts staff  motivation, commitment and empowerment (Dvir, Eden, Avolio, & 

Shamir, 2002), engagement (Silins et al., 2002), and perceived efficacy (Hoy & 

Woolfolk, 1993). Such leadership practices also benefits the organization as a whole by 

fostering shared purposes and goals, school structure and networks and collaborative 

organizational culture (Leithwood & Jantzi, 1999; Silins et al., 2002), and program 

coherence (Newmann, King, & Youngs, 2001). Other research shows that district support 

is an important moderating influence on leadership practice (Osterman & Sullivan, 1999).  

This research provides useful direction on effective leadership practices that are 

most critical for school improvement work, and the priority areas of such work and 

organizational change.  The first has been to establish appropriate student outcomes, the 

most common being student achievement and student engagement (Leithwood & Jantzi, 

2005). When considering the impact of leadership, however, much of the research stresses 

that leadership effects on these outcomes is largely mediated through effective work of 

teachers and the school as a whole (Leithwood & Reihl, 2005; Leithwood, Louis, 

Anderson & Wahlstrom, 2004; Waters, Marzano & McNulty, 2003). These mediating 

effects, according to Leithwood and Jantzi’s (2005) synthesis of existing research, include 

teacher job satisfaction, organizational commitment to purpose and change, improved 

teaching practices, distributed leadership, a school learning culture, quality content and 

instruction and organizational learning practices and environment. According to 

Leithwood and Jantzi (2005), various studies found a positive relationship among these 

factors and student outcomes, and that these factors are influenced by effective leadership 

practices. Leithwood and Jantzi (2005) showed further in their analysis that the most 



  

 6 

critical leadership practices are setting direction (through vision, goals and expectations), 

helping individual teachers (through support and modeling), redesigning the organization 

(to foster collaboration and engage families and community), and organizational 

management (providing organizational resources and support).  

Other research reviews—most prominent being the Waters, Marzano and 

McNulty (2003) research on balanced leadership—similarly sorts out significant 

relationships between effective leadership practices, school changes and student 

outcomes. Their 21 effective leadership responsibilities can be clustered in the same four 

themes as the Leithwood and Jantzi research, and add measures on collective teacher 

development and engagement (not just individual). They similarly identify the mediating 

factors that are most influenced by leadership and in turn are most influencing on student 

achievement. These are group as school (curriculum, goals, parental involvement orderly 

environment and collegiality), teacher (instruction and curriculum) and student 

(motivation) related factors.  Taken together, however, such research shows that there are 

many facets to effective leadership and several mediating teacher and organizational 

outcomes that are most influential for improving student outcomes. 

Only limited research exists on the relationship between these effective leadership 

practices and prior leadership preparation, but these results are quite positive. Preliminary 

evidence shows that more efficacious, high quality leadership preparation programs have 

most or all of the following features (Davis, Darling-Hammond, Meyerson & LaPointe, 

2005; Jackson & Kelly, 2002; Orr, 2006): 

• rigorous selection that addresses prior leadership experience and initial 
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leadership aspirations, and gives priority to under-served groups, particularly 

racial/ethnic minorities; 

• clear focus and clarified values about leadership and learning around which the 

program is coherently organized;  

• Standards based content and internship experiences; 

• Active, student-centered instructional  

• Supportive organizational structures to facilitate retention and engagement; 

• Coherent, challenging, and reflective content and experiences; and 

• Appropriately qualified faculty. 

In recent years, many educational leadership preparation programs have 

redesigned their content and delivery to be more influential in graduates’ leadership and 

career development and subsequent leadership practice for school improvement. State 

requirements, national accreditation recognition, and other factors have influenced 

program improvement and redesign work. By 2005, 46 states had adopted leadership 

standards for administrator licensure and preparation program approval/recognition 

(Sanders & Simpson, 2005). Finally, many states, districts and funders are developing 

policy and investing resources to improve  strategic leadership development for new and 

experienced school leaders as well (Sanders & Simpson, 2005; SREB, 2005). At the same 

time, some leadership preparation programs have exceeded the national and state 

standards for program reform, although until recently, such developments have been 

largely documented through case study (e.g. Carr, 2005).   

Some local districts, primarily in urban areas, are addressing the perceived 

shortage of quality leadership candidates by creating new preparation programs through 
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collaboration with local universities (Grogan & Robertson, 2002; Hale & Moorman, 

2003; Sandlin & Feigen, 1995). Federal, foundation, and state grant funds encourage such 

collaborations as a means of program innovation and responsiveness to local needs for 

high quality leaders (McCarthy, 1999;U.S. Department of Education, 2005). Some 

collaborations are for leadership preparation only, while others support both preparation 

and in-service leadership development (Norton, 2002; SREB, 2006). Most research on 

university-district partnerships for leadership development focuses on the challenges and 

approaches, while little research has assessed the benefits and impact (e.g., Browne-

Ferrigno, 2005; Goldring & Sims, 2005).  

Preliminary research suggests that when exemplary preparation program features 

are in place, programs yield better graduate and school leadership outcomes. Leithwood, 

et al studied 11 innovatively redesigned preparation programs (1996). In their survey of 

teachers in graduates’ schools, they found that innovative program features—

instructional strategies, cohort membership and program content—were most predictive 

of teacher perceptions of principals’ leadership effectiveness. Orr and Barber (2006), in 

comparing graduates of two university-district partnership programs (with many 

innovative features) and a conventional program (with few), found that supportive 

program structures, comprehensive, standards-based curriculum, and broader, more 

intensive internships, were significantly but differentially related to three types of 

outcomes—leadership knowledge and skills, career intentions, and career advancement. 

Finally, Orr, Silverberg and LeTendre (2006) compared initial learning and career 

outcomes of graduates from five leadership preparation programs which varied on their 

innovative features and redesign to meet national and state standards. Orr, et al found that 
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the five programs differed most on program challenge and coherence, use of active 

student centered instructional practices, and internship length and quality. These same 

qualities were positively associated with how much graduates learned to lead learning 

and foster organizational learning, and internship length and quality were positively 

associated with career intentions and advancement. These results suggest that programs 

using somewhat different models but with well-implemented, innovative program 

features yield positive and significantly better outcomes than more typical preparation 

programs. 

This paper builds on and extends this research through starker contrasts—between 

principals who were prepared through reputationally recognized innovative preparation 

and district leadership development programs and a national representative sample of 

principals—and by looking at four stages of outcomes. Drawing on the above research, 

the relationship between exemplary preparation program features and leadership 

outcomes has been conceptualized as a series of outcomes, each of which are mediating 

factors for the next. These stages of outcomes, as illustrated in Figure 1,  include: 1) 

learning leadership and developing positive beliefs about the principalship; 2) leadership 

practices that are aligned with effective leadership research; 3) having a positive school 

improvement climate and strategies; and 4) making strides in organizational 

improvements and teacher effectiveness.  The assumption of this conceptual model is that 

leadership preparation and development impact on school improvement and student 

outcomes is mediated through what graduates learn, whether they enact effective 

leadership practices as principals, and whether they can create schools that enable school 

improvement through a focus on curriculum and instruction, assessments, alignment and 
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coherence, and the effort, engagement and collaboration of teachers. 

 

Figure 1: 

Orr, 2006Error! Objects cannot be created from editing field codes. 
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Methodology 

 This paper is based on a cross-sectional survey comparison of preparation 

experiences and outcomes using a sample of principals who completed one of five 

innovative leadership preparation programs between 2000-2005 and a national 

comparison sample of principals. This survey research is part the Stanford University 

School Leadership Study, a study of eight reputationally-innovative leadership 

preparation and support programs led by Linda Darling Hammond and Debra Meyerson 

and funded by the Wallace Foundation. Other research in this study includes indepth case 

studies of the eight programs and related state policy and financing studies, as well as 

surveys of teachers in 3-5 sampled schools in each study site. 

 

Research questions 

The primary questions are: 

• How do innovatively-prepared principals and other principals differ demographically 

and on leadership preparation program experiences? 

• How do innovatively-prepared principals and other principals differ on what they 

learned about school leadership, their leadership practices, school improvement work 

and accomplishments? 

• What is the relationship among principals’ demographic characteristics, leadership 

preparation program features, learning about school leadership, effective leadership 

practices, school improvement work and accomplishments? 

• What factors are most significant in directly explaining recent organizational and 

teacher effectiveness improvements, and as mediated by intermediate factors? 
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Sample 

Two samples were compiled for this study. The first are 100% of all principals who 

completed one of five innovative leadership preparation programs from 2000-2004. The 

five programs were selected for their reputationally-exemplary approaches, varied 

structures, collaborations, and institutional arrangements, as well as geographic 

dispersion. Of all the 246 graduates from the five programs who completed a mail or 

web-based version of the survey, 125 (51%) are currently principals. Their response rates 

ranged from 50-71%, among the five programs. The second sample was drawn from two 

national lists of principals.1 Of 1,229 principals sampled, 661 responded, representing 

54% of the sample. Of these, 571 (86%) were currently principals in 2005 when 

surveyed.  Our final sample includes 125 innovatively-prepared principals and 571 

comparison principals. It is assumed that any response bias that exists occurred similarly 

for the two samples. 

Data source 

The surveyed principals completed a standardized xxx item survey protocol, made 

available to them on-line and by mail.  

The survey instrument was designed based on a survey developed and piloted by 

the UCEA/TEA-SIG Taskforce on Evaluating Leadership Preparation Programs, which 

had aligned some measures with national leadership standards (ISLCC and ELCC) as 

                                                
1 The NAESP and NASSP provided the member lists we used to identify comparison principals 

for the survey efforts. According to the lists, 22,720 principals were members of NAESP and 14,706 were 
NASSP members. We randomly selected 1,229 from these 37,426 members for our sample (657 NAESP 
principals, 572 NASSP principals). Of the 1,229 principals, 600 principals came from the focus states for 
our study:  California, Connecticut, Delaware, Georgia, Kentucky, Mississippi, New York, and North 
Carolina (75 principals were randomly selected for each state)1. A total of 623 principals represented the 
other 42 states (15 principals were randomly selected from each state). We eliminated any program 
graduates identified by program leaders from the NAESP and NASSP lists before we selected the sample. 
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well as Leithwood and Jantzi’s (2000) leadership effectiveness research. The instrument 

was further refined to incorporate existing leadership practice measures (the federal 

School and Staffing Survey. The survey was designed around the seven categories of 

measures listed in the conceptual design: demographic and other characteristics of 

principals prior to preparation; preparation features and experiences; what graduates 

learned about leadership and their leadership beliefs; effective leadership practices; 

school improvement strategies and climate; recent school improvement changes; and 

moderating influences. 

Measures 

Both theoretical and statistical guidance were used to form survey measures for 

more robust statistical analysis and outcome analysis. All scales had robust reliability 

coefficients (.700 and higher, with one exception) and good factor loadings (.600 and 

higher, with most at .750 and higher).   

Learned leadership and beliefs. The leadership learning outcomes include five 

scale measures of learned leadership, based largely on the ISLLC/ELCC standards: 

Organizational learning, vision and ethics, leading student and teacher learning, 

Managing operations, Engaging parents and community, based on 23 items. Three 

attitudinal measures were constructed: positive and negative beliefs about the 

principalship, and commitment to the principalship. 

Effective leadership practices. The nature of effective leadership practices, drawn 

from the federal School and Staffing Survey for principals, the ISLLC/ELCC standards, 

and effective leadership research (Leithwood & Jantzi, 1999; Leithwood, et al, 2004; 

Waters, Marzano & McNulty; 2003). This includes a measure of how many hours they 
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spend on all school-related activities for the school during a typical week, and  an 

aggregate measure of effective leadership practices (instructional leadership, organizational 

learning leadership, and management) based on how often in the last month they engaged 

in eight activities, using a four point frequency Likert-rating scale (1=never…4=daily).  

School improvement climate and strategies. The second level of outcomes (and the 

first type of mediating effect) is the school improvement climate of the school, in which 

principals rate their degree of agreement (using a 5-point Likert agreement-rating scale) on 

21 items that comprise four measures:  accessible quality instruction, instructional 

coherence and coordination, and teacher commitment encouraged and practiced, and 

student effort and engagement.  A related set of outcomes is on the use of school 

improvement strategies for on-going improvement, which include: teacher collaboration, 

active shared, distributed leadership, and data driven decision making/organizational 

learning.   

School improvement progress. The third level of outcomes focus on the school 

improvement progress  based on principals’ reports of increased direction setting, 

instructional work, and development of people based on a 13-items rated using a 5-point 

Likert increase-rating scale on the extent of an increase or decrease over the last year. 

Moderating factors. Moderating factors measured in this research include school 

demographics (urbanicity, size, and student poverty) and the extent to which there are 

student problems (attendance, and verbal and physical abuse), teacher and parent  

problems (teacher attendance and expectations, and lack of involvement and student 

preparation for school), all of which were drawn from the federal School and Staffing 
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Survey. Finally perceived district support of the principalÕs leadership practices and 

school improvement work and professional development opportunities were measured. 

 

Data analysis and limitations 

 Three types of analyses were conducted. First, innovatively prepared and other 

principals were compared on all seven sets of measures, using ANOVA and chi-square 

test of independence, to identify statistically significant differences that were positively 

associated with their classification. These comparisons used a sampling weight (see 

Appendix A). Next, all seven sets of measures were correlated to identify statistically 

significant bi-variate associations, using an unweighted sample. Third, a series of 

regression analyses were conducted to identify both the direct relationship of all measures 

on the two primary outcomes of school improvement progress (organizational 

improvement and teacher effectiveness and engagement improvement) as well as their 

mediated relationships. The sample size of the innovatively prepared principals is too 

small to permit multivariate or hierarchical linear modeling. 

Our research is limited by its cross-sectional nature—we can only examine 

relationships between having had experiences and current practices—and its reliance on 

self-reports—we only have the principals’ reports on their leadership practices and school 

improvement work. We assume, however, that any bias that this creates is similar across 

the two samples. 
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Findings 

 

How do innovatively-prepared principals and other principals differ demographically 

and on leadership preparation program experiences? 

 

Demographic and other pre-program characteristics 

The first step is to consider whether exemplary programs actually enroll 

candidates who are more diverse and are initially better prepared to become effective 

leaders, based on their teaching experience, prior leadership work, and district support, 

through tuition payment and recommendation. The principals from exemplary programs 

in this study exceed others on all these measures, as shown in Table 1. They were diverse 

group as candidates who have significant teaching and prior leadership experience, and 

who enter the program with significantly better district support. Specifically, principals 

who graduated from these exemplary preparation programs were more likely than 

comparison principals to be female or a racial/ethnic minority. They were more likely to 

have been formally or informally referred by their school or district to participate and to 

have some or all of their program cost paid by their district or other source of support. 

Finally, they were equally likely to have been experienced teachers with several prior 

leadership responsibilities before enrolling their programs. 
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Table 1: 

Pre-conditions to leadership preparation: diversity, district support and prior experience 

 Exemplary program 
pr incipals 

Comparison pr incipals significance 

Diversity    
Being femae 72% 47% *** 
Racial/ethnic minority 37 9 *** 
Distr ict support    
District pays a portion or all of program costs 51 30 *** 
Referred by administrator to participate 61 30 *** 
Educational and leadership exper ience    
Age 45 50 *** 
Number of  years of teaching 12.6 15.1 ** 
 Number of prior leadership responsibilities 3.4 3.7 -- 
Initial aspirations to be a principal 2.0 2.0 -- 
N= 125 571  
* p<.05, ** p<.01; *** p<.001 

weighted=wt2princ 

 

Program features 

Based on a review of the research and theory on adult learning and leadership 

development, high quality leadership preparation programs features can be clustered as: 

1)  a well defined theory of leadership to frame the program; 2) preparation strategies that 

maximizes learning, learning transfer and leadership identity formation; and 3) strong 

content and field experiences. Survey feedback from principals confirmed that their 

exemplary programs exceeded other principals’ preparation on all these features (as 

shown in Table 2). First, exemplary program principals were far more likely to had 

leadership focused program content, such as leadership for school improvement. Second, 

principals reported that exemplary programs strongly incorporated strategies to foster 

learning: they were almost twice as likely as conventionally prepared principals to have 

been in a cohort, to have had active student-centered instruction (such as case studies, 

problem-based learning, and action research) and more frequently had practicing 
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administrators as instructors. Finally, they were much more likely to have had strong 

content and field experiences—they rated their program higher (a greater extent) in 

having provided reflection rich content that integrated theory and practice,  having had 

better quality internship experiences, based on their responsibilities, supervision and 

leadership learning opportunities, and having significantly longer internship experiences 

(equivalent to a full school year). Not surprising, therefore, that exemplary program 

principals were significantly more likely than comparison principals to agree that they 

would definitely chose the same program, if they had the opportunity to do it over again. 

 

Table 2: 

Quality preparation program attributes 

 Exemplary  
Program pr incipals 

Comparison  pr incipals significance 

Program Theory+    
Leadership focused program content 4.1 3.8 *** 
Maximizing learning strategies+    
Cohort 4.2 2.5 *** 
Active student centered instruction 4.0 3.4 *** 
Practicing administrators taught in the program 3.6 2.9 *** 
Knowledgeable faculty 4.4 4.1 *** 
Strong content and field work+    
Reflection rich, challenging content 4.0 3.4 *** 
Had a supervised internship 78% 64% ** 
Quality internship attributes 4.3 3.6 *** 
Internship length (n=574) 35 22 *** 
Perceived program to be a valuable exper ience+ 1.5 2.0 *** 
N= 125 571  
 
* p<.05, ** p<.01; *** p<.001 

weighted=wt2princ 

Scores reflected averages of 5 point rating scales of one or more items; 5=to a great extent. .. 1=not at all. 
 
++ Scores reflect averages of a 5-point scale in which 1=definitely yes….5=definitely no. 
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How do innovatively-prepared principals and other principals differ on what they 

learned about school leadership, their leadership practices, school improvement work 

and accomplishments? 

Leadership preparation programs have three types of initial impact—what graduates 

learn, their beliefs about the role of principal, and their commitment to the principalship 

as a career. Comparison of the two groups of principals showed significantly positive 

differences on their learning learner-centered leadership, developing positive beliefs 

about the principalship, and, but more modestly, becoming committed to the 

principalship (as shown in Table 3). Both groups rated their leadership preparation as 

somewhat to moderately effective in all five areas of leadership learning: organizational 

learning, vision and ethics, student and teacher learning, managing operations, and 

engaging parents and community. Innovatively-prepared principals rated their learning 

significantly higher in all areas. They rated themselves highest in learning to lead: a) 

organizational learning, b) with vision and ethics; and c) student and teacher learning, all 

of which research on effective leadership has shown are critical qualities for school 

improvement.  

Principals of innovative programs had more positive beliefs and greater 

commitment to the principalship, when surveyed. They share strongly positive beliefs 

that being a principal enables them to make a difference in the lives of students, influence 

school change, and grow professionally. They are more likely to plan to remain principal 

of their school as long as they are able. Despite these positive beliefs and commitments, 

they share similarly strong negative perceptions of the principalship as held by the 
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comparison principals—that it requires long hours and too many responsibilities and is 

stressful. 

Table 3: 

Initial impact on leadership learning, beliefs and commitment 

 Exemplary program 
pr incipals 

Comparison 
pr incipals 

significance 

Learned to lead:    
Organizational learning 3.9 3.3 *** 
With vision and ethics 3.9 3.4 *** 
Student and teacher learning 3.7 3.3 *** 
Managing operations 3.5 3.3 * 
Engaging parents and community 3.5 3.2 ** 
    
Positive beliefs about the pr incipalship 
+ 

4.8 4.7 ** 

Negative beliefs about the 
pr incipalship 

4.1 4.1 -- 

    
Commitment to the pr incipalship ++ 3.1 3.0 * 
* p<.05, ** p<.01; *** p<.001 

weighted=wt2princ 

Scores reflected averages of 5 point rating scales of one or more items; 5=to a great extent. .. 1=not at all. 
 
+ Belief scores are based on an average of 5-point agree scales of four items each; 5=strongly agree. .. 
1=strongly disagree.  
+ + Score is an average of 4-poitn ratings of four principal commitment items, 4=strong agree…1=strongly 
disagree 
 
 

School improvement progress and challenges. The influence of these exemplary 

preparation experiences and learning are beginning to be reflected in how principals enact 

their leadership, their school improvement work, and their impact on their schools, 

teachers and students.  Such work is accomplished by innovatively-prepared principals in 

far more challenging settings than those led by comparison principals, and over a shorter 

duration. 

 A comparison of schools and communities shows that while innovatively-

prepared principals are more likely to be serving elementary schools, they serve larger 

numbers of students, on average, who are far more likely to be poor, and are in urban 
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communities (as shown in Table 4). These same principals have been in their role less 

than half as long, serving four years on average, in contrast to 10 years for comparison 

principals, and an average of 3 years in their current school, in contrast to 5 years for 

comparison principals. 

Table 4: 

School and community characteristics and number of years as principal 

 Exemplary program 
pr incipals 

Comparison 
pr incipals 

significance 

School character istics    
Elementary school 64% 46% *** 
Average number of students 654 637 --- 
% students are eligible for free or reduced-fee 
lunch 

64 42 *** 

% students are minority 55 27 *** 
Number of teachers 41 42 --- 
School community is urban or small city 62% 30% *** 
Number  of years as a pr incipal    
Total 4 10 *** 
In this school 3 5 *** 
* p<.05, ** p<.01; *** p<.001 

weighted=wt2princ 

 
Leadership practices and impact are examined in three ways—1) what principals 

report as their leadership practices based on how frequently they engaged in various 

activities over one month; 2)  how they would characterize the current school 

improvement climate and strategies of their schools, and 3) the changes in school 

improvement practices over the last year. The influence of exemplary program 

participation seems to be most evident in the focus of the principals’ work and changes in 

organizational and teacher efforts over the prior year. 

 Leadership practices. First, innovatively-prepared principals worked longer hours 

(although the difference is not statistically significant) and spent more time than 

comparison principals on instructionally focused work, and developing their teachers’ 

and schools’ instructional capacity (as shown in Table 5).  Specifically, they were far 
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more likely to report that they worked at least weekly or more on a wide range of school 

and instructional improvement tasks, on which comparison principals reported spending 

significantly less time (between monthly and weekly). The innovatively-prepared 

principals averaged the greatest amount of their time on facilitating student learning, 

followed by guiding the development of curriculum and instruction, evaluating teachers, 

and working with their teaching staff to solve problems. 

Table 5: 

Leadership practices, school improvement work, and school change 

 

Exemplary program 
pr incipals 

Comparison 
pr incipals 

significance 

Number  of hours 64 61 --- 
Effective leadership practices: 3.2 2.9 *** 
Facilitate student learning 3.6 3.3 *** 
Guide the development and evaluation of curriculum 
and instruction 

3.3 2.9 *** 

Foster teacher professional development for 
instructional knowledge and skills 

3.0 2.7 *** 

Evaluate and provide instructional feedback to 
teachers 

3.3 2.9 *** 

Use data to monitor school progress, identify 
problems and propose solutions 

3.0 2.8 ** 

Work with teaching staff to solve school or district 
problems 

3.3 3.2 --- 

Work with teachers to change teaching methods 
where students are not succeeding 

3.0 2.7 *** 

Work with faculty to develop goals for their practice 
and professional learning 

2.8 2.5 *** 

* p<.05, ** p<.01; *** p<.001 

weighted=wt2princ 

Scores reflected averages of 4 point frequency rating 4=daily, 3=once or twice a week, 2=once or twice a month, 
1=never 

 
School improvement strategies and climate. Despite these differences, the two 

groups of principals rated their schools’ current school improvement strategies and 

climate similarly. Drawing from several items, three measures of a positive school 

improvement strategies were constructed—teacher collaboration (teachers feel 

responsible to help each other do their best, are continually learning, and use time 
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together to discuss teaching and learning); active, shared and distributed leadership 

(faculty has an effective process for making group decisions; teachers take an active role 

in school-wide decision making; and we take steps to solve problems not just talk about 

them), and uses data and fostering organizational learning (assessment of student 

performance leads to changes in curriculum, teachers collect and use data to improve 

teaching, and school has a process for on-going improvement and planning).  Both 

groups gave moderately positive agreement ratings on the current use of these strategies 

in their schools (as shown in Table 6).  

 Similarly, both groups of principals similarly shared moderate to strong 

agreement that their schools were currently characterized by four qualities of school 

improvement climate: instructional coherence (e.g. curriculum and instruction are well 

coordinated across different grades), accessible instruction (e.g. standards are consistent 

across classrooms, there is a clear sense of purpose for student learning, and student get 

needed instructional support), teacher commitment and appreciation (e.g. teachers 

strongly support the changes we have undertaken and people who take the initiative are 

appreciated) and student effort and engagement (students work hard and are aware of the 

learning expectations).  
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Table 6: 
 
School improvement climate and strategies  
 

 
Exemplary program 

pr incipals 
Comparison 
pr incipals 

Significance 

School improvement strategies     
 Teacher collaboration 4.1 4.2 -- 

Active shared, distributed leadership 4.1 4.2 -- 

Data driven decision making/organizational 
learning 

4.1 4.2 -- 

    

School improvement climate    

 Coherence 4.2 4.2 -- 

Accessible quality instruction 4.0 4.1 -- 

Teacher commitment encouraged and 
practiced 

4.2 4.2 -- 

 Student effort and engagement 4.2 4.2 -- 

* p<.05, ** p<.01; *** p<.001 

weighted=wt2princ 

Scores reflected averages of 5 point rating scales of one or more items; 5=to a great extent. .. 1=not at all. 
 
 

School improvement progress and challenges. Third, despite their similar reports 

on school improvement strategies and climate, the two groups of principals differed 

significantly on how much their schools’ increased their organizational effectiveness and 

teacher effectiveness over the past year (as shown in Table 7). Innovatively-prepared 

principals were more or much more likely than comparison principals to report their 

school had improved in both organizationally improvements for student learning 

(consensus on school goals, use of performance assessments, efforts among teachers to 

share practices and staff recognition) and in teacher effectiveness (sensitivity to student 

needs, focus on improving instruction, and attention to the needs of low-performing 

students). 

 



  

 25 

Table 7: 
 
School improvement progress and school challenges  
 

  Exemplary 
program pr incipals 

Comparison 
pr incipals 

Significance 

School improved in:    

 Organizational improvement 4.1 3.9 ** 

Consensus among staff about the school’s goals 4.1 4.0 * 

Collaboration among teachers in making curriculum and 
instructional decisions 

4.3 4.1 ** 

 Use of performance assessments and exhibitions of 
student learning 

4.0 4.0 --- 

Opportunities for teachers’ professional growth 4.3 4.0 *** 

Staff recognition for a job well done. 4.2 3.9 ** 

Emphasis on student discipline and enforcing 
consequences for misbehavior 

4.0 3.8 ** 

Use of student performance data for instructional 
improvement 

4.4 4.1 *** 

Coordination of curricular and instructional materials 
among regular and special programs/classrooms 

4.1 4.0 * 

Involvement of parents and families in school decision 
making and student learning 

3.7 3.6 -- 

Teacher  effectiveness and engagement 4.1 4.0 ** 

Focus by teachers on improving and expanding their 
instructional strategies 

4.4 4.2 ** 

Job satisfaction experienced by staff 3.9 3.7 * 

Staff sensitivity to student needs 4.0 3.8 ** 

Confidence in the value of our work 4.2 4.0 ** 

Attention to the needs of low-performing students 4.3 4.1 *** 

Efforts among teachers to share practices with each other 4.2 4.0 *** 

 context of teacher engagement and family support 2.7 2.3 *** 

Student behavior problems 1.8 1.6 ** 

* p<.05, ** p<.01; *** p<.001 

weighted=wt2princ 

Scores reflected averages of 5 point rating scales of one or more items; 5=to a great extent. .. 1=not at all. 
 
+ Belief scores are based on an average of 5-point agree scales of four items each; 5=strongly agree. .. 
1=strongly disagree.  
 
 

Despite these improvements, innovatively-prepared principals were more likely to 

rate their schools on having challenging problems than did comparison principals. They 

rated their schools lower on teacher engagement and family support, and higher on 

student behavior problems, than did comparison principals. Without longitudinal data, it 

is unclear whether these principals are working in more challenging schools (and thus 
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would report more problems) or are less effective in these areas than are other principals. 

If they are working in more challenging contexts, as their school demographics suggest, 

then their accomplishments in creating a positive school improvement climate and 

achieving improvements in organizational and teaching effectiveness are even more 

stark. 

 

What is the relationship among principalsÕ demographic characteristics, leadership 

preparation program features, learning about school leadership, effective leadership 

practices, school improvement work and accomplishments? 

The next step in the analysis was to investigate the relationship among these 

experiences, and the unique influence of preparation experiences on leadership and 

school improvement work, when other moderating influences are taken into account. This 

investigation was conducted through correlational analysis and a series of regression 

analyses. 

 The first correlation was among the pre-conditions and the program features. 

Demographic attributes were significantly but modestly correlated—being male and 

minority were inversely related to each other and to age, but unrelated to prior leadership 

positions. Being male was inversely rated to initial aspirations. The preparation 

experiences were strongly and positively correlated (.248 to .809), with the exception of 

internship length. Internship length was positively, but more modestly correlated with 

most program attributes (.102 to .255), with the exception of leadership focused program 

content. Being recommended or referred to the program was positively and significantly 
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related to the program quality measures, but having some or the entire program costs 

covered was negatively related. 

 Next, these precondition and program feature measures were correlated with 

leadership learning measures.  First, all the leadership learning measures were very 

strongly and positively correlated (.678 to .865) with each other. Second, all the 

leadership learning measures were positively, although somewhat less strong, correlated 

with all the program effectiveness measures (.490 to .687). The exception was the weaker 

correlation with internship length and having practicing administrators teach in the 

program (.141 to .319). Third, the leadership learning measures were also found to be 

positively but very modestly correlated with being minority (.141 to .139) and inversely 

with age (-.106 to -.189).  

 Next, these three sets of measures were correlated with the measure of effective 

leadership practices. The extent to which the principals reported extensive use of 

effective leadership practices was positively associated with the demographic qualities of 

being female and having had prior leadership experiences, moderately positively 

associated with exemplary preparation program features (.191 to .232) with quality 

internship being the strongest, and even more positively, but still moderately, associated 

with leadership learned through the program (.208 to .263). 

 Finally, these four groups of measures were then correlated with school 

improvement practices and outcomes. Some demographic attributes (being female and 

age) of the principals were weakly but positively associated with the use of several school 

improvement strategies, the school climate, and the improvements in organizational and 

teacher effectiveness. The extent to which their leadership preparation program had 
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exemplary features were also weakly but positively associated with school improvement 

practices and outcomes (.076 to .232). Somewhat stronger, and also positive, were the 

correlation of these effects with the five measures of leadership learned (.125 to .230), 

and the effective leadership practices used (.184 to .369). The school improvement 

strategies, climate and changes were strongly and positively correlated (.231 to .774). 

 

What factors are most significant in directly explaining recent organizational and 

teacher effectiveness improvements, and as mediated by intermediate factors? 

 Through a series of regression analyses, these relationships were analyzed further 

to identify direct and indirect, mediated influences of leadership preparation and practices 

on school improvement changes. This was done in a series of stages, looking at each 

stage of impact separately and incorporating prior outcomes as mediating factors. For 

purposes of this paper, five outcomes were examined: learned to lead learning for 

students and teachers; learning to lead organizational learning; effective leadership 

practices; school improvement progress in teacher effectiveness and enagement and 

school improvement progress in organizational effectiveness. 

First, the impact of exemplary preparatory experiences on leadership learning was 

evaluated, giving priority to two learning outcomes –learning to lead learning for students 

and teachers and learning to lead organizational learning. These were chosen because 

they are most crucial to leading learning and school improvement and were most highly 

rated by the innovatively prepared principals. The results are presented in Table 8. The 

regression (R2 = .599) shows five variables, leadership-focused program content (β = 

.35), reflection rich program content (β = .20), active student centered curriculum(β 
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=.22), not being in a cohort(β =.08), and having knowledgeable faculty (β =.11) 

positively predicted how much principals’ reported that they learned about leading 

learning for students and teachers. The same factors also positively predicted how much 

principals’ reported that they learned about leading organizational learning. This full 

regression model suggests that the content, instruction and delivery influence what 

leadership preparation students learn.  

Next, these same factors, along with measures of leadership learning, were used 

to evaluate the extent to which principals’ practiced effective leadership strategies as 

shown in Table 9. The regression (R2 = .131) shows three measures, being female (β =-

.192), having had several prior leadership responsibilities (β =.163), extent to which they 

learned to lead learning for students and teachers (β = .13), and extent to which they 

learned to lead organizational learning(β =.13), positively predicted how much 

principals’ practiced effective leadership strategies. This full regression model suggests 

that what principals had learned in their leadership preparation, significant (but modestly) 

influences their leadership practices, even when controlling for demographic 

characteristics.  

To look at the impact on school improvement progress, each set of measures was 

entered sequentially through a stepwise regression analysis. In this manner, how 

statistically significant relationships changed with the addition of mediating factors could 

be tracked. In the final regression analysis (R2 =.173), the most parsimonious set of 

measures, as shown in Table 10, were being female (β =-.081), extent had leadership 

focused program content(β=.108), learned leading organizational learning (β=.087), 

and—strongest--the extent practiced effective leadership strategies (β=.294) were all 
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statistically significant. These sample factors were also significant in evaluating the 

extent of improved organizational effectiveness, with the exception that the level of 

student poverty was significant (while extent to learning organizational learning was not). 

 These results suggest that the extent to which principals had exemplary leadership 

preparation content, instruction and experiences directly influences what they learn, and 

that these in turn directly influence leadership practices (as well as preparation indirectly 

through leadership learning). Finally, these factors primarily influence school 

improvement work through the use of effective leadership practices. While all these 

outcomes are positively correlated with principals’ demographic and professional 

attributes, these relationships are not significant when leadership preparation features and 

leadership learning outcomes are added into the relationship. 

 

Discussion 

By combining innovatively prepared principals and comparison principals, this 

paper was able to explore the relationships among their preparation experiences, 

leadership practices and school improvement work. Preliminary results show that 

program graduates describe the quality and attributes of their preparation program more 

positively than comparison principals. They were more likely to have had a 

comprehensive and coherent program, content that stressed instructional leadership and 

leadership for school improvement, faculty who were practitioners and knowledgeable in 

their field of expertise, robust internships, a cohort structure, the integration of theory and 

practice and extensive opportunities to reflect on their experiences and development as a 

leader. As well, they placed a greater emphasis on effective leadership strategies in their 
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practice, and focusing more than comparison principals on leading teachers and 

improving instruction in the classroom and were more likely to be facilitating student 

learning, fostering teacher professional development and using data to monitor their 

progress.  

The strongly positively relationships within groups of measures and between 

preparatory experiences, leadership learning outcomes and effective leadership practices 

made it difficult to identify uniquely influential program features on leadership practices 

and school improvement progress. Nonetheless, it appears that of all the features, 

leadership-focused program content is the most influential, showing both a direct and 

indirect effect on the school improvement progress outcomes. It may be that this measure 

captures the variability related to the innovative programs in which the innovatively 

prepared principals are clustered. What these results suggest, however, is that program 

focus matters in how principals in turn focus their work, particularly in fostering school 

change. Moreover, what graduates learn about leadership is significant for how they 

practice leadership. 

While these results are quite positive they must be evaluated with caution, as they 

are based on a small number of reputationally-exemplary programs, a small number of 

principals who graduated from these programs, only their perspectives on the school 

improvement work, and only one point in time. Yet, the results provide promising 

direction on how to evaluate the unique contribution of leadership preparation on 

leadership outcomes. 
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Conclusions 

 Leadership preparation matters, as these results demonstrate, especially when 

striving to improve hard-to-serve schools, such as those with higher percentages of poor 

students. Its direct effect on school outcomes is weak, however, mediated through its 

strong direct effect on what candidates learn and what, when they become principals, 

they practice in their leadership work.  

These findings are crucial for policy debates about whether graduate leadership 

preparation can be effective and how programs should be designed and delivered. The 

programs from which these principals were sampled were selected for their innovation, 

including their district partnerships. While these partnerships were critical to the 

programs’ curriculum focus, quality internships, and coherence as shown in related case 

studies, it is likely that the programs’ effective features could be replicated in other 

graduate preparation programs.  

Much recent attention to leadership preparation has focused on critical features 

rooted in the research on leadership effectiveness and adult learning theories. This study 

provides early evidence that such program features do promote better learning and 

leadership practice. Moreover, these results build on and extend prior, small scale 

research on the relationship between leadership preparation approaches and graduate 

outcomes by replicating those benefits and showing the relationship of those benefits to 

principals’ school improvement work. 

More important, these findings provide insight into how to evaluate the impact of 

leadership preparation programs on their graduates and their work as school leaders. The 

mediated effects of preparation on school improvement work underscores the importance 
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of evaluating preparation impacts on short-range outcomes—particularly what graduates 

learn and what leadership strategies they practice. This study provides a possible 

methodology for replication and further consideration of how to investigate these 

relationships. Further research, on larger and more diverse sets of programs and 

graduates, is needed, however, to confirm and extend these findings. 
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Appendix A: Weights 

WEIGHT BY WT2SAMP INFERENTIAL STATISTICS 
 
Use this weight when comparing the number of respondents in a total group  
(i.e., all elementary principals, all secondary principals, all program principals) to the national 
comparison group of principals.  For example: All CA program principals compared to the 
National Sample. Use the variable program (1=program principals 2=national comparison 
principals). 
 
WT2SAMP= Weights data to the national comparison NASSP and NAESP principals 
Programs 

)/(*)/(2
8

1

8

1 ! !! ! = == =
=

WY

ALs p sp

WY

ALs p spspspsp NnnNSAMPWT

Where: 
N = number in the population 
n = number in the sample 
s = State (STATE) 
p = program (PROGID=1-8) 
 
National 
 
Where: 
N = number in the population 
n = number in the sample 
s = State (STATE) 
p = program (PROGID=98, 99) 
 
WEIGHT BY WT2PRINC: This weight can be used to compare the program to its state or 
national comparison group and to combine across program and national samples to compare 
states. However, because inferential statistics are based on sampling probabilities, in some cases 
the n's may not be entirely appropriate.   
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8

1 ! !! ! = == =
=

WY

ALs p sp

WY

ALs p spspspsp NnnNPRINCWT

Where: 
N = number of schools represented by respondents 
n = number in the sample 
s = State (STATE) 
p = program (PROGID=1-8) 
 
National 
 
Where: 
N = number of schools in state 
n = number in the sample 
s = State (STATE) 
p = program (PROGID=98, 99) 
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Table 8: 
 
Regression analysis for predicting leadership learning outcomes 
  

 
Learning to lead student and teacher 

learning (a) 
Learning to lead organizational learning 

(b) 

  

Unstandardiz
ed 

Coefficients  
B 

Std. 
Erro

r 

Standar
dized 

Coefficie
nts  
Bet 
a Sig.  

Unstandardiz
ed 

Coefficients  
B 

Std. 
Erro

r 

Standar
dized 

Coeffici
ents  
Bet 
a Sig.  

Step 1: (Constant) 3.962 .239   .000 4.386 .256   .000 
Being male -.077 .073 -.045 .294 -.125 .079 -.067 .112 
racial/ethnic 
minority 

.163 .100 .068 .103 .260 .107 .100 .015 

age -.018 .005 -.168 .000 -.026 .005 -.225 .000 
Teaching years .007 .005 .058 .210 .007 .006 .057 .213 
number of prior 
leadership 
responsibilities  

.036 .018 .083 .044 .040 .019 .084 .039 

initial leader 
aspirations  

.041 .035 .049 .238 .032 .038 .035 .394 

Step 2: (Constant) -.105 .236   .656 -.009 .251   .971 
Being male -.040 .051 -.023 .436 -.082 .054 -.043 .133 
racial/ethnic 
minority 

-.114 .069 -.048 .099 -.041 .074 -.016 .574 

age -.002 .003 -.021 .527 -.009 .004 -.075 .021 
Teaching years .001 .004 .010 .746 .001 .004 .009 .780 
number of prior 
leadership 
responsibilities  

.008 .012 .018 .530 .010 .013 .020 .460 

initial leader 
aspirations  

.039 .024 .046 .109 .028 .026 .031 .276 

Preparation:leaders
hip focused 
program content 

.427 .056 .352 .000 .446 .059 .338 .000 

Preparation:reflectio
n rich program 
content 

.191 .058 .196 .001 .207 .062 .196 .001 

Preparation: Active, 
student centered 
instruction 

.229 .052 .220 .000 .242 .056 .215 .000 

In a cohort -.041 .017 -.083 .016 -.035 .018 -.065 .054 
Practicing 
administrators 
taught  

.007 .019 .012 .698 .006 .020 .009 .761 

Knowledgeble 
faculty 

.115 .040 .108 .004 .133 .042 .115 .002 

R-Squared 
.599 
.550 

.581  .000 
.577 
.569 

.618  .000 

a  Dependent Variable: learned leading learning, students and teachers 
 
B Dependent Variable: learned organizational learning 
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Table 9: 
 
Regression analysis for predicting effective leadership practices 
 

  
Unstandardized 

Coefficients 
Standardized 
Coefficients 

Sig. 

  B Std. Error Beta  
(Constant) 2.409 .080  .000 
Being male -.184 .035 -.192 .000 
number of prior leadership responsibilities and 
positions 

.039 .009 .163 .000 

learned leading learning, students and 
teachers 

.072 .037 .129 .051 

learned organizational learning .068 .034 .132 .046 

R-Squared 
.136 
.131 

.447  .000 

a  Dependent Variable: effective leadership 
 
 

Table 10: 
 
Regression analyses for predicting school improvement progress in teacher effectiveness 
and organizational effectiveness 
 

 
Improved teacher effectiveness and 

engagement 
Improved organizational effectiveness 

  
Unstandardized 
Coefficients B 

Std. 
Error 

Standardized 
Coefficients 

Beta 
Sig. 

Unstandardized 
Coefficients B 

Std. 
Error 

Standardized 
Coefficients 

Beta 
Sig. 

(Constant) 2.573 .149   .000 2.631 .137   .000 
Being male -.083 .039 -.081 .033 -.080 .036 -.083 .026 
number of 
prior 
leadership 
responsibilities 
and positions 

.016 .010 .063 .092 .014 .009 .060 .105 

Preparation: 
leadership 
focused 
program 
content 

.079 .037 .108 .033 .080 .034 .116 .020 

learned 
organizational 
learning 

.048 .028 .087 .091 .034 .026 .066 .193 

percentage of 
your students 
eligible for free 
or reduced-
price lunch 

.000 .001 .023 .535 .002 .001 .110 .003 

Effective 
leadership 

.310 .042 .294 .000 .302 .039 .306 .000 

R-Squared 
.181 
.173 

.468  .000 
.208 
.201 

.432  .000 

a  Dependent Variable: school improved in teacher engagement 
 
a  Dependent Variable: School improved in: Organizational improvement 
 
  


