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Position Opening: School Principal,
Though experimentation with changing leadership roles is stilf in~ Anytown School District. Qualifica-
tions: Wisdom of a sage, vision of a

the early stages, new conceptions of leadership have the potential CEO, intellect of a scholar, leadership

. .. of a point guard, compassion of a coun-
to replace at least some of the functions traditionally handled by selor, moral strength of a nun, courage
of a firefighter, craft knowledge of a

the principal, Mr. Copland observes. If these emerging models surgeon. political sawy of a senator
; T toughness of a soldier, listening skills
can be made to work with new supports for pmnc?pa/s, we may of bl s, homility of o set, col.
be able to turn the current shortage of principals into a laborative skills of an entrepreneur, cer-
X titude of a civil rights activist, charisma
momentary blip on the radar screen. of a stage performer, and patience of
Job. Salary lower than you might expect.
Credential required. For application ma-

BY MICHAEL A. COPLAND erials, contact . . .

HILE this job description
intentionally exceeds the
bounds of the ridiculous,
one need not retreat too
far from parody to authen-
tically capture the current
set of demands facing our
nation’s school principals. Consider the fol-
lowing excerpt from an actual job listing
recently posted for an elementary princi-
palship in a large, urban school system:

e Under the general direction of a
“cluster leader,” the elementary school
principal provides direction and lead-
ership within the assigned school. This
involves overseeing the management of
the educational program, decision-mak-
ing and communication processes, busi-
ness operations, staff and community re-
lations programs, and the physical plant.

« The principal directs the establish-
ment and maintenance of a school cli-
mate conducive to student achievement
and learning, including overseeing the
enforcement of school rules and regu-
lations, the implementation of discipli-
nary measures, when necessary, as well
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as serving as a catalyst to motivate and
empower staff, students, and parents to
become active participants in the efforts
to increase student achievement by im-
proving the educational experience and
program.

e The principal facilitates and coor-
dinates the implementation of various
clusterinitiatives, including school par-
ticipation in the cluster council; the de-
velopment and implementation of an ef-
fective school council; the development
of small learning communities; and the
planning, implementation, and admin-
istration of decentralization plans.

* The principal’s responsibilities in-
clude the improvement of instruction;
assessment of student and program suc-
cess; classroom visitations; the rating
of professionals and paraprofessionals;
staff orientation and staff development;
program planning, monitoring, and eval-
uation; identification of school needs in
terms of personnel and programs; pro-
viding staff development for teachers,
paraprofessionals, and parent/commu-
nity volunteers; establishing close work-
ing relationships with the Home and
School Association; serving as a mem-
ber of the instructional support team;
fostering parent involvement in school
activities; establishing and maintaining
communications with business, civic, and
religious leaders; working with commu-
nity groups; interpreting existing school
programs to the community; develop-
ing new and revised school programs to
meet community needs and concerns;
identifying social and emotional needs
of students; ensuring the provision of
programs to meet the needs of students
beyond the basic skills and basic curric-
ular areas; and performing related duties
as required.

* The responsibilities described above
are to be seen in the context of a shared
governance model which supports con-
sultation, collaboration, and consensus
among the various constituent groups
within the school.’

Yes, prevailing expectations associat-
ed with the principal’s role are excessive-
ly high, and this trend may be at the root
of a pressing problem for education.

A Shortage of Principals

Growing anecdotal evidence suggests
that it is increasingly difficult to find school
principals at a time when the demand for
them is on the rise. A recent survey joint-
ly commissioned by two national princi-

pals’ groups indicates that fewer and few-
er qualified people want the principal’s
job.” In the state of Washington during a
recent school year, roughly 30 elementary
and secondary principalships were held
by retired educators who had been called
back to “fill in” because of districts’ in-
ability to staff the positions with new faces.’
Several articles in Education Week have re-
ported that school districts in various lo-
cales are experiencing difficulty attract-
ing candidates for principal openings.* In
my community, a recent vacancy for an as-
sistant principal at a comprehensive high
school that is recognized as one of the top
public high schools in America yielded a
pool of three candidates.” These indicators
appear to constitute an emerging trend. More-
over, if a shortage of principal candidates
is a problem now, the issue is only likely
to grow. The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics
projects a 10% to 20% increase in vacan-
cies for educational administrators through
2008.¢

Provided that the reports of an impend-
ing shortage are accurate, the problem can
be understood in at least two different ways.
First, there may simply be a shortage in
the number of candidates: too few prospec-
tive principals to fill too many openings.
Framing the problem in this way directs
one to a host of possible underlying causes.
We know, for example, that school admin-
istrator retirements alone will account for
a moderate increase in openings for the
next several years.” Further, recent reports
point to shifting educational demands, huge
workloads, and lack of job security as ma-
jor issues that may be fueling the grow-
ing shortage.® Familiar issues of limited
compensation, inadequate preparation op-
tions, high stress, and lack of respect asso-
ciated with the work of school adminis-
tration surely make entering the field less
attractive. Yet one can argue that these is-
sues are not new; many have plagued the
profession in some form for years.

Judging from recent reports, the prob-
lem can also be framed as one of declin-
ing candidate quality. If quality is at issue,
what factors contribute? Again, it’s easy
to jump to familiar conclusions. It is well
known, for example, that students of school
administration historically score near the
bottom of the Graduate Record Exami-
nations (GRE) rankings of professional
fields.’ Indeed, failure to recruit top-quali-
ty students into the field is an issue that
has frustrated educational administration
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for many years. Moreover, the inadequacy
of administrator preparation programs is
bemoaned time and again, a long-standing
lament in the literature.' Yet, as with the
familiar rhetoric about a supply problem,
these constraints on quality, while perhaps
genuine, are not new and so can’t be whol-
ly blamed for a dearth of qualified candi-
dates, whether real or perceived.

No, something is different about the cur-
rent educational landscape, something that
exacerbates both the problem of the limit-
ed supply of candidates and the percep-
tions of their declining quality. Expecta-
tions for the principalship have steadily
expanded since the reforms of the early
1980s, always adding to and never sub-
tracting from the job description. As ex-
pectations have grown, the principal’s role
has come under more and more scrutiny.
Now, two decades into the current age of
school reform, one can argue that we have
reached the point where aggregate expec-
tations for the principalship are so exor-
bitant that they exceed the limits of what
might reasonably be expected from one
person.

Analysis of the current situation through
the lens of excessive expectations leads to
a hypothesis different from those common-
ly cited, yet one that sheds light on the two
problems we have been discussing. First,
this view raises the possibility that it is pre-
cisely the overwhelming expectations that
currently deter those who otherwise would
have aspired to the principalship — hence
enlarging the supply problem. Moreover,
it is possible that school district leaders
and school board members, swept up by
the wave of monumental expectations, may
be searching for principals who simply
don’t exist — further intensifying notions
of a widening problem of candidate qual-

1ty.

Great Expectations

If prompted, veteran principals wiil tell
you that the expectations associated with
the principalship have mushroomed over
the past 20 years. Principals are now com-
monly portrayed as the key actors in school-
level reform and face an audience of multi-
ple constituencies who are ever more crit-
ical of their craft. Held accountable by su-
perintendents, school boards, staff mem-
bers, parents, the media, and community
members, today’s principals are charged
with “big picture” responsibilities to strike
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a vision, lead from the center, and build a
community of learners. They must share
decision making, link with external part-
ners, and generally broaden the involve-
ment of the community in shaping a vision
for the school. In forging this shared vision,
however, they remain centrally account-
able for the ultimate success of any plans
that are made. They are counted on to en-
sure learning for every pupil in an increas-
ingly diverse student population, while at
the same time they are charged with in-
fusing new technologies throughout their
schools and fostering the professional growth
of faculty and staff members.
Embedded just a notch below the call
to visionary leadership is the expectation
that principals will manage the day-to-day
operation of schools. They craft budgets
and engineer staff and student schedules.
As key players in personnel decisions, prin-
cipals hire, supervise, and evaluate dozens of
employees, who are represented by many
different collective bargaining units, each
with a unique set of contractual concerns.
They handle manifold facilities issues, from
light bulbs to boilers, and are expected to
understand and adhere to often rigid poli-

cy edicts issued by their supervisors.

Other demands of the principalship do
not fall under the categories of visionary
and manager. For instance, principals are
counselors, regularly called on for guid-
ance of various kinds by employees, stu-
dents, and families. They must deal swift-
ly and unerringly with student discipline
and ensure a safe and productive school
environment in a media climate obsessed
by incidents of school violence. And in-
creasingly, principals are action research-
ers, mandated to collect, analyze, interpret,
and communicate various forms of school
assessment information ranging from data
at the level of the individual classroom to
data on nationally normed standardized
tests.

This list of principals’ duties would not
be complete without mention of the mun-
dane, yet consequential, demands of every-
day administrative life, characterized else-
where as “a life filled with minor things,
short-term horizons, and seemingly point-
less (and endless) commitments.”"' Beyond
efforts to catalyze a vision and manage the
enterprise, principals also supervise bus
lines, cafeterias, and basketball games; han-
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dle a legion of daily complaints from the
minor to the life-threatening; participate
in a host of miscellaneous meetings; chase
unwelcome visitors off campus; call sub-
stitutes; unstick stuck student lockers; and
follow up on such niggling concerns as
the student sent to the office by his class-
room teacher for lack of a pencil. Such a
list could go on ad infinitum.

How is it that expectations for the prin-
cipal’s role have reached such gargantu-
an proportions? One might be tempted to
argue that principals brought the problem
on themselves by their thirst for control
or their inability to let go of duties that
might be delegated to others within the
organization. Certainly such cases exist.
Conversely, heightened expectations might
be said to grow from the general school
reform trends that push decision making
away from district offices and into school
sites. This phenomenon undoubtedly con-
tributes to the growing demands associat-
ed with the role. However, the systemic
roots of the exaggerated expectations go
deeper. A serious examination of the ques-
tion suggests that expanding expectations
ensue in large part from expanding con-
ceptions of the role of the principal that
were established over the last two decades
by those who might seem the least likely
culprits — scholars within the field of
educational administration.

Literature-Based Conceptions
Of Principal Leadership

The belief that principals have an im-
pact on schools is long-standing in the folk
wisdom of education.’? However, it was
not until the dawn of the reform and ac-
countability movements of the early 1980s
that much empirical attention was paid to
school leadership. Since that time, research-
ers in the field of educational administra-
tion have devoted considerable time and
energy to cultivating and shaping concep-
tions of the principalship, and they have
viewed it through many different interpre-
tive lenses.

Scholars have proceeded with worthy
intentions, for the literature lacks a clear
understanding of school leadership,* and
each new conception offers a fresh way
to think about the principalship. Some mod-
¢ls emphasize the connections between
principal leadership and school perform-
ance outcomes. Others are designed to guide
the preparation of prospective school ad-



ministrators and thus offer more prescrip-
tive definitions of the principal’s role. Yet
each new formulation implies a set of ex-
pectations for those who work as princi-
pals, and these expectations accrete and
persist in our collective understanding.

Most discussions of instructional lead-
ership, for example, stress that a princi-
pal’s authority and influence are partly in-
herent in the role but also derive from the
principal’s expert knowledge."” Perhaps
the most fully articulated and best-tested
conception of principal instructional lead-
ership was developed by Philip Hallinger
and his associates.” This model consists
of three broad categories of leadership prac-
tice; defining the school’s mission, man-
aging the instructional program, and pro-
moting school climate. Twenty-one more
specific functions suggested as central to
principals’ instructional leadership, such
as the supervision of instruction, are em-
bedded within these three broad categories.
Considered by itself, this conception of the
principal’s role seems reasonable enough.
Many would agree that the core technol-
ogy of schools is teaching and learning, and
what could be more important for school
principals than to focus on such issues?
But wait, there’s more.

Another line of thinking in the litera-
ture suggests that school leaders are pri-
mavrily responsible for providing moral lead-
ership. As Daniel Duke has noted, the nor-
mative aspects of leadership have consti-
tuted one of the fastest-growing areas of
teadership study in the 1990s." One oft-
cited description of moral leadership con-
cludes with a short list of moral admoni-
tions for school leaders."” The advice deals
with everything from psychology to per-
sonal conduct to administrative skilis, in-
cluding mastery of parliamentary proce-
dure.

Still another conception of the princi-
pal’s role hails from the literature on man-
agerial leadership. This model focuses on
the functions, tasks, or behaviors of the
leader and assumes that if these functions
are carried out competently the work of
others in the organization will be facili-
tated." One major review of leadership lit-
erature identified a relatively comprehen-
sive set of 10 school management dimen-
stons or functions.” Among them were pro-
viding adequate financial and material re-
sources, managing the school facility, ac-
commodating policies and initiatives passed
down from the district office, acting as a

buffer for staff members, and mediating
conflicts and differences in expectations.

Another line of thought centers on con-
ceptions of participative leadership. Site-
based management (SBM), which some
consider to be the centerpiece of the past
decade’s school restructuring initiatives,”
offers one well-developed and widely ac-
cepted form of participative leadership.
An illustrative book on SBM captures five
domains of decision making through which
power is pushed down to the local school
site.?' These domains include the determi-
nation of the organization’s purpose and
goals; budgeting; hiring and development
of staff; selection of curriculum and in-
structional materials; and decisions about
organizational structure, such as the con-
figuration of the school day. Under typi-
cal SBM reform strategies, the principal
is called on to provide leadership in each
domain, while operating under a collab-
orative arrangement that actively seeks to
involve various individuals from the school
community in the decision-making process.

Conceptions of the transformational
leader originate in James Burns’ classic
book on leadership.** This form of lead-
ership aims to enhance the resources of
both the leader and the led by raising their
levels of commitment to mutual purpos-
es and by further developing their capac-
ities for achieving these purposes.” The
most fully developed conception of tran-
formational leadership as it applies to prin-
cipals and schools has been provided by
Kenneth Leithwood and his colleagues.™
This model conceptualizes such leadership
along several dimensions: building school
vision, establishing school goals, provid-
ing intellectual stimulation, offering in-
dividualized support, modeling best prac-
tices and important organizational values,
demonstrating high performance expec-
tations, creating a productive school cul-
ture, and developing structures to foster par-
ticipation in school decisions. This concep-
tion of transformational leadership focus-
es on visionary concerns while tacitly ig-
noring routine managerial concerns.

The principal’s role has elsewhere been
likened to that of minister or steward,® vi-
sionary,™ potter or poet,”” and architect or
commissar,” to name but a few. These con-
ceptions trickle down from academe to in-
fluence writing on the principalship that
appears in well-respected and widely read
mainstream education publications such
as Education Week and the Kappan.™ Pro-
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fessional practitioner journals such as the
NASSP Bulletin, Principal, and American
School Board Journal routinely feature
pieces that focus on understanding the prin-
cipal’srole. Articles exploring various as-
pects of the principalship even turn up in
national news magazines and newspapers.”
Arguably, this trend has some merit, for
the dissemination of various translations
of principals’ work adds value to our col-
lective comprehension of a complex and
challenging role.

Yet one can also contend that, when
considered en masse rather than separate-
ly, these myriad views create unintended
dark consequences that fuel the current
problems of supply and quality in the prin-
cipalship. Distinct understandings contin-
ually graft new fragments onto a compre-
hensive definition of the principal’s role.
To the extent that these various concep-
tions commingle and contribute to over-
whelming expectations for principals, they
may serve as a deterrent to those consid-
eringentry into the field. Furthermore, the
numerous conceptions may lead to unre-
alistic standards for judging principal qual-
ity. Through continual attempts to “‘name
the baby,” academics contribute to an ever-
expanding rubric by which principals are
held accountable and evaluated. Indeed,
one can reason that it is these multiple con-
ceptions of principal leadership that have
shaped the ever-growing set of expecta-
tions about what constitutes “‘excellence”
in the principalship. The result? A large-
ly unattainable ideal of mythological pro-
portions — the superprincipal — a role that
fewer and fewer aspire to and for which
few appear qualified.

One final example from the literature
provides a vivid tllustration of how vari-
ous conceptions of the principalship and
high expectations for principals get blurred
in practice. Allow me to introduce Fran
Washington, a “bifocal” principal who per-
forms as both artist and technician. Wash-
ington is highlighted in The Leadership
Paradox, by Terrence Deal and Kent Pe-
terson.” The authors present her as a stir-
ring example of the prototypical superprin-
cipal — one who possesses all the skills of
the technician as well as the artistic attri-
butes that are so valuable in leading a com-
munity of learners. As the authors sketch
her typical day, week, and year, a portrait
emerges of excellence in school leader-
ship, not so subtly reinforcing the notion
that, if Ms. Washington can do it all as
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principal, surely others can, too.

However, there is one small caveat
buried in the footnotes accompanying this
portrayal. Superprincipal Fran Washing-
ton doesn’t exist. She is a fictitious com-
posite drawn from observations of and dis-
cussions with hundreds of principals across
many different settings. None of the exam-
ples used to illustrate Washington’s work
is out of the ordinary, yet when combined,
they paint a picture of extraordinary lead-
ership, thereby perpetuating the myth.

Now it is certainly possible, even prob-
able, that a Fran Washington, or someone
like her, exists somewhere. As certainly
as there are a small number of .350 hitters
in baseball, there are undoubtedly a small
number of extremely gifted school lead-
ers (or would-be leaders) who possess all
the knowledge, skills, abilities, character-
istics, and attitudes portrayed in various
scholarly conceptions. However, we squan-
der enormous potential resources by set-
ting the bar so high. Not only are we like-
ly to fail to attract such rare persons, but
they will never exist in the numbers nec-
essary to staff the principals’ offices of even
a small percentage of America’s schools.
Rather, most of those positions will be filled
by mere mortals who will fail periodical-
ly, who will recognize that they won’t be
able to do it all, and who shouldn’t be ex-
pected to do so.

Debunking the Myth

Capable principals are critical provid-
ers of leadership for schools, and it is im-
portant to construct models of excellence
that guide and inspire practice. But it is
no longer reasonable or intelligent to as-
sume that every principal can or should
be able to do it all — living up to every
expectation that falls out of our literature-
based conceptions. If America’s schools
are going to deal affirmatively with the
problems of candidate supply and attract
strong, competent leaders into the ranks
of school administration, we must deflate
the pervasive myth of principal as every-
thing to everyone. At the same time, dis-
tricts can foster quality by finding ways
to help principals cope with the high ex-
pectations and by encouraging other forms
of leadership within schools. Just as it has
been influential in shaping conceptions of
the principal’s role over the past 20 years,
research and scholarship that tackles these
issues will be centrally important in mak-

532 PHI DELTA KAPPAN

ing this shift. We are beginning to see some
important signs that this can and will oc-
cur.

First, there is a growing understanding
that leadership is embedded in various or-
ganizational contexts within school com-
munities, not centrally vested in a person
or an office. To illustrate, a recent study
that examined principals’ effects on teach-
ers’ community, instructional practices, and
careers found no instances of leaders who
created extraordinary contexts for teach-
ing by virtue of their own unique visions;
nor did the study reveal any common pat-
terns of strong principals’ characteristics.™
Successful principals turned out to be men
and women with varied professional back-
grounds who worked in collaboration with
teacher leaders and showed respect for the
teaching culture. They found various ways
to support teachers in getting the job done.
The leadership of these principals was not
superhuman; rather, it grew from a strong
and simple commitment to make the schools
work for their students and to build teach-
ers’ determination and capacity to pursue
this collective goal.

Second, scholars focusing on school
reform are beginning to perceive a need
for policy that supports effective school

DETENTION

leadership. For instance, a recent piece
summarizing a study conducted in five ur-
ban schools pointed out the important role
of school-level leadership in the develop-
ment of professional community.” How-
ever, the article also lamented the fact that
in only two of the five cases was building-
level leadership up to the task of under-
standing and promoting professional com-
munity. Instead of blaming the individu-
als in those roles, the researchers conclud-
ed that the systems of recruitment and sup-
port for school-level leadership were woe-
fully inadequate. Such criticism is useful
in that it situates the problem systemical-
ly and thereby creates an opportunity to
consider policy-oriented solutions that at-
tack the problem from an organizational
perspective.

Third, exciting work is under way that
explores specific ways in which schools
might distribute leadership more broadly.*
The rise of research and scholarship ad-
vancing teacher leadership, for example,
signals a growing understanding of the need
to identify and support aspects of leader-
ship beyond the role of the principal. Ef-
forts to place teachers more centrally in
charge of teaching concerns through such
processes as peer review and early career

“The ‘meatball surprise’ What are you in for?”
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mentoring offer a hopeful change in the
distribution of leadership, power, and ac-
countability in schools.

Finally, there is emerging evidence that
some school systems are heeding the need
to promote supports designed to help prin-
cipals deal affirmatively with high expec-
tations. Some districts are taking action
to head off potential “principal disasters”
through the support and mentoring of new
administrators.” Superintendents and boards,
in recognition of the difficult nature of the
work, are beginning to build systemwide
supports for principals — for example, hir-
ing early-career mentors and establishing
mandatory periods of rest and reflection
throughout the year.* Such strategies ac-
knowledge that the expectations for the
principalship are high and underscore the
need for professional development, growth,
and reflection in the process of becoming
more skilled at leading. They also deal di-
rectly with principals’ need to maintain a
balance between their professional and per-
sonal lives in the face of such overwhelm-
ing expectations.

Through positive changes such as these,
we may see a turning of the tide regard-
ing the impending shortage of principal
candidates. Current trends appear to in-
dicate that, while principal leadership re-
mains crucial for schools and school im-
provement, other conceptions of leader-
ship in schools continue to evolve. While
experimentation with changing leadership
roles is still in the early stages, new con-
ceptions of leadership have the potential
to replace at least some of the complex of
functions traditionally handled by the prin-
cipal. This development presents a welcome
change from conceptions built over the past
20 years that have only added to the ex-
pectations for principals. If these emerg-
ing models can be made to work with new
supports for principals, we may be able to
turn the current shortage into a momen-
tary blip on the radar screen.
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