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A review of studies on effective principals reveals that a number of
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in the existing literature are reviewed and suggestions for future studies .
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METHODOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS IN STUDIES OF EFFECTIVE PRINCIPALS

’ ) .
Although it is common ‘to assume that 1nstructiona1 }eadership'by <
principals is crucial to school effectireness'(see, e.g. Edmapds, 1979i
Blumberg and.Greenffeld, 1980; Lipham, 1981), a careful examination of
the 11terature on printipa] leadership (for a review, see, Bossert et
a1,, A982) reveals a number of “desig ‘and measurement problems ‘that
~~ make such a conclusion prob]emat{c. [ this paper,'we discuss these
problems and suggest some <standards for conducting future research on
principal effectiveness. . l . ' ;;
Our discussion centers around three speojfic aspetts of'xesearch-,

on principals. First, measures of leadership used in the research are

often disconnected from the practical activities involved in schootl

r -
management , especially instructional management. As a result,  little.is.
known about specific leadership behaviors that increase 1natruct1ona1

effectiveness. An. additidnal problem is that measures of schoo]

effectiveness, espacially those purporting to measure 1nstructaona1_

effectiveness are narrow and unreliable. That is, studies frequently
use dnstable measures of instructional effectiveness and 1gnore the

re1ationsh1p between instructional and other type%.of student outcomes.
’ .
A final problem is that research des1gns in studies of effective principals
4 .

" have not resolved issues af causal ordering and have neglected the role

of contéxtual factors in shapinb the relation between leadership and
schoo? effectiveness. .As a consequence, current research is divorceg

. from contingency theories of organizational ef fectiveness and presents

an extreme]y,gptimistic view of leadership effects. e
v o
N Despite these shortcomings, the tgea that principal leadership is
. (\ B

h Y




' re]ateq Eo schq§1 effe;tiveness cannot be dismissed. Certainly the
cdnéistehcy of findings across different regearch traditions suggésts
that the correlation between principal leadership and school effectiveness
should be investigated further. At the same time, the éethodo]ogica]
prqplems that p]ﬁguelgxisting reseqrch need to be corrécted in future -
studies. ,
N\ S In order to encourage more Work on pri%cipa] effectiveness and to
/ insure that. this woﬁk-does not repeat the mistakes of previous/studihs, ‘ . \k
| . we propose three standards for conducting -futura research in this area.

In our view, the standards proposed here will insure that information

] * % . . .
useful both tJ\th academic research community and to local education

‘- agencies will be Qenenated. The standards, briefly stated; are as
-7 . ' } . .

follows: | ' .S
Standard 1: Descriptions 6f principals’ 1eadérshipfbehavior

shouTd refer to concrete, .school-based activities principals
actually engage in., .

Standard 2: " Measures of school effectiveness should be valid~ -
Y and reliable and -reflect the diversity of goals under which

schools operate.

L] .

Standard 3: Research connecting leadership with effectiveness

shouTd be both longitudinal (to disentangle 'issues of causal

ordering) and comparative (to uncover potential interactions

between context and leadership). . ‘

BACKGROUND : |
‘The critique and suggestipns offered here are b§3ed-on ou;'reading of -
. the literature on effective principals, a 1i£erature we have reviewed |
in depth e]sewhefe (Bossert et al,, 19é2). For the purposes 'of this
_paper, we merély.note that our critique is of threelhistinct re§earch

tradifions. The first can be called the leadership behavior tradiEion N

-

. (see, e.g., Hemphill et al,, 1962; Gross and Herriott, 1965? and §¥ogd111,
d_\ .

~




1974+ 130-133), a literature that hag attempted to quantify the abstract
notion of leadership by develbping empirical indices of leader behavior.

A second approach, which we call the effective schoo]s tradition, has

attempted to identify particuiariy effective schools and to compare

these with#»ineffective schoo]s acroSS'a»humber of dimensions, including
principal 1eadership (see €.G., heber, 1971; Michigan State Department
of Education, 1974; "Ney York State, 1974; Brookover and Lezotte,~1977; *
Ca11forn1a State Department of Education, 1977 Wellisch et al., 1978;
Brookover et al., 1979; BrUndage, 1980; Lipham, 1981). A third approach

the fieldwork tradition has devoted less attention to issues of principa]

effectiveness than the preVious two (an exception is Blumberg and Green-

fie]d 1981), but one branch has used Mintzberg s (1973) method of tracking

il

administrators' time allocations to make.inferences about school:]eve] .
finstructiona].1eadership (see, e.g:,'Goodman, 1976;'6‘Dempsey, 1976; ¢
Peterson, 1978; Martin and Hi]]oher,’1981).

In the remainiog sections of this paper, he illustrate how various
studies in these three traditions have attempted to deal with the problems

of methodology discussed above, aho we suggest means for improvind

research, én effective principais. ~

THE MEASUREMENT OF PRINCIPAL LEADERSHIP
Principal leadership, especially instructienal 1eadership, has been
measured in a variety of ways in previous Fesearch. Although some scho1qrs ’
_have criticized these measures from the-point of view of conventional

measurement theory (Charters, 1964; Erickson, 1Q64), recent research

4t

indicates that leadership measures attain acceptable levels of validity

and reliabflity_when used with samp]es'of principals (e.g., Lucietto,
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1970; Ear]es and Winn, 1977).
. Despite evidence of validity and re]iabiiity, there are reésons to “ - .
be cautious about the practical implications of resu]ts~bésed on leader-
ship measures. As Erickson (1977:455-467) noted, hén& of the measures .
used in previous studies go not ask fgr reports of Behavfor, but rather ' ’
/ for summérj reparts about reépondents' evaluations of behaviqr. Te the
extent that these evaluations fa%] to describe the actual a$§ivities
one must engage in to increaselschool effect{veness: they prbVide\
practicing administratérs wiﬁh few concrete guidelines for school S
o . , - - ) , ‘& \

impre?gment.
p Consider, for example, studies that have employed reputational
measures of leadership (e.g., Blumberg and Greenfield,‘1980). Clearly,
rephtationa1 measures suffer f%%m problems of validity and reliability,
as the 1ar§e sociologicdl 1iteraiuréion'commuhity leadership demonstrates
" (Wolfinger, 1960). More importantly, howeYer, thg reputational épﬁQPach )
“ provides prac;icing administrators with few insights iﬁto how £0 become

moré effective within their own schools. Even if it is_granted that a

reputation for leadership is central to actual effective ?éadership,'

-

little f§ said in studies employing reputational measures abdut how to . -
establish such a reputation. - :

i ﬁore common than reputational me;sures are those deriveg ¥r5m "in-."
basket" studies (e.gt, Hemphill et al., 1962). *These measures have in_ Nt

4

fact gained widespread use in assesstent centers (Hersey, n.d.). Although *
in-basket measures vae reasonable reliability ahd’Qalidjty (Earles and
Winn, "1977), a.major objection tq,their use in studies of princibél

effectiveness is that the measures are not based on procedures reflecting:

the routine demands and activities of principals. The in-basket proéedurg .
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¢
measures performance: solely on written work, while numerous field studies ’ '
. . , ¢
have shown that’ principals engfge in very little written work (Wolcott,

19733 Martin ‘and Willower, 1981). Thus, as Erickson (1964) pointed out, <
the in-basket: technique may not accurately reflect pqincipa]s' ef fect ive-

ness in carrying out activities that are more typically associated with

PN
My

" _the principal's management role,

Moreover,, in-basket measures, like reputational meésurés, représent
inadequate guidelines for administrative behavior.’ The categories of

1eaaership behavior generated by the in-basket procédure tend to be .

-

highly abstract, and connections between the factors as defined and the
daily wor]d of administrative behav1or are ambiguqus. For example, o,

Hemphi]] et al. (1962) rated behaviors on such fac%brs as "maintaining

, relationships” and ‘analyzing the situation.” To the principal attéi?iq;;\\\\\\/

to improve_his or her performance, the empirical referents for such

complex .factors in the context of day-to-day school managément remain . .

v

unclear.

- L 4

More closely grounded in the day-to-day activities of schdbl;ﬁahagers

4

are behavioral indices of leadership based on questionnaires (e.g., Gross .

.

and Herriott, 1965; Halpin, 1966; California Department of Education,'1975).

- To the extent that answers to questionnaires describe routine administra-

-

-
4tive behavi nadens rdather than affective responses by other school ..~
e measures appear superior to in-basket measures
::-ple questionnaire studies show that routine

behaviors such as making clear standards aqg,pﬂfes criticizing work

acting with the c,onsu]tat'ion of the staff, offemgonstruc'give sugges-

. tions to help t@achers with problems, or makirg te 7:ers meetings va}uab]e

increase instructional effectiveness.




{ .
N!bertnéiess{ some_practical issues reffain unresolved, eveA when
- these more exp1ici£ indices of 1eadership are emp]o}ed. For ex:>$1e,' .o
although the measures tell us that of fering constructi&e criticism
increases school effectiveness or that acting with the consultation of’
the staff is important, the operationalization of questionnaine‘items
by using some form of.Likert scaling tells practitioners very little
about exactly what sorts of criticism_ere\constructive or how much
consultation is effective. For example, a principal :mmay know that
"very mucn" consu1tation is better than "very little," but he or she ﬁilﬁ
st111 face cons1derab1e amb1ge1tr about how much consultation is “very
much“ and how much is "very Tittle.”

One way around the problem of descriptive ambigu1ty 1s to employ
dua11tative*methodologies that generate thick descr?ptions of principals’
leadership behaviors. Such deécriptions neu1d at 1eai;‘}ndiqate some ‘)—
concrete ways principals can make cnnstructive criticisms nr ?ncnease:
the ‘decision participetion of their staffs. A problem witnﬂhualitative
reeearch on Princ}pa1s, however, has been that thick descriptions of
concrete instructional management activities have genera11y‘been edited\;\\ ‘,f )
into "thin" summaries or transformed into freqnency counts”of acts that
are then classified under sope lerger category such as'"inéfructiqna1 :
- leadership® (Maftin and Willower, 1981; Marr;s-et al., 1981). A result
is that school administrators have been deprived of void and concpete’
descript1ons of successful instructional management across different

e
o

schoo] cqntexts. ) , o -
‘ {
Towards a resolution. We suggest that a first step in improving -

measurements of instructional leadership involves the assembly of thick .

. / ~ [y .
descriptions of concrete behaviors used by principa1s to manage instrdction.




Moreover, we propose that these descriptions be generated, in part, by (i/
using éi?sting questionnaire«items as starting-points. While grnumber

of correlates with séﬁool effectiveneés have 91ready been located in
quéstiopnaire studies, the specific behavioral :eferents of these
questionnaire items need~f«rther probing. Finally, we urge a more
complete reporting of qualitative descriptions of instructional manage-
ment behaviors. The goal of such a strategy would be/to develop more -
concrete, phénomeno]ogica]]y valid indi;ators of behaviors actually
used‘by pribcipa]s to manage instructional processes. Such‘research

would more closely resemble the types of §nformétion‘principals currently
use (discussions with peers) and perhaps e;d the underuti]izationﬁof'
research bx’principars (Fillos et ai:, 1980). It would also offer prin-
cipals a more concrete referent for judging their own leadership behavior.

THE MEASUREMENT/OF SCHOOLlEFFECTIVENESS

L o 0
While measures of leaderShip have tended to meet the,standards of

ltragifional measurement the;:;, measures of school effectiveness have

not. Problems of both validity and re]iabi}ity p]aghe attempts to assess

‘the inStructional effectiveness of schools. These prob]ems not only

raise doubts about the empirical rb]a}?ﬁhship between 1eadersh1p and

. effectiveness, but also ha;e practical 1mp11cat10ns for thevassqssment '

L of schools. ‘
‘fAt the outset it is eésy to.dismiss a number of meésuqu'of
effectiveness that héVg been employed in past research,'esp%fia11y those
thathemploylthe perceptions ofﬂschool peréonne] about effectiveness
(e.g., Hemphilf 6t al., 1962; Grégg and Herrioﬁ?, 1968). ‘Instead, we

concern ourselygs with indicators that are derived from student achiefe-

ment scores.
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The use of achielement scores as the so]e criteria for judging
schoo] effect1veness:jz common. For examp]e v1rtg§91y.all of the studies
in the effect1ve schools tradition employ this unidimensional criterion.
Yet as Steers (1975) pointed out in his general discussion of measures
of organizational effecﬁiveneﬁs, most theorists ana\participants in N
organ1zat1o§§ view effect1veness as a multidimensional construct.

’ By viewing school effect1veness as a unidimensional phenomenon,
cunrent research neglects a number of interesting and important issues. -
for example, numerous constituencies view the purpose of schooling as -
broaeer than simple academic'training. Citizenship training, deve]opment
of self esteem, independence training, and the Qeve]opm;nt‘of self- .«

" discipline exist as important alternative goals. By focus1ng exclusively

on academic achievement, much of the literature on school-effectiveness

has ignored the relationship between achieving'effectiveness in academic

outcomes and acﬂieving effectiveness along these other dimensions. Wey ‘

urge more attengion to the relationship between tﬁese various e?iteria, ’ ‘
. - » -

¢ .
a process that would require the development of a multidimensional view

of school effectiveness. ’.

Despite our call for a ﬁu]tddiméneiona1 approach Eo measurinb
schoo] effecfiveness the }ssue of instrqgtiona] ef fectiveness remains ‘ "
important in 1ts-an right Virtua]]y a11 atteapts at ;easuhing instruc-
tional effect1veness at the schoo] level recognize the high correldtion
between the SES compositlon of a school and its aggregated achievement
" score.', A a result, it is common to use a particular adaptation of °

r

regression analysis first suggested by Dyer (1972) to e11minate SES

composition from 1nstructiona1 éffectfveness measures, This measure . -




regresses school-level ach1evement on school SES var1ab}es 10 arrive at

a level of ach1evement that wou]d be expected for>any school given its.

student body composition. This predicted score is then compared to the _, T
Yactual score, to obtait~a ﬁeas?re of effectiveness. Those schools eith

actual scores falling far above predicted levels' are judged as effective

while those falling far befah.ace judged as ineffective. i ' .

A number of studies have uncovered severe problems with the reliabil-
1

J .
ity of Dyer's (1972):%echnique. For example, Forsythe (1973) found

-

that schools did not consistently appear as effective brineffective(

when judged-by Dyer's measure at fwmpoifntsin time. In fact, the .

el -

" correlations of‘resjdua1s measured one year rt varied from .11 to .50°

\ .
depending on the cohort of students being measured, with the average

correlation being .28. Forsythe concluded that the'measure'é”stabi]ity
A

was unsati§factory and, thus, thet it lacked re]iabi]ityt
;“i __The uhreliability lf Dyer's (1972) measure has fmpprtaep consequences
wboth for research on effective principals and for attemﬁ%s to judge the
effectiveness of Jocal szhoo For example, since the measure is known
- to be uereljab1e, its use.in evq]uafing local schools is obviously unfairy
Yet numerous“schoo1 §ystehg have begun ysiﬁg the measure, Moreover, wer
are aequain%ed with at least one state-]eve]iassessment program that ‘ -
eggregafes its daga in a way that apparentl; maximizes Phe unreliability
of‘the meé?ueé\(cf. Dyer et a]., 1969; Law, 1977). ’
Other prob]ems with the measure call into quest1on the assumption
that 1nstruct10na1 1eadersh1p by principa]s is re]ated to scho*]
' effectiveness. For example, one study (Law, 1977) found that measures N

¢

. t .
of effectivenesi.based on Dyer's (1972) procedure tended to be correlated ,

to school size, with smaller fchools tending to have a greater chance of




being outliers than larger schools. It should be noted-that this

v
]

correlation arises as a statistical artifact (erroré in school prediction

f‘,equatjons show heteroskedasticity) and does not ref]éct an gnhérent
tendency for small schools to*be°effective. Because of this prob]em, it~
o s, possible that studies of effective schools have labéled a fcrylkﬁ /
ad@inistration quite suited to smaller organ1§§tions (high degrees/o&
staff decision participqtion, much personal contagt,between peaghers,ahd
brincipal) as effective merely because small schoo]s are.pore likely -
» - than large ones to be scored as outliers using Dyer's (1972) cri%erion.

.

Towards a resolution. Clearly, when school effectiveness iégjudged

on the unidimensional criteridn of instructional performance, measures
w?th h1gher degrees of re]iab11ity are needed. One obvious way to avoid
.. ~" the 1nstqpil1ty and error 1nherent in Dyer's (1972) approach is to employ .
. " a'measure that quutres schools to make consistent gains f;om ygar,to -
o . year in aggregate dchievément,ﬁsee, €eQe, Nif1iséh et al., 1978; Grégory
. and Herlihy, 1980) When-using this measure, however, it is important.
" f j‘to guard against the possibility that’gains arise from changes in student
A body composqtiont, Moreover, measures of 1nstructiona1 effectiveness
§§oulq be'analyzea in conjunction with indicators.of non-academic outcomes.

A mu]tjdimgnsional view of school ‘effectiveness, in our view, would

‘strengthen the literature on effective schooling. -

o

PROBLEMS IN RESEARCH DESIGN

- e
*.

¢ More serious than the measurement problems discussed above are two

4 1]

problems in research design: (1) the cross-sectional nature of research on
LY -§ - -

effective principals, and (2) the failure of research studies to address

the possibility of interaction effects in the data. i , ' -

- -




5 Cross-sectional reésearch. The cross-sectional nature of research

-

L4

on effective principals is.particularly disturbing. Given the correla-
f\\\tionai nature of research connecting principal 1eadership with school
effectivenlks, a nuﬂber of interpretations of the data are equa]]y
\ piausible. At least some of these alternative interpretations call into
) question the prevailing view that principal leadership pﬁeceeds school
effectivéness by arguing that attributions about leadership fo]]ow'from
evalpations of organizational effectiveness (e.g;, Bossert, 1981{7 For
, example, in effective schoois research, it is quite possible that
effectiveness is attributed to principals precisely because -they head
. effective organizations. A simi]ar'criticism can be made of the findings
that principals in effective schools work more frequentiy with teachers
and have stronger eva]uation systems. A plausible exp]anation of these
aiindi;gs is that effective schools ‘have” effective teachers, and that
effective teachers allow principals to more frequently observe their

]
teaching and evaluate their outputs.

In fact, some quantitative studies in the literature (e g., California
Department of Education, 1975; Wellisch et al., 1978) have arrayed data
in such a way as{to test these latter interpretations rather than the
argument that leadership “causes" effectiveness,, For example, a common~
data reporting technique in the effective schoo]s literature is the
disp]ay of tables that use t-tests to, compare 1eadership behaviors in
effective versus .ineffective schools. A]though thé intention in these
studies is to test the idea that leadership brings about effectiveness,
the tables arejthe equivalent of regression analyses where the independentL

variab]é‘is effectiveness and the dependent variable is principa]

- effectiveness. Thus, prevailing data analyses actually support the




g

" might searcn for natural1y‘occuring'experiments, perhaps by, finding " \\\\\\\

is unfortunate since there are both theoreticai and empiricai reasons

12

¥

'_argument that instructional performance affects Peadership, whiie

.,theoriés about the “effects" of 1eadership on organizationai effective-

ness remain largely untested.

Towards a resolution. It.is precisely this flaw that makes the - °

prevailing interpretation of effective principals research probiematic
and the design of in-service fraining packages premature, Before training (

programs based on the effective schools iiterature become widespread

it.seems reasonablé to demand—iongitudinai evidence on the relationship

between leadership and effectiveness. Qualitative studies, for example,

prinoipals who ore assuming jobs in different scboois and by carefully

observing thejr 1eadership activities and“their'effects through time,

Quantitative studies should begin to use some form of the "cross~lagged
correlation” design or at least &stimate parametérs in cross-settional

designs by using estimation technjgues that test the plausibility of . -
alternative causal orderings (e.g, 2SLS or LISREL). ‘ 7

Interaction effects. In addition to the problems of .interpretation .

raised by the cross-sectional research on effective principals, a second

| shortcoming ‘can be found in the research designs of'prevai]ind studies,

Little effort" has been made to investigate the possibility that different ‘

-

styies of ieadership'iead to effectiveness in different settings. This

for beiieving that this may be the case. For example, at least two

‘ studies (Brookover et al., 1973; CaTifornia Department of éducafion,

1975) have found interaction effects suggesting that the reiationship -
between leadership behavior and effectiveness is contingent upon school

context. Moreover, such interaction effects are highly consistent with

I

15




' designs empioyed in studies of effective principals.

current contingency theories of organiZational effectiveness (eege,

Fledler, 1967). . Cerf
In Pight of both current theories and - empir4ca1 findings the failure

of effective principal studies to con51der potential contingent reiation-

ships is surprising. For exampie many’ ieade ship training programs of

the 1970's endorsed a prominent contingency eory of leadership deaﬂingi )
(Wit staff maturity (Sergiovanni 1979). " Given the popuiarity of this

theory in educational staff deveiopment,wityis surprisind to find that
studies of principai leadership. have not inciuded neasures of staff -

maturity in their designs: Such over51ghts demonstrate the need for a

“ o=~ (
closer connection between prevaiiing theories of 1eadership and research

’

4
Anotherdprominent omission in the “literature concerns differences

+

between urbah and other types of schools. Studies:byrBrookover et al.
(1973) and the California Department éf'Education (1975) show consistent
interactions between variables measufing principal leadership and tﬁe

SES composition of schools or theirjurbaa'iocationa Since numerous

. - / . . .
effective schools studies have beenjdone in urban schools with high
’ H

proportions of low SES students”(:fr a’review, see Clark et al., 1979),

the generality of the mode] of efzective 1eadership found in this

tradition can be questioned Wil the mode1 prove as vaiid in suburban

schools or those with 1ower propgrtions of 1ow -SES students? The

interaction effects found-in pﬁ vious. studies suggest that no one best
style of Ieadership exists and that 1éadership styies successful in one

setting\piy not be effective in others.

Towalds a resoiution. The,above discussion sugﬁE;ts that future

research Ln principal effectiveness ¢an be more sensitiVe to school

1

7
/ - *on
<
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. . B
- context. This involves a more explicit linking of current contingency

theories of ieadership to prevailing fgsearch designs. For duantitative
studies, we recommend a sea{cﬁ for interaction effgcts. Foquua11tative
studies, we urge a more careful reporting of the context of the study or
designs that\exp11c1t1y compare leadership strategiqs*in different (and -
theoretically re]évant) settings. Only then éan reseachers come to

: ' .

understand ‘leadership contingencies and use fhis understanding to develop

. context-specific leadership training programs. -

; . CONCLUSION
We conclude by reﬁteréting our suggeStions about how to improve
research on effective principats and how to make it more useful to {

<

practitioners. Nersuggest that‘fptuTe research meet 'at least three
standardsaﬁgl) measures of principals' leadership behavior must be better
. grounded in the behavioral ﬁrocesses found in scboo]g, (2) measures gf
schoo1.effectiveness must be made less ynidimenéioﬁa] and more valid and '
reliable; and 53) research designs connecting leadership apd effgctiveness
should become more sénsitiQe to issues surrounding the demonstration of )
cadsa]it& énd the potentiai for interactions. ‘

While current research on effeétive’principals h%s located an important
relationship betweean 1eader;h1p and school. effectivenes#, future research
meeting the standards suggested here could substaﬁtia]]g improve both the

practice of school leadership aﬁd its theoretical underpinnings.
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