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Effective principals attack incoherence.

—Bryk et al 1998

Wil e research on school inprovenent is nowinto its third
decade, systematic research on what the principal actually does
and its relationship to stability and change is quite recent.
Sonme of the earlier inplenentation research identified the role
of the principal as central to pronoting or inhibiting change,
but it did not examne the principal’s role in any depth or
perspective. During the 1980s research and practice focusing on
the role of the principal ship, vice-principalship, and other
school | eaders nmounted, resulting in greater clarity, but also
greater appreciation of the conplexities and different paths to
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| start with a description of where principals are. | then
turn to the part of their role that interests us the nost —what
principals do and don't do in relation to change. In the | ast
section of the chapter, | talk about the conplexity of
| eader shi p, and offer sonme guidelines for how principals mght
| ead change nore effectively. | should al so acknow edge at the
outset that effective principals share, in fact, devel op
| eader shi p, anong teachers. So we are really tal king about
assi stant principals, departnment heads, grade |evel

coordi nators, and teacher |eaders of all types in the school.

Where Principals Are

"Pressure drives heads to drink" blares a recent headline
in the Times Education Supplement in England (TES, July 14,
2000, p. 5). The article reports that anong the principals and
deputy principals in the district of Warwi ckshire (a district
with 250 schools) 40% had visited the doctor with stress-rel ated
problens in the past year, with 30% taki ng nmedication
Warwi ckshire was sel ected, says the article, because it was
considered to be a well run district —a good enpl oyer!

Wth the nove towards sel f-managenent of schools, the
princi pal appears to have the worst of both worlds. The old
world is still around with expectations to run a snooth school,
and to be responsive to all; sinultaneously the new world rains

down on schools with disconnected denands expecting that at the



end of the day the school should be constantly show ng better
test results, and ideally beconm ng a | earning organization.

In What"s Worth Fighting For in the Principalship (Full an,
1996), | reported on a study of 137 principals and vice-
principals in Toronto (Edu-con, 1984). The grow ng overl oad
experienced by principals was evident over fifteen years ago:
90% reported an increase over the previous five years in the
demands made on their Iime and responsibilities, including new
program dermands, the nunber of board priorities and directives,
the nunber of directives fromthe Mnistry of Education, etc.
lime demands were |isted as having increased in dealing with
parent and conmunity groups (92% said there was an increase),
trustee requests (91%reported an increase), admnistration
activities (88%, staff involvenent and student services (81%,
soci al services (81%, and board initiatives (699 .

Principals and vice-principals were al so asked about their
perceptions of effectiveness: 61%reported a decrease in
principal effectiveness, with only 13% saying it was about the
sanme, and 26% reporting an increase. The sane percentage, 61%
reported decreases in “the effectiveness of assistance .
frominmedi ate superiors and fromadmnistration.” Further. 84%
reported a decrease in the authority of the principal, 72% a
decrease in trust in | eadership of the principal, and 76% a
decrease in principal involvenent in decision nmaking at the

system |l evel; 91% responded “no” to the question, “Do you think



the principal can effectively fulfill all the responsibilities
assigned to hini her?”

The di scouragenent felt by principals in attenpting to
cover all the bases is aptly described in the follow ng three
responses frominterviews conducted by Duke (1988) with

princi pals who were considering quitting:

The conflict for nme comes from goi ng hone every ni ght
acutely aware of what didn't get done and feeling after six
years that | ought to have a better batting average than

have.

If you |l eave the principalship, think of all the “heart-

work” you're going to mss. | fear I'maddicted to it and
to the pace of the principal ship—+those 2,000 interactions a
day. | get fidgety in neetings because they re too sl ow,

and 1" mnot out there interacting with people.

The principalship is the kind of job where you re expected
to be all things to all people. Early on, if you're
successful, you have gotten feedback that you are able to
be all things to all people. And then you feel an
obligation to continue to do that which in your own m nd
you’' re not capabl e of doing. And that causes sone guilt.

(p. 309)



Duke was intrigued by the “dropout rate” of principals
after encountering an article stating that 22 percent of Vernont
adm nistrators enployed in the fall of 1984 had left the state’s
school systens by the fall of 1985. In interview ng principals
about why they considered quitting, he found that sources of
di ssati sfaction included policy and adm nistration, |ack of
achi evenent, sacrifices in personal |ife, lack of growth
opportunities, lack of recognition and too little
responsi bility, relations with subordi nates, and | ack of support
fromsuperiors. They expressed a nunber of concerns about the
job itself: the challenge of doing all the things that
principals are expected to do, the nundane or boring nature of
much of the work, the debilitating array of persona
interactions, the politics of dealing with various
constituencies, and the tendency for managerial concerns to
supersede | eadership functions (Duke, 1988, p. 310).

Duke suggested that the reasons principals were considering
quitting were related to fatigue, awareness of persona
l'imtations, and awareness of the limtation of career choices.
Al'l four principals experienced reality shock: “the shock-Iike
reacti ons of new workers when they find thenselves in a work
situation for which they have spent several years preparing and
for which they thought they were going to be prepared, and then
suddenly find that they are not.” Duke (1988) concl udes



A nunber of frustrations expressed by these principals
derived fromthe contexts in which they worked. Their
comments send a clear nessage to those who supervised them
princi pals need autonony and support. The need for autonony
may require supervisors to treat each principal

differently; the need for support nmay require supervisors
to be sensitive to each principal’s view of what he or she

finds neaningful or trivial about the work. (p. 312)

There is no question that the demands on the principal ship
have becone even nore intensified over the past ten years, five
years, one year . . . Mre and nore principals in alnost every
Western country are retiring early; nore and nore potentia
teacher | eaders are concluding that it is sinply not worth it to

take on the | eadership of schools

Wanted: A miracle worker who can do nore with |less, pacify
rival groups, endure chronic second-guessing, tolerate | ow
| evel s of support, process |arge volunes of paper and work
doubl e shifts (75 nights a year). He or she will have carte
bl anche to innovate, but cannot spend nuch noney, replace

any personnel, or upset any constituency. (Evans, 1995)



An i npossible job? Ajob that is sinply not worth the

aggravation and toll it takes? Even students notice:

| don't think being a head is a good job. You have to work
too hard. Sonme days [the head] | ooks knackered —sorry,

very tired. (Secondary student, Day et al, 2000, p. 126)

At the present tine the principalshipis not worth it, and
therein lies the solution. If effective principals energize
teachers in conplex tines, what is going to energize principals.
We are now beginning to see nore clearly exanples of schoo
principals who are successful. These insights can hel p existing
princi pals beconme nore effective; even nore, they provide a
basis for establishing a systemof recruiting, nurturing, and
supporting and hol di ng account abl e school |eaders (see Chapter

15).

The Principal and Change
I know of no inproving school that doesn't have a principa
who is good at | eading inprovenent. "Al nbst every single study
of school effectiveness has shown both prinmary and secondary
| eadership to be a key factor” says Sammons (1999) in her nmmjor
review. Building on the previous chapter |let us see nore

preci sely what this neans. Especially, what does it mean in the



year 2000 and beyond, because these are very different tines for
school | eadership

Fortunately, there are several recently rel eased studi es of
school | eadership across different countries which provide
consi stent and clear, not to say easy, nessages (Brighouse and
Wod, 1999; Bryk et al, 1998; Day et al, 2000; Donal dson, 2001;
Lei thwood et al, 1999 and Leithwood, 2000; MLaughlin and
Tal bert, 2001; and Newrann et al, 2000, El nore, 2000).

Bryk and his col |l eagues have been tracing the evol ution of
reformin Chicago schools since 1988. In schools which evidenced
i nprovenent over time (about one-third of 473 el enentary

school s):

princi pals worked together with a supportive base of
parents, teachers, and comrunity nenbers to nobilize
initiative. Their efforts broadly focused al ong two maj or

di mensions: first, reaching out to parents and conmunity to
strengthen the ties between | ocal school professionals and
the clientele they are to serve; and second, working to
expand t he professional capacities of individual teachers,
to pronote the formati on of a coherent professiona
community, and to direct resources toward enhancing the

quality of instruction. (Bryk et al, 1998, p. 270)



These successful principals had (1) "inclusive,
facilitative orientation”; (2) an "institutional focus on
student |earning"; (3) "efficient nanagenent”; and (4) "conbined

pressure and support."” They had a strategic orientation using
school inprovenent plans and instructional focus to "attack

i ncoherence":

In schools that are inproving, teachers are nore likely to
say that, once a program has begun, there is followup to
make sure it is working and there is real continuity from
one programto another. . . .In our earlier research, we
dubbed schools with high | evels of incoherence "Christnmas

tree schools."™ Such schools were well-known showcases
because of the variety of progranms they boast ed.
Frequently, however, these prograns were uncoordi nated and
per haps even phil osophically inconsistent. (Sebring and

Bryk, 2000, pp. 441-442)

O her studies of schools inproving are variations on
themes. MLaughlin and Tal bert exam ned the effects of strong
and weak professional |earning communities in high schools.
Leadership (or lack of it) at the departnment and/or school |evel
made a strong difference on teacher and student |earning. For

exanpl e:



These very different worlds reveal how nuch depart nent

| eader shi p and expectations shape teacher conmmunity. The
Engl i sh departnent chair actively mai ntai ned open

depart nment boundaries so that teachers would bring back
know edge resources fromdistricts and out of district

prof essional activities to the community. English faculty
attended state and national neetings, published regularly
in professional journals, and used professional devel opnent
days to visit classroons in other schools. The chair gave
priority for time to share each others' witing, discuss
new projects, and just talk. . . . English departnent

| eader shi p ext ended and rei nforced expectations and
opportunities for teacher |earning provided by the district
and by the school, developing a rich repertoire of

resources for the conmunity to | earn.

None of this applied down the hall in the social studies
departnment, where | eadership enforced the norns of

privati smand conservatismthat Dan Lortie found central to
school teaching. For exanple, the social studies chair saw
departnment nmeetings as an irritating ritual rather than an
opportunity: "I don't hold neetings once a week; | don't
even necessarily have them once a nonth." Supports or
incentives for learning were fewin the social studies

departnment . . . This departnent chair marginalized the

10



weakest teachers in the departnent, rather than enabling or
encouragi ng their professional growth. (MLaughlin and

Tal bert, 2001, p. 107-108)

McLaughlin and Tal bert found that only 3 of 16 high schools
denonstrat ed school -w de professional conmunities. In these
conpari sons MLaughlin and Tal bert tal k about "the pivotal role

of principal |eadership:

The utter absence of principal |eadership within Valley

Hi gh School . . . is a strong frame for the weak teacher
community we found across departnents in the school;
conversely, strong |leadership in Geenfield, Prospect and
| bsen has been central to engendering and sustaining these

school -wi de teacher |earning comunities .

Principals with |l ow scores [on | eadership as perceived by
teachers] generally are seen as nmanagers who provide little
support or direction for teaching and learning in the
school. Principals receiving high ratings are actively
involved in the sorts of activities that nurture and
sustain strong teacher community. (MVLaughlin and Tal bert,

2001, p. 110)
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Day and his col | eagues (2000) in England wote a book on
the | eadership roles in twelve schools, all of which "had
consi stently rai sed student achievenent |evels —in this sense
they were "inproving schools' —and all the headteachers were
recogni zed as being instrunmental in this and in the overal
success of the schools. (p. 1)

We observe a now famliar refrain:

The vision and practices of these heads were organi zed
around a nunber of core personal val ues concerning the
nodel i ng and pronotion of respect (for individuals),
fairness and equality, caring for the well-being and whol e
devel opnent of students and staff, integrity and honesty.

(Day et al, 2000, p. 39)

These school |eaders were "relationship centered,” focused
on "professional standards," "outwards |ooking in" (seeking
i deas and connections across the country), and "nonitoring
school performance.”

In summari zi ng Day et al concl ude:

Wthin the study, there was al so anpl e evidence that people
were trusted to work as powerful professionals, within
cl ear collegial value franeworks which were common to all

There was a strong enphasi s upon teamwrk and participation

12



i n deci sion-maki ng (though heads reserved the right to be
autocratic). Goals were clear and agreed, communi cations
wer e good and everyone had hi gh expectations of thenselves
and ot hers. Those collegial cultures were naintained,
however, within contexts of organization and individua
accountability set by external policy denmands and interna
aspirations. These created ongoing tensions and dil emas
whi ch had to be managed and nedi ated as part of the
establ i shnent and nai nt enance of effective |eadership

cultures. (p. 162)

These findings are reinforced in Donal dson's (2001) new
book in which he clains that effective school |eadership
"nmobi lizes for noral purpose” through fostering "open, trusting,

affirmative rel ationships,” "a commtnent to nutual purposes and

noral benefit,"” and a "shared belief in action-in-common."
Simlarly, Leithwod and his coll eagues provi de numnerous
case studies, and cross case synthesis to show that schoo
| eaders at both the elenentary and secondary | evels concentrate
on fostering the conditions for school growh by: helping to
obtain and target resources, devel oping collaborative cultures
across subgroups of teachers, supporting and pushing teacher
devel opnent, creating facilitative structures, and nonitoring

teacher comm tnent as an indicator of organizational capacity

(Leithwood et al, 1999; Leithwood, 2000).
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Probably the clearest integration of the ideas is contained
in the new work by Newnmann and his col | eagues (Newrann et al,
2000, King and Newnann, 2000). Recall that Newrann et al (1995)
provi ded us with great new insights about the inner workings of
prof essional |earning conmunities. In their nbst recent case
studi es, they use the nore conprehensive concept of "schoo
capacity” which in turn affects instructional quality and
student assessnment in the school as a whole.

The five conmponents of capacity and their cumul ative

rel ati onshi ps are nost revealing:

Teachers' know edge, skills, dispositions
Pr of essi onal conmunity

Program coher ence

Techni cal resources

Princi pal |eadership

Basically, they claim wth backing fromcase studies, that
pr of essi onal devel opnent often focuses on the know edge, skills,
and di spositions of teachers as individual staff nenbers.
Qoviously this is inportant and can nake a difference in
i ndi vi dual cl assroons.

In addition, they say (and certainly backed up strongly in
previous citations in this chapter) there nust be organization

devel opnent because these social or relationship resources are
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key to school inprovenent. One key social resource, of course,
i s school-wide professional community.

Mor eover, individual devel opnent wi th professional exchange
is not effective unless it is channeled in a way that conbats
the fragnentation of nultiple innovations by working on program
coherence —"the extent to which the school's prograns for
student and staff |earning are coordinated, focused on clear
| earni ng goal s, and sustained over a period of tinme" (Newrann et
al, 2000, p. 5). Program coherence is organizationa
i ntegration.

Fourth, instructional inprovenent requires additiona
resources (materials, equipnent, space, tinme, access to
expertise).

Fifth, school capacity is seriously undermned if it does
not have quality | eadership. Put differently principals help
cause the previous four factors to continue to get better and

better. El nore (2000) agrees:

the job of adm nistrative |leaders is primarily about
enhancing the skills and know edge of people in the

organi zation, creating a conmon culture of expectations
around the use of those skills and know edge, hol ding the
vari ous pieces of the organization together in a productive

rel ati onship with each other, and hol ding individuals
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accountable for their contributions to the collective

result. (p. 15)

El nore al so notes that only a mnority of current |eaders
are like this, and that it is a "systens" problem i.e., we wll
continue to reproduce only small nunbers of heroic | eaders
(heroi c because they are going against the grain) until we
change how we recruit, support, and devel op | eadership on the
job. In this sense schools get the | eaders they deserve. |
consider in |ater chapters how other |evels of the system can
make it nore or less likely that school capacity will grow or
deteriorate. In the nmeantinme, it should be absolutely clear that
school inprovenent is an organi zati on phenonenon and therefore

the principal, as leader, is key for better or for worse.

The Conpl exity of Leadership

There are at |east four ways in which school |eadership is
conpl ex: (1) the changes we are seeking are deeper than we first
t hought; (2) as such, there are a nunber of dilenmmas in deciding
what to do; (3) one needs to act differently in different
situations or phases of the change process; and (4) advice cones
in the formof guidelines for action, not steps to be foll owed.

First, then, is the realization that what is at stake is
"recul turing"” schools, a deep and nore |l asting change once it is

attai ned. Any other changes are superficial and non-lasting. For
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exanpl e, one can increase scores on standardi zed achi evenent
tests in the short run with tightly | ed and nonitored changes.

But, as Bryk et al warn:

There is a growi ng body of case evidence docunenting that
it is possible to raise standardi zed test scores quickly
under hi gh stakes accountability systens based on
standardi zed tests. . . . However, there is also sone

evi dence that these effects may not generalize beyond the
specific accountability instrunents and nmay not persi st
over time . . . [test scores inprove] wthout undertaking

t he fundanental change necessary to achieve effects that
are nore likely to persist over tine. (Bryk et al, 1998, p.

354)

Wn the battle and | ose the war, because the results are
nei ther deep (what is learned is not transferable) nor |asting.
These types of superficial |earnings are not what Gardner
(1999), Branson et al (1999), and other cognitive scientists are
tal ki ng about when students really cone to understand and apply
what they learn; they aren't the kinds of changes that will help
di sadvant aged students nove forward as Cakes et al (2000)
confirm For this |evel of reformwe need new | earning cultures

where nany teachers are working in a concerted way inside and
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out si de the school —sonething that requires sophisticated
school | eadership.

Second, devel oping |learning communities is not a dilema-
free process, and once established, they are intrinsically
problematic. This is what nakes them val uabl e as adaptive
| earni ng environnents. Day et al tal k about several enduring
tensions and dil enmmas faced by the teachers' effective schoo
heads in their study including: balancing and integrating
"internal versus external change demands," deciding on the
boundari es and occasi ons of "autocracy versus denocracy,"
finding "personal tinme versus professional tasks" with the
| atter becom ng nore and nore consum ng, and "devel opnent versus
dism ssal™ in wrking with staff who are not progressing.

Also difficult is deliberately valuing differences of
opi nion and even dissent. It is a mstake for principals to go
only with |ike-m nded innovations. As Elnore (1995) puts it:
"smal | groups of self-selected reforners apparently sel dom
i nfluence their peers” (p. 20). This strategy just creates an
even greater gap between the innovators and others, which
essentially becones inpossible to bridge. It is counter-
intuitive, but effective, "to respect those you wish to silence"
(Heifitz, 1994). Incorporating naysayers in conplex tinmes is
necessary because they often have sone val uabl e i deas and
criticisms, and you need themfor inplenentation, but how do you

know when you are going too far in this direction?
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Third, we are beginning to find out that effective | eaders
conmbi ne different | eadership characteristics depending on the
phase of the change process or on circunstances over tine. To
turn "failing school s" around you need assertive |eadership;
schools on the nove need facilitation, coaching and assi stance;
nore fully devel oped professional communities need greater scope
for participative problem sol ving.

These variations in effective | eadership are confirmed in a
reveal i ng way by Col eman's (2000) anal ysis of Hay/ McBer's
dat abase in a random sanpl e of 3,871 executives. Gol eman
exam ned the relationship between | eadership style, organization
climate (or culture) and performance. He identified six
| eadership styles, four of which positively affected cli mate,

and two had negative influences. The six styles were:

Coercive (demands conpliance, or "do what | tell you")

Aut horitative (nobilizes people toward a vision, or "cone
wth ne")

Affiliative (creates harnony and buil ds enotional bonds, or
"peopl e cone first")

Denocratic (forges consensus through participation, or
"what do you think?")

Pacesetting (sets high standards for performance, or "do as

| do, now')
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Coachi ng (devel ops people for the future, or "try this").
&ol eman, 2000, pp. 82-83

The two styles that negatively affected clinate, and in
turn performance, were coercive (people resent and resist) and
pacesetti ng (people get overwhel ned and burnt out). Al four of
the other styles positively affected climte. Gol enman concl udes

that "l eaders need nany styles":

the nore styles a | eader exhibits, the better. Leaders who
have mastered four or nore —especially the authoritative,
denocratic, affiliative, and coaching styles —have the
very best climte and busi ness performnce. And nost
effective |l eaders switch flexibly anong the | eadership
styles as needed. . . . Such teachers don't mechanically
match their style to fit a checklist of situations —they
are far nore fluid. They are exquisitely sensitive to the
i npact they are having on others and seanl essly adj ust

their styles to get the best results (CGol eman, 2000, p. 87)

No matter how you cut it, effective |eaders are energy
creators (Brighouse and Wods, 1999, p. 84)

Incidentally, although these results cone from business
executives, they apply to |leadership in all conplex

organi zations. Increasingly they apply to the principal because
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the principal in a professional |earning community is a CEO The
|l ong-termtrend, if we are to be successful, will see schoo
principals with nore | eeway at the school |evel operating within
a broad framework of standards and expectations —not only for

charter schools, but for all schools.

The fourth conplexity foll ows. Leadership cannot be
captured in a checklist. W can provide guidelines for action as
| eadership is devel oped by reflective practice and rel ated
assi stance and expectations. It is always the thinking |eader
who bl ends know edge of |ocal context and personalities with new
i deas fromthe outside who is going to do best. Qur own recent

set of six guidelines for principals is a case in point:

1. Steer clear of false certainty (there is no ready nade
answer out there, to the how question).

2. Base risk on security (pronote risk-taking but provide
safety nets of supportive rel ationships).

3. Respect those you want to silence (incorporate and |earn
from di ssenters).

4. Move toward the danger in formng new alliances ("out
there" may be dangerous, but you need external partners).

5. Manage enotionally as well as rationally (work on your
enotional intelligence, don't take di ssent personally).

6. Fight for |ost causes (be hopeful against the odds).
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In short, the principal's role has becone decidedly nore
daunti ng, nore conplex, and nore neani ngful for those who |earn
to | ead change, and are supported in that role.

These findings present a powerful nessage for schoo
reform A study in Tennessee found that students who get three
good teachers in three successive years did better? Wll,
students in schools |led by principals who foster strong
prof essi onal comunities are nuch nore likely to encounter three
good teachers in a row, whether it be on the sane day or over

t he years.
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