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ABSTRACT 

The role of the school leader is changing, as increasing regulatory obligations in the form 

of federal, state, and local mandates impact a principal’s ability to make autonomous decisions. 

Autonomy, or the ability to self-direct and make independent decisions, is a leadership aspect 

that fosters communal relationships; autonomy for school leaders allows them to address and be 

responsive to their school’s unique needs.  

Although public education functions within a variety of frameworks, the primary 

responsibility for school success lies with the school principal. No matter the level of students, or 

the particulars of a school’s demographics, Pennsylvania school principals are required to 

comply with federal, state, and local data collecting and reporting.  

Data-driven decisions fuel educational policymaking at the state, local, and federal levels. 

Today’s principals are not only charged with collecting data but also responsible for cultivating 

the highest performance from their students and staff. A principal’s success – the standards by 

which they are deemed effective by the Department of Education - is directly connected to the 

success of the students in their schools. Thus, there is a dynamic pull-and-tug between the need 

for a principal to be responsive to the school culture and community while simultaneously 

creating an environment of optimal performance in high-stakes testing. 

This research is designed to shed light on the extent to which school principals feel local, 

state, and federal mandates affect their autonomy and ability to provide the best experience for 

children. With building level data comprising half of the measure of a principal’s success, this 

study hopes to understand the relationship between the regulatory requirements, school success, 

and if principal autonomy factors into that relationship. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

“Ars since scientia nihil est” 

The phrase above, attributed to the French architect Jean Mignot, is translated as 

“Practicing an art without proper knowledge and skill has no value.” Mignot, who applied the 

thought to his design of Gothic cathedrals in Italy, understood the critical connection between the 

“how” and the “why” of doing things and that any endeavor so lacking would accomplish 

nothing of value. 

Framing this research study of school principals and school culture within Mignot’s 

architectural ideation is helpful, as the school “structure” is as much a physical reality as a 

metaphorical one. For within every school building, the lifeblood and living essence is based on 

special alchemy that relies on the interaction between students, teachers, and school leaders. 

Likewise, a school district, or a series of schools, is composed of a number of individual 

buildings that combine their cultures to create a community identity. Within this larger structure, 

the mores and values of the community are shared with generations of learners, and the social 

contract between schools and families is fulfilled. Yet schools change for each generation of 

children, and in turn for each generation of school and district leaders.  

Much like the architect’s eye, school leaders today must possess an ability to combine the 

art and the science of leadership – the very essence of their role within a school – into something 

of value. Mignot’s simple statement underlies a premise that is easy to grasp but impossible to 

perfect. The “science” of leadership has been examined from every conceivable point of view; 

pop culture and scholarly research alike teem with studies and anecdotal stories about how good 

leaders function. In the realm of school leadership, policy influencers like Robert Marzano 

(2013) have cultivated many followers by formulating applications that claim to help school 
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leaders practice the “art and science of leadership” (Marzano, 2010). In schools, leadership often 

functions in response to outside demands and impersonalizes the leader’s role, leaving little or no 

opportunity for the art of practicing school leadership.  

Public school principals today are faced with increased challenges to practicing the “art 

and science” of leadership; a steady stream of mandates and external demands, along with 

proportionally rising community expectations, press in on school leaders from all sides. Rather 

than being expectations that are organic to the school itself and exist within a school’s unique 

culture, obligatory tasks now outweigh the more intimate interactions that fill a principal’s day. 

Outside forces that fill the school leader’s role and behavior to meet demands for yearly formal 

principal evaluations and school emergency preparedness protocols. One force is 

administratively significant, the other publicly significant, but both have a profound impact on 

how principals lead a school. These types of external obligations and changing circumstances 

have become an essential feature of schools (Bolger & Somech, 2004) and are now the rule 

rather than the exception. 

Tightening the principal’s role with strict direct accountability puts growing pressures on 

school leaders as they find themselves burdened with new responsibilities coming from the ebb 

and flow of educational policy changes (Ganon-Shilon & Schechter, 2016). For example, Safe 

Schools reporting is mandatory, time-consuming, and ultimately a necessary reaction to a 

broader social problem. This intersection of internal school goals and external demands is a 

central concern for school leaders, as it questions common practices and challenges the status 

quo (Ganon-Shilon & Schechter, 2016).  

Principals particularly are at the nexus of the school, community, school board, and a 

multitude of external factors, such as local, state, and federal demands. These broadly varied 



3 

factors serve as external pressure points on the principal’s system of school leadership; how each 

point is borne by the principal is where the art and science of leadership converge. Principals 

then become both products and producers of the school environment they lead (Wood & 

Bandura, 1989). In Caring Leadership in Schools, researchers assert a causal link between 

student achievement, teacher engagement, and the principal’s “caring” behaviors. The study 

argues that school leadership is, at its core, a social relationship (Louis, Murphy, Smylie, 2016) 

and that caring leaders provide a foundation for the school community. From my perspective and 

based on my observations over 30 years as a public educator, the principal is the primary school 

leader. In my administrative role, I see firsthand that if the principal is there to see the school 

play, or to cheer on the team, or to lead the assembly, a caring message is sent to the community.  

But are principals able to perform the “art and science” of school leadership in an 

effective and responsive manner when their autonomy to do so is diminished?  How much of the 

principal’s role is being eroded by prescribed decision-making, abrogating their autonomous 

leader practice, and replacing it with a perfunctory performance of duties?  This study will 

examine how principal leadership impacts school culture in a social system that is, by degree, 

disintegrating the autonomy and individuality of the principal’s role.  

Today’s schools do not function in isolation, especially given the social need for schools 

to provide much more than education. Especially today, in light of the shrinking of available 

resources for families, many students are dependent on schools for wholesome meals on a 

regular basis. Without such support, many students are left to deal with food insecurity. This is 

just one example of the school as a cultural pillar; the school becomes a provider of much more 

than learning, and in so doing, embeds itself into the fabric of a community.  
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While not every family within a school needs extraneous support, the way a school takes 

care of all of its community members defines its culture. Culture is the backbone of a school 

district or system; it is the context within which every aspect of school functions. As with all 

cultural entities, the mores and values of the society are reflected in the school, its members, its 

leaders, and its behavior. Schools are living, breathing entities; they are composed of numbers of 

people with individual needs, ideas, desires, and duties. Their function is presumptively to serve 

the community, and meeting the individual needs and challenges of their students underpins their 

purpose.  

As the school leader, the principal’s role is to ensure the most effective operation of the 

school in meeting those needs and challenges. The cultural element is manifested in the 

complexion of the school; each student and staff member adds nuance and individuality to their 

role. Much like a mosaic, the aggregation of these contributions by the many form the culture of 

the one.  

Leading a school through a multi-year renovation process, for example, provided me with 

an opportunity to bring a variety of stakeholders together to ease our school community through 

a difficult process. Every possible nuance of the project was examined through the lens of “who 

can participate in this?”  Students were enlisted to help make choices in materials; parent teams 

met to help plan library layout and classroom equipment; teachers and staff were able to 

volunteer their opinion and expertise to the project planners. In the end, the shared experiences 

throughout the lengthy, messy renovation project were the unifying forces that cemented the 

community’s support throughout the project.  

School culture takes on aspects of every single person inhabiting it and is also shaped by 

the school leader’s uniqueness and individuality. Much like a ship’s captain, the school’s persona 
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is defined by the principal. Principals are not only accountable for the day-to-day operation of 

the school, but they also serve as the human representation of the school’s culture. Furthermore, 

the lens through which school and community members attenuate their understanding of the 

school culture is often focused on the principal. Thus, as captain of the school “ship,” principals 

hold a solitary position that is great with duties and responsibilities but also represents the 

figurehead around which a school’s identity is formed. 

Like the ship’s captains, effective school principals’ function in a dynamic and rapidly 

changing educational world that is redesigning their role and their duties. The increasing “to-do” 

list that principals must attend to is increasing; time principals spend with students and teachers 

is decreasing.  

An erosion of the principal’s self-direction caused in part by mandates and district 

initiatives has removed much of the “art and science” of leadership and replaced it with stringent 

operational agendas. The principal, as an organizational citizen, is changing; principals are now 

required to be more automatic and less autonomous. In the journal, Organizational Citizenship 

Behavior and Career Outcomes: The Cost of Being a Good Citizen, the authors propose the idea 

of a tradeoff of in quality of relationships at one level of the organization in favor of another 

level. School principals who need to focus on fulfilling mandates (fulfilling their obligation as an 

organizational citizen) have less time to focus on cultivating relationships with students and 

teachers (Bergeron et al., 2011). By prioritizing one relationship over another, the principals lose 

the opportunity for self-direction. The ability for principals to infuse their leadership with 

personal flair and imbue their school culture with individuality - to simply lead – has been 

corrupted by external conditions that seemingly increase each year. For example, high-stakes 

testing is one element that has diminished principal autonomy. Preparation for high-stakes 
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testing, simply put, takes away the time that teachers are in front of students. By extension, high 

stakes testing then affects teacher effectiveness ratings. Again, for the teacher, this means more 

focus on data rather than the child. For the school principal, this means more paperwork, less 

time with teachers, and the trickle-down impact of less time with students.  

Technology once thought to be a freeing factor of school functioning, also has reached a 

point of diminishing returns for some school leaders. Students being taught through technology 

chips away from the face-to-face time with the teacher, the very human element that is 

considered the gold standard of best teaching practices. A good example of the diminishing 

returns in action is the amount of time required for school personnel to be trained on the 

technology before it can be used, let alone implement it in the school. Add to that the ever-

evolving platforms that are introduced, and it becomes evident that the tool itself may be a 

problem; the technology meant to improve efficiency and effectiveness becomes the barrier to 

improving efficiency and effectiveness.  

The purpose of this study is to consider the role of today’s school principal, how a 

principal is measured to be successful, and to what extent principal autonomy is eclipsed by 

district, local, state, and federal mandates. This research can inform principal candidates about 

the very real challenges that school principals face daily. I think this research matters because, in 

order to corral the sometimes-divergent needs of a school or school district, a school principal 

must have the ability to find their way. That is, school leaders must have the ability to 

simultaneously manage what is expected, honor what is required, and find time to tend to the 

whole point of education: the students.  

In large measure, a principal’s personal leadership ethos is formed by their individual 

character, experience, and perception. Their worldview shapes their leadership style, their 
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decisions, and the way they convey their message to the school and its members. As a school 

leader, however, the very aspects of an individual’s skills that propel them into a leadership role 

sometimes get lost in the enormity of responsibilities of the job. This study is important to help 

illuminate the value of principal autonomy and how it can be leveraged in successful school 

operations.  

Educating children is a societal value that has many manifestations: private, charter, 

public, tutor, primary, secondary, middle, and distance learning. How a child experiences their 

education is just as important as the knowledge they acquire. Known best for his philosophy on 

the role of education in society, John Dewey succinctly phrased in 1938’s Experience and 

Education, that “the main purpose or objective [of education] is to prepare the young for future 

responsibilities and for success in life….” (Dewey, 1938). The concept of experience is a central 

one in Dewey's overall position in the philosophy of education, who also earlier in his career, in 

1892, Dewey gives his most concise definition of experience: “Our experience is simply what we 

do” (Dewey, 1892).  

While the shared value to society is an educated populace, within the educational 

landscape, most often, the principal is looked to as the representation of a school’s culture. My 

hope is to deepen the understanding of how principal autonomy helps to build school cultures 

that broaden, deepen and prepare: broaden the student’s educational opportunities, deepen 

experiences so that student learning becomes powerfully personal, and prepare students for the 

future.  

As a school principal for over 15 years, I have seen the landscape of education and 

schools change with regularity. The trends of educational philosophy, for example, have ranged 

from Charlotte Danielson’s Framework for Teaching in the early 1980s to DuFour’s Professional 
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Learning Communities movement of the 2000s. Both of these “practitioner-consultants” have a 

solid foothold in the mainstream educational market of packaged best-practices, schools, 

districts, and in some cases, states (such as Pennsylvania) adopt and support these frameworks. 

In the intervening years, countless state and federal mandates have lengthened the roll call of line 

items that districts are held accountable for. Inevitably, most of those philosophical approaches 

and mandates are funneled through to one person to implement: the school principal. My 

experience as principal has given me a view of being overtaxed and underfunded with time, an 

effect seen best in what space the principal occupies most frequently. In my early principalship, 

most of my time was spent with students and teachers; more recently, it was spent in an office, 

behind a computer, engaging in tasks that kept me away from engaging with students.  

This study is not intended to rail against the inexorable tug of change that must happen as 

education evolves; on the contrary, its purpose is to examine how the principal’s role can and 

should be responsive to external changes in a way that preserves the autonomy and latitude that 

principals need to provide 21st-century leadership. Many of the stakeholder groups beyond the 

school district itself will benefit from an examination of the way principal autonomy benefits 

school culture and how the entire school system better serves the child when the principal is free 

to make decisions that are in the best interests of children in an informed, responsive manner.  

University programs can better prepare principal candidates to optimize their autonomy 

while addressing the myriad issues attached to the role. Principal certification programs today are 

vastly different from just a few decades ago. Needing far more coursework and academic 

preparation than a previous generation of school leaders, today’s aspiring principals must be able 

to navigate a brave new world of inclusivity, technology, and social media. 
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Such a study is also important to school districts because it gives administrators an idea 

of how to cultivate effective principals who are empowered and supported. Amid the swirling 

changes at every operational level, district leaders need clarity in understanding the relationship 

between successful principals and successful students. Providing principals with the latitude to 

operate within their school culture, and entrusting them to make authentic leadership decisions, 

can have a powerful impact on the entire district community.  

This study will, therefore, seek to answer the following questions:  to what extent do 

school principals feel local, state, and federal mandates reduce their autonomy and ability to 

provide the best experience for children?  And, how do principals effectively create autonomy at 

the school level while managing mandates, handling unexpected challenges, and meeting the 

expectations of educational philosophies?   

There is much to be learned from hearing stories of school leadership from practitioners 

in the field who are managing the changing nature of what it means to be a school principal. One 

way I hope to further an understanding of the principal autonomy issue is by conducting 

interviews of a variety of principals that represent different school sizes and populations. My 

hope is to gather data that are helpful and informative and that further the cultivation of 

appropriate and worthy principal training programs in higher education.  

My study may lead to recommendations that will be useful to institutions that offer 

principal leadership programs; in Dewey’s spirit of “experiential learning,” preparatory programs 

could be designed to offer principal candidates the experience of managing the mandates, 

challenges, and expectations mentioned above. With an understanding of the expectations as they 

enter the profession, new principals can strategically incorporate a level of autonomy that is 

difficult to shoehorn back in once it is lost.  
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As a result of answering these questions, this study may further the understanding of the 

dynamics of leadership autonomy and how it can be leveraged to create a positive, rich school 

culture.  

Personal Rationale 

The axiom about hindsight being 20/20 is especially apt when one examines the arc of 

their professional career. Back in 2003, when I first became a school principal, my days were 

filled with the typical responsibilities and challenges that face all school leaders: getting students 

to school safely, making sure good instruction was being delivered; putting out little fires such as 

behavioral issues; addressing building issues; fielding parent concerns; and a good measure of 

teacher and student interaction thrown in to add the interpersonal touch as much as possible. By 

the time I moved on to an administrative role, some seventeen years later, a noticeable 

transformation of my principalship had taken place. The largely student-oriented activities that 

filled my days at the outset of my principal years were few; in their place were a litany of insular 

obligations that significantly consumed my workday. My colleagues shared personal 

observations that aligned with mine. My work-a-day calendar had transformed, over the course 

of many years, from student-driven appointments and interaction to task-driven checklists and 

commitments. The time that I once spent visiting classrooms and interacting with students was 

replaced with time spent on aggregating standardized test scores, analyzing data, dealing with 

state reporting, making budget decisions, and many more “checking-the-box” activities. Moving 

to administration gave me insight on a noticeable trend that was imperceptible while it was 

happening but is now clearly evident: school principals nowadays have less autonomy to define 

their role, and inhabit it as an individual, that they did a decade ago.  
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The research I undertake here is not to determine if principal autonomy has changed; my 

personal, first-hand experience as a principal for nearly two decades is sufficient evidence for me 

to know a change has occurred. Instead, this research will explore the effects of diminished 

autonomy on the school principal as an individual, and by extension, on the institutions in which 

they work. My primary question focuses on understanding the effects of decreased autonomy of 

school principals. With a more precise understanding of the effects on principals, my hope is that 

district and state administrators, as well as graduate-level principal preparation programs, can 

better support principals and better prepare them for the realities of the role.  

In order to more deeply explore the question of school principal autonomy, an 

examination of the factors that encroach upon the principal’s time is necessary. Specifically, it is 

worthwhile to understand the scope of local, state, and federal mandates that encroach on the 

principal’s time. Mushrooming mandates from local, state, and federal governments; irrational 

pressure to elevate test scores; single-minded special interest groups; and challenging economic 

conditions are a few of the wedges that push principals into increasingly smaller boxes, 

constricting their leadership and creativity (Tomlinson, 2013).  

In any public-service profession, a primacy of duty lies with the public entity; in the case 

of school principals, the interests of students are the priority that extends into every aspect 

associated with and responsibility of the role. School principals are the school’s leaders – 

whether by nature, education, appointment, or any combination thereof. By extension, a 

principal’s leadership performance is comprised of life experience, educational and social 

background, culture, beliefs, perspective, backgrounds, and much more. School principals 

simultaneously absorb and exude the school’s culture. Yet, how much of their success is 

predicated on their ability to lead in an autonomous manner? This study will shed light on the 
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degree to which a school principal’s autonomy in decision making and role execution affect 

student success with a school.  

The research literature also offers divergent perspectives on different school leadership 

styles. One study supports a correlation between principal success and the principal’s attention to 

the instruction and observing teachers in classrooms (Leithwood, 1994; Leithwood et al., 1999; 

Robinson et al., 2008). Other literature shows that principals still give priority to the 

administrative aspect of their role (Whitaker, 1996, 2003; Grissom et al., 2013). Grissom & Loeb 

(2011) concluded that principals devoting significant time and energy to becoming instructional 

leaders in their schools are unlikely to see improvement unless they increase their capacity for 

organization management as well. Robinson et al. (2008). 

Data collection, certifications, management, testing, and budgeting further diminish the 

time left for principals to practice authentic autonomous leadership. Much of the literature on 

successful schools makes a direct connection between good school leadership and a healthy 

school climate. In pursuit of a healthy climate, school leaders run a seemingly unending gauntlet 

of demands and precepts that make being an authentic leader difficult. If genuine leadership is 

defined as the capacity to lead others, school leaders face a decreasingly likely opportunity to do 

so.  
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CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Statement of Research Rationale 

This chapter explores the evolution of schools and school leadership, as well as the slow 

accumulation of duties that have changed how schools should – and must – be led. As a social 

mechanism, the schooling of young children has historically been a way to cultivate and prepare 

future citizens of the American workforce. In a study titled Diverse Schools in a Democratic 

Society, Jacobsen, Frankenburg, and Lenhoff (2012) state that, “Developing citizens has long 

been a core goal of public schools, and [that] today Americans still believe schools should teach 

citizenship and community responsibility.” Montgomery and Kehoe (2016), in Reimagining the 

Purpose of Schools, suggests that “…the school is an organization; indeed, it is the first 

organization we have a formal relationship with and remains so during the most formative years 

of our life.”  As a shared value across all demographics, public education in America is at once a 

social necessity, political issue, and a system in need of reform in order to remain effective.  

But is the current nature of school leadership effective?  And, are school leaders 

empowered sufficiently to support what the public needs from its schools? Valerie Strauss, a 

writer for the Washington Post who has a prolific body of work reporting on standardized 

testing, provides her opinion in a bluntly worded October 2018 article entitled, How Are 

America’s Public Schools Really Doing: “It’s hard to find a public official today who, when 

talking about public schools, doesn’t talk about what a mess they are. Some of them, in fact, are 

failing kids.”  Commentary such as this fuels the social dialogue on schools and shapes people’s 

perceptions of accountability for school success. Statistics and fact-checking aside, Strauss uses 

harsh words, especially when directed at the individuals who lead schools, at whose feet the 

“failures” often are placed.  



14 

This chapter reviews the convergence of social needs, public policymaking, State’s 

rights, individual rights, funding, and federal law that have shaped the current world of school 

leadership. It provides a lens to better understand the perspective of active public-school leaders 

and the tightrope they walk while balancing the needs of their schools and the demands of 

federal, state, and local mandates. With an understanding of the public education system, past 

and present, all parties to school administration can better prepare future school leaders to 

manage the tightrope. So prepared, public school principals can be better equipped to answer an 

important question: “Are there approaches teachers and school leaders can adopt to 

incrementally take back the wider educational purpose of their schools?” (Jacobsen, 

Frankenburg, Lenhoff, 2012). 

Principal Leadership and Student Success 

“Today’s principals must be their schools’ chief improvement officers, strengthening 
instruction, building a culture of high achievement, and marshaling the skills of other 
educators to boost student performance. After more than a decade of investment in school 
leadership, we can confirm the empirical link between school leadership and improved 
student achievement.” 
 —Will Miller, President of the Wallace Foundation 
 
To help the non-educator understand the concept of principal autonomy, it is worthwhile 

to understand the generally accepted dynamics between students, teachers, and principals. The 

literature contains several definitions of principal autonomy. Wohlstetter, Wenning, and Briggs 

(1995) stated that autonomy is the ability of a leader to experience "independence and self-

determination in external and internal relations”. There are many areas of school leadership that 

provide the principal with opportunities to practice autonomously, some of which are seen as 

essential to school success. The most valuable [influence] of a principal on human factors is that 

which tend not to take an approach of “command and control,” but rather that involve autonomy, 
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professional freedom, involvement, and identification of purposes (Bogler, 2001; Leithwood & 

Beatty, 2008). Various definitions of “principal autonomy” are broadly similar but narrowly 

more individual to the context in which the principal functions. Paletta, Alivernini, and 

Manganelli (2017) conducted a study based on a definition of principal leadership as the basis of 

the mobilization of professional human resources. In other literature, principal leadership has 

been identified as an important antecedent of teachers’ job satisfaction and organizational 

commitment (Dou et al., 2016). Leithwood and Day (2007) extended the job description of the 

principal to include “understanding and developing people” and “designing the organization to 

support capacity-building efforts of schools.” 

Some researchers have explored the connection between student achievement and 

effective principalship. Principals’ responsibilities have increased enormously over the past two 

decades. They are expected to run a smooth school; manage health, safety, and the building; 

innovate without upsetting anyone; connect with students and teachers; be responsive to parents 

and the community; answer to their districts; and above all, deliver results (Fullan, 2020). 

Leithwood (2013) found that leadership has a very significant effect on school success and 

student learning and achievement. Additionally, previous literature has identified a strong 

relationship between principal leadership and teacher performance and attitudes (Bogler, 2001; 

Koh et al., 1995). Strong principal leadership is widely regarded as one of the key factors for 

organizational success (Yukl, 2010). In the realm of education, organizational success is 

measured most obviously in terms of student achievement. A study in the Journal of American 

Education stated in 2018 that, “[Today’s] schools have been tasked with improving student 

achievement on common sets of narrowly-defined metrics.”  This reality is shared by most 

public-school leaders and puts the focus on test-taking and meeting measurable goals. However, 
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there is a misconception that “school principals are afforded increasingly higher levels of 

autonomy to make decisions that meet their communities’ needs.”  (Heffernan, 2018b). In this 

context, “autonomy” is defined as principals having more local decision-making power over 

staffing, budgeting, and resourcing of their schools (Heffernan, 2018a). To shed light on this 

discrepancy, in 2002, Lingard, Hayes, and Mills noted that the definition of “autonomy shifts [as 

it] is influenced by contemporary social, political, and cultural pressures.”  As quoted by a 

principal in the Journal article, “It is clear that the principal is responsible for the success of 

every student, and it is the principal who accepts responsibility when they take on the role, for 

every child succeeding.” 

Another way to understand the principal’s impact on school performance is through 

understanding the relationship between school leadership and teacher motivation. (Hallinger & 

Heck, 1998; Leithwood & Jantzi, 2005). The impact of school leadership on student outcomes is 

derived by providing an environment that supports teachers’ ability to teach and students’ 

learning (Hallinger & Heck, 1996; Leithwood et al., 2007). Student outcomes, namely in areas 

such as student attendance, academic achievement, graduation, and attending college after 

graduation, are impacted by school leadership. According to Porter et al. (2010), impactful 

school leadership environments include high standards for student learning, rigorous curricula, 

quality instruction, a culture of learning and professional behavior, connections to external 

communities, and performance accountability. Additional research indicates that, to a lesser 

extent, school leadership held a moderate effect on student achievement through school climate, 

school mission (Hallinger & Heck, 1998), and teachers’ job satisfaction (Griffith, 2004). Thus, a 

link between school leadership and student success is evidenced in teacher motivation to mediate 

student success (Hallinger & Heck, 1998).   
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Pennsylvania Principals 

Beyond the connections to students and teachers that principals are expected to maintain, 

there is another aspect of principal leadership for Pennsylvania principals that is more stringent 

in its execution. Act 82 of 2012 of the Public Education Code states that “Principals will be 

evaluated on their ability to foster excellent teachers, create positive learning environments, and 

increase and sustain student academic growth” (Pennsylvania Department of Education, 2012). 

Figure 2-1 below is a summary diagram of the Pennsylvania Department of Education Principal 

Effectiveness System. The graphic provides the salient points of the seventy-eight evidentiary 

measures of success that contribute to principal evaluations. Pennsylvania’s Act 82 established 

the parameters for a Principal Evaluation System that includes an assessment of the building 

leader’s practice (50 percent), as measured by a clearly articulated Framework for Leadership, in 

conjunction with the application of a set of multiple measures comprising the remaining portion 

of the evaluation (Pennsylvania Department of Education, 2012). These multiple measures are 

inclusive of building-level data derived from the School Performance Profile (15 percent), 

correlation data that links the teacher performance evaluation and student achievement (15 

percent), and elective data to include: principal designed Student Learning Objectives (SLO), 

LEA assessments, or nationally recognized assessments (20 percent) (Pennsylvania Department 

of Education, 2012). 
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FIGURE 2-1: MEASURING EDUCATOR EFFECTIVENESS 

 

 
To meet Act 82 requirements, the Framework for Leadership was developed based on research 
with four defined domains and 19 components:  

• Domain 1: Strategic/Cultural Leadership:  
o Creates an Organizational Vision, Mission and Strategic Goals  
o Uses Data for Informed Decision Making  
o Builds a Collaborative and Empowering Work Environment 
o Leads Change Efforts for Continuous Improvement  
o Celebrates Accomplishments and Acknowledges Failures 

• Domain 2: Systems Leadership 
o Leverages Human and Financial Resources 
o Ensures a High-Quality, High-Performing Staff 
o Complies with Federal, State and LEA Mandates 
o Establishes and Implements Expectations for Students and Staff Communicates 

Effectively and Strategically 
o Manages Conflict Constructively  
o Ensures School Safety	  
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• Domain 3: Leadership for Learning 
o Leads School Improvement Initiatives 
o Aligns Curricula, Instruction and Assessments 
o Implements High-Quality Instruction 
o Sets High Expectations for All Students 
o Maximizes Instructional Time 

• Domain 4: Professional and Community Leadership 
o Maximizes Professional Responsibilities Through Parent Involvement and 

Community Engagement 
o Shows Professionalism 
o Supports Professional Growth 
 

As seen in the graphic above, half of the performance measurement for principal 

effectiveness is based on the Leadership Framework Domains. It is worthwhile to consider each 

of these components through the lens of researchers who have studied what makes an effective 

principal. Re-stating Fullan’s definition of effective principals, they are “… expected to run a 

smooth school; manage health, safety, and the building; innovate without upsetting anyone; 

connect with students and teachers; be responsive to parents and the community; answer to their 

districts; and above all, deliver results” (Fullan 2014, 2016). The difference between 

Pennsylvania’s measures of success compared to the Fullan measures of success is marked.  

Following Act 82 of 2012, Educator Effectiveness was followed in the 2014–15 school 

year, with principal effectiveness, as explained in Figure 2-1. The Principal Effectiveness rating 

tool functions as a framework for the evaluation process for principals. Principals, Assistant 

Principals, Vice Principals, and Directors of Vocational Education are evaluated using this rating 

tool (Form 82-2). These professionals are measured using a rating tool designed specifically for 

professional employees and temporary professional employees serving as principals.  

The annual performance ratings are based on the following as established by the Pennsylvania 

Department of Education: 
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 ACT 82 Framework for Leadership: 

1. Planning and preparation - Strategic and cultural leadership  

2. School environment - Systems leadership  

3. Delivery of service - Leadership for learning  

4. Professional development - Professional and community leadership  

Multiple Measures of Student Performance shall comprise fifty percent (50%) of the principal’s 

overall rating in the following areas:  

• Fifteen percent (15%) Building-Level Data, 

• Fifteen percent (15%) Correlation Data based on teacher-level measures, 

• Twenty percent (20%) Elective Data, including measures of student achievement that are 

locally developed and selected by the school district from a list approved by the 

Department of Education and published in the Pennsylvania Bulletin by June 30 each 

year.  

Furthermore, Section 1138.4 of 1949 (amended 2019) Pennsylvania School Code sets forth the 

criteria by which principals shall be evaluated beginning in 2010. The rating areas, specifically 

noted here, give a sense of the kind of performance indicators that principals work to achieve:    

§1138.4(a) Evaluation. Beginning in the 2021-2022 school year, the evaluation of the 
effectiveness of a professional employee serving as a principal in a building where 
annual building-level data is made available by the department shall be calculated with 
70% of the overall rating reflected in the areas of planning and preparation, school 
environment, delivery of service and professional development utilizing a rating tool 
approved by the department. 
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Education in Pennsylvania 

“There is no patriotism [more] pure, more elevated, or more deserving of recognition 
than that of one whose highest ambition is to store the minds of little children with 
knowledge for in this humble task is involved all that is greatest and grandest in a State.” 
 
With this quote, excerpted from the preface to his 1886 Education in Pennsylvania, James 

Pyle Wickersham eloquently pays homage to educators as an opening statement to his tracing of 

how communities and social forces gave rise to educational institutions throughout the 

Commonwealth. As an arm of the Dutch West India Trading Company, the colony of New 

Sweden (as Pennsylvania was known in the 1640s) was permitted by a grant from Queen 

Elizabeth I to retain as many “ministers and schoolmasters as required” (based on population) to 

ensure the installation of Christianity in the community (Wickersham, 1885).  

Wickersham’s history paints a portrait of early Pennsylvania schools as being intertwined 

with religious service: “The church served as the schoolhouse…the preacher was the teacher.”  

Even as William Penn, granted land by King Charles II in 1681, brought his Quaker ideations 

about how education adds strength to society. In Penn’s original Charter, he sets forth a plan to 

build a society (his “holy experiment”) in which all members should “…be instructed in reading 

and writing by age twelve…” and set forth fines for guardians who did not tend to the education 

of their children. (Wickersham, 1885). 

Through the prescience of William Penn, in October of 1683, Enoch Flower became the 

first teacher in the City of Philadelphia. When Penn chartered the Friends Public School in 

Philadelphia in 1711, he selected a motto for the school’s seal that captured Quaker sensibilities 

mingled with Penn’s personal beliefs about education: “Good Instruction is Better than Riches.”  

(Wickersham, 1885). In time, public education in Pennsylvania developed and changed in 
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response as the overarching reach of the federal government seeped into the State’s need to 

provide evidence of successful public schools.  

 
The Federal Role in Education 

Public education in the United States has a relatively brief history compared with some 

other countries; it has been within the last four hundred years that America has moved from 

solely cultivating children to be functional in their social role to providing them with a broader 

platform to any employment path of their choosing. Part of that history includes the incremental 

replacement of religion in public education with the involvement of government and political 

interests as the United States grew from settlements of religious freedom-seekers to a more 

cohesive mosaic of interdependent States. Such was the importance of education that a well-

known quote attributed to Thomas Jefferson reflected the American ideal of why public 

education was valuable: “An educated citizenry is a vital requisite for our survival as a free 

people.” 

The history of education in the United States leaves a record that is easily traced in local 

and national laws, policies, and initiatives. Much had changed since the 1600s when early 

settlers in the American colonies sought religious freedom and formed schools to educate their 

populace in their belief system. From those nascent concepts of education, the U.S. has seen vast 

changes in public policy and Federal law; schools, however, continue to reflect the social and 

economic forces that shape the needs and goals of American society. Thus, the Federal role in 

education has - and continues to – evolve within the context of American and global society. The 

overarching theme of helping individual States create and support best educational practices is 

reflected in the U.S. Department of Education’s mission statement posted on its website, The 
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Federal Role in Education: “…to promote student achievement and preparation for global 

competitiveness by fostering educational excellence and ensuring equal access.”  

When the Massachusetts Colony passed the “Old Deluder Satan” Act, this law 

established formal schools dating back to the mid-1600s. Also known as the Massachusetts Law 

of 1647, this pronouncement required towns of 50 or more residents to hire a schoolmaster to 

teach reading and writing to children. Within a century, this decree came to be recognized as the 

origin of compulsory, organized education in the American colonies (Department of Education, 

2020). 

The assignment of education as a state’s responsibility can be traced to its explicit 

exclusion from the Bill of Rights. With no mention of an individual’s right to an education – or 

the federal government’s duty to provide one – individual state governments became the 

prevailing authority on how education was managed for their population. The creation of a 

federal education department in 1867 served as a bulwark to assist states in establishing effective 

school systems and to gather information on schools and teaching (Department of Education, 

2020). The period of time, including World War II and afterward, led to a significant expansion 

of Federal educational support for States. The 1941 Lanham Act and the 1950 Impact Act 

channeled monetary payments to school districts that were affected by the presence of military 

and federal installations. The 1944 GI Bill established federal assistance for post-secondary 

education that would ultimately give some 8 million WWII veterans a renewed opportunity to 

further their education (Department of Education, 2020). In Urban Education and Leadership, 

Judy Jackson May and Eugene Sanders (2015) describe the post-World War II Truman 

Commission and the Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka Supreme Court decision, two 
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seminal moments in the history of American public education that occurred within a ten-year 

span. 

In 1946, the Truman Commission, according to May and Sanders, was created as the 

“first national dialogue relative to opportunities for higher education” that connected access to 

education to social and economic factors. More focused on higher education, the Truman 

Commission provided a post-war foundation for improving opportunities for post-secondary 

educational opportunities for the population returning from military duty.  

Only eight years after the Truman Commission was formed, one of the most pivotal 

Supreme Court decisions ever made, directly addressing the “separate but equal” clause of an 

1896 decision, was handed down in Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka (1954). The 

expanding civil rights movement provided the context for Brown and made its impact more 

compelling and powerful. From a sociohistorical standpoint, as noted by Mark Garrison in The 

Origins of Educational Testing (2009), the Brown decision “shook the foundation upon which 

public schools had been built for over one hundred years.”   

According to The Federal Role in Education, the first example of comprehensive Federal 

education legislation occurred in 1958, as a result of the space race. Needing a response to the 

perceived threat posed by the Soviet Union’s launch of the Sputnik satellite, Congress passed the 

National Defense Education Act (NDEA), with the goal of schools producing highly trained 

workers for science and technology fields (Department of Education, 2020). In the mid-20th 

century, Federal laws brought about changes to education that States were required to enact. 

Anti-poverty and civil rights laws of the 1960s and 1970s brought about a paradigm shift on 

education being accessible to every citizen. Civil Rights laws, such as Title VI (1964), Title IX 

of the Education Amendments (1972), and Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act (1973) did 
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much to change the complexion of schools, especially with regard to students with disabilities 

(Department of Education, 2020). 

Before the late 1950s and early 1960s, it seemed unlikely that the federal role would 

grow beyond collecting information about the nation’s schools and administering a few special 

programs (Munger & Fenno, 1962).  

 
The Impact of ESEA / No Child Left Behind 

One result of the Brown decision was emerging evidence that although public education 

was available to all, great disparities persisted in quality, access, and programming across the 

nation. In 1965 the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) created comprehensive 

programs to address the problems of disadvantaged children living in poor urban and rural areas. 

ESEA was signed into law in 1965 by President Lyndon Johnson, who believed that "full 

educational opportunity" should be "our first national goal." From its inception, ESEA was a 

civil rights law (U. S. Department of Education) designed to support the Johnson 

administration’s “War on Poverty.” ESEA legislation was the most extensive federal education 

bill in history, providing funds for primary and secondary education while explicitly forbidding 

the establishment of a national curriculum. (May & Sanders, 2015). ESEA focused on policies to 

equalize educational opportunities by addressing educational issues not easily addressed at the 

local level. With its focus on meeting the needs of underprivileged students, ESEA was followed 

with a sharp increase in federal funding to schools. Thus, ESEA set the foundation for a 

demonstrable entry of the federal government into the affairs of public schools across the nation.  
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May and Sanders describe ESEA as legislation that provided an impetus for a national 

agenda to create curricular standards identifying what students need to know and what students 

should be expected to do to be successful in life.  

A Nation at Risk 

In 1983, the National Commission on Excellence in Education published A Nation at 

Risk: The Imperative for Educational Reform. The report was subtitled, “The Imperative for 

Educational Reform:  A Report to the Nation and the Secretary of Education, United States 

Department of Education.”  The Chairman of the Commission, David P. Gardner, included this 

statement in the cover letter transmitting the report: “The Commission deeply believes that the 

problems we have discerned in American education can be both understood and corrected if the 

people of our country, together with those who have public responsibility in the matter, care 

enough and are courageous enough to do what is required.”   

The Commission's goal was to report on and contained several specific areas of concern, 

including: 

• assessing the quality of teaching and learning in our Nation's public and private schools, 

colleges, and universities 

• comparing American schools and colleges with those of other advanced nations 

• studying the relationship between college admissions requirements and student 

achievement in high school 

• identifying educational programs which result in notable student success in college 

• assessing the degree to which major social and educational changes in the last quarter-

century have affected student achievement 

• defining problems which must be faced and overcome if we are successfully to pursue the 

course of excellence in education 
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There were varying reactions to A Nation at Risk, but the message of necessary reform 

was stated clearly in the introduction to the report.  

“Our nation is at risk. Our once unchallenged preeminence in commerce, industry, 
science, and technological innovation is being overtaken by competitors throughout the 
world…. If an unfriendly foreign power had attempted to impose on America the 
mediocre educational performance that exists today, we might well have viewed it as an 
act of war.” 

Excerpted from A Nation at Risk, 1983 (National Commission on Excellence) 
 

This grim portend got the attention of many educational policymakers by providing a 

statistical portrait of American public education. The report included a long list of 

recommendations to improve public schools, including the adoption of rigorous standards, state 

and local tests to measure achievement, stronger graduation standards, sufficient financial 

resources, and curriculum changes to give students a solid grounding in basic subjects as well as 

art and computer science (Strauss, 2018). 

Prior attempts by the Federal government to improve schools and student opportunities 

took a funding-based approach, such as in the Johnson administration’s 1965 ESEA. Less than 

twenty years later, A Nation at Risk resulted in reforms that shifted the focus from fixing schools 

through purposeful funding to fixing schools by comparing measurable indicators of school 

success. A Nation at Risk signaled a call for major systemic school reform and was seen as a 

rebuke that criticized the nation for failing to adequately educate its youth (May & Sanders, 

2013). A Nation at Risk states pointedly, “…the educational foundations of our society are 

presently being eroded by a rising tide of mediocrity that threatens our very future as a Nation 

and a people.” (National Commission on Excellence, 1983). 

Although the report had its weaknesses, it still had a strong impact on American 

education. Most notably, the report led to comprehensive school reform efforts, served as the 
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impetus for the academic-standards movement, drew attention to the importance of education 

policy, and led to a focus on school accountability (Park, 2004). Although some critics claimed 

that A Nation at Risk was a manufactured problem that tried to relate disparate data – the success 

of the American economy and effective schools – it created a wave of educational overhaul and 

reforms still in motion today. The implications of A Nation at Risk’s findings caused many in the 

educational community to question its efficacy. In a National Education Association article in 

2013, educational essayist Edward Graham commented, “A Nation at Risk found that an 

‘incoherent, outdated patchwork quilt’ of classroom learning led to an increasing number of 

students who were subjected to a ‘cafeteria-style curriculum’ that diluted the course material and 

allowed them to advance through their schooling with minimal effort.” 

Graham continued on to state that, “Budget cuts and the obsession with standardized 

testing have narrowed the curriculum, and handcuffed educators’ ability to utilize creative 

supplemental programs to support and engage their students.”  In such observations, the 

coalescing of testing to measure student achievement and teacher effectiveness becomes clearer. 

Educational researcher John Goodlad (2003) countered the report with a different approach and, 

in his book A Nation in Wait, offered an alternative framework. Goodlad contends that successful 

schools must include: a belief that all children can learn, evidence to identify the right questions 

and to address the right priorities, and the procurement of better teachers. Goodlad pointed out 

the use of militaristic language in A Nation at Risk, and the drumbeat of doom akin to stoking a 

revolution among Americans against educators is not the appropriate approach.  

May and Sanders further divide the school reform movement catalyzed by At-Risk into 

three timeframes: Early Stage Reform Awareness (1983-1993), Stage of Pseudo-Accountability 

(1993-2003), and Stage of Testing, Economic Reinvestment and Globalization (2003 – present). 
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One could argue that the value of researching the present state of scholastic leadership need not 

include a historical aspect; however, May and Sanders provide the backdrop by which the 

demands facing school leaders today have come to be. In addition to providing historical context, 

these stages of school reform also provide an additional lens through which today’s school 

leaders can appreciate the genesis of local, state, and national mandates that have accumulated 

over time. 

In 2002 the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB), a reauthorization of ESEA, added many 

new initiatives, creating a stronger, more accountable education system and seeking to change 

the culture of education by mandating the use of scientifically based research to support 

instructional strategies (Frey, Mandlawitz, & Alvarez, 2012). 

In 2019 the U.S. Department of Education, in its publication titled, Parent and Educator 

Guide to School Climate, the National Center on Safe and Supportive Learning Environments 

describes school climate as follows: (U.S. Department of Education, 2019) 

“School climate reflects how members of the school community experience the school, 
including interpersonal relationships, teacher and other staff practices, and 
organizational arrangements. School climate includes factors that serve as conditions for 
learning and that support physical and emotional safety, connection and support, and 
engagement.” 
 
The Department of Education's definition of “school climate” is stated in the National 

Center for Safe Supportive Learning Environments (NCSSLE), a privately-operated website that 

is a not-for-profit behavioral and social science research organization.  

In 2017, NCSSLE’s parent, the American Institutes for Research (AIR), published the 

Reference Manual on Making School Climate Improvements. The purpose of the manual is to 

serve as a blueprint for any individual or team “who want detailed information on how to make 
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school climate improvements (Reference Manual on Making School Climate Improvements, 

2017). And to underscore the significance of the role of the principal in such efforts, the Manual 

defines in its Objective 1.1.1 a “key” school leader as “the principal, the head of school, the 

assistant principal, the charter authorizer, a governing board member, or the school leadership 

team” (Reference Manual on Making School Climate Improvements, 2017). 

Given the history of state and federal treatment of student rights, as demonstrated by the 

NCSSLE publication, more nuanced factors of schools are now considered metrics that 

contribute to student success. Specifically, school climate has changed from being a subjective 

aspect to a quantitative, quantifiable factor that determines how successful a school is. 

How then does the principal school figure in the matrix of leading a school with sustained 

success?  Can one individual – the school principal - manage wide-angle recommendations and 

mandates made by the federal, state, and local governments?  Increasingly, school principals are 

losing autonomy to those very pressures – and the real loss may be affecting the climate in 

schools.  

The Influence of Trends in School Reform and Accountability 

One need only look at the trends – and trending – educational theories that weave their 

way through school districts and the teaching culture. The ease of understanding and use make 

these theories popular among policymakers and educational professionals, even though they may 

take different paths to arrive at the intended destination of offering a new way of looking at 

education. The Danielson Framework and John Hattie’s (2011) Visible Learning are two 

examples of philosophical educational approaches that have gained popularity in recent years. 

The Danielson Framework provides a philosophical approach to teaching based on four domains 

of instructional practice, as well as a suggested approach to understanding and promoting great 
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teaching and learning. Danielson’s Framework sets forth “…a vision of instructional excellence, 

a roadmap for pursuing it, and a set of discrete practices that describe it.” (Danielson, 2013). The 

Framework was developed as a common language and comprehensive approach to professional 

teacher learning across the career continuum – from pre-service teacher preparation through 

teacher leadership and beyond. This approach is grounded in a specific conceptualization of the 

profession, recognizes its complexity, and supports the pursuit of great teaching at every level 

(Danielson, 2013). 

“Know thy impact,” according to John Hattie, is the most critical mind-frame that 

educators should maintain in all instructional settings. In 2018 Hattie created a list of 256 

influences and effect sizes of factors related to student achievement. Hattie included influences 

that ranged from “lack of sleep” to “school climate;” interestingly, school principals ranked 

number 144 on that list of influences. Number one on Hattie’s list of influences is “collective 

teacher efficacy.”  (Hattie, 2018). By collecting information on schools and disaggregating the 

results into categories, Hattie’s theoretical question of “what is the most important thing in 

schools?” becomes clear:  students. Hattie dared ask the question, Does School and College 

Leadership Really Matter? (Hattie, 2018). While an intriguing question Hattie’s research into the 

effectiveness of “transformational” versus “instructional” leaders indicates that almost 80% of 

school leaders identify themselves as “transformational” leaders (those who focus more on 

teachers), as opposed to “instructional” leaders (those who focus more on students). Hattie more 

clearly defined “transformational” leaders as those who focus on teachers by providing 

autonomy, inspiration, and goals. Hattie’s definition of “instructional” leaders, by contrast, 

includes a student-focused orientation that provides teachers with an understanding of their 

impact on student learning (Hattie, 2018). Interestingly, Hattie’s research discovered that the 
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more impactful approach was for school leaders to be “instructional” leaders. In 2008, Robinson, 

Lloyd, and Rowe’s research found that 10 out of 11 transformational leadership effect size 

statistics fell in the range that interpreted as having a weak to small impact. Their summation on 

the statistical effectiveness between the two approaches was succinct: “it suggests that the impact 

of instructional leadership on student outcomes is notably greater than that of transformational 

leadership.” (Robinson et al., 2008). 

Robinson, Lloyd, and Rowe’s research also defined five “inductively derived leadership 

dimensions” that have a significant impact on student learning outcomes: 

1. Establishing goals and expectations 

2. Resourcing strategically 

3. Planning, coordinating, and evaluating the teaching and the curriculum 

4. Promoting and participating in teacher learning and development 

5. Ensuring an orderly and supportive environment 

Furthering the link between the “instructional leader” approach and student outcomes, in 

Visible Learning for Teachers (2008), Hattie more precisely contends that “instructional” leaders 

succeed when school leaders provide the support so that teachers can have a positive impact 

(Hattie, 2008). Hattie states that teachers are successfully motivated by a school leaders’ ability 

to identify and articulate high expectations for the entire school, make decisions that affect 

teachers with their consult, support communication, manage resources, coordinate organizational 

structures to support instruction and learning, and regularly analyze teacher’s data on student 

learning. “Learning leadership is the most powerful incentive to stay in teaching.” (Hattie, 2008). 
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With Robinson, Lloyd, and Rowe's research to support his assertions, Hattie offers a compelling 

argument for the qualities an effective school leader should possess.  

Interestingly, Hattie eschews the layers of testing, talking, and mandating that are 

obligatory in the school principal’s daily leadership functions. The gauntlet previously 

mentioned can be thought of as a series of challenges which the school principal must complete 

before he or she can truly lead; fulfilling mandates, completing surveys, and collecting data are 

among the challenges which prevent principals from becoming true “instructional” leaders. The 

feeling is pervasive among principals; in a paper that analyzed the effectiveness self-perception 

of Canadian principals using the Robinson, Lloyd and Rowe leadership dimensions, one 

principal stated, “Sometimes you just feel that you don’t really do a good job of anything. You 

do an “okay” job of things, but you don’t really do a great job of everything because there [are] 

just not enough hours in the day.” (Wallin et al., 2019). 

Even in light of the statistical evidence of what works, well-intended trends, and theories 

continue to shape educational policy. In 2012’s School Leaders Guide to Professional Learning 

Communities at Work, Professional Learning Community (PLC) guru Richard DuFour states that 

the “primary responsibility [of the principal] is to lead a collective effort to create a professional 

learning community that ensures high levels of learning for students through recursive processes 

that promote adult learning.” The PLC construct is, in some measure, a departure from Hattie’s 

research on effective school leadership in that the focus is on adult learning. Robinson, Lloyd, 

and Rowe very clearly state that “…that the more leaders focus their relationships, their work, 

and their learning on the core business of teaching and learning, the greater their influence on 

student outcomes.” (Robinson, Lloyd, & Rowe, 2008). Some principals could argue that 

spending time organizing and implementing PLCs is solely in the principal’s domain, but in 
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practice, it sometimes becomes another draw on a school leader’s allotment of time that could be 

spent as an “instructional” leader.  

DuFour also notes that researchers, including Leithwood, Fullan, and others have argued 

that the school principal fills the role of instructional leader, transformational leader, servant 

leader, strategic leader, learning leader, empowering leader, participatory leader, delegatory 

leader, and moral leader (DuFour & DuFour, 2012). Given these expectations, today’s school 

principal need only don a cape to complete the superhero role. 

The DuFour’s conclude that the “primary responsibility” of a principal is spread among 

eleven key actions, including creating a culture that is “simultaneously loose and tight,” 

demonstrating “reciprocal responsibility,” and “monitor each student’s learning through an 

ongoing assessment process.” (DuFour & DuFour, 2012). A look at Pennsylvania’s Danielson-

based Principal Effectiveness Framework (Figure 2-1) identifies specific components embedded 

in four domains by which principal success is measured. Much like Robinson, Lloyd, and 

Rowe’s leadership dimensions, the framework uses outcome-based standards to determine a 

measure of how well a principal is performing.  

The Influence of External Challenges on School Leadership  

No matter the approach – instructional leader, PLC facilitator, systems leader – very 

often, the obligatory aspects of school principalship is eclipsed by circumstances that, 

unforeseen, upend even the most successful school cultures. A case in point: the current COVID-

19 Pandemic has presented school leaders with unprecedented, unpredictable challenges. School 

districts nationwide have scrambled to find appropriate responses to an indiscriminate public 

health threat that slices through socioeconomic strata and endangers every human being. In 

2008’s Ethical Educational Leadership in Turbulent Times, Steven Gross and Joan Shapiro 
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apply the concept of “turbulence” to help school leaders understand their role in managing 

unexpected challenges. Gross and Shapiro assert that turbulence occurs when school leaders are 

required to “…navigate rationally through challenging and complex circumstances while under 

considerable emotional stress.” (Poliner et al., 2008). Several aspects of Gross’ Turbulence 

Theory are useful in analyzing the multiple response levels that school leaders have drawn from 

in responding to the virus emergency. Gross (2019) suggests that in instances of extreme 

turbulence, school leaders do not have time to analyze the positionality of stakeholders, 

especially when the need for rapid, well-considered response is acute (Shapiro & Gross 2008).  

 
Conclusion 

In spite of the literature, research, and data, at the end of the day, the school principal 

bears the responsibility of success for their school. Success, as this literature review has shown, 

can be measured through many theoretical lenses, but the lens that matters most in Pennsylvania 

in 2020 is the student performance data. This data affects all aspects of education: funding, 

taxation, teachers and principal evaluations, and even real-estate values. The role of the principal 

continues to be a significant impactor on student performance, yet the latitude of principals to 

decide on how to best support student success fluctuates across experiences.  

Autonomy, in its purest sense, gives an individual a sense of ownership; it provides the 

flexibility to make instantaneous decisions and to modulate behavior to the situation. When 

performance data speaks more about a school than the teachers and students in it, school 

principals naturally prioritize the factors that contribute to successful performance measures. It is 

only natural to want to see your school succeed in terms of the data; measuring school 
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performance over time is a concrete motivator, and comparing schools within a district, county 

or state is even more powerful. 

Yet some autonomy is required for a principal to adapt to the school – to get to know the 

students, gain an understanding of the staff, and appreciate and honor the culture of the school. 

What is the tradeoff when principals make less autonomous decisions and prioritize how best to 

increase student success?  This research will illuminate the experiences of principals with 

experience at every level and shed light on their view of the connection between autonomy of 

school leaders and student success. 
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CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODS 

Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to determine the relationship between public school 

principal autonomy and regulatory restrictions and whether this relationship had an impact on 

school-based outcomes. Research indicated a correlation exists between levels of public-school 

principal autonomy and “successful” school-based outcomes. The research illuminated the 

degree of principal autonomy that optimally resulted in successful school outcomes.  

This study employed a qualitative approach to examining the proposed research question. 

Given the exploratory nature of the research, qualitative approaches were particularly useful to 

shed light on the experiences and perspectives of a common phenomenon through unique lenses. 

The qualitative research was a situated activity that located the observer in the world (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2005). Qualitative research is designed to reveal the meaning that informs the action or 

outcomes that are typically measured by quantitative research. For that reason, the qualitative 

approach is indicated in that it affords the research participants the opportunity to construct an 

authentic response. Qualitative inquiry is widely recognized as a reliable standard for generating 

insight into complex phenomena, the contexts in which they occur, and their consequences 

(Creswell, 2013).  

Data Collection Approach 

The study employed a phenomenological approach wherein one issue is examined 

through data gathered from multiple subjects. The participants were selected using purposive 

sampling (Creswell, 2007, 2013). In purposeful sampling/qualitative research, the researcher 

decides who or what is representative of the phenomenon being studied. The researcher decides 

how many sites or participants need to be included in the study. The researcher decides the order 
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to explore the research problem. Having created an emergent design methodology allowing 

latitude for participants' responses (Creswell 2007, 2013), the flow and form of the interview 

permitted modulations with the context of the participant. This format provided opportunities to 

create true adherence to qualitative methods.  

To that end, participants were invited to interview, and transcripts of their interviews 

were created for analysis. In this manner, Stake’s (1995) question can more thoroughly be 

answered: “Did we get the story right?”  The most common way in which recording an interview 

affects data collection is by inhibiting the research participants from saying things they might 

reveal if they were not being recorded (Morgan & Guevara, 2008). Interviews were structured to 

allow the interviewee to feel as comfortable as possible through the recorded session. 

Decisions about qualitative research methodology include (a) selection of guiding 

paradigm; (b) identification of research questions; (c) development of a formative conceptual 

model; (d)  study administration, population, and study sample; (e) topics, procedures, and tools 

for data collection; and (f) and procedures for data analysis and interpretation. These aspects, as 

related to the present research, are detailed below.  

Of the 30 current or former public-school principals invited to participate in this study, 

twenty consented to participate. The participants represented six different school districts located 

in Bucks County, Pennsylvania. Table 3-1 shows the sample characteristics of the public-school 

principals who participated, their years of principal leadership experience, and the school 

populations which they work with. 
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TABLE 3-1: SAMPLE CHARACTERISTICS OF SCHOOL PRINCIPALS  

Leadership Experience 3-31 years of principal leadership experience 
Average 18.5 years leadership experience 

High School Principals 20% 

Middle School Principals 30% 

Elementary Principals 50% 

High School Population Average school size 2011 students 

Middle School Population Average school size 883 students 

Elementary School Population Average school size 499 students 

Note: N=20 
 

 

The responses provided by participants were not compromised or biased by a relationship 

with the researcher, as none of the participants had any professionally relationship with the 

researcher (e.g., worked for the researcher in the same school district). The participants were 

current or retired principals from suburban school districts of Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. 

Participants served as principals within five different school districts located in Bucks County, 

one within Montgomery County, and within 20 different schools. There was no evidence to 

suggest the participants shared their experience with the interviews or their responses with one 

another. The researcher did not discuss the interviews with participants outside of the formal 

interviews for this study.  

Given the COVID-19 restrictions that were enacted during this research, the following 

conditions were mandated by public health policy and affected the nature of the interviews: 

• Communication with participants was by email, phone, and/or virtual 

conferencing platform only.  
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• No face-to-face interviews took place in accordance with COVID-19 public 

health policy guidelines set forth in Bucks County, Pennsylvania, in June- July 

2020. 

Structured Interview 

This research utilized structured in-depth interviews. Researchers conducted in-depth 

interviews by speaking with participants in a one-on-one setting (Turner, 2010). In this study, the 

researcher approached the interview with a predetermined list of questions and topics for 

discussion. Participants were interviewed using a standardized open-ended interview, wherein 

participants were asked identical questions, but the questions were worded so that responses 

were open-ended (Turner, 2010). The conversation evolved based on how the participant 

responded to questions which guided the conversation (Turner, 2013). Authentic responses 

shaped the substance of the research.  

An important element of the interview process was active listening on the part of the 

researcher. Using both verbal and non-verbal communication enabled the interviewer to establish 

a connection with the participant and keep the focus on the participant’s narrative. Active 

listening required that the researcher purposefully attended to the speaker with the researcher’s 

attention focused on the communication being sent (Ayres, 2018).  

Participants had an opportunity to review the interview questions prior to the formal 

interview. Question threads changed during the interview process to reflect an increased 

understanding of the problem from the subject’s point of view.  
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Data Analysis 

In this research, the guiding paradigm includes a phenomenological approach to 

researching the topic of principal autonomy as it relates to school success. Phenomenology is an 

approach to qualitative research that focuses on the commonality of a lived experience within a 

particular group. The fundamental goal of the approach is to arrive at a description of the nature 

of the particular phenomenon (Creswell, 2013). Phenomenological interviews are geared to 

include participants who have first-hand knowledge of an event, situation, or experience. The 

interview(s) attempts to answer two broad questions (Moustakas, 1994): What have you 

experienced in terms of the phenomenon? What contexts or situations have typically influenced 

your experiences of the phenomenon (Creswell, 2013)? In this research, responses were 

transcribed and coded to form clusters of meaning. In keeping with a phenomenological 

approach, the researcher constructed the universal meaning of the event, situation, or experience 

and arrived at a more profound understanding of the phenomenon (Creswell, 2013). 

After each interview was concluded, a detailed transcript of the interview was obtained 

using the feature embedded in the Zoom platform. These transcripts included the name of the 

person speaking, their words, and a running time stamp record indicating the alternating speakers 

(the researcher and the participant). In addition, the research took note during the interview to 

capture emotional tone of participant responses, for example noting instances where the 

participant expressed strong emotions or emphasis.  

A coding sheet was designed to further analyze interview data. Coders were provided a 

compilation of thematic data extracted from the raw interviews. Coders received a copy of the 

transcript from each interview.  All information given to coders were redacted of personal 

information to maintain anonymity.  Coders also received Appendix D to score/extrapolate the 
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data from the compilation of thematic data and transcripts. Specifically, independent coders were 

asked to look for mentions or references to language in the transcript that related to any of 

several aspects of the research questions. Coders were asked to indicate whether participant 

responses included each of the thematic topics using a “yes-no” response format.  In addition, 

coders were instructed to document verbatim comment made by the principals in their transcript 

(Appendix D). Once the coding of each interview was completed, the Interview Coding Sheets 

were reviewed and aligned with the manual notations taken by the researcher. To extract the 

frequency of common themes and language that were referred to, verbalized, or stated explicitly 

by the research participants. 

Description of Sample Population Interviewed 

Table 3-2 below provides an overview of the population interviewed. All study 

participants were current or former school principals in the suburban Philadelphia area. As 

illustrated in Table 3-2, the participants represented age ranges and years of experience that were 

balanced and inclusive. Many of the participants who were considered “late-career” have moved 

on from the principal role to higher-level district administrators.  
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TABLE 3-2: RESEARCH PARTICIPANT DEMOGRAPHICS 
Total Number of Participants Interviewed Percent 

“Early” Career (less than 10 years of principal experience): 30% 
“Mid” Career (11-30 years of principal experience) 35% 
“Late” Career (31 or more years of principal experience) 40% 
Female participants 35% 
Male participants 65% 
Participants from small schools (less than 700 students) 45% 
Participants from mid-sized schools (701 to 850 students) 15% 
Participants from large schools (more than 851 students) 40% 
Secondary Principals 50% 
Elementary Principals 50% 
Participants under aged 35 or younger N/A 
Participants aged 36 – 55 years 55% 
Participants aged 56 or older 45% 
Note: N=20  

 

Protection for Participants 

Written consent from each participant was obtained prior to the interview. Participants 

had the option to withdraw their consent to participate at any time prior to or during the 

interview. Participant’s personal and identifying information was kept confidential; where 

needed, names were changed to protect identities. Interviews were recorded via online meeting 

platforms and stored in a password-protected file. Any transcripts resulting from the interviews 

were maintained electronically under a secure file; participants had access to their transcript at 

any time following the interview to review their responses. School, personnel, and student names 

were changed to protect identities.  
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CHAPTER 4: RESEARCH FINDINGS 

Introduction 

In this chapter, we examine several themes that emerged from the analysis of interviews 

on the relationship between mandates, autonomous leadership of school principals, and school 

success. Specifically, it reports a thematic analysis of interviews designed to examine how 

mandates influence principal autonomy and the influence these mandates have on school 

success. The chapter is organized around the following research questions:  

• What do we know about the relationship between principal autonomy and school 

success? 

• How do principals effectively create autonomy at the school level while managing 

mandates, handling unexpected challenges, and meeting the expectations of 

educational philosophies? 

• Do regulatory responsibilities interfere with a principal’s autonomy?  Does this 

interference have an impact on student and school success?  

Participants’ responses identified several key themes and perceptions that are pertinent to 

research question 1:  

1. All principals (100% of those interviewed) felt there was no connection between 

school success and mandates. The interview data provided clarity on participant’s perception of 

a relationship between mandates (such as high-stakes testing, performance measures, and 

regulatory reporting) and the success of their school. Although Act 82 reporting is based on a 

school’s high stakes test results, principals do not believe test results are the sole defining aspect 

of school success. As one participant shared, “Mandates help shed light on testing data and areas 
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of focus for growth, but they are not standalone metrics for judging a school’s success. Nor 

should they be.” Principals report a variety of elements that constitute what a “successful” school 

is and further set mandated testing aside as, described by one principal, a “necessary evil” that is 

useful, but not the only measure of success. One principal commented, “Standardized and 

mandated tests do not capture success; they are a marker of achievement and progress but not a 

reliable indicator of success. There is more to success than test scores.”  

Participants commented on the reliability and validity of mandated data reporting, given 

the subjective aspect to which it is susceptible. For example, a mid-career high-school principal 

spoke of the “lens” through which reporting is done… “If there is a fight, depending on how it is 

coded by the principal, it can be reported differently. There is room for variance among 

principals, schools, and districts, which tells me that not all reporting is objective and fair.” 

Another principal of an elementary school lamented the manner in which learning disabled 

students are quantified by PSSA tests… “It is simply not fair to measure the performance of 

[learning disabled] students using the same test as the general population [e.g., PSSA]. It 

misrepresents the performance of the school, the students, and the teacher.” 

2. All principals reported exercising autonomy in their leadership practice. Principals 

reported using autonomy throughout their leadership practice, including when fulfilling 

mandated or regulatory responsibilities. Principals used language such as “I acted on the fly,” “I 

went with my gut reaction,” and “I had the opportunity” to explain how they employ autonomous 

decision making when presented with unplanned challenges or situations. Principals stated 

having an obligation to satisfy the requirements of mandates to the letter, yet many mentioned a 

daily search for ways to weave autonomous leadership into fulfilling those obligations. One 
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respondent indicated, “I’m aware of the mandates, but cannot quote them to your chapter and 

verse. What I need to do is pretty clear. It’s finding the way to do it that is the challenge.” 

Fulfilling the expectations of mandates, on occasion, required principals to think outside 

the box and make autonomous decisions. All principals who responded stated that acting 

autonomously with respect to satisfying mandated requirements kept the best interest of the 

student(s) in mind. A good example of this kind of leadership related to principals intervening on 

behalf of students who struggled with the rigor of standardized testing. A high-school principal 

reported that “Oftentimes situations arise that are not addressed by the scope of the mandate, 

such as students needing interventions or support.”   Where a mandate’s instructions or 

guidelines fail to account for the human aspect of testing, principals responded that they 

“intervene as advocate and decision-maker for the child” and “use any acceptable means 

necessary” to provide a fair and balanced experience for the student. 

Principals reported not hesitating in employing autonomous thinking when problem-

solving with respect to fulfilling mandates. “Professional development funding is a problem in 

my district,” one elementary principal reported, “and I sometimes have to reapportion funds. It 

looks different from year to year, depending on the population, but it is always a problem.” 

3. All principals felt their decision-making autonomy had a direct impact on their 

effectiveness as a school leader. A majority of principals who participated mentioned employing 

autonomy to meet the unique needs of the individuals within a school, such as when addressing 

the regulatory and regimented requirements of mandated responsibilities. For example, one 

principal reported that practicing autonomy in decision making “gave me a way to humanize – 

and personalize – my leadership.”  Similarly, a middle-school principal noted that “Testing a 

student who had a traumatic life experience is not only unfair; it is cruel. I had to study the limits 
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of the PSSA guidelines to accommodate such a student.” In general, principals felt strongly that 

such in-the-moment decision-making is an essential part of school leadership and that with 

experience, it becomes easier over time.  

4. All principals felt that using autonomous leadership “on-demand” supported the 

success of their school. A majority of principals reported their responsiveness to the needs of the 

school community as a whole depended on being free to make decisions. About a third of 

principals interviewed stated that having the latitude to practice their professional judgment, in 

the words of one elementary school principal, “created a culture of caring and success.”  All 

principals interviewed stated that a successful school culture directly relates to the overall 

perception of the “success” of their school. Additionally, by making personal choices and 

addressing the needs of the whole child, all principals reported they believed they were doing the 

right thing even if it deviated from mandated frameworks.  

The prevalent theme that resulted from this area of questioning is that all principals did 

not feel that school success is determined only by high-stakes test performance or mandate 

fulfillment. Instead, all principals interviewed reported that they measure success by the degree 

to which the principal can act in the school’s, community’s, and student’s best interests. One 

high-school principal stated that “mandated test scores are only part of the story, and while they 

have value in demonstrating growth, they can also be punitive and divisive.”  One elementary 

school principal stated that the expectation of deriving a “total picture” of a school’s success 

from a mandated test sets up “unrealistic expectations” for the non-educator community who 

interprets the test results.”  

Principals took pride in their moments of autonomy; many shared stories and experiences 

of instances in which they flexed their autonomous latitude with success. For example, a 
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principal advocating for a student who was a danger to himself and others and described the 

tortuous process which she was compelled to advocate on behalf of this particular student, even 

when the “system” turned against him. Similarly, an elementary principal also relayed the annual 

frustrations of standardized testing’s stigmatizing effects on learning disabled students whose 

test scores reflect a testing instrument insensitive to their particular learning needs. These tiered 

themes demonstrate that although principals do not agree with the necessity, method, or form of 

mandates, all respondents reported a commitment to exercising autonomy in the execution of 

them. All principals reported that mandates do not equal success; instead, an emergent theme 

was that principals deemed mandates to cause more confusion when it comes to determining 

school success.  

A majority of principals (80%) interviewed stated they employ latitude through 

autonomous leadership to innovatively problem solve. For example, an early-career principal 

commented that “Often, [problem-solving] looks like shoe-horning a solution into place, or 

creative decision making at the moment and working around the red-tape of mandates.”  Another 

early-career principal noted, “Whatever the student needs – one student or a hundred – I will 

meet that need. That is my job, and what works best for students.” But employing autonomy can 

sometimes pressure school leaders into making decisions that do not always align with their 

personal values. “The costs of unfunded mandates are going to give us more mountains to 

climb,” said one mid-career principal. “Asking teachers to ensure students are ready, with no 

professional development or opportunities to prepare is a very real problem. I face it every day.”   

Further analysis of the data shows that the way principals solved problems was a blend of 

obligation and autonomy. For example, a principal noted that “I know what data they are looking 

for, [so] I understand the goal and purpose of high-stakes testing.” Another principal, 
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commenting on the confining nature of standardized tests, said, “I don’t think [standardized 

assessments] should be one-and-done, the single assessment that determines [their] success or 

failure. I’d prefer a plethora of different assessments, both qualitative and quantitative, be used.”   

Of the twenty principals in this study, none identified mandated testing results as an 

accurate indicator or effective measure of school success. When asked to respond to whether 

high stakes testing is correlated to school or principal success, one principal commented, “There 

is too much diversity, in students and in the community, to make that statement. You cannot use 

[test scores] and say they are the single valid measure to make a judgment [of success] of a 

school or a school principal.”  Another principal suggested that mandated testing is a 

manifestation of politics in schools instead of accurate measures of achievement. “Mandates are 

forced upon you and have a political [angle]. They do not come from a collaborative process. I 

am sure they are not designed by anyone in the educational profession.”   

The sense that high stakes testing and mandates were unyielding in accommodating 

disabled learners was a common theme with which many principals took issue. Many principals 

described mandates as being “top-down enforcement,” “impractical,” and “discriminatory.” Said 

one mid-career administrator, “I have to assume the majority of people making those mandates 

are not educators because some [mandates] are so impractical.”  And referring to high-stakes 

testing and students with disabilities, one mid-career principal stated, “The special-ed kids need 

us the most, and now we are stigmatizing them and discriminating against them, creating [these] 

unintended consequences that reflect poorly on their ability to take tests.”  

The research data also shed light on how principals at different career stages interpret 

“autonomy” and to what extent they actually function in any capacity at an autonomous level. 

One late-career participant summed up his more than 30 years’ experience with the following: 
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“Over the years, I watched [leadership] shift from having wide autonomy to being far more 

restricted.”  This sentiment was echoed in a mid-career principal’s observation that, “Now things 

are more focused on testing. We used to focus on whole-child development, and now the focus is 

mainly on reading, writing, math, and science.”   

Finally, many late-career principals noted the diminishing over time of principal 

autonomy, especially as relates to the care and well-being of students. “[Principals] today tend to 

focus on the managerial and administrative aspects of the job; they are more managers than 

school leaders,” one elementary principal stated. Another comment echoed the changing balance 

of responsibilities facing principals today: “[Principals] used to do things because they were the 

right thing to do for kids; now if it’s not in the mandate, principals are unaware.” 

Differences emerged between early career principals and those with more experience 

with regard to principal autonomy. For example, all early-career principals interviewed reported 

that fulfilling requirements of mandates were a significant part of their leadership 

responsibilities. These principals started their school leadership role at a time when mandates 

from the Pennsylvania Department of Education had been in place for some time. These 

principals were initiated into school leadership in a mandate-rich environment, as noted in the 

comment from one early-career principal: “I’m told the mandates were not always how it was, 

but my leadership has developed in the current climate.”  By contrast, principals with thirty years 

or more experience reported the loss of autonomy to make way for high stakes testing and other 

mandated assessments. “Things are dramatically different for new principals,” said one late-

career participant. “We have lost so much to tests and expectations and following the rules. The 

kids are the ones who feel that the most, unfortunately.”  This discrepancy is especially 
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important to note because it signifies a change over time in the context in which the school 

leaders’ function.  

Ways to Create Autonomy at the School Level: Research Question 2 

Research question 2 explored connections between the way principals are trained and 

evaluated for success in Pennsylvania and autonomy and success. The themes that emerged from 

the data related to this question indicate that all principals – 100% of participants, according to 

the data – reported a blend of autonomy and mandate management in their professional practice, 

to varying degrees. Principals reported ideas such as “serving” and “honoring” their commitment 

to schools and students and shared the experiences where they opted to act autonomously. 

Table 4-1 extracts the key questions asked of participants during the interview process 

that related to principal preparation programs and how principals mediate the requirements of 

mandates with their actual practice. As Table 4-1 shows, responses indicate that experiences vary 

with how individual principals learn the finer aspects of their profession, learn to manage 

mandates, and learn to define professional success. As defined in Chapter 3, principal “success” 

was defined as the ability to satisfactorily meet the performance standards of the Principal 

Effectiveness Framework in Pennsylvania. As described in Chapter 3, Pennsylvania’s Act 82-2 is 

based on the Danielson Framework and gives principals a guideline to achieve success as a 

Pennsylvania principal. Specific performance measures in Act 82-2 are used to evaluate 

principals, typically done by a senior administrator or superintendent.  

One of the themes that emerged is principals’ awareness of the numerous performance 

measures used in Act 82-2. Using the categories of principal experience described in the 

Research Demographics Table in Chapter 3, only two of twenty principals reported having 

participated in a formal induction or principal preparation program: one early-career principal 
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(5%) and one late-career participant (5%). Both respondents reported that part of their 

preparation experience included professional development specifically relating to mandates. 

Specifically, the late-career participant was a part of a structured induction program with the 

Philadelphia School District, and recalled, “Philadelphia had a rather rigorous program to ascend 

to the principalship.”  This participant completed a 12-week program with a cohort of 30-40 

aspiring district principals and then served for three months as a “second” principal in each of 

two district schools that were geographically distant. “They placed you at opposite ends of the 

district so that you would experience a different community,” recalled the respondent.  

TABLE 4-1: KEY QUESTIONS RELATED TO RESEARCH QUESTION 2 
Questions Yes No 

Was there formal training, if any, to help you prepare for the 
responsibilities of principal? 10% 90% 

Are you aware of the performance measures in Act 82-2 for 
Principal Effectiveness?  90% 10% 

Do you act autonomously to effectively manage mandates?  100% 0% 
Do you act autonomously when you are faced with challenges in 
the role of principal? 100% 0% 

Does autonomy have an effect on your success, as measured by 
Act 82-2?  80% 20% 

Note: N=20   
 

Analysis of the interview responses shows that principals were not all prepared for their 

leadership role in the same manner. Table 4-2 below presents the data that shows the training 

and/or mentorship participants received before becoming a principal. 
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TABLE 4-2: PRINCIPALS WITH TRAINING, INDUCTION, OR MENTORSHIP 
PROGRAM  

“Early” Career respondents 
(6/20)  

“Mid” Career Respondents 
(7/20)  

“Late” Career Respondents 
(8/20)  

YES NO YES NO YES NO 

5% 95% 0% 100% 5% 95% 

Note: N=20      

 

Using the categories of principal experience described in the Research Demographics 

Table in Chapter 3, only two of twenty principals reported having participated in a formal 

induction or principal preparation program: one early-career principal (5%) and one late-career 

participant (5%). Both respondents reported that part of their preparation experience included 

professional development specifically relating to mandates. Both of the principals that 

participated in a pre-service program had exposure to managing mandates as part of the 

experience. “My [preparation] was soup to nuts, and the expectations of high-stakes testing was a 

part of that,” stated the early-career principal who completed a preparation program, adding, “If 

it were not for my induction cohort, I’m not sure I would have been able to [implement] the 

many mandates as expected.”  

The late-career principal was included in a structured induction program within the 

School District of Philadelphia and later joined the suburban Bucks County School. This 

particular participant stated that “Philadelphia had a rather rigorous program to ascend to the 

principalship,”  This participant described the program as 12-weeks of professional development 

in a cohort of 30-40 aspiring principals, followed by service for three months as a “second” 

principal in each of two schools located far from one another. “They placed you at opposite ends 

of the district so that you would experience a different community,” recalled the respondent. This 
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participant also credited the rigor of the induction program with providing an opportunity to 

become acclimated to State mandates before assuming the principal role. The participant stated 

an “appreciation” for pre-service exposure to existing mandates and stated, “In this way, I 

became acclimated to mandates. I learned what they meant and what they were designed to 

measure. I also learned how much work they required to be fulfilled with fidelity.” 

The principals with no formal induction, training, or mentorship described their pre-

service experience as “on-the-job training” and “a work in progress” to explain the lack of 

formal training programs prevalent prior to 2012 and the enactment of Act 82-2. One principal in 

the non-trained group stated, “Looking back, I’m glad I didn’t know what I didn’t know. I might 

not have become a principal if I had known that the job was expected to center around 

responding to mandates.” Another untrained principal in the late-career group stated, “The field 

has changed. Candidates can no longer expect to learn how to be an effective principal while you 

are on the island that is your school.” 

The 90% of principals with no formal training provided comments such as, “It was 

definitely informal; there was camaraderie,” and “Training? To say it was by the ‘seat of my 

pants’ is an understatement.”  Many of these informally trained principals reported tapping into 

networks within their district or teaming up with colleagues with more experience. “Among my 

peers, we knew who had the strengths in the district, so I knew who to call when I needed help,” 

stated one principal.  

Despite having no formal induction or professional development, principals were not 

deterred from managing mandates, and it is here where mentions of autonomy emerge as a 

theme. Lacking formal guidance, principals reported that they relied on autonomous decision 

making when making a variety of decisions. All twenty principals stated that they relied on 
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informal networks of colleagues and professionals for help. As illustrated in Table 4-3 below, 

principals on the job were not a product of a formal training program reported specific 

individuals who helped them with their leadership practice. Specifically, Table 4-3 indicates 

where non-mentored principals sought support and guidance along with a sample of comments 

that added detail to their responses.  

 
TABLE 4-3: SOURCE OF SUPPORT FOR PRINCIPALS WITH NO FORMAL 

TRAINING PROGRAM 
Prompt Percent Sample Response 

My support and knowledge was 
obtained from peers and 
colleagues both within and 
outside of the district  

61% “There was a team of cabinet members and 
other principals who supported me.” 

My support came from an 
informal mentor relationship with 
peer or colleague that I sought 
independently 

28% 
“Training was informal, the kind of thing 
where you pick up the phone if you need 

something.” 

My support was limited and 
experience came by doing the job 
and seeking help only when 
needed 

11% 
“Admins stop in the office once in a while 
to see how things are going. For the most 

part I learn on the fly.” 

Note: N=20   

 

The principals who were not trained reported a variety of ways in which they learned 

aspects of the leadership role. Despite not offering a formal training program, a majority of 

principals (61%) reported receiving support by way of phone calls, visits, regular 

communication, and pointed efforts on the part of the administrators to make sure the principal 

was successful. For example, one principal said, “There was a team of [administrative] cabinet 

members who knew I was new, and they would go out of their way to make sure I was 

succeeding. They were my safety net.” By contrast, principals with no formal training stated that 
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their district administrators took a “hands-off” policy that expected new principals to “sink or 

swim.”  For example, a principal in this group stated, “I was lucky if an administrator would stop 

in the office once in a while. They checked in on me infrequently to see how ‘things’ were going. 

For the most part, I learned the job on the fly.”  

Another variation involved principals who sought out and established a mentorship on 

their own. About a third of principals with no formal training reported a satisfactory learning 

experience because they were able to leverage personal contacts into trusting mentor 

relationships. For example, a principal noted that “I had a built-in guide. And because it was 

informal, my [colleague] was free to criticize and offer constructive criticism. It was probably 

the most rewarding way to learn.” 

Analysis of responses indicated that a lack of formal training did not equate to a lack of 

ability. Indeed, half of the principals interviewed who did not have formal training did not expect 

a mentor or to be trained before taking on the principal role. Among those individuals, a majority 

reported a learning curve on the job in managing mandates and reported making mistakes in 

fulfilling mandates. Principals stated that they had “presumed competence” with “little or no 

experience,” and that while they “appreciated the confidence” placed in them, it was a “potential 

recipe for disaster.”  As one principal stated, “Looking back, perhaps it would have been a good 

idea for me to speak up. But in all honesty, I thought it was a part of the process, a part of the 

culturizing that new principals needed to experience.” 

The research also yielded information on how principals obtained leadership experience 

or experience with managing mandates. A majority of principals (75%) interviewed were 

classroom teachers before becoming a principal. Late-career principals more frequently referred 

to a change in their leadership style after 2012, in the years after Act 82-2. One principal stated, 



57 

“Nowadays, we are answering to so many people that it makes leadership and decision making 

much less flexible than it was two decades ago.”    

Regardless of how they arrive in the position, all principals interviewed reported 

frustration with mandates to varying degrees. Table 4-4 below categorizes the three recurring 

themes that emerged from interview responses regarding autonomy, challenges, and mandates. 

As shown in Table 4-4, principals from every career level practiced being autonomous in the 

areas of managing mandates, handling challenging situations, and meeting Act 82-2 

expectations.  

TABLE 4-4: CONTEXTS REQUIRING AUTONOMOUS DECISION MAKING  

Mandate Fulfillment Unique or Challenging 
Situations Meeting Act 82-2 Standards 

Early 
Career 

Mid- 
Career 

Late 
Career 

Early 
Career 

Mid- 
Career 

Late 
Career 

Early 
Career 

Mid- 
Career 

Late 
Career 

83% 86% 100% 100% 100% 100% 67% 86% 88% 
Note: N=20 

 

Comments specific to when principals employed autonomy ranged from mild to blunt. 

One mid-career administrator stated, “Mandates hold me accountable, and are important because 

testing is the end goal, and they help me determine if I am making an impact.” That comment 

was countered by a late-career principal who stated, “I don’t think we should focus our final 

convictions about whether a principal, a teacher or a school is good, based on a mandate.”  Act 

82-2, while acknowledged by all principals interviewed as the standard for principal 

performance, does not preclude principals from acting autonomously. “Act 82-2 does not guide 

my daily practice, and I don’t believe that looking at the [PDE] rubric helps me to be a 

successful principal.”   
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The parsing of Act 82-2 measures with intrinsic measures of success is important to note. 

Principals stated that Act 82-2 was “just there to be on the books” and that evaluators “look 

beyond the statute” to determine a principal’s effectiveness. The frustrations that principals had 

with mandates tended to focus on the execution rather than the purpose. For example, a principal 

noted that “high-stakes testing made us more data-conscious.”  Another principal reported that a 

“student is more than one data point on a chart,” and “mandates are indifferent to need or 

experience.”  Unfunded mandates, in particular, proved particularly problematic for principals. 

All principals interviewed noted that unfunded mandates are difficult to manage and fulfill. For 

example, a principal noted that “Our disadvantaged population is significant. The student sitting 

down to take a test might not have all [they] need to succeed.”  Another added, “The population 

of students in my school who need services or support is greater than our ability to support them 

fully. Add in the unfunded mandates, and you see the problem.” 

One principal, in particular, told of a student who was emotionally disturbed yet was 

included in the general population at the insistence of his parents. The principal noted that the 

situation was frustrating because the mandates empowered the parents to make a decision that 

ultimately was not beneficial for the child. The way mandates are made, and the people who 

make them, are baffling to me.”  Another principal remarked that, “Sometimes our hands are 

tied. We have to follow mandates that we do not necessarily agree with personally, but it is part 

of the job of being a school administrator.”  These comments illustrate the real-life impact that 

mandates have on school leaders, who are very often not a part of the reasoning process of 

creating mandates.  

The lack of connection between the policymakers and the practitioners does not go 

unnoticed. A majority of principals (85%) interviewed stated that they did not fully understand 
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the complex mechanism of how mandates are enacted. For example, a principal described a 

“failed connection” and “total lack of awareness of reality” as the manner in which mandates are 

developed and enacted. Another principal noted that, “You cannot tell me those policymakers are 

teachers, administrators, or involved in schools.” Another stated that, “It is not possible that 

some of the mandates being enacted are sourced from individuals who know students and 

learning well.”  When asked about being frustrated with mandates, all principals responded in the 

affirmative. Table 4-5 below indicates the level of frustration principal participants reported and 

provided supporting comments relevant to the question. 

 
TABLE 4-5: PRINCIPAL’S LEVEL OF FRUSTRATION WITH MANDATES 

Level of Frustration Percent Sample Response 

Mild Frustration 25% “It’s kind of frustrating to know what you need to do and not 
be able to do it.” 

Moderate Frustration 45% “The litigiousness of today’s parents is unreal. They expect 
the mandates to be followed. But it isn’t that easy to do.” 

High Frustration 30% 
“Yes, totally frustrated with mandates. They make the job of 
principal harder than it has to be, and keep me out of the 
classroom, where I should be, with students.” 

Note: N =20   
 

The overarching theme that emerged from this questioning was that principals understood 

the scope of their job and used autonomy to follow mandates despite the frustration they 

produce. With respect to practicing autonomy, few principals (10%) who were formally trained 

or provided with training did not differ from the majority of principals (90%) who learned on the 

job. Over half of principals (70%) interviewed stated that they fulfilled mandates they had 

disagreed with or did not understand. As one principal stated, “It is not always clear why we are 
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collecting data, and it is not always easy to tell my school’s story only through numbers, but it is 

something that I need to do, and am required to do.” 

Regulatory Responsibilities and the Principal’s Autonomy: Research Question 3 

The final research question focused on the connection between mandates and school or 

student success. Though prior questions focused on subjective measures of principal experiences 

with mandates, question 3 examines the external forces that influence a principal’s leadership, 

such as mandated data reporting and success measures generated by individual schools. This 

section examines the perception among principals of the amount of regulatory interference 

produced by mandates and how principals use the information that mandates yield. Table 4-6 

below presents a summary of responses from principals on their perception of the usefulness of 

mandate and how principals use mandates in their leadership practice.  

TABLE 4-6: PRINCIPAL PERCEPTION ON USEFULNESS OF MANDATES  
Prompt: Agree Disagree 

Mandates equate to added school 
funding. 70% 30% 

Mandates provide structure and a method 
of measuring school or student success.  90% 10% 

Mandates are accurate measures of 
student success. 65% 35% 

Mandates are accurate measures of 
school success. 15% 85% 

Note: N=20   

 

All principals interviewed stated that they use the data derived from mandates in one 

form or another and stated that, despite their frustrations with implementing mandates, the data 

extracted from them could be useful. Principals used words like “structure” and “organized” to 

describe the information that mandates yield and further commented on how they use the data. 
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One principal stated, “[Mandates] structure things for you; they help principals meet their goals.”  

Another principal stated, “By reaching mandated goals, we improve student achievement. So, 

like it or not, school success is in some way tied to standardized tests.”  One principal used the 

metaphor of a house to describe the function of mandated scoring. “High-stakes testing should be 

the floor of the house, not the roof. We make up so much more to get to the roof, but we start 

with the mandated tests as the floor.”  

Changes in mandates can also impact how a principal is evaluated. In 2017, the 

Department of Education permitted parents to opt their students out of testing. The sole reason 

parents may opt their students out of PSSA testing is for religious reasons. Parents who choose to 

opt their students out of high-stakes testing have to review the document and sign an affidavit 

stating that the testing is against their religious beliefs. With this change, principals noticed test 

score changes, as testing participation is one metric used to determine the overall score of the 

school. One principal shared, “There was a big community push for parents to opt their students 

out of testing, and I had 30% of my students opt-out. Our test scores dipped, and we are still 

recovering all these years later.” 

Of the twenty principals interviewed, 30% stated that although mandated testing is aimed 

to improve student performance, the scores alone are not the sole measure of principal 

effectiveness. One principal stated, “If I keep an eye on how to make students more successful 

and teachers more successful, it is a reflection of how effective I am. Looking at the progress and 

the steps implemented to improve instruction is a part of that. But I don’t think that the raw 

scores tell the entire story.”    
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A majority of principals (85%) interviewed stated that performance on mandates is useful 

in measuring student achievement and learning. All respondents indicated that performance on 

mandates is not the sole measure of student achievement and learning. 

During the course of this research, as illustrated in Table 4-7, highlights the top five 

common mandates reported by principals.  

 
TABLE 4-7: TOP FIVE MANDATES MENTIONED BY PRINCIPALS 

Mandate Purpose Mentions 
High Stakes Testing Standardized tests designed to create accountability and 

are used to make decisions for schools and districts 58 

Special Education The array of services required to support students with 
identified needs 22 

Health & Wellness Student assistance programs, such as health services and 
school nutrition 16 

Budgeting Projected revenue and expenditures 12 
Curriculum & 
Instruction 

Maintaining updated and relevant content for educators, 
such as professional development and content revisions.  

8 

Note: N=20 
  

 

As noted by the mentions of mandates above, principals manage mandates by using whatever 

resources, funding, and experience are available. How a mandate is managed differs as it relates 

to scope and funding. Unfunded mandates, like gifted education and child protective services 

reporting challenge principals to make budgeting decisions with the skill of a surgeon. “For some 

mandates, there is just no money,” stated one principal (e.g., safe school reporting, archiving data 

security, high-stakes testing, etc.). Other principals talked about the challenges behind 

prioritizing supports for students whose needs might not fall under a mandated category. A 

majority of principals (95%) reported making a decision that affected programming based on 

funds available. All principals reported that unfunded mandates require innovative budgeting and 
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strategic use of resources. Unfunded mandates are problematic and potentially drain funds from 

other school programs that principals see as necessary. As one principal observed, “My belief is 

that every student is as important from the gifted to our disabled students. They have the same 

right to learn. When you look at the mandates, and the things that have to be legally met in 

individualized education plans, you have to look at the numbers, finances, and the dynamics of 

the classroom.”  

One principal described how she repurposed professional development funds to support a 

child with an executive functioning disability. Explaining how the movement of funds created a 

cascade of additional issues, she stated, “How do you modify and adjust your decision making to 

help kids where the money for it simply does not exist?”  Other principals mentioned having no 

money to spare for non-budgeted items and reported playing a budgetary “shell game” from year 

to year in order to stretch funding. 

The financial burden of mandates is an issue unto itself. This research, however, was able 

to illustrate what principals’ experience in terms of a connection between mandates and 

autonomous leadership. Principals are expected to manage mandates and are aware of the tools at 

their disposal but rely on autonomous decision making in order to apportion resources to suit 

their school’s unique needs. Principals expressed pride and satisfaction with where they 

creatively and efficiently manage mandates, especially those noted in Table 4-8. For example, 

Table 4-8 below illustrates a sampling of principal comments relating to the way they make 

decisions.  
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TABLE 4-8: DECISION PROCESSES REPORTED BY PRINCIPALS WITH 
SUPPORTING COMMENTS 

Prompt Percent Sample Response 

When managing mandates, I make 
decisions both as directed by my 
district administrators and 
autonomously  

100% 

“Mandates are a matter of judgment. My 
decisions are because of the mandate, but about 
the child.” 
“Autonomy is essential. I could not fulfill my 
obligation to students without making decisions 
freely.” 

When managing mandates, I make 
decisions only as directed by my 
district administrators 

0% 

“My school does not operate in a vacuum.” 
“There are times when it seems Administration 
has no idea what is going on at my school. I 
cannot rely on [them] to make decisions for my 
school.” 
“Administrators know mandates are there. 
They just don’t always have the answers on 
how to enact them.” 

Note: N=20   

 

Although principals were able to find autonomous ways to manage mandates, 100% of 

principals interviewed indicated using the data produced from mandates as a lens for better 

understanding their school’s progress. Principals stated they used mandated reporting data as 

illustrated in Table 4-9 below to help guide their understanding of student and school success. A 

majority of principals interviewed (90%) reported using scores from high stakes testing as a 

reliable measure of teacher effectiveness and student achievement. Other uses of mandated data 

reporting included an aggregation of demographics, as well as providing a resource for the 

taxpaying public to learn about a school’s performance. A majority of principals interviewed 

(90%) stated that data from mandates helped in decision making and also helped better 

understand student achievement and growth.  
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TABLE 4-9: PRINCIPAL USES OF MANDATE DATA 
Prompt Percent 

Data from mandated reporting is a tool that helps me make 
decisions 

90% 

Data from mandated testing provides data on student achievement 
and areas of growth 

90% 

Data from mandated reporting helps the public understand the 
areas in which a school is succeeding and identifies areas of 
improvement 

65% 

Data from mandated testing provides snapshot data on teacher 
effectiveness 

60% 

Data from mandated reporting provides data on student 
performance 

30% 

Note: N=20  

 

One significant finding from this research relates to principals stating that mandated 

reporting was useful, despite being problematic to leadership. Referring specifically to questions 

about the structure provided by mandated testing, a majority of principals (95%) indicated a 

value in the framework provided by mandates. One principal commented, “Mandates might 

make the job harder, but they also make it easier.” A majority of principals (90%) found data 

derived from mandated testing useful in understanding student achievement and growth using 

data from mandated reporting to help them make decisions. In particular, PSSA and Keystone 

testing, as stated by (85%) of principals, provided important and valuable data on student 

performance. A majority of principals (85%) stated they use mandated scoring data to guide 

decision making that optimizes outcomes for students.  

The small sample population provided an opportunity for principals to share personal 

beliefs and interpretations of the leadership role. A contrast emerged from principal comments 

between the practical application of mandates and their usefulness in decision making. A 

majority of principals (90%) reported an inverse perception of mandates; of the twenty principals 



66 

interviewed, all but two reported using data obtained through mandated reporting, and 100% 

reported using the data to help guide decision making. All principals reported that their district 

strives to use multiple metrics to determine the success of the student. One principal spoke of a 

district report card created by the district to determine student success. The principal reported 

that items such as scholarship dollars earned and the percentage of students moving on to higher 

education were two of the many metrics used to educate the community on the success of the 

student as well as the district. One late-career principal stated that “test scores sell houses and do 

not give a true measure of student success.”   

Data from mandates is useful, and all principals reported being aware of the performance 

of other schools and districts as a comparative tool. One mid-career principal stated that it is 

“important to know what other area districts are doing in terms of curriculum and how they are 

addressing issues, especially since social media is so prevalent. Parents know what others are 

doing before we do. We, as principals, know, any time we can have consistency that is a bonus. 

There is strength in numbers.”   

Conclusion 

In summary, the principals who participated in this study demonstrated knowledge and 

awareness of federal, state and local mandates. They provided examples and perspectives of 

mandates that influence their work as a school leader. All participants, however, reported that 

Act-82 did not impact their autonomy or school success. Each of the twenty participants’ 

demonstrated knowledge of Act-82 and the mandates expected of schools at the local, state, and 

federal levels. The principals in the survey reported that structure offered by mandates provides a 

framework within which principals can work and provides useful data that guides decision 

making in budgeting, staffing, programming, and school operations. All twenty participants cited 
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a degree of frustration with high-stakes testing, and all participants stated that high-stakes testing 

alone does not determine the success of a principal or a school.  A more thorough review of the 

data directly related to each research question follows below. 

Findings specific to Research Question 1: What do we know about the relationship 

between principal autonomy and school success? 

Principals stated that employing autonomy is a part of school success, and employing 

autonomous decision making in the thousands of daily decisions they make. Principals rely on 

the latitude for self-directed leadership when faced with situations or issues that require thinking 

outside of mandated requirements. For example, when a principal addresses health and wellness 

concerns of students or staff, the data indicate the need for principals to attenuate his or her 

leadership to make decisions that are in the best interests of the individual or group. Principals 

informed this researcher that mandates do not offer guidance regarding relational aspects of 

school leadership, and instead principals need to act autonomously to guide decision making.  

Since directives on leadership in relational areas is not found in mandates or regulations 

principals stated that they solve these issues using their best judgement autonomously, often 

drawing on their life experiences and career experiences. When and how to use autonomous best 

judgement varies by principal, and again is dependent on individual experience. Yet principals 

indicated that they do not act by ignoring mandates; instead, principals indicated that while 

making autonomous decisions they keep mandates in mind as a framework to ensure that they 

are making informed decisions in the best interests of the school and individual. All principals in 

who took part in this research understand that mandates sometimes enhance autonomy by 

providing an orientation that principals can use to make sound, effective decisions.  
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The evidence clearly suggests that, by extension, principal autonomy enhances school 

success. Principals reported that the more they were able to employ autonomous decision making 

the better equipped they were to lead, and the more successful they felt their school was. 

Principals defined school success in part as being measured by the health of the organization, and 

the attention paid to the small details including the concerns of the individual. Autonomy, in the 

form of principals making self-guided decisions, recommendations, and seeking feedback, 

facilitates rich opportunities for principals to shape their leadership style. Mandates aside, 

autonomy provides a concurrent avenue of leadership practice for principals, wherein they are 

able to manage mandates yet still meet the needs of the school community. In this research, all 

principals stated that the success of students, schools, and their professional practice includes 

autonomous decision making. Highlighting the need for autonomy, principals described 

autonomy as an element of success, alongside data from mandates. Rather than being a separate 

category of school leadership, principals described using autonomy in concordance with 

mandates, and that the two, although disparate in goal, are complementary when measuring 

principal effectiveness.  

Findings specific to Research Question 2: How do principals effectively create autonomy 

at the school level while managing mandates, handling unexpected challenges, and meeting the 

expectation of educational philosophies?  

Principals reported that they create opportunities for autonomy, finding them necessary 

for effective leadership. They see effective leadership as a combination of autonomy and 

following regulatory requirements. Effectiveness comes from finding the optimal way to address 

the best interests of students and staff through autonomous and regulatory means. For example, 

using data as reported through mandates may inform a principal’s autonomous decision making. 
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Making adjustments to staffing or moving an individual student to meet their unique learning 

needs based on test data is one way principals blend autonomy into their practice. Principals in 

this study reported acting autonomously in relational areas not measured by mandates. By 

definition, relational aspects of leadership are people-specific; the individual, the group, or the 

community has unique needs and interests for which the school principal is responsible. 

Relationships are important in defining how a principal serves the school in consideration of the 

mandates. Additionally, by employing autonomy when unique and challenging situations arise, 

principals report feeling a greater effectiveness in their role.  

As PDE’s Principal Effectiveness Framework is the measure by which principals are 

evaluated, a mindful awareness of the domains used to judge their effectiveness is required. 

Within that framework, finding opportunities to practice autonomy improves student outcomes 

and add to school success. All principals who participated in this research reported responding to 

situations that required them to lead autonomously when the best interests of the student were at 

stake, and simultaneously expressed an obligatory fulfillment of mandated reporting. All 

principals characterized autonomous leadership as blended leadership that combines fulfilling 

mandates and also responds to unique situations. 

Findings specific to research question 3: Do regulatory responsibilities interfere with a 

principal’s autonomy? Does this interference have an impact on student and school success?  

Principals reported that increasing regulatory responsibilities interfere with autonomy. In 

this research principals indicated an awareness of the math around hours in a day; make mandate 

management and leadership a matter of how a principal prioritizes responsibilities, and the 

circumstances that frame each and every day. For example, on occasion, principals had to decide 

between fulfilling mandated requirements and addressing relational matters. The data obtained in 
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this research indicates that principals with more years of service have an easier time managing 

both mandates and relational issues; by contrast, managing the same responsibilities is often a 

struggle for principals with fewer years of service. All principals in this research reported 

frustration with managing mandates and increasing regulatory responsibilities. Though the 

degree of frustration varies, all principals shared the perception that managing mandates was a 

difficult and time- consuming aspect of principal leadership. Principals described the 

disproportionate amount of time they spend managing mandates instead of focusing on students 

and staff. Principal’s frustration stemmed from mandates with problematic funding, mandates 

with time consuming reporting, and mandates that did not accurately represent all aspects of 

school success. Principals reported frustration with being unable to quantify broad aspects of 

school success, but being limited to reporting only what the mandates sought to quantify. By 

emphasizing a narrow band of attributes, principals indicated that they believed true school 

success should include more than just mandated reporting data.  

Although all principals reported frustration with mandates, they also reported a useful 

aspects of mandates that enabled them to better understand student achievement. Mandates 

provide a sterile set of expectations that are fulfilled through the data provided by principals. 

Principals reported that this partial picture of school success, while incomplete, is useful to them. 

Specifically, principals reported using data from mandated reporting as an insightful tool to help 

them better understand student achievement. Principals reported that mandates served a useful 

purpose, even if their fulfillment caused frustration. Principals stated that they were able to 

mitigate the effect of mandates through autonomous decision making. An agility in fulfilling 

mandates while simultaneously leading autonomously was reported by all principals. As noted in 

the summary for prior questions posed in this research, principals reported that they judged their 
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effectiveness both by how well they fulfill mandates and how effectively they employed 

autonomous decision making.  

In acknowledging the power of autonomy, the data indicated that principals employ 

autonomous decision making to best serve their students and school. Mandates offer principals a 

guide to understanding aspects of school success and student achievement and can enhance their 

leadership philosophy by providing insightful data. Finally, there are aspects of principal 

leadership where principals reported needing to employ autonomy. Principals reported that their 

use of autonomy at their discretion has an impact on their effectiveness, and the success of their 

schools.  
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION 

Research Overview 

Changing dynamics in school leadership had created a need to better understand how 

principals fulfill regulatory mandates while maintaining autonomy and to what extent principal 

practices impact school and student success. The purpose of this qualitative study was to 

examine the phenomenon of principals blending autonomous leadership into structured 

leadership domains and the result that mandates and autonomy have on principal effectiveness. 

This chapter also includes a discussion on the ways in which principals practice autonomy and 

the effect of mandates on school and student success. This chapter contains a discussion of the 

limitations of the study, suggested areas for future research, and a summary. 

This research focused on the themes of mandate management and autonomy. 

Specifically, the research questions include: the extent school principals perceive local, state and 

federal mandates reduce their autonomy and ability to provide for school success and how 

principals effectively lead autonomously while managing mandates, handling unexpected 

challenges, and meeting the expectations of structured evaluations. The interviews used in this 

study provided insight into how principals practice leadership, how they manage mandates, and 

how they manage the convergence of these two practices. The interviews also sought an 

understanding of the connection between mandates, principal autonomy in leadership, and how 

principals define success for students and schools.  

The key findings of this research study relate specifically to principal autonomy, 

leadership effectiveness, and the role of mandates in determining school success. The data 

indicate that principals can employ autonomous decision making in their practice and fulfill the 

expectations of mandates. Principals understand the value provided by mandated testing and 
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reporting but indicated that data reporting does not alone define school success. Principals use 

data to understand student growth and achievement and areas for improvement. They do not, 

however, use data as the sole measure of school or a student's success. The metrics of principal 

effectiveness defined by the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania is only one measure in which 

school success is determined.  

Principal leadership styles are unique to the individual yet are subject to evaluation based 

on the degree of their effectiveness. For principals, internal forces of accountability through 

mandated testing combined with the external forces of public expectations challenge them to find 

a way to practice the "art and science" of leadership effectively. Principal effectiveness in 

Pennsylvania is measured against a rubric of leadership domains outlined in Act 45. Within this 

act, domains provide a formal structure in which principals are evaluated. As they practice today, 

school principals are accountable to the public, their administration, and the community as a 

whole.  

The framework of this study originated from personal communication with current 

principals regarding the limited amount of time and resources they have available to fulfill 

mandates. A key finding was that all principals reported frustration at the increase in unfunded 

mandates added to their slate of responsibilities. In addition, all principals reported concern 

about the lack of professional support available to help them manage mandates in a way that 

maximizes student outcomes.  

In the current climate of accountability, transparency, and accessibility of school data, 

most principals (90%) reported facing the added responsibility of being data managers for the 

entire school community. The expectations of students, teachers, administrators, school boards, 

and the community add to the burden on principals to make sure mandated data collection yields 
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accurate and worthwhile data that reflect their school's performance and achievement (Heffernan, 

2018). The school principal bears the responsibility of success for their school (Whitaker, 1996, 

2003; Grissom et al., 2013). Success in Pennsylvania schools is determined by student 

performance data primarily in the form of PSSA and Keystone standardized testing, as stated in 

Pennsylvania's Act 82 of the Principal Effectiveness System. (Pennsylvania Department of 

Education, 2012). The principal's limited scope of influence regarding mandates, including Act 

82, outlines 78 evidentiary success measures that may contribute to principal evaluations. From 

the principal's view specified in this research, all principals indicated that the principal's role in 

student success is significant.  

Discussion of Findings 

As school success is determined in Pennsylvania, much is attributed to the performance 

of students, teachers, and principals. The results of this study indicate an agreement with the 

historical literature that the relational aspects of principal leadership are as important as the data 

reporting when measuring school success and principal effectiveness (Hattie, 2008). Principals 

understand the value of adhering to mandated requirements but also acknowledged the need to 

leaven their leadership with autonomous decision making. Principals use reported data as insight 

into student growth and performance but do not believe it to be the defining measure of their 

success or that of their school. The common themes that emerged from the interviews added a 

dynamic dimension to the study, as the experience and training of each principal is unique. The 

themes are described in detail below.  
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Effective principal leadership includes both mandates and autonomy  

In this study, principals emphasized the way their leadership changes with respect to the 

context. Principals reported that they were aware of the duties related to mandated reporting as 

well as the metrics by which their own leadership effectiveness was measured. Principals are 

primarily evaluated based on student achievement and the results of mandated testing and data 

collection (Hallinger & Heck, 1998). These data indicate that principals are aware of these 

measurable requirements. Principals in this research also demonstrated an understanding of how 

overall principal effectiveness in Pennsylvania is measured by the Principal Effectiveness 

System in Act 82. Principals indicated an awareness of the Four Leadership Domains of Systems 

Leadership (Strategic/Cultural Leadership, Leadership for Learning, and Professional and 

Community Leadership). The Four Leadership Domains of Systems Leadership provides an 

understanding to measure Pennsylvania's principal effectiveness (Pennsylvania Department of 

Education, 2014).  

As supported by the literature, autonomy is defined as the ability of a leader to experience 

"independence and self-determination in internal and external relations" (Wolshetter, Wenning 

and Briggs, 1995). Further, research indicates that for public school principals, the relational 

elements of school leadership and the tasks required for mandate fulfillment are inherently 

distinct, mutually exclusive, and competing (Omilion-Hodges, Weiland, 2016). The data from 

the present study indicated the majority of principals (90%) reported employing autonomous 

decision making in areas of mandate fulfillment, unique or challenging situations, or meeting Act 

82 standards.  

How principals learn this management appears to be dependent on their career stage. The 

data indicate that most principals (95%) reported they did not receive training in mandate 
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management. The data indicate the leadership practice of early-career principals (those with 10 

or fewer years' experience, few participants in this study (25%) included participation in the 

Pennsylvania Inspired Leadership (PIL) Program. Continuing professional education programs 

such as PILs focuses on developing the capacity of school leaders to improve student 

achievement enacted in 2007 (Pennsylvania Department of Education, 2014). By contrast, mid-

to-late-career principals (75%) reported experiencing informal mentorships and district-created 

induction programs.  

Regardless of the pedagogical methods, the data show that principals manage mandates 

by employing their experience and autonomous judgment to guide their decision making. 

Principals also referenced ways they practice 'learning leadership,' as described by Hattie (2011). 

Principals model learning and teaching expectations and set high expectations for the entire 

school. The data support the contention that teachers are successfully motivated by a principal's 

ability to identify and articulate high expectations for all members of the school community. 

Principals in this study also identified using the relational aspects of their leadership to cultivate 

community and investment by students and staff. Robinson, Lloyd, and Rowe (2008) stated that 

principals have a "greater influence on student learning" when they focus on relationships, 

teaching, and learning. The results of this study support that contention, as principals reported 

acting autonomously most often when making decisions based on an individual's needs.  
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Data Serve to Inform but Not Define 

Principals need to be data leaders within their schools (Bingham, 2018). Effective 

principals must be data literate and cultivate data literacy among the school's faculty and 

administrative team (Bingham, 2018). The results of this study indicate that principals find 

mandated reporting and data to be both helpful and a hindrance. All principals interviewed 

indicated some degree of frustration at the amount of data required by mandates. Regardless of 

the level of frustration, the data are required to make informed decisions about their school. 

Although principals use reported data, all principals indicated no correlation between reported 

data and school success. A majority of principals (90%) reported using mandated data as a 

decision-making tool, and 60% of principals reported that mandated data serves only as one 

measure of teacher effectiveness. Few principals (30%) indicated that high stakes testing results 

were significant indicators of student success, and 90% reported the data as useful in helping the 

public understand the areas in which a school is succeeding or needs improvement.  

Principals stated that reported mandated data is simultaneously both useful and 

misleading; 90% of principals indicated that reported data alone is not a metric of school or 

student success and that public availability of school data can be problematic. Simultaneously, 

90% of principals indicated that having a formalized structure for data collection provided 

validity to determining student achievement and success. A majority of principals stated (90%) 

metrics such as PSSA and Keystone testing provide principals a way to quantify growth for their 

teachers, students, and school. A majority of principals (85%) stated that metrics such as PSSA 

and Keystone testing should not constrict the definition of school success.  
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Mandates Interfere with Principal Autonomy 

The results of this study also provided a window into understanding how principals 

navigate mandates, emergent situations, and the interpersonal aspects of school leadership. 

Ganon-Shilon and Schecter (2016) indicated that the intersection of internal school goals and 

external demands is a central concern for school leaders. It questions common practices and 

challenges the status quo. Principals become products and producers of the school environment 

they lead (Wood & Bandura, 1989). This erosion of autonomy is due to external demands noted 

by Lingard, Hayes, and Mills (2002), "as it is influenced by contemporary social, political, and 

social pressures." Most principals (90%) indicated that dichotomous internal and external forces 

(by employing autonomous leadership) are necessary to benefit the entire school or the 

individual. All principals interviewed felt that using on-demand autonomous leadership 

supported the success of their school.  

John Dewey said, "Our experience is simply what we do" (Dewey, 1892). To that end, 

these data provided insight into what principals do to follow mandates and to follow their 

instincts toward making autonomous decisions. Heffernan (2018a) noted the misconception 

among educational policymakers that "school principals are afforded increasingly higher levels 

of autonomy to make decisions that meet their communities' needs." The data support the 

misconception, with principals reporting a sense of disconnection between policymakers and 

policy doers. In 2018, (Hattie) reported a shift in autonomy and quoted a principal as saying, 

"…the principal is responsible for the success of every student and the one who accepts 

responsibility for every child succeeding." The data support a shift in autonomy, with a majority 

of principals (85%) reporting acting autonomously to impact student success. These data 

indicated principals presented comments such as "the tone of success is set by me and my 
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decisions,' and "I make an autonomous choice to do things differently."  In this study, all 

participants reported that their decision-making autonomy directly impacted their effectiveness 

as a school leader and the success of their school. These data are consistent with the literature 

that cites a strong relationship between principal leadership and organizational success (Bogler, 

2001; Koh et al., 1995).  

Limitations 

Due to the nature of on-line meetings, interacting with participants virtually was 

accompanied by its own set of challenges. Virtual interaction removed the face-to-face 

opportunity to see, hear, and understand the nuance related to body language, voice inflections, 

and direct eye contact. This study was limited to a number of participants who were interviewed, 

and the interviews were limited to a single setting without any subsequent meetings. 

1. The researcher agrees that qualitative research was the correct method for this 

study. However, qualitative research tools, such as interviews, are not designed to 

capture empirical data.  

2. The findings were restricted to Bucks County, Pennsylvania principals. 

3. COVID-19 prevented in-person interviews. 

a. COVID-19 is a pandemic that has created a lock-down situation in much of 

the world. Much like any plague, this virus-based disease has caused 

catastrophic changes in the way we proceed in everyday life.  
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Recommendations for Future Research 

There are several recommendations that can be derived from this research study, all of 

which are offered with the goal of improving principal effectiveness and supporting principal 

growth as educational professionals. Based on the knowledge generated, conducting a parallel 

study using a mixed-methods approach with an expanded sample size would provide a broader 

view of mandates and principal autonomy. Additionally, it would expand the sample size beyond 

the current region to include schools with more diverse student populations and schools facing 

additional reporting requirements or state interventions.  

Additionally, research with focus on mandate development that considers the role that 

principals play in implementation may provide findings that will inform future policy 

development and the need for principal autonomy. Research with the sole focus on principal 

mentoring programs will provide additional statistical findings regarding principal autonomy 

research.  

Additional recommendations extend to school districts and public policy makers who 

have input on principal preparedness programs and the creation and implementation of mandates. 

As new or aspiring principals gain experience, they need guidance to understand the nature of 

mandates and where they belong in the constellation of principal responsibilities. This research 

uncovered the perception of principals that mandates can be a help or a hindrance in 

understanding effectiveness, but principal autonomy is an equally valuable component of 

principal, student, and school success. With the multitude of public school mandates principals 

must employ, Figure 5-1 provides a sampling of some mandates principals can expect to 

encounter and whether they are “helpful” or “not helpful,” based on the data provided by 

principals in this study. 
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FIGURE 5.1: KEY PENNSYLVANIA MANDATES AND THEIR HELPFULNESS TO 

PRINCIPALS. 

 

Autonomy is important to principals, as demonstrated by the data obtained in this 

research, and it is a significant aspect of their perceived effectiveness. When principals use 

autonomy, there is no formal feedback mechanism to help them understand the impact their 

decision had on a given situation. Feedback is an essential aspect of learning, and by providing 

direct and appropriate feedback, principals can better learn when and how to employ autonomous 

decision making. Administrators would benefit from training so they can better understand how 

autonomy can be cultivated in their principals and used to improve school success. By 

understanding the role that autonomy plays in school success, and how it helps with management 

of mandates, principals and administrators can work together to understand the dynamics behind 

principal effectiveness. Administrators would be able to better recognize and encourage how and 
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when principals employ autonomy, and also how autonomy protects the best interests of the 

school, students, and staff.  

Based on the findings of this study members of the legislature could consider 

amendments to  Act 82-2 to include principal autonomy as an evaluative aspect of the Principal 

Effectiveness System of Pennsylvania’s Act 82. Many of the domain descriptors mention 

specific attributes that principals should possess in order to demonstrate effectiveness, without 

providing adequate training. School districts or the Pennsylvania Department of Education could 

include in Act 82-2 domains that encourage principals to find and employ autonomous decision 

making in attaining effectiveness. As demonstrated by this research, principals emphasized the 

need to act autonomously as an essential element of addressing the best interests of their schools 

and students. A progressive approach to incorporating autonomy in the evaluative process would 

provide principals with the support and confidence they need to employ and practice autonomous 

decision making. Furthermore, principals would benefit from being aware of autonomy as a 

powerful leadership skill that accentuates their effectiveness and creates a better school 

environment for the entire community.  

This study suggests that training for new principals should provide authentic and 

substantive interaction and feedback on the issue of leadership, management and school culture. 

Aspiring and newly appointed principals need to have opportunities to learn school leadership 

authentically. As this research revealed, very few principals participate in formal training 

programs that provide realistic experiences for school leaders to develop their skills. Students, 

staff, and school community can suffer if principals are not thoroughly and exhaustively 

prepared.  Administrators must develop an understanding on how to maximize principal’s 

responsibilities so that mandates become less of an obstacle. The use autonomy as criteria in Act 
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82-2 will provide opportunities for feedback to principals in periodic reviews and in goal setting. 

Autonomy may be difficult to evidence by educators unaccustomed to working autonomously, 

which is a valued and a positive attribute. By changing the way administrators, principals, and 

the public view autonomy, the attribute itself gains value and becomes important to all 

stakeholders involved in school success. As much as mandates provide essential and important 

information on a school’s performance and student achievement, a principal’s ability to act 

autonomously should be an essential and important provider of information into how a principal 

is managing the best interests of a school.  

Conclusions 

Principal autonomy and the implementation of mandates are mutually exclusive yet have 

to dovetail together to ensure student and school success. The implications of this research 

extend to the preparation of principals and how they manage their professional practice. Given 

that mandates are an established way for federal, state, and local governments to effect change in 

education, principals must be equipped with the skills necessary to manage them. The 

importance of principal training in managing mandates is one of the domains used in measuring 

principal effectiveness and success. Most importantly and as indicated by this research, data 

derived from mandated reporting are of value to principals, and as a majority of participants in 

this study indicated, these data guide in making leadership decisions that affect the entire school. 

Priming principals could lessen the frustration produced from mandates on what is 

expected through induction and professional development opportunities. While the PILS 

program currently provides principals with valuable professional development, it is not explicit 

in managing mandates. By addressing the skills needed to manage mandates and providing a 

network of experience that principals can use as a guide to satisfy mandates. The data show that 
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all principals expressed no link between mandated data and school or student success. The 

majority of principals exercised autonomous leadership while fulfilling mandates and stated that 

their effectiveness was improved by leading autonomously. 

Principals do not operate in an autonomous vacuum. In Pennsylvania, there are 78 

mandates thrust upon public school districts, and many trickle down to the principal. Principals 

become both products and producers of the school environment they lead (Wood & Bandura, 

1989). As such, principals have to balance the metrics used to determine their effectiveness 

alongside making autonomous decisions. All principals indicated that school leadership 

autonomy was correlated with their success or that of their school. All principals also reported 

having autonomy in their leadership practice, and all principals believed their autonomy is 

related to their success as a school leader. No principal made a correlation between school 

successes and mandated testing alone. All participants in this study demonstrated a level of 

frustration with the mandates they are required to implement. The principals' responses to 

mandate implementation asserted that turbulence occurs when school leaders are required to 

navigate rationally through challenging and complex circumstances (Gross & Shapiro, 2008). 
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APPENDICES 

APPENDIX A: DEFINITIONS 

Act 82 of 2012: defining three groups of educators to provide an “Educator 

Effectiveness” evaluation system in the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania, including classroom 

teaching professionals, principals and career and technical, administrative directors, and non-

teaching professionals. 

Active listening: to attend entirely to the speaker, not to oneself or one's own inner 

dialogue, with the goal of accurately hearing and interpreting the speaker's verbal and nonverbal 

communication. 

Administrator: A person appointed by a school district or school board who is in a 

position of authority to manage people, practices, and policies within a school system. Examples 

of administrators are directors of Special Education, Directors of K-12 Education, Assistant 

Superintendent, and Superintendent. 

Analytic Induction: a process in which relationships are revealed, such as categories, 

statements of relationship, theories, and generalizations, as well as examining incidents, events, 

and other information relevant to a specific topic.  

Assistant Principal: An administrator, typically at the secondary level in Pennsylvania 

schools, who is assigned a particular grade level or area of responsibility.  

Autonomy: independence in one's thoughts or actions. See the principal autonomy 

below. 

Building-Level Data: Pertaining to mandated testing, data that is generated by a 

particular school or cohort of students.  
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Coding: definitions of concepts and categories that mediate the translation of raw data 

(e.g., interviews, reports, editorials, field-notes, open-ended questions) into instances, examples, 

and illustrations that ultimately make up the storyline summarizing the data (explanation of 

phenomena). A coding frame or scheme, therefore, supplies the names of concepts and the 

criteria used to identify and sort them and, thus, the rules used to single out the observations 

associated with them in raw data. It provides the guidelines for how to label and interpret (code) 

research observations. 

Conversational interviewing: is an approach used by research interviewers to generate 

verbal data by talking about specified topics with research participants in an informal and 

conversational way. Although all qualitative interviewing relies on speakers' everyday 

conversational resources, conversational interviewing foregrounds aspects of sociability, 

reciprocity, and symmetry, in turn, taking found in mundane conversation.  

COVID-19: an acute respiratory illness in humans caused by a coronavirus, capable of 

producing severe symptoms and in some cases death, especially in older people and those with 

underlying health conditions. It was originally identified in China in 2019 and became pandemic 

in 2020. 

ESEA: The federal Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), enacted in 1965, 

is the nation's national education law and shows a longstanding commitment to equal opportunity 

for all students. 

High-Stakes Testing: In this research, high-stakes testing refers specifically to the 

PSSA, PSAT, and Keystone tests. 
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Individualized Education Plan:  Also known as an IEP. This plan or program is 

developed to ensure a child with an identified disability who is attending an elementary or 

secondary educational institution receives specialized instruction and related services.  

Intermediate Unit:  Providers of cost-effective, instructional, and operational services to 

school districts, charter schools, and over 2,400 non-public and private schools. Their mission is 

to serve as a liaison between local schools and the Pennsylvania Department of Education. 

Pennsylvania's 29 intermediate units were established in 1971 by the Pennsylvania General 

Assembly to operate as regional educational service agencies to provide cost-effective, 

management-efficient programs to Pennsylvania school districts.  

Keystone: The Keystone Exam is a Pennsylvania standardized test administered to the 

public schools of Pennsylvania, United States. The test has been developed by the 

Commonwealth of Pennsylvania Department of Education. 

LEA: Local Education Agency:  a public board of education or other public authority 

legally constituted within a State to either provide administrative control or direction of or 

perform a service function for public schools serving individuals ages 0-21. An LEA may 

provide or employ professionals who provide services to children included in the Individuals 

with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA). Such services may include, but are not limited to, such 

medical services as physical, occupational, and speech therapy. 

Mandate: Pennsylvania school districts are required to comply with mandates that have 

the effect of determining what school districts are required to do, how they must do it, and, 

ultimately, how much will be spent in order to get it done. The federal government imposes 

some, but most mandates come from state laws, regulations, and other types of guidance from 

state governmental agencies. 
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Principal: the highest-ranking administrator in an elementary, middle, or high school. In 

Pennsylvania, the minimum requirements for a school principal are three years of relevant 

professional experience and a graduate-level principal certification program that includes an 

internship/practicum or an equivalent out-of-state program. 

Principal Autonomy: of or relating to the ability of the as the primary administrator in a 

school to make decisions or act independently or by applying independent decision-making 

processes in order to ensure student success.  

Performance Goals: Performance goals are determined prior to the beginning of each 

school year between the principal and the principal's immediate supervisor. Performance goals 

may be district-specific or building-specific goals and include specific, measurable areas and the 

evidence to be collected during the year. 

PSAT: The Preliminary SAT/National Merit Scholarship Qualifying Test is a 

standardized test administered by the College Board and co-sponsored by the National Merit 

Scholarship Corporation in the United States. 

PSSA: The Pennsylvania System of School Assessment (PSSA) is a standardized test 

administered in public schools in the state of Pennsylvania. Students in grades 3-8 and 11 (and 

grade 4 for Science) are assessed in English language arts skills and mathematics. 

Recording:  using a digital recording platform to capture conversations, interactions, 

verbal and non-verbal cues, and interviews. The most obvious value of recording is that it offers 

an accurate summary of what was said, and this is especially important for in-depth interviews 

and focus groups. 
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Regulatory: of or pertaining to collection of student performance data reportable to the 

Pennsylvania Department of Education as required by law and state testing. 

SLO: Student Learning Objectives:  process to document a measure of educator 

effectiveness based on student achievement of content standards. SLOs are a part of 

Pennsylvania's multiple-measure, comprehensive system of Educator Effectiveness authorized 

by Act 82 (HB 1901). 

Student Performance: (from the Pennsylvania School Code): Student performance shall 

be measured as provided in section 1138.3(a) (2) and includes: 

(1) Student performance on assessments 

(2) Value-added assessment system data (such as PSSA, Keystone, and PSAT data) 

(3) Graduation rate 

(4) Attendance rate 

Success: In educational circles, “success” when used in relation to schools and students 

has come commonly defined as a school where students perform at or above levels of Proficient 

or Advanced in standardized state testing. This information is compiled into SPP (School 

Performance Profile) data, the statewide measure of “successful” schools.   
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APPENDIX B: INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

This research utilizes a semi-structured, phenomenological approach to ascertain 

participant’s ideas, experiences, and thoughts about principal autonomy. Providing the 

participants with the research question and purpose will serve to guide participants as they focus 

on the interview questions.  

The following question outline will be provided to participants in advance of the 

interview; participants are encouraged to check with their records where recollection on dates 

may be uncertain.  

I. Demographic Information: 

1. Name 

2. Years in education (including all teaching and administrative experience) 

3. Years in current position (up to the conclusion of 2019-20 SY) 

4. Years as a School Leader (including principal, assistant principal, and/or 

administrator) 

5. List the schools for which you have been the principal and/or assistant principal 

6. If applicable, the number of years you have been an administrator (post-

principalship) 

7. Current school demographics:  

a. Population 

b. Grade level range  

c. General demographics of the student body (ages, gender, SPED) 

8. Most recent degree completed 

a. The institution where was degree completed  
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b. Date of graduation (year) 

c. Conferral major 

II. Principal Training and Preparation:   

9. What was your impetus to move to a school leadership position?   

10. Did you participate in a formal principal training program? 

11. If no to the above, where/when did you receive instruction/training on assuming 

the responsibilities of becoming a school principal? 

a. Did you participate in an induction or leadership program within a school 

district prior to becoming a principal? 

b. Were you provided with a principal mentor?   

i. Mentor relationship 

ii. Length of mentorship 

c. If you were not provided with a mentor, what if any support/training 

mechanisms were provided as you transitioned to the principal role? 

d. What was most beneficial to you in helping you craft your work as a 

school principal? 

12. Have you ever provided mentorship for aspiring principals? 

III. Evaluation and Reporting 

13. Are you aware of the performance measures by which principals are measured 

by PDE? 

a. Are you aware of Act-82 (PDE)? 

b. Do these performance measures have an impact on how you execute your 

responsibilities on a day-to-day basis? 

c. Do you occasionally review the performance measures? 
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d. Do you believe student performance on high-stakes testing (see 

definitions, Appendix A) correlates to your success (Appendix A) as a 

school leader? 

14. Is there any aspect of your principalship preparation you would like to talk about 

that perhaps we didn’t cover in our questions? 

15. Given the definition of “Autonomy” as defined in this research (Appendix A), 

do you feel you have autonomy as a school principal? 

IV: Principal Autonomy and School Success 

16. Can you provide examples of federal, state, or local mandates that influence 

your autonomy? Specifically, where do mandates have an impact on your 

autonomy in the principal role? 

17. Who is involved in the creation of the mandates for public schools? Who is not 

involved? 

18. To what extent are you free to make decisions that impact school success? 

19. Who is responsible for implementing federal, state, and local mandates at the 

school level? 

a. As a school principal, how do these mandates (regulations) impact and 

influence your autonomy? Please provide an example of the impact of 

mandates on your autonomy. 

b. How do you see these mandates affect the school?  Students? Families? 

c. Where do you feel like there are gaps between your autonomy and the 

success of your school? 

d. How do you go about assessing and responding to the unique and 

diverse student needs in the context of mandates and your autonomy? 

e. What do you see as the greatest challenges to implementing mandates 

as it relates to school success?  

20. Do you feel you have autonomy as a school principal?   

a. If yes, elaborate on specific areas of your leadership where you feel you 

have autonomous control. 
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b. If no, elaborate on specific areas of your leadership where you feel you 

do not have autonomous control. 

21. Does the structure of mandated reporting provide any relief in the form of 

explicit expectations? 

a. Did/do mandates and prescribed performance measures offer a 

framework for you to work within? 

b. Is this framework useful?  Why or why not? 

22. How do you/did you balance the challenges presented by mandates and to 

ensure school success? 
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APPENDIX C: RESEARCH SUBJECT CONSENT FORM 

RESERVED FOR IRB 
USE ONLY IRB Template 
version 05-01-2020 

 

Informed Consent And Disclaimers:  

Title of the Study: Understanding the Role of Principal Autonomy in School Success 
 

Principal Investigator: 
Christopher McGinley, Ed.D 
Associate Professor of Educational Leadership at Temple University College of 
Education 
tud19518@temple.edu 
 
Student Researcher: 
Andrew J. Sanko, M.Ed  
Doctoral Candidate at Temple University  
tuf59877@temple.edu 
 

Research Consent Summary  

You are being asked for your consent to take part in a research study. This document 

provides a concise summary of this research. It describes the key information that we believe 

most people need to decide whether to take part in this research. Later sections of this document 

will provide all relevant details.  

Whom should I contact if I have questions? 

You may ask any questions about the research at any time. If you have questions about 

the research after you leave today you should contact the Principal Investigator Christopher 
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McGinley, Ed.D. at tud19518@temple.edu. You may also contact the student researcher, 

Andrew J. Sanko at tuf59877@temple.edu 

This research has been reviewed and approved by the Temple University Institutional 

Review Board. Please contact them at (215) 707-3390 or e-mail them at: irb@temple.edu for any 

of the following: questions, concerns, or complaints about the research; questions about your 

rights; to obtain information; or to offer input. 

What should I know about this research?  

• Andrew J. Sanko will explain this research to you.  
• Taking part in this research is voluntary. Whether you take part is up to you.  
• If you don’t take part, it won’t be held against you.  
• You can take part now and later drop out, and it won’t be held against you  
• If you don’t understand, ask questions.  
• Ask all the questions you want before you decide.  
 

How long will I be in this research?  

We expect that your taking part in this research will last the duration of the scheduled 

interview. It is anticipated the interview you provide will be completed within 1 hour. The 

interview is scheduled at your convenience, and the appointed time can be changed to meet your 

schedule.  

Why is this research being done?  

The purpose of this research is as stated in the research title: to understand the role of 

principal autonomy in school success. The role of the school leader is changing, as increasing 

regulatory obligations in the form of federal, state and local mandates impact a principal’s ability 

to make autonomous decisions. This research is designed to shed light on the extent to which 
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school principals feel local, state, and federal mandates affect their autonomy and ability to 

provide the best experience for students.  

What happens to me if I agree to take part in this research?  
If you decide to take part in this research study, you will be contributing your thoughts, 

opinions perceptions, and experience through an interview process with the investigator. Your 

thoughts opinions, perceptions and experience general procedures will become a part of the 

research body of data. The interview will be conducted electronically, via Zoom; the interview 

will be recorded and transcribed. The interview transcript will then be coded for key words, 

concepts and ideas that are relevant to the research topic. If you agree to take part in this 

research, your thoughts, opinion, experience and perspective will add to the body of research on 

school leadership and principal autonomy and inform the education profession at large.  

Could being in this research hurt me?  

No, this research cannot hurt you. All safeguards to protect your identity are in place and 

will be implemented during your interview. No identifying names or events will be included in 

the research. This research is confidential, and all materials produced from it will be handled 

confidentially. Your name will not be used, nor will any identifying words or descriptors be 

included that affiliate you with a school, district, or educational entity. The transcript will be 

devoid of any names, references to your name, nicknames.  

Will being in this research benefit me?  

The most important benefits that you may expect from taking part in this research include 

a better understanding of the role of principal autonomy in school success. In simple language, 

the benefits include helping principal preparation programs in their goal of adequately providing 

aspiring school principals with authentic expectations.  
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Principals are at the nexus of the school, community, school board and a multitude of 

external factors, such as local, state, and federal demands. The purpose of this research is to 

consider the role of today’s school principal, how a principal is measured to be successful, and to 

what extent principal autonomy is eclipsed by district, state, and federal demands. It is not 

expected that you will personally benefit from this research.  

Possible benefits to others include adequately preparing aspiring principals and providing 

post graduate educational opportunities to school leaders that is authentic and realistic.  

Statement of Consent:   

Your signature documents your consent to take part in this research.  
Signature of adult subject capable of consent Date  
Printed name of subject  
Signature of person obtaining consent Date  
Andrew J. Sanko  
 
Printed name of person obtaining consent  
• All subjects unable to consent are required to assent, unless the investigator 

determines that the capability of the subject is so limited that the subject cannot 
reasonably be consulted.  

• All subjects unable to consent are required to assent.  
• Assent of subjects unable to consent is not required. 
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APPENDIX D: INTERVIEW CODE SHEET 

Transcript Number: 
1. Gender: 

  Male   Female 

 

2. Years of Experience as a Principal 
  Less than 10 Years    11-30 Years     31+ Years 

 

3. School Size 
  Small (< 700 students)   Medium (701-850 students)    Large (>851 Students) 

 

4. School Level  
  (1) Elementary    (2) Middle School     (3) High School 

 

5. What is the most recent degree you completed to date? 
 (1) Less than a High School Diploma 

 (2) H.S. Diploma/GED or Equivalent 

 (3) H.S. Diploma + Trade or Technical Certificate 

 (4) H.S. Diploma + Some college, but no degree 

 (5) Associate’s Degree (AA, AS) 

 (6) Bachelor’s Degree (BA, BS) 

 (7) Master’s Degree (MA, MS, MBA) 

 (8) Advanced Professional Degree (PhD, JD, MD) 

 

6. What is the name of the institution of your highest degree?  
 

______________________________________________________________________________ 
 

7. When was the conferral of your most recent major?  
 

______________________________________________________________________________ 
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Other Comments: 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

Research Question 1: What do we know about the relationship between principal autonomy and school 
success? 

Theme Mentioned Sample Quote 
 NO YES  

The need for principals to 
“innovate” or improvise in 
order to satisfy federal 
/state/local mandates 

  Insert sample quote, include and ID # 

 
Federal/state/local      
mandates = school success 

  Insert sample quote, include and ID # 

 
Did you have / do you have 
autonomy as a 
principal/school leader?  
 

  Insert sample quote, include and ID # 

 
School success is related to 
the amount of autonomy 
you had / have as a school 
leader 
 

  Insert sample quote, include and ID # 

Your effectiveness as a 
school leader is affected by 
the level of autonomy you 
have / had 
 

  Insert sample quote, include and ID # 

 


