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Notes from the Editors 
 

Spring 2018 Edition 
 
Welcome to Volume 29 of Educational Leadership and Administration: Teaching and Program 
Development: The Journal of the California Association of Professors of Educational 
Administration (CAPEA). After a blind and rigorous review process, the editors have accepted a 
set of very strong contributions from a variety of perspectives concerning the profession of 
school leadership and school leadership preparation.     
 
Volume 29 begins with the article The Web of Reclassification for English Language Learners 
—A Cyclical Journey Waiting to Be Interrupted: Discussion of Realities, Challenges, and 
Opportunities. This article highlights the racialized and social class discourses in the educational 
field. In spite of the fact that English language learners represent a growing number of students 
in our public schools, there continues to be no official language policy at the national level. This  
lack can result in ad hoc language policies developed at the local level that may not advance the 
academic achievement of English language learners. The authors unpack obstacles and discuss 
opportunities associated with language minority student classification practices and, more 
specifically, English language learners’ reclassification to fluent proficient status. The authors 
conclude with recommendations for school and district leaders concerning how to apply the 
liberty afforded to districts by the CDE in a way that best meets the students' needs and that is 
also socially just. The remaining articles in this section focus on praxis, in that the research 
presented disseminates knowledge for both leadership preparation programs and the field of 
school/district leadership. Is It Rational or Intuitive? Factors and Processes Affecting School 
Superintendents’ Decisions When Facing Professional Dilemmas examines the decision-
making processes of superintendents and the factors that affect their decisions. This research 
shows that superintendents’ decisions are influenced by their intention to safeguard the interests 
of students, their perceptions about the community’s acceptance of their decisions, and the 
advice of trusted consultants. Findings also suggest that superintendents blend a rational 
approach with their intuition when making decisions, a strategy that mimics dual process 
approaches. Job Embeddedness May Hold the Key to the Retention of Novice Talent in 
Schools reports on ways to improve retention among novice teachers. California is currently 
experiencing a critical teacher shortage. The authors note that schools with the highest need 
appear to endure the greatest teacher attrition. This study reports on strategic interventions that 
school leaders can implement to improve retention among novice teachers. An Examination of 
K-5 Principal Time and Tasks to Improve Leadership Practice highlights the high rates of 
attrition among school leaders that result from increased demands on school principals. This  
study reports on a  unique university and school district  partnership that worked together in 
action-based, community-engaged research to address the time allocation and tasks in the daily 
life of principals. The findings highlight the complex and changing roles in the daily work of 
school principals.  Moreover, this study serves as a model for community engagement and 
exemplifies how universities and districts can work together to improve school leadership. Do 
Something That Scares You Each Day: The Role of Self-Efficacy in Preparing School 
Leaders, the last article in this volume, addresses the importance of paying attention to agency in 
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developing leadership preparation coursework. Students reported on the relationship between the 
leadership readiness beliefs of prospective school leaders and the efficacy-building experiences 
they participated in during their university preparation program. A moderate positive correlation 
was found between the number of efficacy-building experiences in which students took part and 
the leadership readiness that they reported. The article concludes with specific recommendations 
for university programs that desire to best prepare their students through efficacy-based training.    
  
This journal would not have been possible without the efforts of numerous people. First, we 
would like to thank all the authors who contributed manuscripts. A very special thank you goes 
to the Editorial Review Board, who worked tirelessly to review and edit all the submissions. We 
also wish to acknowledge our copyeditor, Stefania De Petris. We could not have completed the 
journal without her excellent skills and assistance to the authors. We would also like to thank our 
President R.D. Nordgren, from the National University, for his constant encouragement and 
support. Lastly, this journal would not exist without the support of ICPEL Publications and 
especially Brad Bizzell, who has been an invaluable member of our team.   
 
To all readers, we hope that this journal will provide an opportunity to expand your insights into 
the field of school leadership and reflect on your own practice. We also hope that this reflection 
will bring you to a deeper commitment to our crucial work for our nation’s youth and children.   
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Abstract 

 
In this article we unpack the obstacles and opportunities associated with language minority 
student classification practices and, more specifically, English language learners’ 
reclassification to fluent proficient status. First, we discuss classification permanency for 
language minority students. Second, we provide an overview of national reclassification 
practices. Third, we discuss the practical application of California Department of Education’s 
(CDE) guidelines for reclassification of students from English Language Learner (ELL) to 
Fluent English Proficient (FEP). We conclude with recommendations for school and district 
leaders on how to apply the liberty afforded to districts by the CDE in a way that best meets the 
students' needs and is socially just.  
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Conversations around the academic obstacles affecting language minority students frequently 
permeate educational circles and spaces. Yet, how language minority students are stratified 
within public school systems is less frequently discussed. In this article, we argue that the way 
language minority students are classified and reclassified deserves much attention.  

The practice of student classification is more than one-fold. Although commonly used in 
education subfields (e.g., special education, gifted and talented education, Native American 
education, English language development, among others), classification itself carries a high 
potential not only to impact classified students’ K-12 experiences (Okhremtchouk, 2014), but 
also to shape their long-term and even life trajectories, as the two are intertwined and not 
mutually exclusive. In the case of language minority students, being classified is unavoidable. 
From the very first day language minority students enroll in a public school, they are classified 
based on their deemed proficiency level in the English language through an assessment measure 
used by a school district of enrollment.  

For example, if a language minority student is found to be fluent in the English language, 
he or she is classified Initially Fluent English Proficient (I-FEP/FEP). If a student is deemed not 
fluent in the English language by the district of enrollment, he or she is classified as an English 
Language Learner (ELL). When an ELL student eventually reaches proficiency in the English 
language as determined by her/his district of attendance, he or she is then reclassified to Fluent 
English Proficient or R-FEP (please find a more comprehensive definition of terms in Appendix 
A). Indeed, language minority students are subjected to classification throughout their careers in 
the K-12 public education system.  

It is noteworthy to highlight that unlike classification practices used in other education 
subfields, classification for language minority students, and specifically English learners, is 
meant to be temporary as the students learn the English language. However, this classification 
becomes anything but temporary for this student population. As we engage our readers in the 
forthcoming discussion, we stress the often-unintended permanent nature (or permanency) of 
classification for language minority students in order to emphasize its significance on the in-
school stratification of this student population. We encourage our readers to keep this 
classification’s permanency (and its effects on language minority students in general) in mind as 
they engage in key decision making relating to reclassification criteria for ELLs.  

 
U.S. Reclassification Practices for ELLs 

 
All states in the Union adhere to predetermined classification criteria for language minority 
students based on guidelines typically set by state departments of education. Likewise, they also 
adhere to set reclassification criteria. To offer states a starting point, in 2015 the U.S. Department 
of Justice’s Civil Rights Division and the U.S. Department of Education’s Office of Civil Rights 
sent states a reminder of their recommendation advising school districts to implement procedures 
that are both accurate and timely when identifying potential ELL students (U.S. Department of 
Justice Civil Rights Division & U.S. Department of Education Office for Civil Rights, 2015). 
Additionally, the guidelines explicitly suggest that school districts use a home language survey at 
the time of enrollment to gather information about language background and to identify students 
whose primary/home language is other than English. Finally, the guidelines require that the final 
step in classification process involve “a valid and reliable test that assesses English language 
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proficiency in speaking, listening, reading and writing” (U.S. Department of Justice Civil Rights 
Division & U.S. Department of Education Office for Civil Rights 2015, p. 1).  However, in terms 
of reclassification, federal government’s only guideline is that “an EL[L] student must not be 
exited from EL[L] programs, services, or status until he or she demonstrates English proficiency 
on an English language proficiency assessment in speaking, listening, reading, and writing” 
(U.S. Department of Justice Civil Rights Division & U.S. Department of Education Office for 
Civil Rights 2015, p. 3). Further, the post-reclassification requirements state that: (a) reclassified 
students must be monitored for a period of two years to ensure that their exit from ELL programs 
is not premature, and (b) any academic deficits ELL students incurred during their time in ELL 
programs must have been remedied.  

Whereas the identification process for ELLs shares a number of similarities across the 
nation (i.e., starting with home language survey, followed by language proficiency assessments), 
states do differ in the number of criteria used to reclassify their ELL students to FEP. Roughly 
half U.S. states use a single-criterion system, whereas the remainder use multiple criteria to 
reclassify students. Objective measures differ from state to state as they pertain to reclassification 
practices.  

In 2015, we conducted our own investigation of reclassification practices to help 
understand the nation’s reclassification criteria from ELL to FEP (Okhremtchouk, Archibeque, 
Clark, Baca, & Sellu, 2016). In summary, we found that 27 states (Alabama, Alaska, Arizona, 
Connecticut, Hawaii, Illinois, Indiana, Iowa, Kentucky, Louisiana, Maine, Minnesota, Nevada, 
New Hampshire, New Mexico, New York, North Dakota, Ohio, South Carolina, South Dakota, 
Utah, Vermont, Virginia, Washington, Wisconsin, and Wyoming), or little over half of the total 
(54%), did not allow their districts to use subjective measures for ELL reclassification, whereas 
the other 23 states (Arkansas, California, Colorado, Delaware, Florida, Georgia, Idaho, Kansas, 
Maryland, Massachusetts, Michigan, Mississippi, Missouri, Montana, Nebraska, New Jersey, 
North Carolina, Oklahoma, Oregon, Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, Tennessee, and Texas) did 
allow their districts to use discretionary measures. Although both of these practices could be 
criticized on both theoretical and practical grounds, it could be argued that not having subjective 
discretionary measures ensures more consistency in reclassification practices. In other words, 
subjective measures lead to greater variation in what defines “language proficiency” (Abedi, 
2008; Cook & Linquanti, 2015). That being said, it can also be argued that multiple measures 
(including that of a subjective nature) are needed to determine whether a student is proficient in 
the English language or not.  

The use of discretionary measures on top of multiple criteria creates much variability 
within any given state as well as between states. Although the existing variation in language 
minority student re/classification criteria and practices might not be an issue for local systems, 
the systemic differences in re/classification practices can easily shape and ultimately alter a 
student’s K-12 trajectory. That is, local systems and individual states (at least on some level) 
exist in a vacuum consumed by their own needs and specific state standards, which therefore, 
used to shape policies for re/classification practices.  

However, the students themselves do not experience the system in a vacuum. They are 
dynamic. They move from school to school, district to district, and/or from state to state, and 
much of their K-12 experience is shaped by socioeconomic and other factors impelled by 
parental/caregiver choices or lack thereof. In fact, language minority students as a group, 
including migrant students and students who have been classified as ELL, are one of the 
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identified high-mobility subgroups that typically experience at least one mobility event in a four-
year period (Fong, Bae, & Huang, 2010; U.S. Government Accountability Office, 2010).   

As we advance our discussion, we turn to California’s reclassification criteria. For the 
remainder of this article, our intent is to highlight the problems and possibilities to ensure that 
school administrators and educational leaders think intentionally about the issue of 
reclassification criteria for ELLs (and about classification practices for language minority 
students more broadly) when leading schools and districts.  

 
Case in Point: California 

 
We focus on California as a case in point due to the state’s large enrollment numbers for ELL 
and language minority students. In the last several years, it is estimated that California has 
enrolled roughly 22% of the nation’s ELLs (National Center for Education Statistics, 2017) and 
more than 55% of the state’s total enrollments are language minority students.1 The state also 
uses multiple criteria to reclassify ELLs, which affords much discretion to its districts and allows 
much room for interpretation of what determines language proficiency.  

In California (as in other states) the initial classification is based on the Home Language 
Survey (HLS), which serves as a trigger for language proficiency testing. After the initial 
classification, results from statewide standardized tests, language proficiency tests, as well as 
other subjective measures such as students’ grade-point average (GPA), grade-level standards, 
teacher recommendations, written assessments, and other academic factors detailed later in this 
article play a significant role in determining whether students qualify to exit ELL classification. 
In sum, the reclassification from ELL to R-FEP status in California is a complicated process that 
involves multivariable criteria. As a result, ELL reclassification practices are largely conditional 
upon the processes adopted by the local educational agency (LEA), that is, school districts and 
their corresponding sites.  

Such practices, in turn, create inconsistent reclassification outcomes for ELLs across the 
state (Cook & Linquanti, 2015; Okhremtchouk, 2014). These subjective, non-uniform criteria for 
reclassification set forth by individual districts make the definition of R-FEP not as 
straightforward as the acronym suggests (Cook & Linquanti, 2015). To shed light on this 
significant issue, we further decipher the reclassification practices that California’s districts 
utilize to reclassify their ELL students to R-FEP status. 

 
Past and Present RFEP Guidelines from the CDE  
 
California gives LEAs a great deal of latitude when it comes to determining the requirements for 
reclassification of ELL to R-FEP. Prior to the R-FEP guidelines adjustment in 2015–16, the CDE 
required schools to use four components in assessing students: (a) the California Standardized 
Test (CST), (b) one or more academic achievement measures, (c) the California English 
Language Development Test (CELDT), and (d) parent consultation. For both standardized tests 
(CST and CELDT), the CDE defined minimum score requirement but did not cap them, giving 
LEAs the freedom to designate higher minimum scores for their students. For example, on the 

																																																								
1 Data by California Department of Education, Ed-Data (2015). Retrieved from http://www.ed-
data.org.  
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CELDT, the CDE requires that students score Early Advanced or higher overall, and 
Intermediate on each individual subtest. A school district, however, could decide that students 
must score Early Advanced on each subtest if it chooses to. Furthermore, LEAs have much 
liberty when it comes to evaluating a student’s academic performance. They are required to use 
at least one marker—a teacher recommendation, for example—but can use as many as they want.  

Although many of the guidelines for ELL reclassification after the 2015–16 academic 
year remained the same, several components of the CDE’s reclassification criteria have become 
even more ambiguous. Based on the CDE’s Reclassification Guidance for the 2017–18 academic 
year, and because the CST has been eliminated, LEAs are now given the autonomy and 
flexibility to choose not just the threshold scores that students must achieve on the 
test/standardized measures to be eligible for reclassification, but also the test itself. Schools must 
use a “comparison of student performance on an objective assessment of basic skills [against] an 
empirically established range of performance in basic skills based on the performance of English 
proficient students of the same age” (Cadiero-Kaplan & Hernandez, 2014). It is noteworthy that 
this added discretion for LEAs is in conflict with prior expert recommendations calling for more 
consistent criteria across school districts (Abedi, 2008; Cook & Linquanti, 2015), and it can be 
viewed as counterproductive to achieving a fairer system for reclassifying state’s ELLs.  

 
Conceptual Model of Education System and Experiences: ELL vs. English-Only Students  
 
When examining what has been documented in the academic literature, it can be inferred that the 
way language minority students, and more specifically ELLs, experience the K-12 education 
system is cyclical in nature, which is different from how the English-only mainstream student 
population (in a broader sense) experiences the same system (see Gándara, 2015; Gándara, 
Rumberger, Maxwell-Jolly, & Callahan, 2003). This is true both in terms of the subject areas the 
students have access to and in terms of the programmatic areas of the curriculum.  

The systemic structure for mainstream students is designed to resemble building blocks 
that increase in intensity as students progress to different levels (i.e., years/grades) and that grant 
access to different programs that better align with the students’ interests/needs (e.g., Advanced 
Placement, STEM track, etc.). On the contrary, ELLs commonly repeat the cycle that is broadly 
designed to address the same subject area, i.e., English (see Figure 1). For example, if a student 
who has been classified as ELL does not make sufficient progress, his or her academic schedule 
(and therefore course offerings) will continue to reflect more English classes that are habitually 
remedial (Gándara, 2015). This cyclical nature could quite possibly continue throughout the 
students’ academic trajectories in K-12, with little to no change to the nature of the educational 
experience or diversity of content/subject areas they are exposed to.  
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Figure 1. Conceptual Model of Typical Education Experience: ELL vs. English-Only 

 
 

Reclassification often serves as a gateway that breaks the cycle and is supposed to allow 
former ELL students to experience the system in a similar way to English-only mainstream 
student; however, ELLs’ “equal” access to the “same” system is not to be taken for granted. In 
addition to meeting reclassification criteria in their district of attendance, students are expected to 
navigate a system that is unlike what they have previously experienced/have been socialized to. 
This is arguably a change for the better, except that it also presents a challenge: Especially for 
those students who have been subjected to prolonged enrollment in English Language 
Development (ELD) programs, this can feel like being thrown into the deep end of a swimming 
pool without having ever taken a lesson and being told to swim. Additionally, the reclassified 
students still carry a classification label (and therefore are subjected to classification 
permanency, as previously discussed), which quite possibly continues to facilitate placements in 
classes that are less challenging and more remedial. One study of ELLs at a California school (n 
= 355) found that English learners were far less likely to take college preparatory courses or were 
enrolled in courses that covered less material compared to their mainstream counterparts 
(Callahan, 2005). Academic literature on long-term ELLs and students who have reached 
reclassification but then have “regressed” attest to these situations (Kim & Herman, 2010).  
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Problems and Opportunities 
 
California gives LEAs much room to interpret and implement the criteria that language minority 
students must meet in order to become reclassified as English proficient. The implications of this 
for students and the correlated responsibility taken on by district leadership when it comes to 
establishing district policy cannot be overstated. Although carrying an ELL classification in the 
short run can support ELL students’ academic trajectories, the long-term impacts of ELL 
classification and, therefore, in-school stratification practices affect students’ academic 
trajectories as well as college and career opportunities (Kanno & Harklau, 2012; Núñez, Rios-
Aguilar, Kanno, & Flores, 2016). For example, many long-term ELL students take ELD classes 
at the expense of other content areas and are denied access to college-track courses while still 
classified as ELL, which puts them behind their peers in ways that may be impossible to 
overcome (Callahan, 2005; Kanno & Kangas, 2014). This has the secondary impact of 
segregating students by language ability, depriving them of access to the kinds of scaffolding 
that students with differing language skills can provide for each other (Gándara et al., 2003). 
Finally, because ELL students are a highly mobile population (on average, they move three times 
during their K-12 career; see Fong et al., 2010; USGAO, 2010), they run the risk of being 
subjected to different criteria for reclassification as they move districts and are susceptible to 
misclassification based on nothing more than a change in zip code (Jepson & de Alth, 2005).  

All of this begs the question: If the stakes of reclassification are so high for our students, 
and California policy remains as it is—vague and subjective—what is an individual LEA to do to 
make sure that its reclassification policies are serving the best interests of the students? In order 
to address this question, we must dig deeper into the wide range of reclassification criteria 
currently used in school districts around California and measure them against the purpose of 
reclassification and the intended meaning of FEP.  

Presumably, to be FEP should mean that a student can speak, understand, read, and write 
English as a native speaker of the same age would do. When evaluating the options available to 
school districts, then, the focus should be on ways of measuring and assessing these skills and 
these skills alone.  

Of the four areas that the CDE requires LEAs to use, the academic requirement is the 
area most subject to interpretation and, not surprisingly, the area with greatest variety among 
individual LEA policies. As Okhremtchouk et al. (2016) found, 53% of school districts use 
grades beyond those taken, for example, in an ELD class, and 19% use overall GPA as a marker. 
Students in such districts with identical English fluency, but who vary in their understanding (or, 
rather, assessed performance) of math and science, may therefore be classified differently. 
Additionally, 39% of school districts require a written assessment in spite of the fact that the 
CELDT test includes a written component. Forty percent of LEAs require a teacher 
recommendation (Okhremtchouk et al., 2016). Although teachers may have the best intentions 
when writing these recommendations, this measure is so subjective that a child’s re/classification 
risks being determined by which teacher he or she has.  

The large amount of flexibility that CDE policy allows, however, also presents school 
leaders with some opportunities. The CDE’s flexibility provides much autonomy to individual 
districts, which is consistent with the notion that the district leadership and governance structures 
know their students best and can make more informed decisions. In other words, more flexibility 
translates into a greater value attributed to LEAs. Increased flexibility, however, also creates 
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heightened responsibility and the need for precise decision making in establishing local criteria 
by LEAs. The flexibility itself is intended and must be viewed by district/school leadership as an 
opportunity to afford language minority students the same level of advancement and choices as 
their English-only counterparts. This shift in paradigm—that is, thinking of flexibility as an 
opportunity to afford language minority students more options in both the long and the short 
term—not only creates a greater chance for success for ELLs and language minority in general, 
but it also allows LEAs to establish classification practices that can open more doors as language 
minority students progress through various stages in their K-12 careers.  

 
Recommendations 

 
1. Creating Criteria for Reclassification That Are Socially Just  
 
As we have established, individual LEAs have considerable power in determining what hoops 
students have to jump through to become reclassified as R-FEP. It is imperative, then, that 
districts develop reclassification requirements that center students’ needs through a social justice 
lens. That is, if the bar is set too low, students may be reclassified too early and be denied access 
to supports that they need. If the bar is set too high, students may be kept for too long in a 
program that is ill suited to their academic needs and may be excluded from rigorous academic 
courses that would challenge them and allow them to thrive. 

We recommend that school districts adopt guidelines that focus on English language 
proficiency and that alone. Overall GPA and grades taken outside of ELD or ELA have the 
potential to hinder students who are proficient in English from being reclassified due to struggles 
in other academic arenas. Although it could be argued that overall GPA and academic 
performance in other core subject area classes (e.g., math) can indicate “readiness” for 
reclassification, these factors should not hamper reclassification and should only be used as a 
source of supplementary advice if deemed important by a LEA. We recommend, too, that 
districts refrain from doubling up on assessment criteria. For example, the CELDT test includes a 
writing component. If a district decides to include an additional writing assessment as a measure, 
it risks providing students with greater opportunities for failure. 

As far as teacher recommendation, we recommend providing professional development 
concerning: (a) how teachers can make those assessments/recommendations, as these are highly 
subjective; (b) what it means to be proficient in the English language (including providing 
objective data on language proficiency from English-only mainstream students); (c) what the 
implications are for students in a particular district based on their classification; and (d) how to 
determine proficiency in a classroom setting. In other words, if the goal is to ensure that students 
will be successful in mainstream classrooms, it makes sense for all teachers to receive this 
professional development and for ELD teachers to receive advice from content-area teachers, 
who may have information about whether students in their classrooms are affected by academic 
language knowledge or lack thereof. 

When it comes to standardized test scores, we circle back to our recommendation for 
consistency. In this case, consistency would require close adherence to California’s state 
guidelines across districts. We suggest an agreement among LEAs concerning score caps and 
acceptable score ranges to ensure less variation among districts and a more consistent approach 
to reclassification practices. We further suggest that the county offices of education should lead 
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the charge in establishing more uniform criteria for reclassification in collaboration with LEAs in 
their region. This will ensure greater consistency without infringing too much on local 
autonomy.  

 
2. Classification as an Opportunity Model: Avoiding Deficit Pitfalls   
 
A socially just view of reclassification practices would start from the students’ needs (e.g., what 
they are getting out of the ELD curriculum vs. what they are missing outside of it) and plan 
backwards from there. It would also require that districts view their students as competent, 
capable, and full of strengths (that is, valuing bilingualism and biculturalism) rather than as 
coming with deficits that need to be filled (that is, lacking proficiency in the English language). 
To this end, an opportunity-minded approach to reclassification would include not only a socially 
just reclassification system, but also an educational system that across all stages of the process 
gives students the space to learn a new language while keeping their first language and without 
withholding rigorous academic content until proficiency is met (Gándara, 2017). 

Making sure that students who are learning English can access to primary/home language 
support during content area classes, rather than being put in remedial classes because of their 
English knowledge, has two beneficial impacts. First, students’ home language, which is an 
integral part of every human’s identity, is validated and respected, and thus students are more 
likely to feel heard, seen, and valued (Miller, 2000; Ogbu, 1999). Second, this mitigates the 
potential impact of classification—namely, the fact that students’ academic (and career and life) 
trajectories can be inalterably hindered by their language minority status. This, as opposed to a 
simple deficit approach, would allow for alternative linguistic paths to success. 

Giving students access to curricula that reflect their lives and their communities fosters 
engagement and creates a space for appreciation and validation among minority students, 
regardless of their primary language. Schools can design curricula that teach about the histories 
of the communities represented among the language minority student population at the school, 
and they can use personal narratives of students and their families as a basis for English 
development. This can include elements of culturally responsive teaching, which calls for highly 
contextualized teaching practices that can be challenging for pre-service teachers coming from 
monolingual, mono-ethnic contexts (Gay & Kirkland, 2003). 

Finally, giving language minority students and English-only students the opportunity to 
interact as frequently as possible, particularly around language, is of potential benefit to 
everyone. It is widely acknowledged that in the globalized world of the 21st century, and in 
particular in the state of California, with its significantly large community of speakers of 
languages other than English, speaking English alone will not be enough. Giving ELLs the 
chance to support English-only students in non-English-language classes would empower these 
young emergent bilinguals to use the social capital that they bring with them to school 
(Okhremtchouk, 2014). Conversely, ensuring that all classes integrate students with a variety of 
English proficiency levels would allow our English-only students to scaffold ELLs’ English 
development. By supporting the notion that English-only students should become bilingual in 
order to be successful global citizens, and by highlighting the benefits of bilingualism, including 
recruitment and retention of teachers with similar heritage as our ranks of students, educators, 
educational leaders, and experts can productively challenge the deficit model.  
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3. Ongoing Assessment for Post-Graduation Opportunities  
 
We suggest that LEAs take a proactive step in examining and reexamining post-graduation 
opportunities for language minority students early in their K-12 careers and frequently as the 
students move through the K-12 pipeline. Taking into account the permanency associated with 
language minority student classification and its potential impact on the students’ academic as 
well as life trajectories is a solid start in addressing the opportunity factor. That is, academic 
placements must be carefully thought through, especially for those language minority students 
who have been reclassified or are initially classified as fluent proficient. These two 
classifications should not drive key decisions pertaining to academic opportunities/offerings. We 
also suggest a cautious examination of academic placement decisions pertaining to ELLs, 
especially if the students have carried ELL classification for more than two years.  

It is absolutely paramount for district leaders to ensure that the academic opportunities 
for language minority students are similar to those of English-only mainstream students. To this 
end, language minority students must be offered classes and experiences that serve as a gateway 
to post-secondary offerings.    

 
4. Need for Uniformity and Further Discussion in Leadership Circles  
 
Drawing from our earlier discussion, there are two issues with the current flexibility in 
California’s (as well as other states’) policies regarding reclassification of ELLs. One issue is 
with the subjectivity and/or relevance of some of the measures used. Whether a student’s math 
grades should affect their classification and how (and if it is possible) to make teacher 
recommendations less subjective are two examples of this. 

Another major problem is the lack of consistency among LEAs and among states. The 
idea that where a student lives could determine his or her learner status is troublesome. If one’s 
classification is as arbitrary as the place in which one is born, how can the classification be 
achieving its purpose? We argue that it cannot. 

We challenge educational leaders to become a part of the policy conversation around 
classification and reclassification. There is work to be done, starting with conversations around 
the purpose of classification and reclassification. Designing curricula centered around student 
strengths and needs, with the intent of helping students develop the skills they do not have yet 
and deepen those they bring with them, is one important step. So is doing everything possible to 
avoid delaying students’ access to rigorous content material until language proficiency is 
reached. Designing assessment tools (or implementing the use of current ones) that consistently 
and accurately measure when students become likely to succeed in mainstream classes is critical. 

In the absence of these conversations, California (along with many other states) has put 
the responsibility of making these determinations onto its LEAs. It is our hope that each LEA 
will use this opportunity to implement policies that are student centered and focused on social 
justice, and that district leaders will use their influence to bring these conversations to the fore 
among leaders in the state as a whole. 
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Appendix A 

 
Definition of Terms  

 
 
 
 
 

 
	  

Term  Definition  
English Language Learners 
(ELLs) 

In California, a student is classified as English language learner 
when a primary language other than English is reported on the 
state-approved Home Language Survey (HLS) and the student is 
consequently identified (through state and/or local assessments) 
as lacking the necessary reading, writing, speaking, and listening 
skills to be successful in mainstream instructional programs.  

Initially Fluent English 
Proficient (I-FEP) 

A student with a primary language other than English who 
through state and/or local assessment is determined to be fluent in 
the target language. 

Reclassified Fluent English 
Proficient (R-FEP) 

A language minority student who was initially classified as ELL 
but is subsequently reclassified according to the multiple criteria, 
standards, and procedures adopted by the district of attendance 
(in California), which requires demonstration of target language 
proficiency comparable to that of an average native English 
speaker.	

Language Minority The term language minority student includes all subgroups of 
language minority students with varying levels of English and 
home language proficiencies, including those who are fully 
bilingual (Okhremtchouk, 2014). As such, for the purposes of this 
article, students who are classified as IFEP/FEP, ELL, and RFEP 
all fall under the language minority category. 	

Home Language Survey 
(HLS) 

The HLS is a survey that is typically used upon new school 
enrollment to determine the primary language(s) spoken in the 
home of a student. The purpose of the survey is to determine 
which students may need further assessment for ELL support 
services.   
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Is It Rational or Intuitive? Factors and Processes Affecting School 

Superintendents’ Decisions When Facing Professional Dilemmas 
 

W. H. Hart, Ed.D. 
Winthrop University 

 

Abstract  
 

Given the critical impact of their decisions and of the community’s perception of their 
performance, it is reasonable that school superintendents would seek to understand the factors 
that influence their decisions and the processes used to make them. The researcher in this study 
used a qualitative approach, interviewing 13 school superintendents about the factors that 
affected their decisions and the extent to which they utilized a rational or intuitive decision-
making model. The results show that superintendents’ decisions are influenced by the belief that 
they must safeguard the interests of students, by their perceptions about community acceptance 
of their decisions, and by the advice of trusted consultants. Their responses suggested that 
superintendents blend a rational approach with their intuition when making decisions, a strategy 
that mimics dual process approaches.  
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Every aspect of an organization’s success depends upon leaders making effective decisions. 
Hiring and retaining personnel, long-range planning, goal setting, resolving conflict, professional 
development, and budgeting are just a few examples of functions that depend upon quality 
decisions, and within every major decision lies the opportunity for success or failure 
(Lunnenburg & Ornstein, 2012).  

 Before we delve into this matter, it is important to clarify some key terms. A decision is 
a choice among alternatives; decision making is the process used to make that choice. Because 
decision making is part of all administrative functions, effective leaders must be adept at this 
skill (Kowalski, 2013). Individuals occupying mid-level management positions often rely on 
established policies to guide their actions, making what Lunnenburg and Ornstein (2012, p. 136) 
call “programmed decisions.” Kasten and Ashbaugh (1988) found that whereas routine 
programmed decisions required discretion, enforcing existing policy is less challenging than the 
creative problem solving and complex decision making that executives engage in when facing 
professional dilemmas. Unlike routine decisions, a dilemma is a predicament for which there is 
no clear solution, unclear or nonexistent policy, and typically no precedent (Hoy & Tarter, 2008).  
Executives at the highest level of the organizational hierarchy frequently face dilemmas (Agor, 
1985).  

Like CEOs in major organizations, school superintendents frequently face dilemmas 
(Touchton & Acker-Hocevar, 2011). Limited resources, relations with elected boards, conflicting 
community values, teacher performance issues, and curriculum changes are just a few examples 
of such challenges (Noppe, Yager, Webb, & Sheng, 2013). Dilemmas faced by superintendents 
often stem from political and external forces that manifest through state and federal mandates. 
Dilemmas require creative thinking and may cause discrepancies between the superintendents’ 
values and the organization’s expectations. Superintendents are committed to following the rules 
of the organization, a belief system called the “standard administrative orientation” (Langlois, 
2004, p. 78). Experienced superintendents understand the difficulties associated with resolving 
dilemmas and develop mechanisms for coping with this uncertainty (Langlois, 2004). In fact, 
superintendents must learn to accept ambiguity and conflict (Litchka, Fenzel, & Polka, 2009).       

The lively nature of organizations, coupled with the multiple demands placed on 
executives, requires efficient and logical decision making. The traditional response to this 
challenge has been to use rational analysis, a process taught in leadership programs for decades 
(Sadler-Smith & Shefy, 2004). However, Sadler-Smith and Shefy (2004) suggested that the 
limits of rational models require decision makers to also utilize intuitive approaches, combining 
two seemingly contradictory models of decision making: rational and intuitive. This “blended” 
approach is captured through a variety of dual processing theories that have emerged since the 
1990s (Akinci & Sadler-Smith, 2012). Although they use a different terminology, these theories 
advance the idea that our brains use rationality and intuition in tandem to facilitate effective 
decision making (Salas, Rosen, & DiazGranados, 2010). Context also plays a role in determining 
which approach is best for a given situation. The experience and beliefs of the leader, the 
demands (or lack of) from the community, and the level of impact of a decision are some of the 
contextual factors that leaders consider when determining which decision-making approach to 
utilize (Khakheli & Morchiladze, 2015).   

Given the complex demands on schools, superintendents continuously face professional 
dilemmas. Although other models/theories have been put forward (Domagoj, 2015), the rational 
model and the intuitive approach emerge as two opposite ends of the decision-making spectrum. 
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If, as Sadler-Smith and Shefy (2004) suggest, leaders should integrate both models when making 
decisions, then considering the factors that affect which method is considered by superintendents 
would seem worthy of further study. Furthermore, examining the extent to which superintendents 
utilize a rational process versus their intuition and under what circumstances would also be of 
interest.   

Related Research 
 

The Rational Versus the Intuitive Approach 
 

The rational approach. Peter Drucker (1967) argued that effective executives made 
decisions by using a systematic process. The rational model requires a step-by-step approach, 
including problem definition, generating alternatives, and implementing a solution after 
examining all options (Kowalski, 2013). This model is based on the notion that decision makers 
will have the time and insight needed to uncover different options and predict the outcomes of 
each. Tanner and Williams (1981) argued that the rational approach was popular because of its 
focus on accomplishing goals by minimizing subjectivity and political influence.    

However, Simon (1993) found limits to the rational model. Specifically, decision makers 
do not always have the time or abilities to fully comprehend the problem, search for multiple 
solutions, and accurately predict the possible outcomes. Therefore, Simon introduced the process 
of “satisficing” to describe when administrators use intuition, advice from others, experience, 
and creativity to develop compromise solutions. Kowalski (2013) and Lunenburg (2010) noted 
that the conflicting demands placed on school administrators and the political context in which 
they work cause them to engage in satisficing behaviors by implementing acceptable (rather than 
ideal) solutions.  

The intuitive approach. The definition of “intuition” continues to be refined, as the 
theoretical research base becomes more nuanced over time (Akinci & Sadler-Smith, 2012; Volz 
& Zander, 2014). Intuition has been described as a quick, affectively charged, subconscious 
understanding of a complex situation related to experience-based, holistic associations (Dane & 
Pratt, 2007; Myers, 2002), which can serve as a catalyst for or a warning against quick action 
(Goleman, 1988). Sadler-Smith and Shefy (2004) noted that intuition is instinctive, and that 
decision makers find it difficult to describe their reasons for intuitive decisions beyond noting 
how they felt. Recent developments in neuroscience, particularly the use of brain imaging, have 
enhanced our understanding of intuition (Dreyfus, 2010). Kandel (2007) noted that all mental 
functions, including memory, stem from physiological processes and molecular events, many of 
which are nonconscious. Neurological research also suggests a link between emotions and 
intuition, as the neural mechanisms that play a central role in engendering the associations that 
spur intuitive judgments are aroused by positive affective stimuli (Koch, 2015; Liberman, 2007).  

Our comprehension of the role of intuition in decision making also continues to be 
refined. Several studies have noted that executives make decisions based on intuition (Hayashi, 
2001; Hensman & Sadler-Smith, 2011; Mintzberg, 1988; Sadler-Smith & Shefy, 2004). 
However, Campbell, Whitehead, and Finkelstein (2009) found that executives admitted that their 
intuition is often wrong. For example, individuals may overemphasize the occasions in which 
their intuition was accurate, causing excessive confidence in their ability to make effective 
decisions (Kahneman & Klein, 2009). Individuals may also see patterns where none exists or 
take unnecessary risks to compensate for a disappointing loss (Campbell et al., 2009).  
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Despite its limitations, however, intuition plays an important role in decision making. 
Ignoring the intuitive feel that something is not right can result in the implementation of bad 
decisions, whereas the overemphasis on data analysis suggested by the rational model can result 
in missed opportunities (Hayashi, 2001). Intuition may also be integral to completing complex 
tasks with short time horizons (Crandall, Klein, & Hoffman, 2006). Combining intuition with 
objective analysis can result in an effective management style in which intuitive judgments are 
intelligently used (Haidt, 2001).  
 
The Influence of Context 
 
Regardless of which approach is used, the existing literature has long noted the importance of 
context as a factor in decision making. In the 1970s, Vroom and Yetton (1973) argued that the 
social context surrounding a decision influences its outcome and acceptance, claiming that the 
best approach for resolving a dilemma is dependent upon situational variables including problem 
complexity, time availability, leader and follower understanding, and the impact of the decision 
on subordinates. Argyris and Schön (1974) suggested a possible link between beliefs, decisions, 
and intuition, as individuals often state that their beliefs guide their actions. However, Argyris 
and Schön also noted that tacit knowledge often affects decisions in ways that do not always 
align with those stated beliefs. More recently, Kahneman and Klein (2009), proponents of the 
naturalistic decision making approach, noted a link between the decision maker’s experience 
with a particular environment and the effectiveness of the resulting decision. Salas et al. (2010) 
also described the level of expertise as a contextual factor, arguing that intuition becomes more 
useful as the decision maker’s expertise within a specific domain increases.   

This research project was designed to further investigate the factors that affect 
superintendent decision making and the extent to which their decision-making processes reflect 
rational or intuitive models. The researcher sought to answer the following questions: 

1. What factors affect school superintendents’ decisions when resolving professional 
dilemmas?	

2. To what extent are those decisions based on rational or intuitive processes?	
In this era of heightened accountability, increasing competition between public and private 

schools, and growing privatization efforts (such as charter schools and voucher systems), 
superintendents are going to continue to face unprecedented dilemmas. Given the critical and 
widespread impact of their decisions, understanding the factors and processes that affect them is 
a salient issue.  

 
Method 

 
Understanding the nature of decision making requires engaging in dialogues in which 
participants can elaborate upon their responses. Therefore, this study involved a qualitative 
design, which is appropriate when there exists a need to better understand “the nature of persons’ 
experiences with a phenomenon” (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 19). I conducted the research at an 
institution in the southeastern region of the United States that prepares teacher and school 
administrator candidates. Here, I conducted semi-structured interviews with 13 school 
superintendents in spring 2017. The interviews lasted for about 45 minutes and took place in the 
participants’ offices. Participants were selected from a convenience sample of North and South 
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Carolina superintendents because of their familiarity with the researcher. Thirteen participants 
from districts ranging in size from 4,000 to 150,000 students were invited to participate; all 
contributed to the study. Seven participants (54%) were from North Carolina and six (46%) were 
from South Carolina. Eight males (62%) and five females (38%) participated; one (8%) 
participant was African-American and the rest (92%) were White.  

Interview questions were developed according to the rational decision-making framework 
described by Kowalski (2013) and the use of intuition described by Sadler-Smith & Shefy 
(2004). I hypothesized that recommendations for how to best navigate decision making for 
superintendents would require an understanding of the extent to which rational and intuitive 
processes influenced their decisions. To this end, I designed questions targeting the 
superintendents’ perceptions of the types of dilemmas they find most challenging, their good and 
bad experiences with decision making, the factors they consider when making decisions, and the 
advice they would provide to a beginning superintendent. Finally, I speculated that the 
superintendents’ perceptions of how others in the same role make decisions would provide 
information about the culture of superintendent decision making in general.  

I analyzed the data collected from the interviews using a grounded theory approach 
(Glaser, 1992). Individual responses to the interview questions were grouped together, and the 
responses in each group were independently analyzed line by line. In keeping with Saldana’s 
(2013) suggestions, I conducted two rounds of coding.  

 
Results 

 
Factors Affecting Superintendents’ Decisions 
 
Three themes emerged in response to the first research question regarding the factors that 
affected participants’ decisions. The most dominant factor was the participants’ beliefs about 
what is best for children. Next came their predictions about how the community would react, as 
conveyed through the lens of the board of education. Finally, the participants gave much weight 
to advice from trusted colleagues. 

Students first. The participants’ most frequent response about the factors affecting their 
decisions was the belief that they should do what is best for students. The participants felt 
responsible for the students’ well-being, with this responsibility taking precedence over the 
concerns of adults. Words like “belief,” “guiding principle,” and “duty” were used to illustrate 
this point. Participant 8 said: “I have to do what is in the best interest of students. It’s like a 
personal, moral compass.” The participants also said that they faced dilemmas when teachers and 
principals wanted to address problems without keeping the interests of students as their main 
concern, with this type of situation typically resulting from a disagreement about the 
interpretation of policies. Participant 2 stated: “When it is a student issue, it may not be what the 
adults agree with, but I am going to make a decision that is in the best interest of the student.”   

The participants’ responses about their empathy for the students led to follow-up 
questions investigating how they would know that their judgment was more accurate than that of 
adults with whom they disagreed. Their responses suggested that they perceived themselves to be 
objective when addressing such challenges because they were removed from the immediacy and 
emotions of the situation. Participant 13 described asking others to consider a personal 
perspective when addressing student issues: 
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The test is, if this were for your child, would you feel differently about the solution we 
are coming up with. The answer should be no. When it becomes personal, you take a 
broader view than you might when it is somebody else’s child.  
The participants noted that when facing disagreements about student issues they would 

often seek input from those with expertise, such as legal counsel, curriculum specialists, or other 
district officials. Doing so helped to ensure they would balance policy guidelines with the best 
interest of the students.  Participant 13, noted that it is challenging to make decisions that adhere 
to established policies when those policies do not always effectively account for individual 
student needs: “How do we honor our policy and get to a situation we can stand on but allow a 
solution to support a child?”       

The public context. The responses revealed that the participants were influenced by how 
they thought stakeholders would respond to their decisions. Participant 6 noted: “I am constantly 
thinking about how the city council is going to react.” Participant 9 said: “You earn the trust of 
the community every day. Decisions we make cannot erode that trust.”   

The participants described seeking input from those who were going to be affected by 
their decisions, a process that Participant 13 called “360-degree decision making.” They believed 
that doing so increased decision acceptance while decreasing mistakes. Several participants 
attributed negative stakeholder reactions to decisions to not gathering sufficient input. Participant 
3 recalled misjudging how poorly a seemingly innocuous decision would be received: “We did 
not vet or educate or get feedback from every level of the organization to build understanding. 
The teachers misunderstood our intentions. The miscommunication snowballed. It became a big 
deal.” Participant 4 said: “If you are going to make a good decision, and it is going to affect a lot 
of people, you have to make that decision with the input of a lot of people.”   

As boards of education represent community views, the participants said that they 
sometimes consulted with their boards when facing dilemmas and tried to anticipate how they 
would react to various proposals. The participants said that discretion was required about when 
to consult, because the board might have to serve as an appeals panel in student or employee 
discipline cases. When asked who influenced his decisions, Participant 2 responded, “My team, 
and all the people around me. The principals. And the board. The board forces their will. 
Everything I do I am thinking about what the board is going to think. They are omnipresent.” 

When discussing public context, the participants described satisficing behaviors, seeking 
workable but not necessarily ideal solutions. Participant 1 said: “There isn’t just one right 
answer. You go through a process to come up with the best answer you can.” Participant 2 
commented: “You implement the solution that is the win-win.” Participant 3 noted: “No matter 
what we do somebody isn’t going to like it. There’s the right decision and then there’s the one 
the community may like more or less.” Participant 5 said: 

I wrote a budget plan and delivered it to the board and to a public hearing. The process of 
multiple steps and involving a lot of people gave us a result we could live with. We didn’t 
necessarily like it, but we could live with it. 
Consulting counts. Another theme to emerge was that the participants’ decisions were 

influenced by the opinions of advisors, frequently district leaders and fellow superintendents. 
Participant 6 said: “Surround yourself with good people and listen to them.” Participant 12 said: 
“I value input and I’m ok with disagreement. I tell my folks to not let us fall into a hole that you 
saw.” Participant 5 said: “I try to build a strong cabinet and I tell them, ‘Don’t say yes to me. We 
will get in trouble quickly if you are all yes people.’”   
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The participants said they often consulted with other superintendents who had faced 
similar dilemmas. Participant 5 said: “I have close superintendents that I talk with. I ask them, 
‘So what do you think about this?’ I have one who thinks totally differently than me and thinks 
of things I would have never thought of.” Participant 4 added: “I have a group of superintendent 
mentors I look to. I ask if they have ever experienced it before. I want to know how they handled 
it.”   

 
Decision-Making Processes Used by Superintendents  
 
Two themes surfaced in response to the question about whether superintendents use rational or 
intuitive processes. First, more deliberate (rational) processes were used when time was not a 
limiting factor. Second, participants’ decision making incorporated elements of the rational 
model with superintendents’ experience-based intuition. 

 Context of time as a factor. Responses suggested that the nature of dilemmas 
influenced the decision-making process. Crises involving safety were resolved in a quick, 
autocratic manner with limited input from others. When a quick response was not necessary, 
participants consulted with others using a more deliberate process to clarify the problem and 
identify and analyze possible solutions. Participant 2 said: “I make the decision if it involves 
safety or law. I use participatory management when I need to get input and involve stakeholders 
and I need to hear different perspectives.” Participant 3 described an approach that is used when 
time is not a factor:   

We use a decision-making process. It does two things. One is, hey, what are all the 
issues? Let’s get them out on the table. The other is, we have options. Let’s put them on 
the table and make a decision. Sometimes it is hard to buy into, but when you are finished 
there is a decision.  
Rational intuition. The second theme to emerge was that participants used a blended 

process when facing dilemmas. They described integrating a rational approach and their 
intuition, with neither used at the complete exclusion of the other. Whereas a rational approach 
was used to clarify the problem and analyze solutions, a decision still had to be made about 
which solution to implement. Although participants were informed through dialogue and 
analysis, their intuition considerably affected the choice of which option to implement.  

To illustrate the blending of intuition and methodical processes, the participants described 
times when they felt an unexpected sense of clarity about the best solution for a dilemma that 
was being methodically analyzed. They noted that they were not certain why this phenomenon, 
which happened at unusual times and places, would occur. However, their descriptions suggested 
that intuition manifested itself during times of reflection. They used phrases like “gut feeling,” 
“it hit me,” or “something was nagging” when describing intuition.  

Participant 8 illustrated this theme:  
I tend to take my time and be reflective and talk to people and let the dust settle and then 
see if two weeks from now I feel the same way. When I act quickly I don’t feel as good 
about a decision. One option emerges if I allow the process to take its time. 
Participant 5 noted:  
For me, it’s in the middle of the night or in the shower in the morning. I worry and worry 
and go over something in my mind and then it hits me and I think about it another way. I 
really wish I knew why it happened. If I did I would do it more often.  
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Participant 2 observed:  
I always try to look at it from the approach of, “Is there a win-win?” You are wrestling 
for a win-win and have a mental process going on to come up with a solution. It will hit 
me that we could do that. Maybe it’s divine intervention. I don’t know other than it’s just 
there.  
Participant 9 described an intuitive moment that occurred after thoughtful consideration 

of how to resolve performance concerns affecting two employees: “It hit me driving to work one 
morning [snaps fingers], we need to flip these two folks [have them switch assignments]. I was 
getting ready to dismiss both of them. Now, it works great.”  

Participants with lengthier tenures in their districts related intuition to a compilation of 
learning experiences, believing that they were more intuitive as veteran superintendents. 
Participant 8 said: “I don’t even remember the specifics, but I will get that intuitive feeling when 
something comes up that this has the potential to bite somebody if we don’t handle it a certain 
way. I know it’s from past experiences.” Participants with lengthier tenures believed their 
experiences helped them to anticipate concerns and predict outcomes. Participant 6 noted: “I 
trust my gut. I trust the history. I try to remember where we have been and what the community 
would think is a good decision.” Participant 9 commented: “As long as I have been doing this… 
I can predict. Anytime I do a presentation for our board, I anticipate the questions so that in the 
presentation those questions are answered.” Participant 13 added: “I have years of context, so it 
is hard to ignore that. I have a sense of how the community is going to respond.”    

To summarize, in response to Research Question 1, the participants indicated that their 
decisions were affected by three primary factors. First, they believed that they were supposed to 
safeguard the children’s interests even if doing so created conflict with the adults. Next, their 
decisions were affected by the public context, which caused them to engage others and use 
satisficing behaviors. They were also influenced by the opinions of trusted advisors. In response 
to Research Question 2, the participants described blending a rational approach with their 
intuition, with experience positively affecting their intuition. The extent to which a methodical 
approach was used was dependent on the nature of the dilemma, particularly the amount of time 
available to make a decision. 

 
Discussion 

 
Superintendents face complex dilemmas, including increased accountability, diverse demands 
from students and staff, the explosion of technology, and conflicting views from governing 
boards and communities (Kowalski, McCord, Peterson, Young, & Ellerson, 2010). Complicating 
these challenges is the fact that stakeholders become emotionally invested, lobby for a particular 
outcome, and may express their dissatisfaction. The ability to resolve dilemmas is vital to the 
success of superintendents. This study adds to the understanding of this issue by identifying the 
factors that affect superintendents’ decisions and analyzing the extent to which their decision 
making involves intuitive or rational methods. The results provide guidance for superintendent 
preparation programs and for practicing superintendents.  

This study identified three major factors affecting superintendents’ decisions. First, the 
superintendents exhibited the desire to safeguard the interests of students, a belief system 
referred to as “guiding principles” and “a moral compass.” They believed that they analyzed 
student situations more objectively than adults who were emotionally attached to the situation. 
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Next, the superintendents were influenced by their perceptions about how constituencies would 
react to their decisions. They had to make decisions that met broad organizational goals while 
balancing the perceived needs of constituents with different priorities, which caused them to seek 
pragmatic and generally acceptable solutions to dilemmas. Finally, the public context often 
caused the superintendents to mimic Vroom-Yetton’s (1973) consultation model by seeking 
advice from district officials, community representatives, or other superintendents.     

The second question aimed at understanding the extent of superintendents’ use of a 
rational or intuitive approach. The superintendents in this study blended a rational process with 
their intuition, an approach advocated by Hoyle, Bjork, Collier, and Glass (2005) and Sadler-
Smith and Shefy (2004). They began with a rational approach like that described by Hoy and 
Tarter (2008), in which problems are clarified and potential solutions are vetted. In some cases, 
this process was informal, whereas in others it was rather scripted. Either way, trusted 
consultants shared information, suggested solutions, and provided feedback because the 
superintendents believed this would help them avoid mistakes they might make if they 
approached the dilemma in isolation. However, after reviewing such feedback, the 
superintendents ultimately had to decide which solution to implement, and no matter how 
deliberate and objective the analysis, uncertainty surrounded this act, since there were no 
guarantees of one “right answer.” It was at this point that the superintendents relied on their 
intuition about what would work successfully. This intuition, which the superintendents believed 
was more effective as their tenures increased, created familiarity with the nuances of their 
districts and a savviness about how to proceed, a phenomenon that aligns with Salas et al.’s 
(2010) description of expertise-based intuition. When their experiences were limited, the 
superintendents sought advice from other superintendents, thereby utilizing the intuition of 
others. The superintendents reported that when they allowed time for reflection and introspection 
about alternatives, they often had an unexplained aha moment in which the best solution became 
clear. The superintendents’ intuitive understanding about the chances of acceptance influenced 
which of the rationally developed and objectively analyzed solutions they would implement. 
Therefore, it was not a matter of using either rational decision making or intuition: The 
superintendents blended both, in frequent consultation with advisors, and in ways that aligned 
with dual process theories. 

Several recommendations arise from these findings. Preparation programs should 
emphasize the rational decision making and intuitive practice needed for effective decision 
making. There are several ways to do this, including the use of case studies, debate, reflective 
writing assignments, and clinical internships. Candidates should practice resolving mock 
dilemmas that mimic the complexity, liveliness, and ambiguity of those faced by 
superintendents.  

The rational decision-making model, with its emphasis on objectively creating and 
analyzing solutions, should be utilized as an effective starting point. However, aspiring 
superintendents should also receive training on the role of intuition and understand the inevitable 
influence of their experiences and biases on the decision-making process. Sustained clinical 
internships in which they observe and assist veteran superintendents resolving actual dilemmas 
would be especially helpful. Finally, candidates must master the skills needed to facilitate the 
involvement of others, because this study demonstrated that superintendents found consultation 
to be important when they faced dilemmas.   
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Several recommendations arise for practicing superintendents. First, they should seek to 
understand their own decision making, realizing that there are advantages to blending the rational 
approach with their intuition. The superintendents in this study often attributed bad decisions to 
the failure to adequately involve others in a rational process, and in some cases, the failure to 
effectively utilize their intuition. Allowing time for reflection and gathering stakeholder input are 
helpful strategies for resolving these problems. Next, superintendents need to recognize the 
situational nature of dilemmas, whereby some require a rapid response whereas others demand 
more deliberate, methodical, and reflective action. Finally, this study illustrated that the 
effectiveness of decisions was affected by the involvement of quality advisors. Therefore, 
superintendents need to develop a network of internal and external advisors to provide insight 
and challenge their own thinking. These shared support systems would allow superintendents to 
network, share ideas, and debrief about dilemmas. Finally, superintendents must establish 
community relationships that will help them to understand norms that must be considered and to 
increase the acceptance of their decisions.  

There are several limitations in this study. The small numbers of participants in a 
convenience sample lessens generalizability. The participants were all from a geographic region 
that has experienced similar budget and accountability challenges, which may have affected 
responses. The qualitative results, although informative, would be enhanced by a quantitative 
study capable of randomization and a more robust sample size. Further research should consider 
the impact of additional factors on superintendent decisions, such as (a) gender, (b) length of 
service, (c) district size, (d) presence of the school on academic watch lists, and (e) 
superintendents’ values.  

Effective decision making has always been vital to the success of school superintendents. 
Making the superintendents’ role unique is the critical impact of their decisions as well as the 
ambiguity, risk, and heightened stakeholder sentiments that characterize them. As the demands 
on schools continue to increase, the superintendents’ ability to make effective decisions when 
facing professional dilemmas will continue to be a cornerstone of good leadership.  
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Job Embeddedness May Hold the Key to the Retention of Novice Talent in 

Schools 
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Abstract 
 

Teacher retention has been studied for decades, yet it has recently assumed renewed significance 
due to current teacher shortages. This study was designed to determine whether teachers’ job 
embeddedness (JE) is related to turnover. JE is found in organizational literature (Mitchell, 
Holtom, Lee, Sablynski, & Erez, 2001) and has been a robust predictor of retention across 
diverse groups of employees (Mallol, Holtom, & Lee, 2007) as well as among various countries 
and cultures (Lee, Burch, & Mitchell, 2014).  

For this study, we surveyed over 143 teachers with less than five years of experience in 
three school districts in Central California, and we identified a correlation between retention 
and embeddedness through the use of multivariate analysis of variance. The results indicate that 
JE is indeed related to novice teacher retention.  
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Large numbers of novice teachers leave education or their original school site at alarming rates. 
The highest rate of teacher attrition occurs in the first three years of teaching in the United States 
(Boe, Cook, & Sunderland, 2008). The National Center for Educational Statistics (NCES, 2010) 
reports that nationwide, 12% of new teachers (with one to three years of experience) left the 
profession within two years, and 23% left the profession within five years (NCES, 2015). Of the 
teachers surveyed in 2007 in the United States, another 10% changed schools the following 
school year. The National Center for Educational Statistics also found that certain subject 
areas—such as math, science, and special education—are more difficult to staff (Esch et al., 
2005). Furthermore, this study noted that low-performing schools have higher proportions of 
underprepared and/or novice teachers than their higher-performing counterparts.  

The negative outcomes caused by the high turnover rate among novice teachers in the 
United States (e.g., transition and recruitment costs) seem grave when coupled with the large 
number of retiring veteran teachers (U.S. Department of Labor, 2010) and the anticipated 
increase of K-12 students (NCES, 2014). The Bureau of Labor Statistics (2010) reports that an 
estimated 12% additional teachers will be needed in the K-12 school setting through 2022 across 
the country,2 especially in the southern and western regions. Thus, the retention of novice 
teachers has become an issue of great importance. 

Prior educational research has found that teachers leave education for a variety of 
reasons, including changes in their personal circumstances (Grissmer & Kirby, 1987), 
dissatisfaction with the workplace conditions (Berry, 2008; Billingsly, 1993; Kukla-Acevedo, 
2009; Thibodeaux, Labat, Lee, & Labat, 2015), and dissatisfaction with the students’ behaviors 
(Rochkind, Ott, Immerwahr, Doble, & Johnson, 2007). Other studies help to explain why some 
stay in education. These factors appear to play a key role: site leadership (e.g. Bogler, 2008; 
Brown & Wynn, 2009; Pogodzinksi, Youngs, Frank, & Belman, 2012), effective mentoring 
(Alliance for Excellent Education, 2014; Brill & McCartney, 2008; Dingus, 2008; Kapadia & 
Coca, 2007), helpful professional development (e.g. Eberhard, Reinhardt, & Stottlemeyer, 2000), 
and valued collegial relationships (e.g. Certo & Fox, 2002; Flores & Day, 2006; Warshauer & 
Appleman, 2009).  

Despite the amount of attention given to the problem of teacher retention, understanding 
why novice teachers leave or stay continues to present a vexing challenge that affects any efforts 
to improve retention at the level of the school site, the school district, and the profession itself. 
The present study complements the research cited so far by suggesting another possible strategy 
to understand this issue: examining employee retention outside the field of education. Therefore, 
this study integrates the broader human resource management literature to scrutinize the utility of 
the concept of job embeddedness (JE). This construct focuses on organizational attachment 
factors that may keep employees in their position.  

We first discuss below existing literature on the loss of human capital in education as 
well as the reasons some teachers leave or stay. Next, we review the JE construct and its use to 
study teacher turnover.  

 
  

																																																								
2 See http://www.bls.gov/ooh/education-training-and-library/kindergarten-and-
elementary-school-teachers.htm#tab-6. 
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Teacher Turnover and the Loss of Human Capital 
 

Compelling evidence shows that teacher turnover depletes fiscal and human resources. The 
expenses accrued from teacher attrition are substantial, although with some variation among 
districts and states. Estimates of turnover costs per teacher range from $10,000 to $18,300. In 
2007 The National Commission on Teaching and America’s Future (NCTAF) estimated the total 
annual costs of district turnover costs to be $7.2 billion (National Commission on Teaching and 
America’s Future, 2007), whereas a more recent study in 2014 found the annual costs to be $2.2 
billion.3   

The school site costs associated with the voluntary turnover and migration of teachers 
certainly pose numerous problems in education (Barnes, Crowe, & Schaefer, 2007; NCTAF, 
2010; Shockley, Guglielmino, & Watlington, 2006). It is known that turnover costs reduce 
human and fiscal resources for site- and district-level administrators, further taxing an already 
overburdened system (Texas Center for Educational Research, 2000). Sites disburse fiscal and 
human resources each time a new teacher is added on staff, which is particularly problematic for 
urban public schools that each year lose 20% of their teachers.  

Teacher turnover is further exacerbated by the emphasis on narrowing student learning 
gaps by ensuring the retention of high-performing teachers. Researchers such as Darling-
Hammond (2000) have stated that well-prepared teachers can be a stronger influence on student 
achievement than a student’s background. However, the achievement gaps between the highest 
and lowest performing students persist (Haycock, 2001), and one factor may indeed be a 
teaching quality gap (Useem, Offenberg, & Farley, 2007) aggravated by a yearly influx of novice 
teachers. As Haycock (1998) notes, turnover in some schools, particularly urban schools, 
contributes to such inequity.  

Based on the negative effects of turnover, heightened concerns about employee retention, 
and the loss of human capital due in part to the retirement of baby boomers, in the next section 
we discuss additional reasons for which some employees stay and others leave (Van Dyk, 2012). 

  
Predictors of Turnover 
 
A strong predictor of student performance is teacher quality (Darling-Hammond, 2000; Rockoff, 
2004). Schools with students with the highest need appear to endure the greatest teacher attrition 
(Boyd, Grossman, Lankford, Loeb, & Wyckoff, 2008). This problem has become more 
pronounced since 1994 (NCTAF, 2010), particularly for novice teachers. Researchers have 
primarily focused on the demographic characteristics of teachers who exit the field as well as on 
relevant predictive characteristics of the schools they work in and the students they work with. 

Billingsly (1993) found that one of the most common problems is an inaccurate view of 
teacher responsibilities, that is, a disconnection between perceived and actual teacher duties. 
Additional research has found that teachers who are the least experienced (Boe et al., 2008; 
Guarino, Santibañez, & Daley, 2006) as well as the most academically able (based on college 
entrance scores) leave the profession at higher rates (Billingsley, 1993; Feng, 2005; Murnane et 
al., 1991). Murnane et al. (1991) and Borman and Dowling (2008) list the following 

																																																								
3 See https://all4ed.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/07/PathToEquity.pdf.  
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demographic characteristics of novice teachers who leave education: They are predominately 
young, female, and Caucasian secondary teachers without graduate degrees who teach in 
specialized areas such as special education, math, or science. Men over 35 years of age who 
work in secondary schools and previously worked in another industry also leave education at 
relatively higher rates (Eberhard et al., 2000).  

School site conditions in urban schools, private schools, and schools with high rates of 
disciplinary problems and large numbers of English language learners have also been identified 
as factors that facilitate novice teacher turnover (Feng, 2005; Ingersoll, 2001; Loeb, Darling-
Hammond, & Luczak, 2005; Rochkind et al., 2007). Schools with fewer resources, lower teacher 
salaries (Kelly, 2004), or lower spending on instructional materials also have higher attrition 
rates (Borman & Dowling, 2008). Lack of professional development opportunities, as well as 
high-stakes accountability systems were also found to increase turnover (Sims, 2016). Rochkind 
et al. (2007) reported that teachers complained of insufficient training to work with students with 
diverse needs and behavioral problems. In California, large class sizes and diverse student needs 
are related to turnover (Loeb et al., 2005). Ingersoll (2001) identified excessive demands on new 
teachers as contributors to attrition, as are unstable organizational conditions. Salary complaints 
are rarely cited as the only reason for leaving (Certo & Fox, 2002).  

A recent study by Redman (2015) on self-efficacy and retention examined the desire of 
novice teachers to make an impact in the profession. Some novice teachers, the author notes, 
outlined concerns such as: inconsistent mentoring experiences, inadequate professional 
development, and overwhelming feelings of inadequacy in relationship to teaching standards and 
expectations. Although these novice teachers denied that any of these issues led to their exit from 
the field, environmental factors creating anxiety and stress may be found as reasons. 

Studies have looked at the influence of school administrators (Boyd et al., 2008), school 
characteristics (Boyd, Lankford, Loeb, and Wyckoff, 2005), student achievement (Boyd et al., 
2008), and a combination of factors such as characteristics of the students, classrooms, school 
sites, and school administrations (Borman & Dowling, 2008; Feng, 2005; Ingersoll, 2001; Loeb 
et al., 2005). Students’ race, economic status, language, and ethnic make-up have additionally 
been found to influence novice teachers’ turnover (Loeb et al., 2005). Although some of these 
factors are outside the control of the school districts, other findings suggest how novice teacher 
turnover could be curbed. Turnover may be slowed by providing: increased professional 
development (Rochkind et al., 2007), expanding resources and personalized support (Glennie, 
Mason, & Edmunds, 2016), and higher salaries for teachers (Hughes, 2012; Ingersoll, 2001; 
Kelly, 2004). However, economic and budget restraints limit the viability of some of these 
solutions.  

Despite these important insights, the education literature has not fully examined the 
relevant literature on retention from the human resource management field. Next, we will discuss 
the JE construct, which has demonstrated validity in the broader management literature.  

 
A Theoretical Framework: Why Some Stay 
 

The literature on voluntary turnover is grounded in the work of March and Simon (1958), 
which posits that turnover is related to the availability of other jobs. Mobley (1977) studied job 
satisfaction in relation to employee retention. In 2001, Mitchell and colleagues introduced JE as 
a concept describing a combination of attachment factors that offer an alternative explanation of 
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employee retention (Mitchell, Holtom, Lee, Sablynski, & Erez, 2001). JE consists of the degree 
to which employees are integrated into the organization and the community where they work. 
Research suggests that turnover is lower when JE is relatively high (Mitchell, Holtom, & Lee, 
2001; Yao, Lee, Mitchell, Burton, & Sablynski, 2003). JE has been named also “the theory of 
staying” (Holtom & Inderrieden, 2006).  

JE is a collection of six dimensions related to one’s integration in an organization to be 
found in and out of the organization itself (Figure 1). They are referred to as links, fit, and sacrifice, 
related to the organization or the community, respectively (Mitchell et al., 2001b). JE is the product 
of these elements.  

 
 

Figure 1. Elements of Job Embeddedness 
 
The JE elements of fit, links, and sacrifice explain the attachments to work (Mitchell et 

al., 2001a, 2001b). Fit is described as the perception of shared values and goals within the 
organization. An employee who experiences a greater fit with an organization also experiences a 
stronger bond (Mitchell et al., 2001a). If the employees’ goals, values, and future plans are 
aligned with the organization’s, the employees’ intention to remain is very high. 

The links dimension of the model differs from fit in that associations are related to the 
employee and the organization and may be formal or informal. Linked employees experience 
connections through formal or informal means. Work links are work-related teams or co-worker 
relationships; out-of-work links include hobbies and church or community organizations the 
employee is involved with (Mitchell et al., 2001a, 2001b).  

The dimension of sacrifice is the perception of psychological or financial stress that one 
would experience from leaving the institution. When an employee leaves an organization, bonds 
are broken. The employees may be forced to leave friends, uproot their families, or change their 
children’s schools. These on- and off-the-job connections create a perceived sacrifice for the 
employee, thus a difficult psychological break from the organization.  

JE reflects the “totality of embedding forces that keep a person on a job rather than on the 
negative attitudes that prompt the person to leave the job” (Mitchell et al., 2001, p. 1109). 
Studies have found that the more connected employee are at work and in the immediate 
community, the more difficult it is for them to depart (Hom, Mitchell, Lee, & Griffeth, 2012). 
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Further studies discovered that employees with higher levels of embeddedness found other job 
options less desirable (Swider, Boswell, & Zimmerman, 2011). 

JE is shown to be a robust predictor of retention among a multitude of professions and 
diverse groups of employees, such as law enforcement and military officers; informational 
technology workers; hospital, retail, and bank employees; and collegiate coaches (Mallol, 
Holtom, & Lee, 2007; Ramesh & Gelfand, 2010). Results from a meta-analytic review of job 
embeddedness in 65 studies on JE uncovered that the link between JE and turnover is stronger in 
females (Jiang, Liu, McKay, Lee, & Mitchell, 2012). 

If applied to the education field, the JE construct may provide an innovative approach to 
explaining why novice teachers leave, and it may also suggest the changes necessary to bolster 
the intention to stay. This study examines the question: How does JE predict novice teacher 
retention? 

 
Method 

 
The purpose of this study was to evaluate the effectiveness of JE as a predictor of novice teacher 
retention in the K-12 public school setting. This study examined the relationship between teacher 
attrition and JE by building on prior research in organizational management. We sent surveys to 
two groups of potential respondents: current and former novice K-12 teachers in three Central 
California school districts. Two of the districts surveyed are located in rural, agricultural areas, 
and one in a suburban region in Central California. We identified teachers with fewer than five 
years of teaching experience who were hired between 2006 and 2010 and sent surveys to 500 
currently employed K-12 teachers who had been working for their district for less than 5 years. 
A total of 128 usable surveys were returned (26% return rate). Surveys were also sent to an 
additional 100 novice teachers who had voluntarily left one of these three districts during that 
same period. Of these, 15 usable surveys were returned, resulting in a 15% return rate.  
 
Instrumentation  
 
JE is “a broad constellation of influences on employee retention” (Mitchell et al., 2001b, p. 
1104). Mitchell et al. (2001a) developed a 42-item survey in Likert-type, fill-in-the-blank, and 
yes/no format to measure the different facets of JE. Survey items focus on the respondents’ fit 
into the organization’s culture, their linkages to coworkers and members of the community, and 
the sacrifices they would make if they left. Total scores indicate the degree of JE, which is 
calculated by computing the mean of the six aspects of the overall construct (Mitchell et al., 
2001a).  

Each district’s Human Resources provided two lists of novice teachers (Stayers and 
Leavers). Each of the novice teachers was sent a copy of the embeddedness survey (see 
Appendix A) with items adjusted to the past tense to accommodate the Leavers. Each of the 
teachers in both groups was contacted multiple times with the incentive of a gift card provided 
by lottery to one of the participants in each group.  

In order to answer the research question regarding job embeddedness and novice teacher 
retention, we developed composite variables by clustering Likert responses (Walkey, 1997), as 
shown in Figure 2. The four composite variables shown in Figure 3 were: Organizational Fit 
(OrgFit), Community Fit (ComFit), Organizational Sacrifice (OrgSac), and Community Sacrifice 
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(ComSac). Although the original research by Mitchell et al. (2001a) focused on all six 
dimensions that were used to develop the initial instrument, subsequent research has focused on 
two of the major dimensions, organizational and community embeddedness (Lee, Burch, & 
Mitchell, 2014). 

We conducted a multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) to determine whether JE 
sub-scores would distinguish between Stayers and Leavers, and we calculated descriptive 
statistics and frequency distributions for the responses obtained. The internal consistency of the 
data was determined by Cronbach’s alpha. Moreover, we evaluated embeddedness differences 
between those who remained and those who left and added three items regarding the 
respondents’ intention to leave their schools within a year. 

We added several demographic variables, including the respondent’s grade level 
assignment, whether the classroom teacher was in general or special education, and whether the 
school was a Title 1 institution or not. A general schoolwide descriptor of academic performance 
was also included.  

 
 

 
 
Figure 2. Dimensions of Job Embeddedness for Novice Teachers 
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Figure 3. Novice Teacher Job Embeddedness 
 

 
Results 

 
Based on years of research in organizational management, JE may help explain why some 
individuals remain in their organization rather than leaving for other positions. Due to the high 
attrition and mobility rate for novice teachers, this study asked whether JE can help predict 
novice teacher retention. Our hypothesis was that JE would be significantly higher for Stayers 
than for Leavers. 
 

Descriptive Statistics 
 

Survey data were collected from 143 participants who had been employed in three different 
districts for less than five years. Fifteen participants (n = 15; 15% of Leavers) were previously 
employed novice teachers, and 128 participants (n = 128; 26% of Stayers) were employed at the 
time of the study. Participants referred to as Stayers were currently employed teachers. Of these, 
67% were females under 30 years of age. Of the Stayers, 57% had taught for four years, and 58% 
taught at the elementary school level. Forty-one percent of the sample worked in a rural district, 
and 43% of respondents worked in rural Title 1 schools. Similar to the Stayers, 67% of Leavers 
were females, but 60% of them were between the ages of 31 and 50. Seventy-four percent had 
taught for four years: 53% as K-6 teachers and 47% as 7th–12th grade teachers. General 
education teachers made up 73% of the sample and a large number worked in non–Title 1 
schools (67%), whereas 60% of Leavers were from rural schools. 
 

Analysis 
 

Alpha reliability values were determined for each of the subcategories in the instrument and for 
the instrument as a total. Alpha reliability values for the subdimensions of Job Embeddedness are 
as follows: OrgFit, 〈 = .865; ComFit, 〈 = .795; OrgSac, 〈 = .811; and ComSac, 〈 = .726. For the 
instrument as a whole, 〈 = .697.   

A	composite	variable	was	created	for	
Job	Embeddedness	by	totaling	the	4	
subdimensions,	which	are	comprised	
of	Likert-type	responses.	

OrgFit	(10	items):	 	=	.865	

ComFit	(5	items):			=	.795	

OrgSac	(10	items):		=	.811	

ComSac	(5	items):		=	.726	

										
Total		=	.697	
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We analyzed the relationships among the four sub-tests and ran correlations among all 
four dimensions. The results are reported in Appendix C. The relationship between Community 
Fit and Organizational Fit is statistically significant but modest (p = .05), as is the relationship 
between Community Sacrifice and Community Fit (p = .01). The most robust correlation is 
between the Organizational Fit and Organizational Sacrifice dimensions (p = .01). The 
correlation values suggest that the items associated with each subcategory measure different 
characteristics. 

Our hypothesis was that JE would be significantly higher for Stayers than for Leavers. 
We calculated means and standard deviations by sub-scale for responses by Stayers and Leavers 
(Appendix D). The differences between the means for members of the two groups confirm the 
results of the multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA). The MANOVA, which is a 
statistical analysis of multiple factors, evaluated the degree to which the four sub-test scores 
could distinguish between the two groups of novice teachers, Stayers and Leavers.  

The multivariate results indicate that, among new or novice teachers, the four category 
scores were significantly different for Stayers and for Leavers. The four dependent variables 
were treated singularly, as evidenced by the univariate results (Appendix D). The results indicate 
that measures of Organizational Fit, Community Fit, and Community Sacrifice were significantly 
different for Stayers and Leavers, whereas Community Sacrifice results went in the opposite 
direction. Although measures of Organizational Sacrifice were not significantly different for 
Stayers and Leavers, our general hypothesis was supported. 

 
Discussion 

 
When taken as an aggregate, the scores based on the educators’ fit in the organization and 
community and their perception of sacrifice to the organization and community if they departed 
distinguish between those educators who remain and those who leave. Taken individually, all 
factors except Organizational Sacrifice also distinguish between Stayers and Leavers. The lack 
of statistical significance when measuring the difference between Stayers and Leavers in 
relationship to Organizational Sacrifice may be due to the fact that all of the teachers had been 
employed in the districts for less than five years. Other studies on JE did not focus on employees 
new in an organization or profession. Univariate analyses indicate that three of the four 
subdimensions of JE are significantly different for Stayers and Leavers. There is reason to have 
confidence in these results because measures of internal consistency reliability are high. 

Although an analysis of each of the dimensions of the JE model in relationship to novice 
teacher retention is interesting to contemplate, it is the totality of the dimensions that defines this 
turnover model. The JE model as applied to this study represents the employees’ entanglement 
within the overall school and/or district. 

The results indicate that the degree to which teachers are connected to their schools and 
communities explain a substantial amount of the difference between teachers who remain in their 
position and those who leave. The findings indicate that JE is related to novice teacher retention; 
specifically, JE is negatively related to educators’ intentions to leave.  
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Implications for Practice 
 
In a recent study, teacher attrition and mobility data showed that 7% of novice teachers surveyed 
left the profession and another 13% moved to another school (Goldring, Taie, & Riddles, 2014). 
Research points to a higher rate of departure for teachers with fewer than five years of 
experience (NCES, 2010). The National Commission on Teaching and America’s Future claims 
that teacher turnover may cost more than $7.3 billion per year (NCTAF, 2007).  

Due to the high costs of attrition and mobility it is imperative to understand how to retain 
novice teachers at a higher rate. This study has shown that JE is related to novice teacher 
retention; therefore, efforts to improve embeddedness may pay dividends in higher rates of 
retention. By applying the JE model to education, leader practitioners can review the links, fit, 
and sacrifice model to retain more teachers. Beneficial strategies include the use of (a) 
professional learning teams, (b) mentoring structures, (c) site-based management with collegial 
interactions, and (d) teacher/administrator collaboration and shared decision making (Bogler, 
2008; Brown & Wynn, 2009; Hughes, 2012; Huling, Resta & Yeargain, 2012; Ingersoll & 
Strong, 2011; Inmann & Marlow, 2004; Kapadia & Coca, 2007; Kraft, Marinell, & Shen-Wei 
Yee, 2016).  

The implementation of the above-stated processes or structures can help develop the 
webs of connectivity found in the JE model. Relationships at the school or organization and the 
desire to avoid the sacrifice of departure have been shown to be important facets of JE. 
Respondents have shown similar results in the area of Community Fit. When individuals are 
connected to the local community through projects, partnerships, and focused interactions, a 
sense of belonging is forged that contributes to the decision to stay. School administrators can 
and should help to develop these associations in a deliberate and thoughtful manner.              

The development of processes to address connectivity on campus is one area in which 
school site administrators can strengthen retention strategies. Another area of focus may be the 
new generation of employees: the millennials. Millennial teachers flood the market as baby 
boomers retire at high numbers. Studies on the generational work attitudes of the millennials 
reveal that when younger employees feel connected or well integrated within their work 
environment they are more likely to enjoy their work (Westerman & Yamamura, 2007). Harris, 
Wheeler, and Kacmar (2011) found that the interaction between leadership and employee may 
predict organizational embeddedness.  Other research has concluded that autonomy and 
participation increased in institutions where new teachers were part of a learning system, where 
input was sought regarding decisions affecting student achievement, and where teachers were 
made to feel a part of the school leadership (Weis, 1999). Further research points toward the 
ability of the new generation of workers to comfortably communicate with supervisors and work 
well in teams (Myers & Sadaghiana, 2010). School site administrators can encourage the 
development of such bonds by developing structures that may appeal to the multiple generations 
currently in the work force. Through (a) work teams, (b) collaborative decision making, (c) the 
creation of a family atmosphere, and (d) the engagement of staff in extra-curricular activities, 
leaders can help create the webs of interconnectivity that lead to increased opportunities for 
embeddedness to develop. 
 By understanding the factors that lead to the retention of novice teachers, and millennials 
in particular, administrators can create the conditions that lead to interconnectivity and 
collaboration, modeling an environment that would be difficult, if not painful, to leave. 
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Limitations 
 
This study provides empirical support for the use of the JE framework for predicting retention in 
novice teachers. The limitations of this research point to a low return rate, which suggests that 
when surveying younger generations, an alternative method of contact might be more fruitful. 
Web surveys have become common and provide an alternative, or a supplement, to conventional 
mail (Cook, Heath & Thompson, 2000; Kaplowitz, Hadlock, & Levine, 2004). Failure to receive 
an adequate number of surveys can limit the usefulness of a study. Providing a greater incentive 
for participants could help increase the number of respondents (Zúñiga, 2004).  

March and Simon (1958) have argued that voluntary turnover is influenced by labor 
market conditions. The 2007 economic crisis in the United States and its impact on employment 
opportunities may be an additional limitation that likely had an effect on this study. Turnover 
rates are likely affected by high rates of unemployment. According to the Job Openings and 
Labor Turnover Survey, the recent recession ended in June 2009; however, there are still six 
unemployed persons for every job opening, and fewer employees are quitting their positions due 
to job scarcity (U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2011). The results of this 
study may not be generalizable for these reasons.  

One last limitation to consider is that the specific forces that connect an individual to a 
job vary and are not always possible to predict: “We do not yet know what the key forces are in a 
given setting, organization, industry, or profession” (Lee et al., 2014, p. 202). Although 
quantitative research can provide reliable measurements of the phenomenon under scrutiny, a 
mixed-methods study may have provided additional data on novice teacher retention decisions in 
the area of Community Sacrifice, for example. Employers may seek to understand their 
employees’ needs and consider that the ties that bind each employee may not be linear and may 
differ based on life stage. 

 
Summary 

 
This study began with a question: Can job embeddedness help to predict novice teacher 
retention? The findings support the use of JE to explain turnover in K-12 education. Although 
the sample size was limited, the results of this study may help practitioners make thoughtful and 
strategic decisions to improve retention. This body of research will give insight to scholars and 
leaders that continue to look for new means to retain the important resource of human capital. As 
districts continue to hire thousands of new teachers in the years to come, JE with its web of 
connections can be fostered to increase novice teacher retention rates. 
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APPENDIX A: DEPENDENT VARIABLE COMPOSITE 

Organizational Fit (OrgFit) 
1.  I like the members of my work group. 
2. My coworkers are similar to me. 
3. My job utilizes my skills and talents well. 
4. I feel like I am a good match for this organization. 
5. My values are compatible with the organization's values. 
6. I can reach my professional goals working for this organization. 
7. I feel good about my professional growth and development. 
8. I fit with the organization’s culture. 
9. I like the authority and responsibility I have at this organization. 
10. If I stay with this organization, I will be able to achieve most of my goals. 

Community Fit (ComFit) 
1. I really love the place where I live. 
2. The weather where I live is suitable for me. 
3. This community is a good match for me.  
4. I think of the community where I live as home. 
5. The area where I live offers the leisure activities that I like. (sports, outdoors, cultural, arts) 

Organizational Sacrifice (OrgSac) 
1. I have a lot of freedom on this job to decide how to pursue my goals. 
2. The perks on this job are good (e.g., free checking account). 
3. I feel that people at work respect me a great deal. 
4. I would sacrifice a lot if I left this job. 
5. My promotional opportunities are excellent here. 
6. I am well compensated for my level of performance. 
7. The benefits are good on this job. 
8. The health-care benefits provided by this organization are excellent. 
9. The retirement benefits provided by this organization are excellent. 
10. I believe the prospects for continuing employment with this organization are excellent. 

Community Sacrifice (ComSac) 
1. Leaving this community would be very hard. 
2. People respect me a lot in my community. 
3. My neighborhood is safe. 
4. If I were to leave the community, I would miss my non-work friends. 
5. If I were to leave the community, I would miss my neighborhood. 
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APPENDIX B: 

Means and Standard Deviations for OrgFit, ComFit, OrgSac, and ComSac for Stayers and 
Leavers 
   Stayers   Leavers  Total 
DV   M SD  M SD  M SD  
OrgFit   44 5.1  39 8.0  44 5.6 
ComFit  22 3  18 5.6  21 3.5 
OrgSac   39 5.6  38 7  39 5.8 
ComSac  21 3.2  68 18  26 15.8 
 

APPENDIX C: 
 

Correlation Between 4 Dimensions of Job Embeddedness 
Variable   OrgFit  ComFit OrgSac  ComSac 
OrgFit    1 
ComFit   .180*  1 
OrgSac    .669**  .197*  1 
ComSac   -.130  -.221** .085  1 
Note. * Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed); ** Correlation is significant 
at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).  

APPENDIX D: 
Summary of Univariate Results for Job Embeddedness in Relationship to Stayers and Leavers 

Source SS df MS F p 

OrgFit 328.224 1 328.224 11.162 .001 

Error 4146.238 141 29.406   

ComFit 148.300 1 148.300 13.083 .000 

Error 1598.330 141 11.336   

OrgSac 26.140  1 26.140 .780 .379 

Error 4724.517 141 33.507   

ComSac 29877.280 1 29877.280 726.510 .000 

Error 5798.538 141 41.124   
Note. SS = sum of squares; MS = mean squares. 
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Section Two:  Leadership Development 
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An Examination of K-5 Principal Time and Tasks to Improve  

Leadership Practice 

Carol Van Vooren  
California State University, San Marcos 

 
 

Abstract 
This study highlights the high rates of attrition among school leaders that result from increased 
demands on school principals. This article reports on a unique university and school district  
partnership that worked together in action-based, community-engaged research to address the 
time allocation and tasks in the daily life of principals. The findings highlight the complex and 
changing roles in the daily work of school principals. Moreover, this study serves as a model for 
community engagement and exemplifies how universities and districts can work together to 
improve school leadership. 
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Need for the Study4 
 
Several principals in a school district near a state university with a large education college felt 
overwhelmed with the quantity of work derived not only from their own schedules, but also from 
the expectations of the district, parents, and faculty. In this school district, one principal 
approached the superintendent asking for help. This superintendent turned to the university and 
asked to build a partnership with a school faculty member and candidates in the university’s 
Educational Administration cohort to collect information through action-based, community-
engaged research. This partnership was not the first of its kind, but it was the first for this class 
of administrative credential students. They were excited to be exposed to the methodology of 
research, to practice the work needed for Institutional Review Board approval, and to have the 
chance to discuss this topic with acting principals in the field. This project would satisfy a one-
unit field study course for these 11 graduate students.  

The superintendent was aware of the great challenge for districts to attract and retain 
effective school leaders. In a district such as this one with many Title I schools, Quinn (2002) 
indicates there is a high-turnover rate of principals who are facing the additional challenges of 
students in poverty. The MetLife (2013) nationwide survey of school principals found that 75% 
of principals believed the job had become too complex. Job satisfaction among principals has 
decreased 12% since 2008, from 68% to 59%. This issue may be due to the increased 
accountability demands placed on schools, the costly needs of special populations, and the 
concept that the principal’s main job is to be the school’s instructional leader (Pounder, Galvin, 
& Shepherd, 2003; Winter & Morgenthal, 2002). Moreover, longevity among principals is 
diminishing. Studies in various states and districts indicate that annual principal turnover rates 
are in the range of 12–30% (Battle & Gruber, 2010; Béteille, Kalogrides, & Loeb, 2011; Dhuey 
& Smith, 2011; Gates, Ringel, Santibanez, Guarino, & Brown, 2006). Of the principals who 
leave the principalship, 62% do so for reasons other than retirement (Battle & Gruber, 2010).  

These statistics show a lack of tenure for principals; in this study, the heartfelt cry of the 
local principal to the superintendent created an urgency to collect data on what principals are 
engaged in during their workday. This information could lead to further discussion pertaining to 
the question, What tasks and timelines do K-5 principals in a North County School District 
(NCSD)5 engage in during work? These answers might help district leaders to form decisions 
and policies regarding principal schedules, pressures, and staffing to support the time-challenged 
principals.  

 
  

																																																								
4	Thank you to the candidates in the Master of Arts in Educational Administration program who 
contributed to this research: Kari Auerbach, Emily Chamow, Jed Clark, Dianne Cox, Gabriel  
Ginez, Amy Glancy, April Jacoby, Solomon Katz, Alexa Scheidler, Shehan Sirimanne, and 
Amanda Tsoi. 
5	This	is	a	pseudonym.	
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Literature Review 
 

The Changing Role of Principals 
 
The role of the principal has been evolving over the years. The concept of the principal as a 
building manager has given way to a model in which the principal is an aspirational leader, a 
team builder, a coach, and an agent of visionary change (Alvoid & Black, 2014). There have 
been increasing layers of responsibilities for principals (Cooley & Shen, 2003). Wells (2013, p. 
335) observes:  

Across America, principals are charged with leading schools with diminished resources, 
increased expectations for student achievement, changing demographics, and increased 
accountability and connectivity, often referred to as “24/7” access from central office 
personnel, parents, students and school board members.  
Clearly, the role of the principal continues to expand and new responsibilities are added; 

however, few are deleted (Walker, 2009). Whereas principals with a staff of several assistant 
principals can often assign instructional leadership to a colleague, elementary principals do not 
have the same luxury (Sherman & Crum, 2007). How can K-5 (elementary school) principals 
effectively balance all the demands? Have the expectations concerning tasks and timelines 
changed in accordance with those changing roles?  

“Superhero principals,” defined as preternaturally driven leaders who buck bureaucracies, 
work around the clock, and circumvent endless barriers to create oases of high performance in 
the midst of dysfunctional systems have become something of a motif in our national education 
narrative (Ikemoto, Taliaferro, Fenton, & Davis, 2014). Though commendable, is it realistic to 
have this superhero expectation for all administrators? 

In light of changing expectations, it is important for districts to reevaluate how principals 
spend their time and prioritize the roles they must fill on a daily basis. The increase in the 
principals’ responsibilities and the incongruence between what instructional leaders want to do 
and what they have time to do may create serious consequences for school leaders (Walker, 
2009). 

 
	Time Management  
 
 It is important to reflect on how principals manage the various job-related tasks and demands 
placed upon them. Research outside education suggests that effective time management skills 
may help principals meet job demands, reduce job stress, and improve performance (Grissom, 
Loeb, & Mitani, 2013). 

Principals have noted that they were spending an increasing amount of time on 
managerial tasks as opposed to instructional leadership tasks (Shen & Crawford, 2003). For the 
majority of principals, employee supervision and office work were the two management areas 
that continued to garner the most time. The time spent performing these tasks reduces the amount 
of time principals can spend on teacher development, student achievement, and school culture 
(Walker, 2009).  
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Support 
 
With regard to time management, experience may help. Research shows that time spent on 
administrative tasks decreases by roughly 13% as principals gain more experience (Horng, 
Klasik, & Loeb, 2010). This may be due to the fact that principals with longer tenure in the same 
schools appear to delegate more (Grissom, Loeb, & Hajime, 2013). This information indicates 
that principals require supports from all levels including parent leaders, administrative assistants, 
assistant principals, resource teachers, school leaders, and district leaders. Newer principals have 
reported that sometimes they do not feel adequately supported in their roles by their school 
districts (Alvoid, 2014). Support from superintendents is important for all principals, but it is 
especially important for principals who have less experience in their current school districts 
(Chang, Leach, & Anderman, 2015).  
 
Professional Development 
 
Building leadership capacity in others requires effort, unique insight, and explicit skills. Specific 
training and support systems can allow principals to perform more effectively. It is important for 
districts to develop systems and policies that will give principals the authority and support that 
they need to appropriately train their staff, and that will also provide principals with ongoing 
opportunities for feedback and development (Wells, 2013). 

Slater (2008) discusses the importance of training principals in the methods of building 
capacity, which require the principal to share leadership with others. School reform may be 
achieved and sustained more effectively when improvement is not dependent on one person but 
is a shared responsibility among staff, students, and parents.  

 
Technology to Assist Principal Time Schedules 
 
The Northwestern University School of Education has developed electronic applications that 
capture the activities and allocation of time across workdays. One such tool, the Principal 
Experience Sampling Method, instructs principals to use handheld computers to report the 
activities they are performing any time the device beeps during the day. Another web-based tool 
called The End of the Day Log captures how school leaders allocate their time across nine 
leadership domains: building operations, finances, community or parent relations, school district 
functions, student affairs, personnel issues, planning/setting goals, instructional leadership, and 
professional growth. Using a calendar interface, school leaders report how much time they spent 
on each domain during each hour of the school day (Northwestern University, 2017). This tool 
helps leaders to be aware of their actions and to better allocate their time. Often, principals are 
not able to pinpoint what they have done when they sit down and reflect at the end of the day. 
With the vast array of activities, interruptions, and outside influences they experience at work, 
many principals may see their day as a blur.  
 
Principal Activities  
 
Camburn et al. (2014) conceived of principal leadership practice as a series of actions taken by 
principals to influence people, processes, and organizational structures. According to these 



 
 
Educational Leadership Administration: Teaching and Program Development 
March 2018; Vol.29: Issue 1 

49	

scholars, principals exercise influence through nine domains of responsibility: (a) building 
operations, (b) finances, (c) community or parent relations, (d) school district functions, (e) 
student affairs, (f) personnel issues, (g) planning and setting goals, (h) instructional leadership, 
and (i) professional growth. Further, they	organized the domains into five broad areas: school 
management, instructional leadership, planning and setting goals, boundary spanning, and 
personal development (Camburn et al., 2014). 

Grissom, Loeb, and Master (2013) found that principals spent an average of 12.7% of 
their time on instruction-related activities. Brief classroom walkthroughs were the most common 
activity, accounting for 5.4% of principals’ time use; formally evaluating teachers accounted for 
1.8% of principals’ time; informally coaching teachers to improve their instruction occupied 
0.5% of their time; and 2.1% of their time was spent developing the educational program and 
evaluating the school curriculum.  

Marshall (2008, p. 18) indicates that principals perform many different roles, namely:  
● Mission: Giving staff members and students a clear sense of direction. 	
● Climate: Making the school a safe place that runs smoothly. 	
● Alignment: Meshing curriculum and assessments with state standards. 	
● Resources: Getting teachers the tools they need to be effective. 	
● Instruction: Nurturing the best possible teaching in every classroom. 	
● Hiring: Using every vacancy to bring in excellent teachers.	
● Interim assessments: Using data to continuously improve teaching.	
● Collaboration: Fostering constant sharing of ideas and resources. 	
● Results: Keeping supervision, professional development, and teams focused on 

outcomes. 	
● Parents: Maximizing family support of students’ education.	

Because there is no consensus about the roles and responsibilities of the principal, school 
leaders are often overwhelmed by the possibility of having to do it all. According to Alvoid 
(2014, p. 3), "These changing expectations, coupled with insufficient training and support, have 
led many principals to the conclusion that the job is no longer sustainable.”  

 
Methodology 

 
The study took a multi-phased approach to provide better insight into the demands elementary 
principals face and the way they allocate their time on daily activities in a school district near a 
state university on the West Coast. The district is a suburban, middle-sized K-12 public school 
system. The demographics indicate that 60% of the students are Hispanic, and 25% are English 
learners. In addition, there are many students in poverty in this district, with more than half the 
students qualifying for free and reduced lunch and 10% considered homeless.  

The team of researchers set out to gather qualitative and quantitative information from 18 
K-5 principals currently working in the North County School District. Eleven of the 18 
principals completed the survey. The team organized quantitative survey data by the number of 
hours per week that each principal spent on named tasks and calculated the mean scores. They 
also identified trends in hours spent on certain tasks.  

The graduate student researchers collected qualitative data by shadowing four elementary 
principals during their school workday. The researchers carried clipboards with a research-based 
list of principal tasks, and they put a check mark on the chart every five minutes to indicate the 
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task the principal was engaged in and the time duration. Based on these observations, the team 
developed a frequency chart showing the principals’ activities. 

Additional qualitative data were gathered through interviews with six principals. The 
team analyzed the qualitative data to look for recurring themes in the time allocation and tasks of 
the K-5 principals. It was then analyzed, coded, and triangulated with data derived from the 
survey and from shadowing to determine patterns and themes.   
 
Table 1  
Tools and Analysis Used for Data Collection 
Data Collected n Tools Analysis 

Survey 11 Digital survey with open 
response 

Tally chart, median score 

Shadowing 4 Task check-off sheet Frequency chart, total score 

Interview 6 List of guiding questions Transcriptions and coding 
 

 
Data Collection and Analysis 

 
Survey 

Introduction. In fall 2016, a team of CSUSM researchers sent an online survey to 18 
principals from the North County School District (NCSD) in order to answer the research 
question: What tasks and timelines do K-5 principals in NCSD engage in during work? Eleven 
principals participated in the survey. The resulting data were tallied and analyzed for median 
scores and patterns indicating how the surveyed administrators spent their time during their day-
to-day responsibilities. 

Survey questions. The survey was sent digitally and included 43 tasks that previous 
research had suggested a principal might engage in at work. The principals were asked to 
indicate how many hours per week they spent on specific tasks in the following areas: 
● Administration	
● Organizational management	
● Instructional leadership	
● Program development	
● Internal relations	
● External relations	
● Other	

Survey results. The following data are based on the average number of hours spent on 
each task on the survey. 

The top 10 principal tasks vary from 4.5 hours per week to 8.5 hours per week. The most 
time-consuming task for K-5 principals is meeting special education requirements. 
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Table 2  
Top 10 Time-Consuming Tasks for K-5 Principals 
 
Task Hrs/wk 
Fulfilling special education requirements (e.g. meeting with parents, 
compliance. 8.5 
Developing relationships with students 7.6 
Developing and monitoring a safe school environment 6.8 
Preparing or conducting classroom observations/walk-throughs 6.5 
Managing student services (e.g. records, reporting, activities) 6.3 
Supervising students (e.g. lunch duty) 5.8 
Using data to inform instruction 5.7 
Preparing, implementing, and administering standardized tests 5.4 
Developing an educational program across the school 4.9 
Email, fax, call, or paperwork when topic or recipient is uncertain 4.5 
Note. N = 11. 

 
In the survey, principals reported very high numbers of hours spent on tasks. After 

totaling the estimated hours for each task, weekly work hours for the principals ranged from a 
low of 83.1 to a high of 207.5. The average estimated time that principals indicated they worked 
per week was 163.3 hours—that is, a 32.7-hour workday! This perception was uniformly present. 
If one were to assume a 40-hour work week for the principals, the 163-hour work week 
estimation was more than four times that amount. Overall, there was a sense of massive amounts 
of workload and the pressing need to address a large variety of tasks each day. The survey data 
were culled from personal perception and may present a confounding variable in this study. 

On the other side of the scale, principals spent the least amount of time on the following 
ten items. 
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Table 3  
Ten Least Time-Consuming Tasks for K-5 Principals 
Task Hrs/wk 

Communicating with district for resources 2.3 

Fundraising 2.1 

Engaging in self-improvement 2.1 

Personal time 1.9 

Networking/interacting 1.8 

Counseling staff on interpersonal relations 1.7 

Interacting with staff on non-school topics 1.7 

Working with the local community 1.6 

Planning supplementary programs 1.4 

Counseling out teachers .7 

Teaching students .5 
 
Note. N = 11. The survey data were possibly skewed by respondent #8 who listed either 5, 10, or 
15 hours a week for nearly all 43 tasks except Developing Relationships, for which the 
respondent indicated 30 hours a week. Because of the small number of participants, respondent 
#8 was left in the sample, but a closer look at each item with #8 removed might give additional 
insight.  
 
Shadowing 
 

Introduction. Four principals were shadowed at their school sites for half a day by 
Educational Administration graduate students. The checklist researchers developed for 
shadowing contained the same seven overarching themes and the catch-all category of “other” as 
the survey. The themes were: administration, organizational leadership, instructional leadership, 
program development, internal relations, external relations, and other. Under each theme were 
various subtopics, for a total of 43 observable characteristics. Graduate researchers took a 
clipboard with the list and marked a box every five minutes to indicate the activities that they 
observed the principal doing.  

Observation matrix themes analyzed. Data were analyzed for each of the seven themes. 
Administration. In the area of administration, special education student requirements 

were the most frequently observed tasks (15 times). This confirms the survey results showing 
that tasks associated with special education requirements were the most time-consuming for the 
principals.  
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Organizational leadership. Under the theme of organizational leadership, networking 
with other principals was the most frequently observed task (8 times). However, networking with 
principals was one of the least-demanding tasks indicated on the survey, ranking 36 out of 43 
tasks. 

Instructional leadership. Planning or facilitating professional development was a highly 
observed skill (11 times) in instructional leadership. One principal was clearly involved in 
teacher observation during the shadowing, ant this skill was reported seven times on that 
occasion.  

Program development. Three principals were involved in program development in 
specifically planning after school or summer school programs during the shadowing experience 
(for a total of 20 times). One principal was involved in developing a program across the school 
(7 times). Program development, a category that incorporated several types of programs, was the 
most frequently observed activity of the four principals (see Table 4).  In the principal survey, 
program development was in the top 10 time-consuming tasks, ranking ninth.  

Internal relations. All principals were observed conducting classroom walk-throughs 
during the shadowing (11). Principals engaged in a variety of internal relations during the 
shadowing, being observed in nearly every category. In the survey, developing relationships with 
students was the second highest priority, with an estimated 7.6 hours per week.  

External relations. There were only two total external relationships observed, and both 
were with district offices. This contrasts to the comments made in the interviews, where the time 
spent on district initiatives was perceived to be high. It could be that these interactions were not 
scheduled on the days of the shadowing so that observers could see the activities principals 
engaged in with students, teachers, and around the site.  

Other. Two principals were engaged in emails, calls, or paperwork for a total of 10 
observations. From the interviews, it seems that principals respond to emails and phone calls 
after hours. They also take paperwork home.  

No activity observed. There were tasks that no principals were observed doing. Many of 
these are seasonal or are required only in certain contexts. These are: 

● Student testing	
● Attendance issues	
● Coaching teachers	
● Teaching students	
● Evaluating curriculum	
● Counseling staff	
● Interacting with external community/organizations	
● Communicating on district resources	
● Fundraising	

  



 
 
Educational Leadership Administration: Teaching and Program Development 
March 2018; Vol.29: Issue 1 

54	

Table 4 
Shadowing Summary 

	 A B C D Total 
Administration	         29 

1a	
Managing student Services (e.g., records, 
reporting, activities)       2 2 

1b	 Managing student discipline   5   3 8 

1c	 Supervising students (e.g., lunch duty) 2       2 

1d	
Managing schedules (for the school, not 
personal schedule) 1     1 2 

1e	
Fulfilling compliance requirements and 
paperwork (not including special education)         0 

1f	
Preparing, implementing and administering 
standardized tests         0 

1g	 Managing students attendance-related activities         0 

1h	
Fulfilling special education requirements (e.g., 
meeting with parents, compliance) 5     10 15 

Organizational Management         24 
2a	 Managing budgets, resources     1 3 4 
2b	 Managing non-instructional staff       1 1 
2c	 Maintaining campus facilities 1       1 

2d	
Developing and monitoring a safe school 
environment 1 2     3 

2e	 Dealing with concerns from staff   3 1   4 
2f	 Hiring or dismissal of personnel     1 2 3 
2g	 Interacting or networking with other principals 5     3 8 
2h	 Managing personal, school-related schedule         0 

Instructional Leadership         20 

3b 
Formally evaluating teachers and providing 
instructional feedback 7       7 

3c 
Informally coaching teachers to improve 
instruction or teaching in general         0 

3d 
Planning or facilitating professional 
development for teachers   3 6 2 11 

3e 
Planning or facilitating professional 
development for prospective principals         0 

3f Teaching students (e.g., tutoring, after school)         0 
3g Implementing required professional 1       1 
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development 

3h Using data to inform instruction     1   1 
Program Development         36 

4a 
Utilizing school meetings (e.g., School Site 
Council, committees, staff meetings) 2     1 3 

4b 
Planning or directing supplementary, after-
school, or summer school instruction   1 16 3 20 

4c 
Developing an educational program across the 
school 7     3 10 

4d Evaluating curriculum          0 

4e 
Using assessment results for program 
evaluation and development 1   2   3 

Internal Relations        31 

5a 
Interacting socially with staff about school-
related topics (e.g., “shop talk”)      2   2 

5b 
Interacting socially with staff about non-school-
related topics    2     2 

5c Developing relationships with students   2   3 5 
5d Counseling students and/or parents   2   1 3 

3a 
Preparing or conducting classroom 
observations/walk-throughs 4 1 5 1 11 

5e 
Attending school activities (sports events, 
plays, celebrations)   3     3 

5f Communicating with parents 1 2     3 

5g 
Counseling staff (about conflicts with other 
staff members)         0 

5h 
Informally talking to teachers about students, 
not related to instruction   1   1 2 

External Relations         2 

6a 
Working with local community members or 
organizations         0 

6b 
Utilizing district office meetings or other 
communications initiated by the district office 1   1   2 

6c 
Communicating with district office to obtain 
resources for school (initiated by principal)         0 

6d Fundraising         0 
Other         13 

7a In transition between activities 1 1     2 
7b Email, fax, call, or paperwork   6   4 10 
7c Personal time (e.g. breaks, lunch, personal call)     1   1 
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7d 
Engaging in self-improvement/professional 
development         0 

TOTA
L  40 34 37 44 155 

Note. Four principals (A–D) were observed. A tally mark was made every five minutes to 
document the activity underway. 

 
Summary. Principals were engaged in a variety of activities across all tasks of the job. 

The most activity was seen in the areas of program development and internal relations. The most 
frequent observations were planning programs, planning professional development, and 
planning/conducting classroom walkthroughs.  

 
Interviews 
 

Introduction. Six participants were randomly selected for an interview among 18 K-5 
principals in the North County School District. The interviews included eight prompts, and they 
ranged between seven and 37 minutes. The interviews were recorded and transcribed, and there 
was no identifying information connected to them. The interview questions were:		 

1. What's the best part of your day?  
2. What typically takes up most of your time? 
3. About how many classrooms do you visit each week? 
4. What does a classroom visit, formal or informal, look like to you? 
5. Outside of the contracted school day, how much time do you spend on job-related tasks, 

and what are they? 
6. Tell me about the types of interruptions, positive or negative, you encounter on a day-to-

day basis. 
7. What dictates your time and tasks that you feel you have little control over? 
8. Is there anything else you would like to tell me about your time and tasks at work? 

 
Data and Analysis 

 
Visibility on Campus 
 
Overall, the interviews revealed that the principals were splitting their time between many 
different tasks and roles. When asked about the best part of their day, all participants mentioned 
some form of interaction with students, parents, or teachers. These principals love people, and 
especially students! Principal 4 said: “Because my favorite part of education was teaching, I love 
it when I’m actually interacting with the kids.”	 Visibility on campus before school, during 
recess/lunch, and after school were important, but the principals also prioritized classroom visits, 
as this is where they said they would get the opportunity to see the students learning. All the 
principals indicated that they visited “every classroom, every week” at least with an informal 
drop-in. Two principals shared their system to ensure they would make it into each classroom 
every week. Principal 5 said: “It is important for me to see what’s going on in the classroom. 
That is the most important part of the day: the teaching and the learning.”	 Being visible to 
parents, teachers, and students was something that every principal valued, and they indicated 
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they might spend as much as three hours per day on campus interacting with students at recess, 
lunch, drop-off, and pick-up times.  
 
External Forces 
 
Principals know to expect the unexpected. Principal 2 said: “The positive thing about this job is 
that every day is different.” Visibility and an open-door policy added to the interruptions. 
However, none of the principals spoke of drop-in visits in a negative way, and many noted that 
those visits were helpful in reducing the amount of emails or more formal meetings because of 
the ability to address more quickly the needs of the student, teacher, or parent. 

All principals spoke of the burden of outside forces taking away time. Everything from 
district initiatives to student discipline had to be accommodated, but at the price of doing less in 
instructional leadership or developing internal relationships.  

 
Supportive Teams 
 
All of the principals indicated the benefit of having support and how they split the work between 
themselves and other professionals. Student discipline was not something that all principals 
discussed; however, the three that mentioned it noted that the support staff (counselors, 
psychologists, and community liaisons) made a big difference. Principals who encountered a 
higher number of student behavior issues had larger populations of special needs children, 
including some with emotional and behavior disorders. These students seemed to require 
extensive support from the principals, both in and out of the classroom.  
 
Completing Paperwork 
 
In the interviews, the principals indicated that most of their time was taken with paperwork and 
clerical tasks. This result is in contrast to the surveys, where special education took up most of 
the principals’ time. Many principals found that clerical and managerial tasks prevented them 
from spending the amount of time they would have liked to spend in the classrooms, with 
students and teachers. Principal 3 said: “There’s the instructional leadership part and then there’s 
the managerial piece of it and what I think right now is that the managerial piece takes up most 
of the time.” Principal 6 said” “Paperwork is part of the job and it needs to be done, it just takes a 
lot of your time.” It could be that the special education meetings and reports require significant 
time as well. There is also an indication that there is a significant number of district meetings that 
may or may not be urgent and that, however, principals are required to attend. Principal 5 said: 
“If you are going to pull me out, for whatever, we know it's going to be needed. It's going to be 
necessary. It's going to be meaningful.”	As principals strive to be visible on campus and present 
in the classrooms, off-campus meetings hinder their goals.  
 
Long Workdays 
 
When asked about additional work hours spent outside of the job site, some principals reported 
“limiting” that additional time to two to three hours, sometimes leaving work unfinished. Others 
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reported working five to eight additional hours outside of the contracted day. Some reported 
struggling with delegation and working themselves on tasks that they believed others could do.  
 
Table 5 
Interview Coding and Themes by Participant 
 

#1 #2 #3 #4 #5 #6 Summarized 
Themes 

Love kids 
anytime 

Loves kids Loves kids 
and staff 

Sees kids 
when burned 
out in office 

Loves 
classroom, 
playground, 
preschool 

Loves 
greeting 
students at 
drop-off in 
the AM 

All love 
students 
anywhere, 
anytime 

Special 
education 
behavior is 
time 
consuming 

20% 
special 
education 
and loads 
of Indiv 
Educ Plan 
(IEP) 
meetings 

  Large group 
of emotional-
needs 
children 

 Some have 
populations 
that are more 
demanding 

Poverty, 
homeless, 
language, 
trauma, 
foster care, 
struggling 

Teachers 
have in-
class 
discipline 
strategies 

 Unschedule
d 
interruptions 
constant, 
parents, 
managing 
adult needs 

 Excessive 
paperwork 

All felt 
burdened by 
outside 
forces 

Fewer visits 
because of 
certain 
classrooms 
with 
behavior 
issues 

Visibility at 
recess, 
lunch, and 
classrooms; 
open- door 
policy 

Visits 
classrooms 
looking for 
student 
engagement 

Every room, 
every week 

Class visits 
by tiers, 
indicating so 
many visits 
per week; 
visits are 
focused 

Class visits 
calendared, 
each week, 
open door, 
visible 

All 
prioritized 
visibility, 
open door, 
and class 
visits  

Tired, stays 
at school till 
6pm 

Stays at 
school till 
5pm 

Works till 
6pm 

Works till 
5pm, arrives 
at 6:30 am 

Take things 
home and 
work 
evenings 

Works at 
home 

All work 
extra hours in 
the office or 
home 

Problem-
solving 
things like 
parking, 
books 

Delegates 
in office, 
structured 
time for 
emails and 
phone 

Interruption
s are part of 
the job; 
pulled away 
for meetings 

District 
initiatives 
and 
mandates, 
more district 
office 
departments 
asking for 
things 

District 
departments 
micromanage
, 
too much top-
down  

Delegates, 
creates 
systems, 
publicizes 
calendar 

All expect 
interruptions, 
some felt 
District 
office 
department 
demands to 
be excessive 
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Knows less 
than 
teachers on 
special 
assignments 
about 
curriculum 

Some 
groups are 
problemati
c 

Compliance 
issues for 
the district 
need 
streamlining 

District 
sends 
surveys, 
documents, 
and changes 

Lots of 
clerical work, 
including 
evaluations of 
documents 

 All need 
tools and 
support 

Community 
involvement
, outside 
agencies 

   Trust me to 
do my job 

Build 
relationship
s 

Build trust 
and 
relationships 

Note. N = 6. 
 

Triangulation of Data 
 

Introduction  
 

The combination of surveys, shadowing, and interviews produced rich data to better 
understand the time allocation and tasks of K-5 principals in the North County School District. 
Given the small sample of participants selected from just one school district, triangulating the 
data may lead to more confidence in the results.  

 
Discussion 
 

In this study, the principals indicated in all forms of data collections that special 
education programs, student behavior, and meetings took up a vast amount of their time. In some 
schools, these tasks might be delegated; in others, the principal was assisted by a counselor, 
psychologist, or outside agencies. The mandates of special education in particular were seen to 
be large and of high priority. 

The principals also indicated that their relationship with internal stakeholders, 
particularly students, was very important to them. They felt that being visible and spending time 
with students was not only imperative but gave them great joy and pleasure.  

The principals were observed spending time on program development. One principal 
interview indicated that the district office had new departments that asked principals to respond 
to new initiatives. The time spent on program development and the district-wide expansion of 
programs may be connected. There was an overarching sense that to leave the site for district 
office meetings, principals wanted to have a very compelling reason. They like to be visible and 
responsive on their site. Further investigation is needed in this area. 

School paperwork is not typically done during the school day, which is a time when 
principals like to be visible. Most principals stay at school late or take the paperwork home with 
them to complete.  

The principals like to go into classrooms, and one even mentioned missing being a 
teacher. However, in this school district there was no indication of any opportunity for principals 
to teach students.   
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Table 6 
Data Triangulation by Data Collection Tool and Tasks 
 

 Special 
Education 

Relationships 
with students 

District office 
needs 

Program 
development 

Teaching 
students 

Survey X X X X 0 
Interview X X X 0 0 
Shadowing X X 0 X 0 

 
Findings 

 
This study was conducted to answer the research question: What tasks and timelines do K-5 
principals in the North County School District engage in during work? The results were drawn 
from K-5 principals who completed a survey, participated in an interview, and were shadowed 
by Educational Administration master’s students. The school district was interested in finding 
out why some principals were experiencing stress over the time requirements and the tasks in 
their jobs. This is a summary of the key findings : 

1. The contexts and experiences of the principals vary greatly from school to school. 
2. All principals put a high priority on students, visiting classes, and being visible on 

campus. 
3. The perception from principals is that they work around the clock…and more! 
4. Principals spend the most amount of time complying with special education mandates, 

special education student behavior, and special education meetings. 
5. All principals work additional hours to finish paperwork that cannot be completed during 

school hours.  
6. Principals want district department initiatives to be streamlined and to require fewer off-

campus meetings.  
7. Principals vary in their abilities to create work systems that enhance job efficiency. 
8. Principals want ongoing support. 
The findings indicate that multiple settings affect the principals’ workload; that the principals 

have varied skills; and that district office demands require additional support, especially in the 
area of special education.  

 
Limitations 
 
Although the research reached its goals, there were some overarching limitations. These 
limitations mostly focus on the responses principals gave to the time-on-task survey: 

1. The over-exaggerated time-on-task survey results may be caused by the format of the 
survey instrument, which was open ended.  

2. The over-exaggerated time-on-task survey results may be considered a confounding 
variable that limits the certainty of the findings in the research.  

3. The surveys may have been completed by principals who had hopes of getting help in 
reducing their workload.  

4. The lead researcher was a former principal and may have a bias towards reducing 
principal workload.  
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The limitations affected the way the data were analyzed; the list of the top and bottom 10 
time-consuming activities can help get a sense of the items that took up the most time, but it does 
not necessarily indicate how much time.  

 
Further Areas of Research 
 
The findings from the study indicate the need for further research on principal’s tasks and time 
allocation to be used as a foundation for decisions that may support principals who feel stressed 
and overworked. Two questions that need to be addressed are:  

1. What is the impact and benefit of district initiatives on school principals and their sites? 
2. What strategies and resources for reducing principal tasks can be gleaned from research? 

 
Summary 

 
This research recruited Educational Administration master’s level students to gather data on the 
time allocation and tasks of K-5 principals using surveys, interviews, and shadowing. The results 
vary and may be confounded by some responses, but overall they indicate that not all schools 
have the same demands on their principals, nor do all principals have the same organizational 
and time-management skills. A deeper awareness of the strains associated with the role of the 
principal and of the role of the school district office leadership in supporting or hindering the 
principals’ tasks and time allocation may increase the likelihood that principals will be content 
on the job, have balance in their lives, and remain in their positions longer. 	
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Do Something That Scares You Each Day:  

The Role of Self-Efficacy in Preparing School Leaders 

 Jaymi Abusham 
University of La Verne 

 
 

Abstract 
This study examined the relationship between the leadership readiness beliefs of perspective 
school leaders and the efficacy-building experiences in which they participated during university 
preparation programs. I developed and administered a survey to 176 prospective school leaders 
during the final months of their preliminary administrative credential preparation programs. I 
found a moderate positive correlation between the number of efficacy-building experiences in 
which students took part and the leadership readiness that they reported. Based on these results, 
this article offers specific recommendations for university programs that desire to best prepare 
their students through efficacy-based training. 
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As a new leader, I arrived at my school site each day and told myself that I would confront my 
fear of new challenges at least one time during that day. If I encountered that task first thing, I 
gave myself permission to delay subsequent challenges when possible. In time, I came to realize 
I was leaning on solid research for success in school leadership. However, the list of demands 
placed upon today’s leaders is longer than it was for me, and it continues to grow (Davis, 
Darling-Hammond, LaPointe, & Meyerson, 2005; Fisher, 2011). Among other responsibilities, 
our school leaders are expected to transform instructional practices for diverse learners, foster 
inclusive cultures, meet the social and emotional needs of students and staff, develop coalitions 
that engage families and community partners, optimize fiscal resources, and respond to crises as 
they develop. Indeed, a newly appointed school principal is tasked with considerably different 
work than the retiring principal that he or she replaces. Complex tasks, often occurring 
simultaneously, require leaders to constantly rethink their roles, modify their responsibilities, and 
build new relationships (Davis et al., 2005; Dimmock & Hattie, 1996).  

Although alternative methods for credentialing are available in some states, most school 
leaders continue to prepare through university programs. Critics have called for reform to these 
programs for many years (English, 2006; Levine, 2005; Murphy, 2006; Teitel, 2006), and some 
progress has been made with the revision of professional standards. Updated standards can serve 
to align expectations within and across programs, but they alone are not sufficient to ensure that 
programs will adequately prepare prospective leaders. Acknowledging this, some states have 
developed performance assessments that require candidates for the administrative credential to 
execute responsibilities associated with school leadership. Although the shift to performance 
assessment holds promise, effective preparation programs must do more to develop learning 
experiences that promote success in a broad range of school settings, under widely varied 
circumstances, and within an environment that changes rapidly.  

The preparation of effective leaders should not focus on a fixed set of skills, because 
those skills are likely to continue to change at a rapid pace. Leadership preparation should be 
based upon tools that have been proven to correlate with successful performance, and the 
construct of efficacy has been shown to be essential. Bandura (1977, 1993) demonstrated that 
individuals process, weigh, and integrate diverse sources of information when encountering a 
new task. They filter the tasks that they choose and the effort that they expend based on feelings 
about their capacity to succeed. People with stronger efficacy set higher goals for themselves and 
are more committed to accomplishing them. Knowledge, skills, and prior success are all less 
predictive of performance than efficacy (Pajares, 1996). 

Efficacy can be characterized as a “product of reciprocal causation” between belief and 
environment (Bandura & Wood, 1989, p. 806), and people who have greater efficacy are more 
likely to be successful and therefore feel more capable. This leads them to take on more 
challenging tasks that they are likely to do well, and their success yields even greater efficacy. 
Efficacy contributes to success in four distinct ways: It regulates the goals people are willing to 
set for themselves, it influences the amount of effort invested into goal attainment, it controls the 
amount of time people are willing to persevere in the face of obstacles, and it determines how 
well they will recover when they do not succeed (Bandura, 1993).  

Individuals with stronger efficacy demonstrated more effective analytical thinking 
(Bandura & Wood, 1989). In management simulation exercises, those with high efficacy set 
increasingly challenging goals and exceeded their initial goals by a significant margin. 
Conversely, people identified with low efficacy set diminishing goals as the experiment 
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progressed. This is similar to what happens with successful and struggling schools and districts. 
Once school teams have been identified as achieving, they are praised for their performance, 
which begets higher goals and greater performance; conversely, schools that are identified as 
failing seldom seem to get beyond the label and continue to fail year after year. 

Efficacious leaders are more effective in their pursuit of long-range goals (Tschannen-
Moran & Gareis, 2004). Individuals with high efficacy are more willing to modify intermediate 
goals and strategies to respond to the needs of the individuals whom they lead. In contrast, 
leaders with low efficacy are rigidly persistent when confronted with failure, and they prove 
unwilling or unable to revise their goals or generate alternative strategies. Efficacy changes the 
way that leaders talk about their work: Individuals with high efficacy are overwhelmingly 
optimistic and reframe failures as challenges. They see a lack of progress as a realistic part of 
their jobs and not as an indictment of their own ability to lead (Tschannen-Moran & Gareis, 
2004).  

The research on efficacy in schools unilaterally points to the need for highly efficacious 
leaders (Bandura & Wood, 1989; Dimmock & Hattie, 1996; Eberhard, 2013). Efficacious 
schools and leaders are able to increase student achievement, reduce the impact of economic 
disadvantage, enhance relationships with families, and reinforce teacher commitment (Brinson & 
Steiner, 2007). In contrast, low self-efficacy was directly linked to the choice of some principals 
to leave the profession as well as a major consideration when a school failed to improve 
(Federici & Skaalvik, 2012).  

If our schools need efficacious leaders, then university programs should seek to develop 
efficacy in prospective leaders. Although research supports the proposition that school leaders 
need efficacy, there is a paucity of data to inform how efficacy can be developed during 
preparation. Bandura’s (1977, 1978, 1986, 1993, 2006) extensive body of research gives clear 
direction on the four ways that efficacy can be developed: performance accomplishments, 
vicarious experiences, verbal persuasion, and affective state.  

The present research sought to determine if prospective administrators developed efficacy 
through participation in efficacy-building experiences in university preparation programs. This 
article presents the methodology for this quantitative study, a discussion of research findings, 
and implications for the field of educational administration.  

 
Method 

 
This study explored the relationship between participation in efficacy-building experiences in 
leader preparation programs and the leadership readiness reported by candidates in those 
programs. There is ample research both on methods for developing efficacy and on the 
preparation of school leaders, but no instrument existed to examine the two factors in concert. 
The quasi-experimental design for this study investigated quantitative data from a survey 
developed and administered to preliminary credential candidates nearing the end of their 
preparation programs. The hypothesis was that if prospective school leaders are trained using 
methods identified to build efficacy, then students will report a greater readiness to lead our 
schools. The guiding research question for this study was: Do students who participate in more 
efficacy-building experiences during their administrative preparation programs report greater 
leadership readiness than do those whose programs contained fewer efficacy-building 
experiences?  
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I asked candidates for the preliminary administrative services credential about their 
preparation programs. I selected five state university campuses for participation because they 
were well established, offered competitively priced programs, and were the top producers of 
educational leaders in the region of study at the time. In addition, graduates of these programs 
work in a wide variety of school settings. Although the requirements of these programs are 
specific to the state of California, prospective school leaders in other states participate in similar 
courses of study. This study sought to include all students who were within six months of 
completing their preliminary credential program. I administered a paper-and-pencil survey 
during face-to-face encounters in all classes that granted access. The convenience sample 
included 176 respondents.  

Designed to explore the efficacy beliefs of individuals enrolled in preliminary 
administrative preparation programs, items in the survey measured two general constructs: 
leadership readiness (dependent variable) and efficacy-building experiences (independent 
variable). The first construct, leadership readiness, was developed to measure leadership 
efficacy. Efficacy is not a global trait but rather a measure of an individual’s belief in his or her 
ability to succeed in a given domain (Bandura, 2006). Therefore, an efficacy survey in a given 
area, such as school leadership, must first identify the traits or behaviors that are required for 
success in that domain. It did not matter whether a respondent believed that he or she would 
actually have the opportunity to demonstrate a certain leadership behavior; rather, what mattered 
in the construct of efficacy was the individual’s belief that he or she would be able to 
demonstrate the behavior. I also carefully worded my questions to avoid confusion with the 
construct of motivation: The survey did not ask participants to state whether they were eager to 
demonstrate the behavior, but rather whether they believed they could do so when needed. 

Efficacy is measured by determining what is necessary to be successful in a particular 
domain of functioning (Bandura, 2006), and for this purpose I used the McREL Balanced 
Leadership Framework (Waters & Cameron, 2007). This meta-analysis identifies 21 leadership 
responsibilities that are correlated to student achievement. These responsibilities are grouped into 
three domains: focus, magnitude, and purposeful community.  

The first domain, focus, designates the set of behaviors by which effective leaders ensure 
that the efforts of the school are aimed at developing practices that promote positive outcomes 
for students. The second domain, magnitude, includes responsibilities that support a substantial 
shift in the underlying value systems whereby schools operate rather than changes in isolated 
procedures or practices. Magnitude is represented by a break with the past as opposed to an 
extension of old practices: This is change that is outside of existing paradigms and that requires 
new knowledge and a new set of skills to implement. The third domain, purposeful community, 
is the cultivation of a school community that is bonded together by a common goal that can only 
be achieved if all members participate.  

In the survey, these responsibilities were formulated into statements, and prospective 
school leaders were asked to consider whether they believed they would be able to successfully 
execute them. The statements were designed to provide information about overall perceptions of 
leadership readiness as well as readiness within the subdomains of focus, magnitude, and 
purposeful community. The data were measured by a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 = 
strongly agree to 5 = strongly disagree (Table 1).  
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Table 1 
Responsibilities of Effective School Leaders, Grouped Into Subscale Domains 
Focus Magnitude Purposeful Community 
Contingent rewards 
Discipline 
Involvement in curriculum, 

instruction, and 
assessment 

Focus 
Order 
Outreach 
Resources 

Change agent 
Flexibility 
Knowledge of curriculum, 

instruction, and 
assessment 

Intellectual stimulation 
Ideals/beliefs 
Monitor/evaluate 
Optimize 

Affirmation 
Communication 
Culture 
Ideals/beliefs 
Input 
Relationships 
Situational awareness 
Visibility 

Note. Adapted from The Balanced Leadership Framework: Connecting Vision with Action, by T. 
W. Waters and G. Cameron, 2007, p. 17. Copyright 2007 by the Mid-Continent Research for 
Education and Learning. 
 

The second construct, efficacy-building experiences, was measured using Bandura’s 
(1977) research on the four categories of experiences that promote the development of efficacy: 
performance accomplishments, vicarious experiences, verbal persuasion, and affective state. 
Activities typical to administrative credential programs were included in each category. Because 
the list was not exhaustive, participants had the opportunity to list other experiences that may 
have contributed to the development of efficacy. Ranges for these items were: 0 (not checked), 
1–3, 4–5, and 6+. 

The third and final section of the survey was aimed at collecting demographic 
information and asked about participant characteristics, their interest in a leadership position, and 
the communities in which they had worked. 

I evaluated the content validity for leadership readiness items by carefully examining the 
research on effective school leadership and the development of efficacy (Nardi, 2006). I also 
determined the reliability of the data and used items that measured the same construct in 
alternate forms to establish inter-item reliability. In addition, I examined the responses of 
individuals within cohort groups to determine whether respondents who were supposed to have 
experienced similar activities consistently reported participating in efficacy-building exercises. 
Finally, I evaluated leadership readiness items for internal consistency using Cronbach’s alpha  
(α = .94). This statistic should be viewed with caution, as it would appear that many of the self-
reported leadership readiness scores were higher than expected. An overall inflation of 
leadership readiness could have led to consistency among items that is above the expected 
values. After collection, I carefully reviewed the data to detect inaccuracies and audited the  
results for each question to ensure that there were no data entry errors and that all values were 
within appropriate limits.  

This study made use of several statistical procedures. First, I calculated descriptive 
statistics for each question to examine data trends. Response frequencies were tabulated to 
organize and summarize the responses. I also evaluated measures of central tendency for 
skewness due to the potential bias of self-reported measures. The data for these calculations are 
organized into the constructs of leadership readiness and efficacy-building experiences. Within 
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each scale, I also computed subscale statistics; however, there was minimal variation among 
subscale scores, and therefore these data will not be the focus of this article.  

To examine the proposed correlation between leadership readiness and efficacy-building 
experiences, I conducted additional statistical procedures. Arithmetic means were compared for 
the items in each construct to examine response trends across several items. For each participant, 
scores for leadership readiness and efficacy-building experiences were evaluated for association, 
outliers, and possible restriction of range (Coladarci, Cobb, Minium, & Clarke, 2008). Next, I 
calculated the Pearson product moment correlation (Pearson r) to determine whether there was a 
significant correlation between leadership readiness and efficacy-building experiences.  

One might argue that this research does not adequately measure what participants really 
know about how to succeed as school leaders. Indeed, this study's purpose was not to measure 
the knowledge, skills, and dispositions of prospective leaders; rather, it was designed to evaluate 
each candidate’s perceptions about their ability to succeed, to measure their self-efficacy, and to 
assess whether these beliefs were cultivated during their university coursework. The hypothesis 
was that individuals who took part in a greater number of efficacy-building experiences would 
feel more prepared to be successful educational leaders. Because efficacy is a “product of 
reciprocal causation” (Bandura & Wood, 1989, p. 806), those who have higher self-efficacy will 
take on greater challenges, persevere to a greater degree when they struggle, and subsequently 
will set higher goals for themselves. These individuals will be better prepared to lead than 
persons with low efficacy, who are more likely to avoid challenging tasks and to struggle when 
confronted with difficulties. 

 
Findings 

 
All the participants were preliminary administrative services credential students who had 
completed their courses of study no more than six months before. The first construct, leadership 
readiness, was comprised of 31 questions that asked respondents to reflect on their readiness to 
carry out school leadership responsibilities that research has linked to increased student 
achievement (Marzano, Waters, & McNulty, 2005). These items measured self-efficacy, and 
measures of central tendency for each of the items in the leadership readiness subscales were 
calculated. Although there were minor differences between items and subscales, the results for 
these questions were overwhelmingly consistent: Most participants felt that they were ready to 
take on the responsibilities of school leadership. They felt most prepared to develop a purposeful 
community (M = 4.42), but they also felt well prepared to carry out responsibilities associated 
with magnitude (M = 4.31) and focus (M = 4.17). The mean for leadership readiness was 4.32, 
with a standard deviation of .464. Like subscale items, this value was negatively skewed (–
1.172), but within normal limits for a sample of this size. These values are reported in Table 2.   
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Table 2  
Leadership Readiness: Means for Scale and Subscales 
Scale Mean Std. Deviation Skewness 
Leadership Readiness 4.32 .464 –1.172 
Subscales    

Purposeful Community 4.42 .464 –.974 
Magnitude 4.31 .478 –1.182 
Focus 4.17 .547 –1.054 

 
The second construct, efficacy-building experiences, was measured by asking 

participants to report on the types of experiences that research has linked to efficacy in which 
they took part during their administrative credential programs (Bandura, 1977). Participants 
noted whether they had experienced the activity and circled the number of occurrences for each 
item. Subscales were created based on the four types of experiences outlined in the research: 
performance accomplishments, vicarious experiences, verbal persuasion, and affective state.  

With the exception of the verbal persuasion subscale (M = 2.34), means for the subscales 
were identical; although dispersion and skewness varied across subscales, calculated means for 
performance accomplishments, vicarious experiences, and affective state were each found to 
equal 1.77. The mean for efficacy-building experiences in its entirety was 1.90 (SD = .474). The 
distribution for these values has a small degree of negative skew (–.145).  These values are 
reported in Table 3.   
 
Table 3 
Efficacy-Building Experiences: Means for Scale and Subscales 
Scale Mean Std. Deviation Skewness 
Efficacy Building Experiences 1.90 .474 –.145 
Subscales    

Performance accomplishments 1.77 .587 .123 
Vicarious experiences 1.77 .641 –.523 
Verbal persuasion 2.34 .665 –.896 
Affective state 1.77 .711 –.257 

 
The use of a scatterplot evidenced the existence of a linear relationship between 

leadership readiness (dependent variable) and efficacy-building experiences (independent 
variable), with a positive relationship demonstrating some restriction of range in the uppermost 
values of the dependent variable. Calculation of the Pearson r  showed that the correlation 
between the leadership readiness and efficacy-building experiences scales was moderately 
significant, r (174) = .268, p < .01. This calculated value may underrepresent the relationship 
between the two constructs due to the aforementioned restriction of range. Nevertheless, these 
results confirm the hypothesis that students who participate in more efficacy-building 
experiences during their administrative preparation programs report greater leadership readiness 
than do those whose programs contain fewer efficacy-building experiences. 

I also investigated the impact of specific types of efficacy-building experiences on the 
development of leadership readiness by examining the relationships between the efficacy-
building experiences subscales and the overall leadership readiness scale. Again, there was a 
statistically significant moderate correlation [r (174) = .268, p < .01] between leadership 



 
 
Educational Leadership Administration: Teaching and Program Development 
March 2018; Vol.29: Issue 1 

71	

readiness and efficacy-building experiences. Although stronger correlations were found for 
performance accomplishments (r = .227) and verbal persuasion (r = .227) compared to affective 
state (r = .190) and vicarious experiences (r = .135), all of these values were weaker than was the 
association between leadership readiness and the entirety of efficacy-building experiences (Table 
4).  
 
Table 4 
Correlations Between Leadership Readiness and Efficacy-Building Experience, Overall and 
Between Subscales (N = 176) 
 Efficacy-Building 

Experiences 
(Overall) 

Subscales 
 Performance 

Accomplishments 
Vicarious 

Experiences 
Verbal 

Persuasion 
Affective 

State 
Leadership 
Readiness .268* .227* .135* .227* .190* 

Note. *p < .01. 
 

Implications 
 

The negative skew in all items of the leadership readiness scale demonstrates that participants 
tended to rate themselves in the higher portions of the scale, and responses of “somewhat likely” 
and “highly likely” were common. This skew can be attributed to several causes, including the 
bias often present in self-reported measures. It is also conceivable that responses were negatively 
skewed because it is difficult to fully grasp the challenge of educational leadership until one has 
actually worked as a school leader. During administrative fieldwork, participants are asked to 
complete tasks that simulate the responsibilities of a school leader, but this happens in a 
controlled environment with low stakes and limited competing responsibilities; therefore, these 
experiences cannot truly replicate the job participants seek.  

Fieldwork tasks do prepare administrative credential candidates by developing an 
understanding of the types of responsibilities that they will take on, but they do not replicate the 
“overloaded circuits” that cause very capable individuals to underperform and consequently 
question their own abilities (Hallowell, 2005, p. 54). In fact, there is evidence in these data to 
support this proposition. Although only six of the participants in this study reported that they had 
already assumed leadership positions, these individuals reported a marginally lower mean 
leadership readiness than their peers who had not yet assumed the role of a school leader. One 
would expect that these six respondents would demonstrate more readiness, considering that they 
already serve in this capacity. However, it is conceivable that current administrators reported less 
readiness because they have a better understanding of the high-stress environment in which these 
responsibilities must be carried out. 

 Responses to questions pertaining to efficacy-building experiences also yielded 
meaningful information about administrative credential programs. Distributions for individual 
questions in this scale yielded significant skew, but skewness for the overall scale (–.145) and 
subscales was not as pronounced as it was for items in the leadership readiness scale. 

Respondents had the opportunity to develop efficacy through a large number of 
performance accomplishments by executing administrative tasks. Typical fieldwork activities for 
credential candidates include tasks such as creating a recess duty schedule, planning a 
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presentation for staff development, or mentoring a new teacher in a specific area of need. 
Although it did not focus specifically on such activities, this study found that participants had 
many opportunities to perform procedural duties but markedly fewer opportunities to develop 
their skills by taking on more complex responsibilities. The types of performance 
accomplishments that were reported in this study tended toward managerial functions (carrying 
out policies and procedures) and were deficient in the kinds of activities that can promote the 
development of instructional leadership. This finding was foreseeable, considering that 
instructional leadership is a relatively recent transformation to the role of the educational leader.  

As expected, the greatest number of efficacy-building experiences was found in the area 
of verbal persuasion (subscale M = 2.59). Participants had many opportunities to hear advice 
from their course instructors and mentors. These results are consistent with Bandura’s (1977) 
research, which found verbal persuasion to be the preferred method by which those who train 
organizational leaders attempt to build efficacy. Bandura also reported, however, that this was 
the least effective method for building efficacy, and that it did not produce measureable gains 
unless it was combined with performance accomplishments and vicarious experiences. 

These results are consistent with what can be observed in traditional training practices: 
Although these experiences can help familiarize credential candidates with some aspects of the 
school leader’s job, they appear to miss what may be better opportunities to train our future 
leaders. In particular, preparation for leading in today’s complex environment would benefit 
from more varied performance accomplishments.  

This research found a significant moderate positive correlation between the number of 
efficacy-building experiences in which respondents participated and the leadership readiness that 
they reported [r (174) = .268, p < .01]. Administrative credential candidates who participated in 
more efficacy-building experiences did report greater leadership readiness. This finding was 
demonstrated despite the restricted range for the dependent variable, leadership readiness. 
Research supports the possibility that the true correlation between leadership readiness and 
efficacy-building experiences could be stronger if the study were repeated with an alternate scale 
designed to reduce the effects of range restriction (Coladarci et al., 2008). Because this study was 
quasi-experimental, the results do not demonstrate a causal relationship between the variables—
that is, it is not possible to say that efficacy-building experiences caused leadership readiness to 
increase. It is possible that additional factor(s) outside the scope of this study led to the increase 
in leadership readiness. 

Nevertheless, the presence of a greater number of efficacy-building experiences was 
associated with an increase in the leadership readiness beliefs of the participants. This is 
consistent with Bandura’s (1977) findings showing that those who took part in a greater number 
of experiences gained greater efficacy, subsequently set higher goals for themselves, and 
persevered when challenged. Credential candidates wanting to prepare for futures in educational 
leadership would benefit from maximizing their participation in efficacy-building experiences, 
and university programs that desire to best prepare their students should incorporate a larger 
number of experiences designed to build efficacy.  

This research also sought to determine if specific types of efficacy-building experiences 
yielded greater leadership readiness. In other words, did the sum of all experiences evenly 
correlate with leadership readiness, or did one of the subscales of efficacy-building experiences 
(performance accomplishments, vicarious experiences, verbal persuasion, or affective state) 
show a stronger correlation? The data show that each of the four subscales significantly 
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correlated to leadership readiness, but none of the subscales demonstrated a correlation as strong 
as that which was found overall. Therefore, it appears that it is the sum of these experiences that 
matters more than any specific domain of activities. This is consistent with Bandura’s (1977) 
research, which alluded to the effects of combining verbal persuasion with performance 
experiences. Further, Bandura stated that an individual’s affective state mattered to the extent 
that it either aided or hindered involvement in other types of experiences. 

This finding also calls into question the manner in which fieldwork often focuses on 
individual tasks in isolation. If the sum of experiences is more important than individual tasks, 
and the job of a school leader is characterized by an environment in which multiple duties must 
be accomplished simultaneously, then fieldwork should require a similar experience. 

This research demonstrates that the areas of responsibility for education leaders are 
interrelated and should not be considered in isolation. Theoretical constructs often present 
frameworks for leaders as a collection of discrete actions. However, these data reinforce the 
practical reality that the responsibilities of a school leader are not so linear or discrete. The work 
of a school leader is not performed as a series of isolated actions, detached from each other. 
Educational leadership involves multiple tasks that depend upon one another, happen 
simultaneously, and affect each other’s outcome. The data in this study support the proposition 
that leadership readiness is developed in sum, rather than in specific domains.  

The results of this study form the basis for several recommendations for the preparation 
of educational leaders. The main finding of this study is that the inclusion of a greater number of 
efficacy-building experiences into administrative credential programs will increase the 
leadership readiness of our future leaders. A systematic program that explicitly includes efficacy-
building experiences (performance accomplishments, vicarious experiences, verbal persuasion, 
and affective state) into field experiences and coursework will provide future school leaders with 
better training for their positions.  

The impetus for this research was a criticism of educational leadership programs that has 
permeated both the literature and the public dialogue. This study posited that programs that 
invest in efficacy building can increase their viability by proving that they are needed to develop 
effective leaders prepared to meet the complex demands of today’s schools. 

However, this study was not able to identify specific programs or program characteristics 
that contributed to the development of leadership readiness. Therefore, this research suggests that 
a wide range of efficacy-building activities should be incorporated in administrative credential 
programs, so that students can maximize the number of efficacy-building experiences in which 
they participate. Further, individuals who participate in these experiences should expect them to 
help develop a generalized leadership readiness, as the development of specific types of 
leadership readiness was not found. It is my hope that this research will serve as an impetus for 
the refinement of educational leadership curricula and that future research will provide further 
insights on incorporating efficacy-based training into the preparation of high-quality educational 
leaders. 
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1) Preparing educational leaders is the primary function of professors of educational 
administration. As faculty who actively pursue teaching, scholarship, service, and research while 
staying in touch with state and local school systems, we should be open to how we develop and 
implement school leadership preparation programs: How does research inform best practices for 
educating school leaders? What curriculum, teaching, and assessment practices seem most 
promising for equipping school leaders with the knowledge, skills, and dispositions necessary for 
today’s leaders? What resources are useful to faculty members in the preparation of school 
leaders? How have policy proposals at the state or national level, such as the introduction and 
adoption of national and state standards for school leaders, affected curriculum, instruction, or 
assessment of leadership preparation and administrative credential programs?  
 
2) Diversity and social justice is an area of rich opportunities for the development of leaders, 
research, program design, and curriculum innovation. How can educational administration 
program faculty increase their knowledge and take action related to diversity issues that affect 
schools and school leaders? How do leaders enhance self-awareness, attitudes, behaviors, and 
perceptions regarding diversity? How can educational administration programs train school 
leaders who will promote democratic schools? What steps are being taken to recruit and retain 
underrepresented university faculty and those in school leadership positions?  
  
3) Technology serves as an overarching focus permeating all other areas. CAPEA members 
accept the responsibility of preparing leaders for our information age and global society. What 
strategies and techniques effectively integrate technology into the curriculum and/or teaching of 
education leaders? What current research supports distance learning, electronic communication, 
presentation skills, web journals, web folios, etc.? What teaching formats and activities invite a 
variety of perspectives and favor the inclusion of the nontraditional student?  
 
4) Research in educational leadership is essential to ensure ongoing, high-quality development 
of the field. The members of CAPEA are interested in pursuing various research paradigms and 
methodologies, ways to share and present scholarly research, ideas about generating research 
topics, vehicles for reporting research, the integration of research and technology, resources and 
grants to support student research, and the use of educational research to influence public policy.  
 
5) Advocacy is a way of integrating the development of leaders with the responsibility of 
influencing public policy. How can educational leaders identify important political issues, lobby 
effectively, and affect public policy decisions? How can technology assist in the role and 
responsibility of advocacy for education leaders? What issues are education leaders and policy 
makers currently addressing across the country?  
	  



 
 
Educational Leadership Administration: Teaching and Program Development 
March 2018; Vol.29: Issue 1 

78	

 
Protocols for Submission to the Journal of Educational Leadership and Administration: 

Teaching and Program Development 
 

  
Besides a permanent call for papers focused on CAPEA’s key areas of concern, the Journal 
periodically puts out blind calls for special issues. All submissions must be original and 
unpublished. Authors published in the Journal can submit a new article, as single authors or in 
collaboration with others, three years after the publication of their last accepted manuscript. 

  
Beginning with Volume 30, CAPEA membership fee will cover the publication fee for accepted 
submission of the organization’s members. Authors of accepted submissions who are not 
members will pay the following fee: 
 
Doctoral students: $35; All others: $50. 
   
Submissions must include: 

1. A one-hundred (100) word abstract and five (5) key words. Send to the Managing Editor 
one electronic copy of the manuscript prepared using a Word processing program. 

2. A letter signed by the author(s) authorizing permission to publish the manuscript. 
3. A separate cover page must be included containing the article’s title, each author’s name, 

professional title, highest degree obtained, institutional affiliation, preferred mailing 
address, email address, and telephone and fax numbers. 

4. A manuscript that does not exceed five thousand words (5,000), equivalent to 20 pages, 
not including the bibliography, abstract, and appendixes. The title should appear on the 
first page only. Any reference to the author(s) must be removed from the entire paper, 
including citations in the body of the article, and the bibliography section. If any of the 
authors are cited, the name should be substituted with the word “Author”. 

5. Submissions must adhere to the criteria and standards of the APA Manual (latest Edition).   
 

Additional Manuscript Protocols: 
• All text must be in Times New Roman 12 pt;  
• All text must be fully justified except headings; 
• All text must be single spaced; 
• Paragraphs must be indented with a standard indent (i.e., do not use the spacebar to indent); 
• Do no insert additional lines between paragraphs; 
• Heading levels must follow APA 6th edition’s guidelines;  
• Do not use any section breaks, page numbers, or headers; 
• Tables must be created with Word’s insert table function (not tabs and spaces) and should be 
within the same Word file in their correct position. Do not create a section break and insert a 
table in landscape orientation. If the table cannot be formatted in portrait orientation, we will 
create a picture file of the table and insert it in the document. 
• Figures must be inserted within the same Word file in their correct position and have 
appropriate permissions and citations. They should be appropriate for black and white printing; 
• References should be formatted with a hanging indent and not with hard returns and tabs. 


