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The problem. The problem of the study was to describe the professional 
growth activities of exemplary middle school principals and to document what 
they perceived were conditions that influence their active participation , and the 
factors that influence their effectiveness. 

Procedures. Data was collected through semi-structured interviews with 
fifteen exemplary lowa middle school principals who were nominated by ,their 
peer as having good understanding of middle school concepts, the change 
process, and child-centered schools. Qualitative research methodology was 
used in analyzing interview information and deriving conclusions of the study. 

Findings. Three broad-based research questions guided this inquiry. 
The findings addressing those questions are: 

a) Professional growth experiences that' effectively contribute to the 
development of exemptary middle school principals typically are 
activities that: 1) meet the needs of the school district needs; 2) 
provide opport~~nities for principals to design their own activities; 3) 
allow for small group dialogue about middle school issues. 

b) Conditions which influence active participation in processional growth 
activities center around supportive interaction with other 
administrators and family members, a principaI1s ability to deal with 
the change process, and maintaining a positive attitude toward the 
professional growth of themselves and their staff. 

c) Other influential factors include: commitment to middle level 
education, enthusiasm for education , a strong work ethic, risk-taking, 
intuitive knowledge of what works for students, and promoting positive 
interpersonat relationships among staff and students. 

Conclusions. Data from this study support the conclusion that 
collaboration with others is an effective professional growth strategy for middle 
school principals. Also, this study confirms previous research findings that 
indicate that situational context, dynamics of change, and personal 
characteristics, contribute to the success of school leadership. 

Recommendations, This study suggests in-service providers examine 
the nature of collaboration in providing professional growth experiences and 
that district administrators encourage the professional growth of middle school 
principals as well as consider the leadership styles and personal characteristics 
of prospective middle school principals. 
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Chapter 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Since the early 1900s. educators have sought to identify and implement 

educational practices which meet the needs of students in middle level grades. 

In terms of identification, these efforts have been successful. Reports on the 

status of middle level education indicate general agreement about practices 

which are most effective for youth in the middle level grades (Beane, 1990). In 

addition, the term middle school, as well as the configuration of grade levels, 

have gained widespread acceptance by middle level educators. Despite this 

on-going shift in attitude and school structure, research indicates minimal 

success has been made in terms of implementing practices which effectively 

meet the needs of t~day's adolescent (George, P. S., Stevenson, S., 

Thomason, J., & Beane, J., 1992). In reality, there is a gap between what 

research and literature say should be done and actual implementation of 

effective practices. For many middle level schools, educational practices remain 

remarkably similar to those of a half-century ago (Lounsbury, 1991 ; Pate, P. E., 

Mizelle, N. B., Hart, L. E., Jordan, J., Matthews, R., Matthews, S., Scott, V., & 

Brantley, V., 1 993). 

One of the most publicized reports describing the gap between 

identification and implementation of middle school practices is Turning Points: 

Preparing American Youth for the 21st Century (Carnegie Councils. 1989). 

Turning Points, as it is more commonly called, reviews the development of the 



middle school r-novement during the 1980s and describes the best of middle 

level mimarch and practice. It emphasizes the vital importance of middle level 

schools and makes recommendations for developing middle level schools into 

powerful forces for shaping the lives of young adolescents. While the report 

offers support and encouragement for continuation of efforts to implement new 

practices in middle schools, it also delivers a strong caveat regarding the 

difficulties of meeting the educational needs of the middle level student. 

Hamburg (Carnegie Councils, t 9891, president of the Carnegie Corporation, 

stated that even though there are perceptions of changes occurring in middle 

schools, "a volatile mismatch exists between the organization and curriculum of 

middle grade schools and the intellectual and emotional needs of young 

adolescents" (p. 8). 

Despite the fact that a number of middle schools have not been as 

successful as was hoped during the past decade, some schoofs have 

implemented effective middle school practices (Beane, 1990). According to the 

effective schools research, this success may be due, in part, to the key role 

principals play in leading effective schools (Edmonds, 1979; Goodlad, 1983; 

Krug, 1992). Repeatedly the effective schools literature has confirmed that 

principals enhance the process of change needed to implement effective 

practices. As Steller, former assistant secretary at the U.S. Department of 

Education, succinctly reported in 1988: 

The principalities is probably the single most powerful fulcrum 

for improving school effectiveness. A great school almost always 



boasts a cracker-jack principal . . . they do possess a fierce 

determination . . . and they radiate infectious enthusiasm for 

excellence. (pp. 1 7-1 8) 

Research on the effectiveness of leaders has been attributed to many 

different factors including personality traits and leadership styles (Bennis & 

Nanus, 1985). In addition, however, there is evidence to suggest that principals 

who are effective leaders not only possess certain characteristics, but they also 

participate in ongoing professional development activities (Barth, 1993; 

Sergiovanni, 1984). Researchers believe principals do not have sufficient 

knowledge and skills necessary to implement change (Asayesh, 1993; Lee, 

1993) and need professional development opportunities in order to continually 

update their knowledge and skills to meet the ever-changing needs and 

demands placed upon the adults and students in their schools (Capelluti & 

Stokes, 1991 ; Sparks, 1993). Principals feel participation in ongoing 

professional development programs is needed to enhance their day-to-day 

performance and effectively guide school improvement. They express the 

desire to participate in such programs (Doud, 1989). 

Purpose and Rationale of the Study 

Research over the past several decades has clearly pointed out that 

principals are key in irr~plernenting effective practices in schools. Following this 

reasoning, then, if the middle school reform movement in this country is to be 

successful, much of what occurs to increase effective practice will depend on 

the leadership of middle school principals. While many school leaders 



participate in professional growth activities to update their knowledge and skills, 

indications are that issues surrounding the professional development of all 

principals, and to a very real degree, rr~iddle school principals, is more complex 

than might be expected. If good leaders influence good schools, then what 

good leaders do to enhance their skills and growth is important to understand 

and is a primary rationale for conducting this study. 

Specifically, the purpose of the study was to contribute to the current 

understanding of the professional development experiences of practicing 

school admirristrators, in particular those who are recognized by their peers as 

exemplary rniddte school principals. While findings from this study cannot be 

generalized to all rniddte school principals, this project was intended to help 

inform state and local in-service providers with descriptive stories of what 

exemplary middle school principals in lowa regard as meaningful professional 

growth activities. It was also intended to provide useful information to 

superintendents and board members who are in a position to influence 

decisions about the professional growth activities of middle school principals in 

their districts. And finally, the study may be helpf~ll to middle school principals 

seeking professional development experiences to improve their effectiveness. 

Problem Statement and Research Questions 

Tt-le problem of this study was to describe the professional growth 

experiences of exemplary middle school principals in lowa and document what 

they perceive as factors and conditions that impact these activities. Three broad 

questions guided the research effort. They were: 



I. What professional growth experiences effectively contribute to the 

development of exemplary middle school principals? 

2. What are the primary conditions which impact middle school 

principals' opportunities to participate in these activities? 

3. Are there factors other than the activities described which contribute to 

a principal's ability to be an effective middle school leader? 

Framework of the Study 

The conceptual framework that guided this research effort initially 

focused on a review of literature that consisted of three broad areas. First was a 

review of the historical development of middle schools docl~menting attempts to 

irr~pfement effective instructional practice aimed at meeting the specific needs of 

adolescents. Atso, it highlighted problems associated with implementing middle 

school concepts, specifically, the struggles professional educators face as they 

attempt to initiate change. 

The second broad area of literature that framed this study focused on 

research regarding effective growth and development experiences for school 

principals, For this study, five broad areas, derived from research and current 

literature on the development of effective school leaders were used. These 

included: (a) Self-assessment and Goal Setting - the process individuals use in 

of identifying their own needs and goals (Barth, 1993; Lee, 1993); (b) Learner 

Input - a term used to describe a method by which professionals determine 

personal professional development by tailoring growth experiences to meet 

their needs (Asayesh, 1993; Hoyle, 1985); (c) Acquisition of Knowledge - the 



means individuals employ to gain knowledge concerning a specific subject 

(Thornson, S. D., 1993); (d) Collaboration with Others - a number of activities 

aimed at supporting technical and emotional needs of professionals 

(Eriandson, 1994; Joyce, 1990); and (e) Field-based Learning - a means for 

leaders to develop skills and expertise from experiences in the actual work 

setting (Hallinger & Greenblatt, 1987). 

The third part of the conceptual framework dealt with two elements of 

leadership theory. The first focused on the role of building level principals in 

developing effective schools and implementing new practices. The second 

related to the impact leadership styles have on the overall development and 

performance of individuals in leadership positions. Awareness of what the 

literature and research community has said about effective leadership styles 

and personality characteristics contributed to the overall understanding of the 

personal experiences described by the informants in the study. 

The research design for this study was derived from a theoretical 

foundation of naturalistic inquiry (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Semi- structured 

interviews were conducted with 15 exemplary middle school 

principals in lowa far the purpose of gaining insight and understanding about 

the professional growth experiences of selected school leaders. The principals 

interviewed for the study were identified by educators who are knowledgeable 

of the work of principals across the state. Exemplary middle school principals in 

lowa were chosen for two reasons. First, as a group, the researcher felt they 

would well represent school leaders who were implementing middle school 



concepts and, through their stories, be able to articulate a clear description of 

how professional growth activifies may influence their ability to effectively carry 

out the roles and responsibilities of a middle school leader. Second, lowa 

middle school principals were geographically accessible to the researcher. 

The actual collection and analysis of the data was an iterative process of 

conducting the interviews, recording field notes, and making researcher 

reflection notes throughout the transcription process (Creswell, 1994). The 

researcher used the process of "de-contextualizing" (Tesc h, 1 990, p. 97) to 

categorize transcription data and to develop themes utilizing a process of 

constant comparison. Analysis continued throughout the writing process. After 

coding was completed for all interviews, portions of the text were cut and pasted 

onto large index cards. A meaningful story began to take form as information 

from the cards were "re-contextualized" into text (Tesch, 1990, p. 97). During the 

writing process, the information on the cards was read many times and patterns 

were constructed and reconstructed to depcit the evlolving themes (Miles & 

Muberman, 1 984). 

Delimitations 

The limitations of this study are: 

1. The intent of the study was to provide insight into the professionat 

growth experiences of 15 exemplary middle school principals in lowa. The 

findings are limited to their perceptions of personal experience. Consequently, 

the conclusions cannot be generalized to persons outside the scope of this 

study, nor considered prescriptions for others to follow. 



2. While steps were taken to minimize the effects of researcher 

subjectivity, it should be recognized that the scope of understanding reported in 

this study may have been narrowed by the researcher's own experience as a 

middle school principal in Iowa. 

Oraanization of the Study 

Chapter 2 provides an expanded review of the literature cited in this 

chapter and further details issues related to the middle school development and 

the professional growth experiences of the leaders in these schools. Chapter 3 

describes the methodology of the study, detailing the process used to collect 

and analyze data, while Chapter 4 synthesizes the findings derived through the 

interview process. Chapter 5 provides a summary and discussion of the findings 

and draws conclusions of the study. In addition, implications are offered and 

recommendations are suggested for future studies. 

Definition of Terms 

Adolescent - child ranging in age from 10-1 5 years old; typified by changes in 

physical and emotional changes. 

in-service - refers to professional growth activities designed for those working in 

the field (practitioners). 

Middle School - refers to any combination of grades considered transitional 

from elementary to secondary school; combinations usually include grades 5-8, 

but may include lower or higher grade levels. 

Middle School Conce~ts - an educational philosophy related to meeting the 

unique socio-emotional and educational needs of the changing adolescent. 



Middle School Practices - educational practices associated with middle school 

concepts including team teaching, interdisciplinary curriculum, active learning, 

intramurals, advisorladvisee programs, block scheduling, and mini-courses. 

Middle School Reform - a series of efforts designed to increase effective 

practices in middle schools. Middle school reform efforts are 

typically associated with an emphasis on middle school education through 

increased research; development of professional organizations; and increased 

insewices directed at practices to meet the needs of adolescent learners. 

Professional Growth & Development Activities - refers to a variety of formal and 

informal educational experiences, such as workshops, seminars, or meetings, 

designed to provide job-related knowledge andlor skills. 



Chapter 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

This chapter contains a review of literature that guided the 

conceptualization of this study. The first section provides an overview of the 

developmental history of middle schools. The second section describes five 

broad components of professional growth and development experiences 

synthesized from literature on the subject. The third section overviews literature 

related to the role of effective leadership by school principals. 

Middle School Development 

The conditions of society and expectations for youth have changed 

dramatically from those of past generations. In today's world young people face 

unprecedented choices and pressures. Caught in the middle of changing 

demands, many youth become alienated and experience failure at school. The 

number of youth who drop out of school, abuse drugs, and become unwed 

mothers has rapidly increased (George, Stevenson, Thomson, & Beane, 1992; 

Lounsbury, 1984; Urdan, Midgley, & Wood, 1995). Unfortunately, by age 15, 

substantial numbers of American youth are at risk of reaching adulthood unable 

to meet adequately the requirements of the workplace, the commitments of 

relationships in families and with friends, and the responsibilities of participation 

in a democratic society (Carnegie Councils, 1989, p. 8). 

Middle level schools have the potential to be one of society's most 

powerful forces to aid youth in making a successful transition from 

youth to adulthood. However, schools often contribute to the problems of young 



adolescents. Many young adolescents attend impersonal schools, learn from 

irrelevant curricula, and have a lack of trust for adulis in schools. Schools are 

producing too few young adolescents with higher skill levels and problem- 

solving abilities that are needed in society. Millions of these young people do 

not receive the support and guidance needed to be productive, thoughtful, and 

healthy adults (George et al., 1992). 

Efforts to reform middle schools are usually associated with development 

of new practices whict-I occurred during the past two to three decades. However, 

many of the concepts credited to these times actually grew out of 

recorr~mendations originating in the early t 900s. These early efforts were 

sparked by growing dissatisfaction with the state of education. The 

dissatisfaction spurred numerous reports recommending grade level 

reorganization in schools during the early 19th century (Melton, 1984). In 1909, 

a three-year intermediate school was established in Columbus, Ohio. By 1920, 

.the number of junior high schools had grown to 883. 

Plans for the first junior highs were based on knowledge of the 

characteristics of young adolescents and concern for all aspects of growth and 

development. The design was to provide students with skills for life while 

bringing more depth to 'the elementary curriculum (George et al., 1992). The 

ideals were designed to emphasize guidance, exploration of subject matter, 

independence, and responsibility. Descriptions of these early recommendations 

used terminology common to the language of middle school today. They 

included phrases such as: integrated subject matter, block scheduling, 



exploratory courses, emphasis on student interest, and focus on student needs 

(Alexander, 1 984). 

Unfortunately, factors other than the needs of students soon influenced 

the early efforts to establish junior highs. As the post World War II baby boom 

moved into schools, elementaries faced overcrowding. Shifting fifth and sixth 

graders to a middle school offered an alternative to building more elementary 

schools. This alternative was also a means for reducing racial segregation 

which was being encouraged by neighborhood elementary schools in 

metropolitan areas. These factors prompted a rapid increase of middle level 

schools during the late 1950s and early 1960s (George et al., 1992). During this 

same time junior highs were being pressured to produce high performing 

students who would meet the increasing demands of high schools. High 

schoots, in turn, were concentrating on preparing a few students for entrance 

into prestigious universities. Junior highs became watered-down versions of 

high schools, with teachers organized into academic departments (as they were 

in high schools and universities). The ideals which were conceived for middle 

level schools were considered secondary to the need to replicate the high 

school curriculum. 

During, and following, this time of rapid expansion, junior high schools 

were burdened with serious criticism from those that believed a 

junior version of the high school did not appropriately serve the needs of early 

adolescents (Beane, 1990; Melton, t 984). The conflict between the ideal and 

the reality in the junior high school stood out most glaringly. The inadequacies 



of many junior high schools became more and more obvious. In 1961, the 

Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development published The Junior 

High School We Need. The authors described contemporary junior highs as a 

hybrid institution with an identity crisis endured by many of the young students 

within it (George et. al., 1992). This report, sirr~ilar to early reports and others yet 

to come, identified the best junior highs as schools characterized by: moderate 

size, block schedvling, flexible schedule, teachers prepared for adolescent 

education, and instructional strategies designed to meet the growth and 

development needs of adolescents. 

During the 1960s, there was a proliferation of books and journal articles 

about middle schools. As the 1970s unfolded, this trend continued with the 

addition of workshops and institutes about middle schools (Beane, 1990). This 

was also the time of the founding of professional organizations directed at 

middle level education such as 'the National Middle School Association. The 

increasing number of publications about middle schools, the growing body of 

research about early adolescence, and the organization of professional 

educators interested in middle school marked the onset of the middle school 

movement (Capelluti & Stokes, 1991). 

A clear and firm nalional consensus emerged about the characteristics of 

the most effective middle level schools during the 80s (Beane, 1990). By the 

late 1 980s educators' experiences with middle school had become increasingly 

positive. The benefits of properly organized and operated middle schools were 

recognized by teachers, administrators, and patrons (George, et a!., 1992). 



State departments of education began to recognize the benefits of middle 

school concepts and encouraged districts to use practices which focused on the 

needs of adolescents. Certification agencies increasingly recognized the 

middle school with specia.lized endorsements. In 1988 the National Middle 

School Association (N MSA) adapted resolutions which reasserted the 

uniqueness of middle level programs focusing on the characteristics and needs 

of young adolescents. 

The resolutions from NMSA, along with other major national reports in 

the late 1980s, indicated a consensus on the critical elements of the middle 

school. Although this consensus did not represent new information, the 

consensus was welcome. Gordon Cawelti (1988), primary researcher of one of 

the national studies, reflected this in this statement: 

The middle school organization of grades 6-8 is most likely 

to provide the key characteristics or program features commonly 

advocated as most appropriate to the needs of students aged 

10-14 . . . and middle schools are much more likely to use a teacher- 

advisor program, provide transition and articulation activities, use 

interdisciplinary teaching and block schedules, and provide staff 

development activities that extend the range of teaching strategies 

appropriate to their students. (p. 4) 

Although there is a general consensus about the critical elements of 

middle school concepts, the effort to firmly establish middle school practices 

continues to be a struggle for educators. Even one of the most acclaimed 



reports on the status of middle leve! education, Turrtina Points: Preparinq 

American Youth for the 21st Century (Carnegie Councils, 1989), was met with a 

confrontation from the public. This report, which emphasizes the progress made 

in the development of middle level education, was misrepresented by headlines 

in newspapers across the county. On the day this report was released 

newspapers read, "Middle Schools Fail the Nation's Youth" (Cawelti, 1988). 

Establishing effective middle schools has proven to be a difficult assignment for 

American educators. In some districts, quality programs were never firmly 

established; little happened, beyond changing the name of the school and the 

grade levels of the students. In other districts, acceptance of practices became a 

standard list of middle school practices or features without a philosophica.l belief 

to carry out the practices. In many districts, exciting new programs were 

installed in the reorganized middle schools, only to disappear in a few months 

or years. Only a few schools established programs with lasting change. Those 

schools are now serving a generation of students in the same effective manner 

as they did when they were first established (George & Anderson, 1989; 

George, & Alexander, 1993). 

Com~onends of Professional Growth and Development 

The disparity between what is known about good practices in middle 

schoois and the reality of actual implementation of these practices sets the 

stage for increased efforts to help leaders of middle schools develop knowledge 

and skills needed to implement effective practices. According to literature on the 

topic of effective leadership and professional development, school leaders must 



participate in professional development activities designed to meet their specific 

needs (Goodlad, 1983; Hoyle, 1985). 

Although the literature repeatedly cites elements and practices which 

may contribute to the effectiveness of any principal, each is idiosyncratically 

influenced by personal characteristics, traits, styles, and situations. As George 

Thoms (1 987) succinctly described his professional growth experience in 

attending the Harvard Principals' Academy Summer Institute: 

Professional development is very Individuaiistic. While there 

were some very inspirational speakers, it was the interaction of 

the 100 principals with each other and the time set aside to reflect 

and engage in reading, writing and speaking about issues that 

brought about my rebirth experience. I left that two-week Harvard 

experience realizing that professional growth is something that 

happens inside us, something that happens because of what we do 

rather than what somebody eise does to us. As a result of my 

Principals' Institute experience I have, during the past two years, 

worked seriously to improve and become more effective. (p. 8) 

The individual nature of professional growth and development 

complicates study of the topic. However, comprehensive review of literature on 

the topic indicates patterns among what studies say are effective growth 

experiences for school principals. Five of the most frequently cited experiences 

were used to help frame the data collection and analysis stages of this study. 



Self-Assessment and Goal Setting 

The use of self-assessment as a means for goal setting and planning 

professional growth activities gained prominence during the 1980s. The 

process of self-assessment and goal-setting was validated as one of the 

professional growth experiences used effectively by principals (Barth, 1993; 

Carter & Harris, 1991 ; Lee, 1993; National Association of Elementary School 

Principals [NAESP], 1991). Blumberg and Greenfield (1 980) were tvwo of the 

earliest promoters of self-assessment and goat setting. In their summary of 

characteristics and strategies employed by eight effective principals, they 

reported that principals have the potential to use self-assessment. They 

believed that principals know their own jobs, the needs of schools and the 

needs of the students they serve. They can and will organize and meet their 

own challenges and systerns,&en the needed support. Regarding the eight 

principals Blumberg and Greenfield stated: 

All of them were very skilled at analyzing and determining 

the requirements of their school situations, and evaluating 

alternative courses of action. This was, like their disposition to 

collect information as they moved through their work world, a 

continuous process. They were constantly sorting, sifting, 

categorizing, and interrelating phenomena bearing on the 

principalship. (p. 257) 

In 1987 a series of articles was published by the National Association of 

Secondary School Principals (NASSP) pertaining to practices used by 



principals' centers across the nation. In these articles self-assessment and goal 

setting were described as important initial exercises used to stimulate 

professional growth. In one of these articles, author John Mauriel suggested 

that "practitioners can define and describe their own needs. The centers, in turn, 

provide the necessary knowledge and resources to fill these needs" (Mauriel, 

1987, p. 6). 

The state of Texas has also been a leader in promoting the use of 

planning for professional grovvth of administrators. In 1984, the Texas 

Legislature mandated that all administrators develop a professional growth 

plan, a requirement which was met with varying degrees of enthusiasm 

(Witmore & Erlandson, 1993). Since that time a principal center out of Texas A & 

M has sought to assist principals with this requirement through the use of The 

Management Profile tool, designed to structure assessment and goal setting. 

Learner Input 

In addition to a self-assessment of needs, the concept .of the learner 

planning strategies for meeting those needs has substantial support from a 

number of resources (Blurnberg & Greenfield, 1980; Asayesh, 1993; Hoyle, 

1985). Proponents of learner input in professional development believe staff 

development providers must let go of preconceived notions of determining what 

is best for learners. In contrast, providers are cautioned to be sensitive to 

learner needs and flexible in delivery of professional growth experiences. 

Principals' centers, for example grew up around the concept that principals, not 

so-called "expertst', should shape their own professional development 



(Asayesh, 1 993). 

Most recently, the Blue Ribbon Panel on AMERICA 2000, composed of 

educational leaders from across the nation, voiced their concerns 

related to national reform efforts. Among their concerns was the issue of learner 

input or involvement in planning professional growth. Professional 

development, they stated, has the potential for improving education "if 

education leaders at the local, state, and national levefs have an opportunity to 

develop the program; share with each other what already works; and evaluate 

programs ..." (Marx, 1991, p. 14). The sentiments of this panel coincides with 

what practitioners also say about "learner input" being a key for successful 

professional growth (Asayesh, 1993; Barth, 1993; Blumberg & Greenfield, 

1980). Becky van der Bogert, superintendent of schools, former staff developer, 

and current chair of the International Network of Principals' Centers, stated that 

Principals' centers "grew up around the concept that principals, not so-called 

'expertsbhhould shape their own development" (Asayesh, 1993, p. 15). She 

goes on to explain that the purpose of principals' center is to provide a vehicle 

for principals to get together, share ideas, and develop their own staff 

development plan and grow. Finally, she insists that the most effective 

leadership development is that which is shaped by the learners. 

A team of staff development experts from Georgia conducted a nation- 

wide study to examine dimensions of educational leadership. In this study 12 

dimensions were verified as important. Within these 12 dimensions 2 were 

perceived by outstanding practitioners as more important than others. Staff 



development, defined as the development and facilitation of meaningful 

opportunities for professional growth was one of these two. They reported four 

major implications from this study. One of the four was, "involve educational 

leaders in planning and selecting their own professional growth experiences" 

(Heitrnuller, Leuzinger, McAfee, Smith, & Pajak, 1993, p. 31). 

Acquisition of Knowledae Base 

In addition to providing individualized professional growth experiences, a 

uniform set of knowledge is criticat for effective leadership by principals. 

Although changes in education are occurring at a record pace, basic 

knowledge of the profession remains a critical component for professional 

development. Research reports from professional organizations, as well as 

individuals, outiine knowledge standards that reflect basic building blocks for 

growth (American Association of School Administrators [AASA], 1982; Hoyle, 

1 985; Thomson, 1 993). 

Professional organizations, along with universities, have launched major 

initiatives to develop standards for gauging the professional knowledge and 

skills of school leaders. Principals for Our Chanaina Schools, represents one of 

the most recent and comprehensive efforts to develop professional standards. 

This publication was a collaborative effort of 12 professional organizations, 

collectively called the National Policy Board for Educational Administration, all 

of which have expressed interest in bridging what has been described as the 

"clinical gap" between training programs and practical application of knowledge 

and skills. This document, according to the National Policy Board, constitutes 



the core of what principals must know and be able to do professionally 

(Thompson, 1987). NAESP and AASA have also provided documents which 

offer standards for gauging the profession. 

TWO documents published by the NAESP, Standards for Quality 

w e  and 

Proficiencies for Principals: Kinderaarten throuah Eiahth Grade (1991), 

represent efforts to provide leadership and guidance to those in the K-8 field. 

The Standards document identified those factors that exemplify schools of 

exceptional quality. It was designed to give states and districts a means for 

determining the degree to which their schools possess the ingredients 

necessary for providing quality education. In addition it should '%help individual 

principals assess the quality of their schools, as part of the continuing effort to 

enhance educational opportunities for their students" (p. 2). The Proficiencies 

document was designed to provide a model for planning professional growth 

through the use of a common set of criteria used for personalized assessment 

and goal setting. 

Collaboration with others, networking, collegial support, and other terms 

have been used to describe the practice of talking with others about successes, 

failures, and frustrations of job experiences. These terms, along with 

descriptions of the practice that accompanies, have inundated the literature 

related to professional growth and development (Erlandson, 1994; Joyce, 

1990). Collaboration is not complex or complicated. It is more a matter of 



spending time together. As one principal described collaboration: 

Those of us who work as school administrators need to spend 

time with each other as a matter of support, counsel, and 

n~~rturance. We need to develop ways for that to happen, to 

work to establish networks, foster growth opportunities, and nurt~tre 

supportive groups. (Thorns, 1987, p. 1 0) 

The current wave of collaboration has been stimulated by discoveries made in 

principals' centers (Parks, 1987). The centers have provided avenues of 

communication, as well as sources tor new information. Trained leaders are 

available to assist professionals with planning and feedback. Asayesh (1 993) 

said: 

Like airline pilots who have to spend two weeks of each year 

doing the things they do every day but under supervision and with 

feedback, administrators periodically need a chance to practice their 

skills in a setting where experienced colleagues can help. (p. 15) 

Principals in all stages of their careers consistently report coliaboration 

with others as a valuable experience (Erlandson, 1994; Parks, 1987). 

Erlandson (1994) who recorded testimonies of new principals, as well as 

veterans, recommended that all principals should have support on the job from 

colieagues. "Within schools, the principal has no peers, and often 

communication lines with other principals and other sources of coilegial support 

are minimal or non-existent" (p. 33). New principals, he stated, should have a 

comprehensive s~tpport program utilizing mentors and experienced principals 



need to work on developing these collegial relations. 

Field-based Learning 

The desire for field-based learning is one of the components or practices 

frequently reported in literature related to effective professional growth and 

development of principals. The rationale for this practice in the field comes from 

many who have experienced theory-based training as less than satisfactory. 

Traditional pre-service training programs is the source for much of this 

dissatisfaction. In a 1989 survey of principals, Doud (1989) found that principals 

did not view their $re-service training as one of the primary contributors to job 

effectiveness. In contrast, 96.8% of the respondents cited "on-the-job 

experience" as the number one factor contributing to their success (p. 41). 

Criticism of traditional training programs has centered around the gap 

between the application of knowledge and skills needed for effective job 

performance and the theory-laden courses found in the universities. 

Practitioners report the traditional training model as inadequate and unfutfilling 

lacking in the provision for technical skill development needed for instructional 

leadership (Hallinger & Greenbiatt, 1987). Erlandson (1994) writes that 

frustration with theory-based training may be matter of timing rather than style of 

delivery. He studied the perceptions experienced principals for the National 

Policy Board in 1994. His findings showed that principals felt some of the theory 

and philosophy delivered during pre-service training could have waited until 

they had acquired on-the-job experience. Pre-service courses which offered 

performance-based learning were reported as more positive. 



Available literature advocates field-based experiences, which focuses on 

increasing competencies in skills, rather than knowledge based on theory, as a 

primary element of successful professional growth and development (Asayesh, 

1993; Rothberg & Pawlas, 1993). The use of field-based experiences for 

augmenting the professional growth of principals has become a common 

practice in "principal centers'and "leadership academies" across the nation 

(Greier & Draughon, 1987; Thompson, 1 987). The field-based experiences, 

including role-playing, school visitations, and problem-based activities 

contributed to pop~~lariiy and the rapid growth of principals' centers during the 

1980s (Erlandson, 1987). In a Stanford program for principal development, 

where administrators have to do much more than absorb lectures, a group of 

principals designed and carried out a process for selecting teachers. The 

process included actual interviews, selection and discussion about the 

strengths and weaknesses of the project (Asayesh, 1993). 

The art of developing administrative leadership must combine 

knowledge and skills through applied experiences (Lee, 1993; Sergiovannl, 

1992). Lee, director of Peer-Assisted Leadership Program for the Far West 

Laboratory, believes that one of the most powerful ways to demonstrate the 

appropriateness of new leadership is to engage the participant in a first-hand 

experience of it and let them discover the benefits (Lee, 1993). As a basis for 

this position, Lee contends that leadership cannot be reduced to a uniform set 

of technical skills to be used in all contexts. Instead, Lee builds on the support of 

extensive research which concludes leademhip as a contextual or situational 



skill (Goodlad, 1983; Sergiovanni, 1992). 

Leadershin Roles and Shrles 

Leadership of school principais has been the subject of hundreds of 

studies during the past 30 years (Smith & Andrews, 1989). Many different 

themes and conclusions can be found within reports of these studies. 

Regardless of the variation, research has repeatedly described the leadership 

of building principals as a significant component of effective schools. 

For the purpose of this study two areas of leadership theory were 

reviewed. These are leadership roles and leadership styles. Many differing 

definitions of leadership roles and leadership styles can be found with 

educational literature. The point here is not to debate the validity of the 

definitions but rather to report the essence of the research. Leadership role, in 

this paper, refers to dimensions of principals' day-to-day activities. Descriptive 

words conveying leadership roles might include communicator, facilitator, 

analyst and planner, politician, change agent, and technologist (Lewis, 1993). 

In comparison, leadership styles will be referred to as personal or individual 

characteristics. Descriptive words conveying leadership styles might include 

open-minded, enthusiastic, honest, and risk-taker (Lewis, 1993). 

Leadership Roles 

As an educational leader, the rote of the building principal has come to 

the forefront of discussions concerning what is needed to make schools 

effective in today's society. Since the release of the Coleman Report in 1966, 

considerable debate has surrounded this topic (Block, 1983). The controversial 



I Coleman Report, along with other research efforts in the f960s, indicated that 

schools had vefy little influence over student achievement. During the next 

decade, however, this idea was refuted by volumes of research on schools, 

indicating that many factors of school practice did have significant influence on 

the performance of students in schools. Collectively, this body of research 

became known as the effective schools research. Although the effective schools 

research indicated that no single factor could be considered responsible for 

high student achievement, strong leadership by building principals consistently 

emerged as one of the primary factors contributing to student success in 

schools (Edrnonds, 1979; Goodlad, 1983; Purkey & Smith, 1983). This factor, 

strong leadership by principals, came forward in the educational world as 

important knowledge for future school improvement. 

f ducational literature which documents principals'ssccessfully 

maintaining effective schools has undergone a paradigm shift. Volumes of 

research reports resulting from studies during the 70s and 80s centered around 

the development of a "prescription-like" formula that could be applied to process 

of developing effective roles for principals. These studies focused on identifying 

traits which are characteristic of principals who were considered to be effective. 

The traits research was based on the assumption that a standardized formula 

might be used for outlining the role of effective principals. 

The traits research contributed to the overall knowledge pool related to 

principals' effectiveness, however, the theory of standardized application was 

refuted by studies which emphasized the personal and situational nature of 



principalst roles (De Boise, 1984; Sergiovanni, 1984). This later research 

revealed that each principal's setting was somewhat different from any other 

setting, and similarly, the individual nature of principals' personalities interacted 

with the educational environment in unique ways (Blumberg & Greenfield, 

1980). Consequently, the type of leadership and the ways in which the 

individual leaders adapt to, and manipulate environments, d ~ e s  not contribute 

to a model which can be prescribed equally to principals and their settings. 

Instead each individual and educational setting within which a principal works 

has different formulas for success. 

The past decade of literature describing the role of the principal 

advocates a shift in the role of school leaders. This proposal is based on a long 

history of failure to implement lasting change through autocratic leadership 

roles (Guskey, 1986). Researchers and educational leaders during the past 

decade have documented the ineffectiveness of traditional roles in the 

implementation of new practices. According to theorists, long-lasting change 

has not occurred because leaders have failed to recognized the importance of 

two factors: participants-motivation for involvement and the process by which 

change takes place (Senge & Lannon-Kim, 1991 3 .  Although organizational 

system theorists have long known that there is a close connection between 

individual involvement in change and personal ownership of the change effort, 

leadership efforts have not been responsive to this knowledge. Traditional 

leadership roles derived power from the position and status as legal authority. 

Power invoked or exercised from this role led to conflict between principal and 
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teachers. Alienation resulted from conflict between the role of the principal and 

the personal needs (dignity, self-worth, and self-efficacy) of teachers. When the 

principal's demands and the teachers' personal needs conflict, teachers" 

productivity diminishes (Adams & Bailey, 1989). In contrast, if the principal and 

the teachers agree on goals (preferences), teachers' productivity and school 

climate are enhanced. Teacher productivity, in turn, increases student 

achievement, which is the ultimate goal of the study of leadership. 

There is substantial evidence indicating traditional leadership forms, 

emphasizing a hierarchy in managemen!, have not been effective for 

administrators faced with implementing and maintaining change in our school 

(Fullan, 1982; Senge & Lannon-Kim, 1991). Small and large scale studies of 

top-down strategies have consistently demonstrated that change innovations 

fail in the vast majority of cases (Fullan, 1994). In contrast, researchers and 

other educational leaders are advocating a facilitative leadership role. Leaders 

in today's schoots must perform in a facilitative role, orchestrating shared vision, 

site-based management, team building, and collaboration throughout the 

school (Barth, 1993; Senge, Kleiner, Roberts, Ross & Smith, 1994). In order to 

successf~llly accomplish this goal principals must involve stakeholders in the 

decision making process (Asayesh, 1993; Clark, 1995). Principals create vision 

by viewing the whole school and outside influences on a regular basis. By 

sharing their vision with faculty members and others the principal begins to 

generate support and understanding for desired outcomes. The more people 

are involved in responsible ways, the more likely they are to support the results 



of that involvement, and for a longer period of change (Senge & Lannon-Kim, 

1991 ; Smith & Andrews, 1989). Principals who have managed to sustain 

change indicate "participatory decision making" and "leadership and 

philosophical vision" as the two most important strategies for implementing and 

maintaining change (George & Anderson, 1989). 

If principals ir~fluence change through communication of visionary goals 

and shared decision-making (Asayesh, 1993) then the new lype of leadership 

cannot be reduced to a set ot technical skills which can be readily learned in the 

classroom. instead, a shift in roles involves how we think about educational 

leadership and what current research emphasizes about what principals need 

to do in their day-to-day activities (Asayesh, 1993; Sparks, 1 993). 

Related to studies defining the role of the principal are studies which 

attempt to identify the most effective leadership styles of principals (Lewis, 1993; 

Manasse, 1984). Reports from the latter, however, offer a picture that is difficult 

to understand. The picture defining effective leadership styles might best be 

described as a prism reflecting many dimensions. 

The purpose of reviewing leadership styles research is twwo-fold. first, it 

may assist the reader in understanding the interaction between self-assessment 

and planning professional growth and development goals. Secondly, it 

provides the reader with an awareness of diversity operating among effective 

educational leaders. 

Leadership styles influence the effectiveness of principals (Lewis, 1993). 



Unfortunately, there is little agreement on the definition and impact of 

leadership styles. Can leadership styles be acquired or are they determined by 

personality? Does one leader always exhibit the same style or can styles 

change to meet the situational needs? What factors determine a leadets style? 

Review of literat~~re on the subject of style does not necessarily answer these 

questions. DeBoise (1984) said, in reference to the difference in styles that 

appear to be wofkabte, "research needs to clarify how different styles and 

personalities interact with specific contexts to produce desirable or undesirable 

consequences" (p. 19). Leadership styles, as a subject for research, is in its 

infancy stage (Lewis, 1 993). 

Efforts to date have not been successful in discovering a model for 

explaining the impact of leadership styles. Investigations to ascertain the impact 

of leadership styles have led to the conclusion that specific styles are 

contextually bound and peculiar to the various personalities and settings that 

exist. The peculiarities are especially acute when applied to ongoing 

development of an administrator over the course of a career (Carter & Harris, 

1 991 ). Commercial purveyors of leadership style assessment instruments do 

make claim to acc~~rate identification of characteristics of leadership styles. This 

identification process has been documented as an effective means for assisting 

in self-assessment. Self-assessment, in turn, precludes efficient planning for 

professional growth and development (NAESP, 1991). 

Awareness of leadership styles provides insight into the diversity of 

effective leaders. Knowledge of leadership styles, however, should not foster 



advocacy of a particular style. In fact, there is no convincing evidence which 

indicates leadership styles can be developed through training (Lewis, 1993). In 

contrast, terms which describe leadership styles parallel descriptions of 

personality characteristics which are not readily developed through in training 

programs. Although no single profile emerges from the portraits of effective 

leaders, sirnilarities exist among descriptions of effective styles. Some of the 

similarities include, open-mindedness, enthusiastic, flexible, committed, 

personable, honest, and risk-taker, examples of words used to describe 

effective leadership styles. These terms also describe personality 

characteristics. 

Insight developed through awareness of leadership styles may be most 

useful in creating a deeper understanding of the complexity of principa.lsl 

performance. lnteresting stories contained in reports of leadership style 

illustrate this point. For example, one author described a principal, who by any 

standard criteria, could not be labeled as even an average principal, except for 

one quality, his school worked. This principal fumbled rolltine administrative 

tasks and regularly blew assignments given by the superintendent, but he had 

one redeeming trait, he cared deeply for other people. Consequently, the author 

continues, when his faculty meetings started to fall apart due to his ineptness, 

his teachers stepped foiward and carried the ball. Others did his work, and the 

results were fairly good (Steller, 1988). Another interesting occurrence was 

reported by Sergiovanni (1984). He told of Joan Lipsitz's experience of 

interviewing people about principals in "excellent" schools. She found that 



people had difficulty defining what made them good. The most common answer 

to her question was, "You will have to come and see my school"@. 4). 

DeBoise (1984) offered a parallel explanation of leadership stytes in his 

analysis of research by Blumberg and Greenfield. DeBoise said the vaiue of 

these researcher's work does not lie in a list of characteristics, rather the 

research is significant for its descriptions of the principals and their own 

assessments of how they operate in their schools. Each of the subjects revealed 

different leadership styles and ways in which individual leaders adapt to and 

manipulate environments that are idiosyncratic. DeBoise's conclusions of 

leadership, which included analysis of several studies, encouraged 

consideration of a view that leadership encompasses "accomplishment of 

improvement according to their own abilities, styles and contextual 

circurnstances" (p. 20). 

Studies which focused on the individuality of principals suggest that the 

character of the principal is equally as important as the skills of the principal. In 

fact, Blumberg and Greenfield (1980) went to the extreme of claiming that 

almost anyone could learn the necessary skills to function as a principal. They 

insisted the character of the person was the determining factor between 

acceptable and excellent principals. They said: 

Most people can learn the necessary attitudes and skills that enable a 

group of people to function adequately. And it seems to be true that 

groups can learn to accept influence from a variety of people and to 

assign group functions accordingly. What seems not be true, is that 



anyone can assume the role of leading an organization--a school--in the 

direction of making itself better than it is. Other things besides democratic 

functioning have to occur and the suggestion here is that these other 

things start with the character of the person involved. (p. 245) 

Summan/ 

The developmental history of the middle school movement carries a story 

laced with turbulence. From the onset of efforts to implement effective strategies 

to meet the needs of the adolescent learner, school leaders have had difficulty 

coping with long-standing traditions and resistance to change. Although a 

certain amount of progress has been made in terms of identifying practices 

which are eff eetive for the adolescent, the lasting implementation of practices 

has a history of failure. 

Educational leaders have indicated that the practice of participating in 

ongoing professional growth may contribute to the success of irrbplementing 

effective school practices. The literature related to this area spans several 

decades and offers a multitude of suggestions for leaders interested in pursuing 

professional growth. For the purpose of this study, these suggestions were 

categorized by the designation of five primary activities. 

In consideration of effective middle school practices, the principal has 

been given credit as a key factor of success. However, researchers have 

demonstrated that effective school leadership does not result from any 

particular formula or set of criteria. Effective leadership, in contrast, has been 

attributed to a variety of factors including leadership styles, personal 



characteristics, and the context of situations. 



Chapter 3 

METHODOLOGY 

The design of Ihis study was derived from a theoretical foundation of 

naturalistic inquiry (Lincoln 8 Guba, 1985). Semi- structured interviews were 

conducted as a means of gathering rich descriptive data. The interviews 

provided an opportunity for the principals to tell their own professional growth 

and development stories and explain how they have made sense of these 

experiences. 'Their stories allowed me to make meaning (Mishler, 1986) and 

explore insights (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992) of various perceptions pertaining to 

professional development experiences of selected principals in middle school 

settings in lowa. 

Selection of Respondents 

Respondents for this study were identified using what Glesne and 

Peshkin call "networking techniques" (1992, p. 27). 1 asked professionals, 

familiar with the work of middle school principals in lowa, to identify principals 

for the study. These professionals included employees of two lowa universities, 

the lowa Department of Education, two area education agencies, and two 

professional organizations (School Administrators of Iowa and lowa Association 

of Middle School Principals). Each of the nominators was contacted by 

telephone. I identified myself and explained the nature of the study and then 

asked the nominators if they felt confident in identifying exemplary middle 

school principals. Two of these persons, both university professors, declined the 

request. Each of the professors suggested someone they felt would be more 



knowledgeable about middie level principals who fit the criteria for the study. In 

both cases, the person they suggested had already been contacted for 

nominations. A return call was made to one of the nominators who asked for 

time to think about the question and talk with a friend in another part of the state. 

One of the nominators used a directory of lowa administrators as a prompt 

during the call. 

I asked the nominators to identify exemplary middle school principals in 

lowa and explain why they felt the principal was exemplary. They were not 

asked for a specific number of nominations, but they were told they could 

nominate as many as they liked. 'The number of nominees suggested by the 

nominators varied. One nominator offered only 4 names. Another nominator 

offered 18 names. The average number of nominees was 13. 

When 1 asked each nominator to explain why (s)he felt a principal was 

exemplary, all of the nominators had difficulty separating one principal from 

another. Instead, they typically preferred to group the principals within a single 

list of criteria. Despite my efforts to probe why nominators cited specific 

individuals, most had difficulty separating one principal from another; they 

seemed to view attributes collectively. The most frequently cited reason for 

suggesting a principal for the study was, that the principals "understand middle 

school concepts." The second most frequent response was, "they understand 

the developmental characteristics of middle level students," and third, "they are 

child-centered." The entire list of criteria offered by the nominators is listed in 

Appendix A. 



Prior to the end 05 the telephone conversations, the nominators were 

once again given my name and information needed to make later contact. The 

nominators were encouraged to contact me if they thought of another principal, 

or if, at a later date, they wanted to add or delete information they had 

previously provided. 

A total of 39 nominations were made. I ranked the 39 nominations 

according to number of times he/she had been suggested. Twenty principals 

received two or more nominations and these people comprised the pool of 

possible particpants for the study. From this pool of 20 possible interviewees, I 

began the interview process. The actual number of principals interviewed was 

fifteen, based on the qualitative research assumption that once the point of 

"saturation" (Seidman, 1991, p. 45), is reached, or when interviewees no longer 

provided significantly different, or new information the interview process is 

complete. 

gain in^ Access 

The first step in the data collection process was to gain access to the 

principals who had been nominated. Each principal was contacted by 

telephone. During the initial conversations I introduced myself as a middle 

school principal and doctoral student and I explained the purpose of the study. 

Each principal was told that (s)he had been identified as an exemplary middle 

school principal and asked if helshe would be willing to be interviewed. All 05 

the nominees readily accepted the invitation to participate in the study. 

Interviews were conducted by the researcher at a time and location convenient 



to the principal. One interview was conducted in a meeting room of a 

convention center. Another interview was conducted in a university library. The 

remainder of the interviews were conducted in the principal's school office. 

Data Collection 

A semi-structured interview format was used for this study because this 

technique, as described by Burgess (1 984) and others, "is a conversation with a 

 purpose'"^. 107). The interview process itself served two primary purposes for 

this qualitative study. First, it provided me with first-hand stories of principals' 

professional growth and development experiences, and second, it provided a 

means for exploring how principals make sense of their experiences and their 

beliefs or hunches about the issues (Merriam, 1988; Mishler, 1 986; Seidman, 

1991 ). The semi-structured interview also ensured that consistent information 

was acquired from all the respondents, while at the same time provided 

opportunity for them to express ideas that might not have been included with a 

specific question (Borg & Gall, 1989). 

Each interview was structured around three broad research questions: 

1. What professional growth experiences effectively contribute to the 

development of exemplary middle school principals? 

2. What are the primary conditions which impact middfe school 

principals' opportunities to participate in these activities? 

3. Are there factors other than the activities described which contribute to 

a principal's ability to be an effective middle school leader? 

In addition to the three broad questions. A probe was used to encourage 



respondents to provide details to their stories (see Appendix 8). 

Prior to the first interview, a pilot interview was conducted with a 

colleague who is a middle school principal. The pilot interview provided an 

opportunity for me to address some of the practicai aspects of conducting 

interviews (Seidman, 1991). After the interview, I reflected on the experience 

with the interviewee and revised the question to add clarity and understanding. I 

began the interview by introducing myself, thanking the principal for taking 

hidher time to participate in the study, and explaining the interview process. 

Participants were also informed that the interview would be audio taped. Each 

participant was told that the information from their interview would be used with 

data from other interviews and that any quotes used in the study would not be 

attributed to individuals. I did caution each interviewee that complete anonymity 

could not be assumed, however, because nominators and others interested in 

the study would likely be able to identify principals nominated for this research 

study. Each person was given the opportunity to ask questions before signing a 

consent form (see Appendix C). 

The participants willingly told stories about their professional growth and 

development and appeared to be comfortable talking about the topic. In 

general, the participants seemed straight-forward and uninhibited about sharing 

personal experiences. The participants did not appear to be concerned with 

time. The longest interview was 95 minutes. The shortest was 45 minutes, with 

the average time of all interviews being 75 minutes. 

At the close of the interview I thanked participants for their cooperation 



and told them a summary of the study would be sent to them after completion. 

One asked to have a copy of the entire study instead of a summary. Each was 

given a copy of the consent form and a business card in the event they wanted 

to contact the researcher to add information at a later time. One principal 

contacted the researcher by telephone after the interview to add comments. I 

sent a thank you was sent to the participants following the interviews. 

Immediately following each of the interviews, I spent time reflecting on 

what was said by making descriptive notes about particularly insightful 

comments (Creswell, 1994). These field notes (Patton, 1989) contained 

analytical impressions and interpretations (Glasser & Strauss, 1967). These 

were later referred to during the data analysis and writing phases of the project. 

Data Analysis 

Data analysis and data collection was an iterative process. Additional 

notes were made during transcription as reminders of possible implicit 

assumptions or points for further consideration during other interviews. 

Following five interviews, I read the transcripts and began a process of "de- 

contextualizing" (Tesch, 1990, p. 97) whereby I took each principal's story apart 

and categorized it for an inter-person comparison (Miles & Huberrnan, 1984). 

This was accomplished by reading the transcripts and thinking about 

reoccurring themes or patterns. I assigned code words and colors to each 

theme and systematically coded every interview transcript according to 

designated themes (Creswell, 1994). After coding was completed for all 

interviews I cut portions of the text and pasted them onto large index cards. 



Initially I coded 22 themes. 

During the next step I "re-contextualized" the data by organizing the 

information on cards into a meaningful story or picture (Tesch, 1990, 

p. 97). 1 sorted and resorted the cards within the deck many times. This same 

type of reorganizing data and analyzing patterns continued throughout the 

entire writing process. As more stories were told, subtleties and assumptions 

emerged within the themes. During the process, I read the information on the 

cards many times. On several occasions I re-read an entire transcript of an 

interview to provide clearer insight into the meaning of a particular quote. Also, 

I used my journal notes to provide additiona! meaning to the text (Miles & 

H u berman, 1 984). 

Organizing the data from twenty-two themes into a story which could be 

understood by others, was a immense task because some of the data 

overlapped among the themes. At one point it seemed logical to report the data 

according to the individual principal. This too, was difficult to understand. 

Another time I attempted to organize the data into one of six categories 

describing a primary trait of similar principals. I fo1.1nd that the most workable 

format was to organize the data around the broad research questions. Although 

this has proven to be a workable format, the reader should be aware that the 

respondents did not necessarily offer information in this sequence. Even 

though I used the same order in asking questions, the respondents jumped from 

one topic to another during their responses. 



Researchets Role 

During 'the time I was conducting this research, I was also a middle 

school principal in a rural school district in Iowa where I have learned the 

language of middle school principals and have become increasingly familiar 

with middle school research and practice. In other words, i have "first-hand" 

knowledge of how middle schools work and, to some degree, how middle 

school principals learn from professional growth experiences. This knowledge 

and experience helped me to understand the complexity of the middle school, 

describe the experiences of others, and conduct semi-structured interviews 

designed to elicit insight and thinking form the principals I interviewed. As 

Lincoln and Guba (1985), and more recently, Glesne and Peshkin (1992) 

indicate, having prior understanding and insight is an advantage and a 

disadvantage to the qualitative researcher. 

On the positive side, because this study is about a topic that I live every 

day, I was very interested in finding out more about what others, who are in the 

same role, have to say about the topic. This interest helped to sustain my 

energy in designing the study, carrying out the interviews, and analyzing the 

data (Seidman, 1991). On the other hand, because I was so familiar with the 

issues surrounding this research project, I had to take specific steps to ensure 

the "tmshuorthiness'"f the data collection (Glesne & Peshkin, 1992, 

p. 148). 1 did this in several ways. First, prior to collecting the data, I wrote a 

detailed overview of how the project was developing and my feelings, intuition, 

and some implicit assumptions I had about the research topic. Second, 



throughout the data collection and data analysis stages of this project, I kept a 

journal of my own thoughts as a way to monitor my interests and bias with the 

intent of minimizing any distortion of data (Peshkin, 1988). Third, although a 

common assumption that undergirds any qualitative research project is that the 

researcher's interpretation of findings are implicit (Locke, Spirduso, & 

Silverman, 19871, 1 continually reviewed the audio-tapes and field notes in an 

attempt to separate my own perspectives on the topic from what the 

respondents said were important to them (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). In addition, 

another middle school principal, who is knowledgeable of qualitative research 

methodology, served as an external auditor (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) or critical 

friend. He reviewed several transcripts and compared the quotes with my report 

of findings to help ensure the accuracy of intetview data and the findings of the 

study. 



Chapter 4 

FINDINGS 

The findings presented in this chapter were gathered through semi- 

structured interviews with 15 exemplary middle school principals in Iowa and 

are divided into sections which correspond to the three broad research 

questions of the study. Responses to the first question are organized according 

to the five components of professional growth and development experiences 

described in Chapter Two. These are: (a) self-assessment and goat setting, (b) 

learner input, (c) acquisition of knowledge, (d) collaboration with others, and (e) 

field-based learning. The next section is organized around three major themes 

that emerged from the interviewees' responses to the second research question 

regarding principals' perceptions of conditions that influence their opportunities 

to participate in professional growth activities. The themes are: (a) influence of 

others, (b) influence of change, and (c) influence of principals' leadership. The 

final section includes a discussion of responses to the third interview question 

regarding other factors which influence principals' success as a middle school 

leader. Their responses are reported according to four broad categories: (a) 

commitment to middle level education, (b) intuition, (c) relationships with others, 

and (d) personal characteristics. Principalst comments in regard to their future 

concerns related to professional growth are also described in this chapter. 

Comaonents of Professional Growth Activities 

In response to the first research question, respondents described 

activities and experiences which were important to them. Although each 



interview was unique to the individual, commonalities were found among the 

descriptions. These commonalities are organized into five areas reported in this 

section. A summary figure of these five areas is given below. 

Figure 1 
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University Coursework 
Conventions and Meetings 
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On-the-job Training 
Mentoring 
School Visitations 

Self-selected ResourcesfStudy Groups 
District Administrative Meetings 
Experimentation within Building 

Informal Groups 
Formal Groups 
One-on-One Conversations 

Self-assessment and Goal Setting 

Nearly all respondents referred to self-assessment and goal setting as an 

important key to determining their selection of professional development 

activities. In general, this was described as an informal process rather than 

formal process. Most commonly, self- assessment and goal setting were part of 



the day-to-day operations. They were referred to in conjunction with 

collaboration, reading, attending meetings, and reflective thinking. Several 

principals referred to self-assessment and goal setting in conjunction with their 

informal conversations with other principals. "When I talk with others, I am 

always comparing what they say with what I do. This keeps me on my toes and 

helps me detemine my strengths and weaknesses. When I feel like 1 need to 

update myself, I find a way to do that." Another principal said that discussion 

with other principals helps to "refine my own thinking and detemine what I need 

to do." A few principals valued discussion with others as a more productive 

means of assessment than conventions or meetings. In one case the principal 

expressed enthusiasm for attending conventions, but qualified the experience 

as less valuable than meeting with others about goals. "I have learned over the 

years that conventions get me excited, but they don" usually help me decide 

what I need. I used to think whatever the speakers said was what I needed. Now 

I rely more heavily on other principals' opinions." 

Respondents also explained how self-assessment and goal setting were 

combined with reading or other professional development activities. "As 1 read 

[professional] journals, I evaluate myself. I'm always evaluating what I know 

about middle schools with what the literature says. If I read something in several 

journals I give it serious thought. if I think I need to know more about what I read, 

then I talk to someone else to see what they think." One principal said self- 

assessment and goal setting were elements of being a good employee. "I set 

my own goals. I always have. Even as a teacher, I would write down my goals 



and take them to my superintendent and let him know what I wanted to 

accomplish." 

Self-assessment and goal setting were talked about in conjunction with 

intrinsic motivation for keeping current on important educational issues. 

I am always thinking about what I'm doing and wondering 

how I can improve myself or my school. I'm very critical of what I 

do, but I think that is what allows me to grow. I journal about the 

things I do. When I find myself needing more information 

about something, I go out and get what I need to improve myself. 

In another case the principal described hirnself/herself as a very nervous 

person. "Because I am so nervous, I'm always wondering if I can do a better job. 

Sometimes this hits me like a brick and 1 realize 1 need to get busy and learn 

more about middle school." Another principal felt compelled to use self- 

assessment and goal setting to stay ahead of nearby schools. Other schools 

were threatening because of the open enrollment option. For this principal, the 

a larger contiguous district provided a wider range of student offerings. "I have 

to keep evaluating what I do in order to stay on top of the other district. If I don't 

keep ahead of the game, parents may decide to go to the larger school." 

Some principals talked about self-assessment and goal setting in more 

formal ways. Formal self-assessment and goal setting were accomplished 

during group work. In two examples principals reported progress of goals at 

each meeting. In these cases members of the group set goals at the beginning 

of each year and reported to each other during meetings. As a group they 



offered feedback to each member who shared progress. Group members were 

seen as a support system in this process. "We spend time reftecting and 

assessing our progress on goals every time." Some respondents in these 

groups felt self-assessment and goal setting were productive with colleagues 

because it is a safe environment without job-related consequences. "I'm not 

afraid to ask the other people in the group their opinions about what I am doing. 

They will tell me what they think and I respect their ideas. You don't always want 

to let your superintendent or staff know your weaknesses." 

Learner l nput 

The stories told by middle school principals revealed their initiative to 

provide input into their own professional growth and development. In nearly all 

cases, respondents desired to have input into the delivery of professional 

development services. The principals did not cite pressure from supervisors, 

state mandates, or constituents as a motivating factor for determining their 

professional growth needs. They did not look for someone to tell them what they 

needed. In contrast, they selected their own means for acquiring new 

information and skills. 

Respondents described learning settings which offered opportunity for 

learner input. Study groups, mentorships, self-selected inservices, and self- 

directed experimentation were described as settings which allowed learner 

input. Small group meetings, for example, a.llowed participants to determine the 

agenda. One principal said, 

i think you decide what you need by talking about it with others. 



You listen to others and analyze if it will work or fit within your own 

building. As you talk you can ask questions related to your needs. You 

don't have to waste time with things you don7 need. 

Another principal said, "So everyone talks about ideas and concepts, but you 

have to make it work for your own school. It's realty unique. I guess it's kind of a 

rebellion against formal meetings. It's what we need, not what someone else 

thinks we need. It's not theory, it's really practical. No one is talking theory. We 

just talk about real practice." 

Professional growth activities conducted within the district utilized the 

input of .the learners. Administrative team meetings, for example, provided time 

for administrators to talk about the needs which were unique to the setting. 

Our team meetings help us pick up the loose ends which you carry 

around with you. During the week 1 make notes about things I want 

to ask other administrators. Some things are just logistical. But I usually 

have a question or two about something that I need to learn about. The 

team is a great source of information. 

Similarly, district study groups provided learners with the opportunity to seek 

knowledge based on the needs of the learners. "Our study group developed 

into a great way of learning new information. You read about something and 

then you get a chance to hear other people's ideas. We can talk about it in 

terns of our situation instead of generalizing it like you do in college classes." 

Principals talked about inservice meetings that were selected for their district or 

building in the same way. 



NOW that we have most of inservices in the district, we can ask 

our providers to tailor the program to our needs. 'This is better 

than going to a convention or outside meeting. You don't have 

to waste time listening to things that don't apply to you. The 

infomation is more valuable because it is what you need. It's not 

generalized to a diverse group of people. 

Some principals felt the use of a mentor was an effective means of 

professional growth. For one principal, selecting a mentor was the first task 

when changing positions. "I find someone to be my mentor whereever I go. In 

fact, I will be leaving this position in a few months. I have already located a 

mentor for my new job. I use a mentor for locating resources, meeting 

colleagues, and discussing job-related concerns." Other principals utilized the 

expertise of experienced principals or superintendents as mentors to help them 

define options for professional growth. "I talk with my superintendent about my 

perception of needs. (S)he helps me evaluate my needs in terms of the district 

focus." Another principal said, "I talk with another principal whenever I am 

considering a new program. This helps me clarify what 1 am thinking and decide 

how I can pursue my goal." 

Principals reported self-directed experimentation as a means for 

determining how to make school improvements. Experimentation was 

described as a means for gathering information about what works for middle 

level students. According to one principal, 

me school is like an experimental factory. Everyone in the factory 



works to determine how the system can function most effectively. 

Each person has to be responsible for letting others know how things 

are going by evaluating what is working and what is not working. 

In this way I can determine what is needed and, in turn, seek new 

information. 

Similarly, a group of principals said they learned best by being involved. "That's 

why I haven't gone back to schoot. I'd like to have a degree but I can" afford the 

time to sit in those classes. I'm better off walking my halls; going to the teacher's 

lounge; and gathering my own information. That's how I learn about what I 

need." In addition, several talked about the value of listening to students. 

I learn a lot about what I need to do by listening to the students. 

They cut right to the core. If a program isn't working, they let me 

know. I thought our adviserladvisee program was going really 

well. Then some students asked me why they had an extra study 

hall. They were referring to the adviserladvisee program. I knew it was 

time to do some more learning. 

Acauisition of Knowledae 

Acquisition of knowledge about middle school concepts and practices 

was a key component of respondents' professional growth and development. 

With the exception of one principal, these respondents had little or no training in 

middle level education when they took their first job as a middle school principal 

or assistant principal. Some principals were transferred to a middle school 

against their will. In several cases, respondents were not even aware of the 



differences between a middle school and a junior high when they began their 

jobs. Others had read or heard about middle school practices, but had no formal 

training for middle level education. Although the respondents began their 

middle school principalships with a limited knowledge base about middle 

schools, each one had elected to adopt a middle school philosopliy and learn 

about practices which reflect the philosophy. 

A variety of means for acquiring a knowledge base about middle school 

practices and research were described. Reading was the most frequently cited. 

Most principals reported the use of professional journals as their primary source 

for reading. "I mostly read professional journals. Occasionally I'll pick up a book 

and read the whole thing. But time is always a factor and so I prefer to read 

articles." Many principals said they kept a stack of reading materials from 

professional organizations and other resources to read when they had time. 

Several said they read bits and pieces of articles rather than whole articles. Two 

principals described reading as a routine part of their day. "Every morning I try 

and get through an article or two. I go to school very early and that is the only 

time I have to read and think about what I'm doing." 

Another source of developing a knowledge base was study groups. The 

make-up of study groups varied among the respondents. Some groups were 

comprised of district administrative teams. Others groups were 

composed of middle school principais from several districts. Some study groups 

included teachers and principals in the same building. Each composition of 

study groups was reported as positive. Study groups had two means for 



advancing knowledge of participants. In most of the groups, topics were studied 

for one or two meetings. " We have been using one or two sessions to study and 

discuss and issue. For example, we read some articles about adviser/advisee 

programs. Each member brought information and we jig-sawed the knowledge. 

The next meeting we focused on integrating study skills." Other groups studied 

a topic for a longer period of time. In these cases, the study group material was 

most often centered around a book. " Study groups are really the thing for us. 

This was a hard sell to board members because it was seen as just sitting 

around. In reality, it has given us a chance to all talk and grow. We have 

studied some great books about the change process and middle school 

education." 

Along with their own acquisition of knowledge, principals explained how 

important it was for teachers to be knowledgeable middle school concepts. 

"After I found out some things about middle schools, I realized it wasn't enough 

for me to have knowledge, my teachers needed this knowledge too." Principals 

who participated in study groups with teachers reporled the process was an 

efficient means for learning new knowledge. In these cases the principals felt it 

was more effective to learn new information at the same time as teachers 

because it saved one step in the process of applying new information to the 

building setting. "Sometimes it's faster to study with your teachers than to learn 

yourself and then try and teach them. When we use study groups we have a 

chance to learn a new piece of information and then start to chew it up together. 

As we talk about the new piece of information, we take our understanding to a 



deeper level. It's a great way for me to get new knowledge and pass it on to the 

staff at the same time." 

Principals had mixed feelings about acquiring knowledge through 

university based coursework. Several principals felt university coursework was 

not an efficient means for acquiring knowledge base. These principals criticized 

the focus on theory-based learning. Some suggested the lack of practical 

information kept them from pursuing advanced degrees. One principal said, 

For the most part these (graduate) classes were a waste, although 

in a couple of classes I had a professor who really taught me 

something that I needed. Those classes that were taught by full 

professors tended to be less useful than those taught by adjunct 

professors. I had an adjunct professors that was very good because 

he was a practitioner. He made us do problem-solving kinds 

of things and we did practical things that were really good. 

Another principal explained, "You need an emphasis on application skills with a 

lesser amount of theoretical knowledge. I think you need some theory, but it's 

out of proportion in many university courses. If you fail on your job, it's not 

because you didn't understand the theory; it's because you don't pull together 

the skills you need. At this level it's the same for teachers and administrators. 

Being knowledgeable just doesn't cut it. You have to have practical skills to be 

effective." 

One third of the principals, however, reported university coursework as a 

source of acquiring new information. Two of these principals specified Vision 



Quest as a primary source for developing knowledge about middle school with 

teachers. These accounts described the Vision Quest program as a university 

course with a study group format. The course, taken by teachers and 

administrators, provided up-to-date research and a means for discussing issues 

important to the participants. Some principals emphasized 'the importance of 

friendships which developed with their professors. One principal talked about 

the difficulty in learning because the professor wouldn't allow students to talk 

about ideas during class. @)he went on to explain that as the course continued, 

the principals decided to meet with the professor to share their concern over 

lack of interaction. This meeting resulted in a change of instruction as well as a 

long lasting friendship. Another principal described her instructor as a warm 

and caring person. This principal felt the positive relationship between instructor 

and students augmented the learning process. 

Conventions and meetings were conveyed as a means for developing a 

uniform knowledge base for a few principals. One of the respondents who was 

initially unaware of the difference between a middle school and a junior high 

gained knowledge from a national convention. For this principal, attending 

national conventions was on a rotating basis for administrators in the district. 

When this principal attended the national convention sJhe discovered that junior 

highs did not have to be modeled after traditional high schools. This awareness 

sparked an intense study of middle school concepts. Others discussed 

conventions as a resource for introducing new information for investigation and 

study. 



Involvement with professional organizations was also described as a 

resource for acquiring new knowledge. The impact of professional 

organizations varied among the respondents. Most felt access to information 

through journals published by professional organizations and exchange of 

ideas through meetings sponsored were of primary benefit. Principals who were 

leaders in professional organizations cited additional benefits. One principal felt 

leadership in a professional organization provided access to information which 

was invaluable to his success. "If I wouldn't have become involved in a 

leadership role with IAMLE, I don't think I would have done so much with middle 

school development. The interaction with organizational leaders really helped 

me understand the importance of pushing ahead with adoption of practices." 

fl 

Collaboration with others was consistently cited as an important source 

for professional growth and development. Principals reported trust and respect 

for others as key factors of effective collaboration. Trust, according to the 

respondents, was something that developed over 'time. "At 'First, we were very 

careful about what we said to one another. We didn't get into much personal 

stuff." Groups became close knit as trust developed. "We are building trust 

because people are willing to talk about sensitive issues and trust the group. 

You have to nurture a little bit, but everyone has something to offer, you just 

have to give them a chance." Closeness was also reported as a caveat. Those 

who had developed trust said they felt protective of their group and didn't want 

to have anyone else join their group. When a principal moved to another district, 



a new person joined the group. In .the exchange, long-time members felt a 

sense of resentment due to the time it took to re-build trust and respect. 

Co!laboration with others included telephone calls, informal meetings, 

and formal meetings. The most frequently reported form of collaboration was 

small informal group interaction. In most cases, small groups were developed 

through principals' own initiative. This meant seeking out principals from other 

districts in most settings. In a few cases, larger districts, principals talked with 

others in their own district. Respondents talked about becoming acquainted with 

neighboring principals through local events or meetings. As they became 

familiar with others, they developed informal networks with telephone calls. In 

many situations these networks developed into a regularly scheduled meeting 

to talk together. "I've grown closer to a number of building principals because of 

the opportunities to meet with them. 1 got so I would call them about this or that 

and they could call me. I think informal networks are created out of formal 

networks." 

Several principals joined a cotlaborative group at the invitation of an 

outside facilitator. In the examples cited, the outside facilitator was an area 

education agency consultant who was knowledgeable of group process and 

was in a position to initiate meetings. Principals in these groups described the 

collaboration efforts as formal. Monthly meetings were held with an agenda and 

goals. Members who participated in the more formal groups over a period of 

several years felt the collaboration became informal over time. According to 

their perceptions, the meetings were informal when the outside facilitator no 



longer attended. "It started out as a very formal process. We had two facilitators. 

It was realty structured. Over time we got to know one another and didn't need a 

facilitator. We still have an agenda, but we do some informal talking too.'" 

Technical assistance was one of the reasons why principals collaborated with 

others. Several described how other principals helped them learn about middle 

school concepts and management techniques. 

You talk about professional development, that's a critical 

piece that people don't have. When 1 started in the middle 

school I had nobody. I had support, but not the kind I needed. 

I had the old, " it's okay", type of support, but not the "this is what the 

middle school looks like, this is where you need to go". 

One principal explained how technical assistance from others assisted with 

"everything from construction of a new facility to planning a fire drill." Some 

expressed pleasure in talking with others in a relaxed manner without worrying 

about a grade. '"ey are relaxed. There's no passlfail or grade. You don't have 

to wrRe a paper or turn anything in. You're just pursuing growth for it" own 

sake. It" not the just the information, 8s also the process that's important." 

Middle school colleagues were described as people who had the best 

insight into the practical application of middle school concepts. In reference to 

other middle school principals, respondents described respect for the 

information offered. "When you talk with other middle school principals you get 

practical information. You can ask questions whenever you want to and you 

know the answers wilt be helpful, because the people are working in middle 



schools." Principals validated their respect for their peers through allocation of 

time. In description of professional growth activities, they often said they didn't 

have time to attend meetings or conver~tions. These principals did, however, 

have time to attend informal meetings with other middle school principals. In 

several cases the researcher asked how principals made time for 

collaboration. The principals consistently said collaboration was so beneficial 

they just made time for it. 

Personal support was also cited as a reason for cotlaborating with others. 

Some said collaboration helped relieve their feelings of isolation, frustration, 

and loneliness. "I don't know about you, but I feel like I'm here ail by myself. 

Sometimes you think you are the only one who is struggling with a problem. 

When you hear someone else talk about the same problem you feel a sense of 

relief and comfort." Principals in rural areas also emphasized the importance of 

meeting with others to get away from critical observers who seem to be 

everywhere. "You and t know that when your in a small community, people are 

watching every move you make. It is a relief just to sit down with a group that 1 

can say anything I want without being criticized." Some principals discussed 

feelings of personal support from others as an important part of maintaining 

high performance. They explained how collaboration helped them feel better as 

a person because others provided them with encouragement and positive 

reinforcement. Another respondent said collaboration with others provided a 

productive break from the everyday demands of the job. "If you don't get out, 

your students, your staff, and your constituents demand every moment of your 



time. You have to force yourself to get out and reflect on what you're doing." 

Collaborative relationships extended beyond group meetings. Some principals 

talked about their group members as personal friends who are always available 

for persona6 or professionai support. One principal said friendship was the 

primary reason for collaboration with others. "1 think it is the camaraderie and 

talking with other people." 

Field-based Leaminq 

Respondents perceived field-based experiences as valuable to their 

professional growth. Descriptions of field-based learning included on-the-job- 

training and school visitations. On-the-job training was reported from three 

different perspectives. The first was described as day-to-day leaming by first- 

hand job experience. Some principals described the observation of teachers 

and students as the most important part of their on-the-job learning. "I just watch 

what is going on and I learn what is working and what is not. Before I worked in 

a middle school I didn't understand how these kids were different from high 

school students. After you are around them, you see what works." Some 

principals said their teachers helped them learn about middle school concepts. 

Principals who took jobs in middle schools with well-established effective 

practices explained how their conversations and obsewation of effective 

teachers helped them with professional growth. "When I came to the middle 

school, 1 didn't know much about the philosophy or practice. The staff was way 

ahead of me. 1 watched them. I talked to them. Now, I feel 1 have a handle on 

working in a middle school." 



One principal explained the benefits of on-the-job training while pursing 

an administrative degree. This person had been hired as an assistant principal 

prior to the completion of a degree or certification in administration. This 

respondent felt the experience of taking coursework during employment as an 

administrator enhanced the learning process. 

Without a doubt, I think one of the biggest benefits for me was that 

when I was pursuing my degree in administration, I was already in the 

position. When I was given the assistant middle school position, I went 

straight from the classroom to the office. When I went back to the 

classroom, I had first hand knowledge for discussion. 

Another principal said .the graduate program for administrative training was 

above par. This principal went on to say," I think my graduate program was 

better than most because we had small classes and therefore lots of interaction. 

And secondly, we did a lot of field work. We actually went out into the schools 

and talked and worked with people on the job. I think that is unusual for 

programs. " 

Principals also described on-the-job learning as an experiment with 

theory and reality. For example, one principal felt (s)he learned about rr~iddle 

school students from teaching in a j~~nior  high. When @)he took an 

administrative position in a middle school, (s)he believed some changes 

needed to be made in teaching methods. It took experimentation, however, to 

develop strategies which worked most effectively. This principal said, "That was 

13 years ago and I'm still experimenting with new things. You never stop 



learning. You have to keep trying new things to know what will work.'Working 

as an assistant principal provided a good on-the-job experience for another 

respondent. This principal said it was very beneficial to work with a principal as 

an assistant because, "it helped me learn the realities of the job. We 

had a large staff and a lot of students. The principal I worked under showed me 

how to deal with the reality, not just theory." 

The third form of on-the-job training reported by respondents could be 

described as mentoring. Although only one principal used the term mentor, 

most respondents described involvement with one or more experienced 

individuals in terms commonly associated with mentorships. They described an 

ongoing learning process based on a relationship with an individual whom they 

trusted and respected. For example, one principal said: 

You talk about quality of learning, my superintendent is the best. f 

should pay the superintendent 'that I have now for his teachings. 1 should 

still be paying him because I am still learning from him. It's like I learn 

more every year. And that's scary because I didn't know 1 was in need of 

learning so much. He just throws out concepts and I get excited. He 

knows so much. And he knows how to help me learn. He doesn't ever put 

me down, but he sure does challenge me. He does that with our 

administrative team too. We love it. When he gives us new information it's 

like a pack of dogs fighting over a bone. He helps us get to our 

philosophy and how we feel about things, and then we leave and all 

feeling good about things. 



On site visitations to middle schools outside the district was another form 

of fieid-based learning described by many respondents. Visitations were used 

for principals' own development as well as for their staff members. Most 

respondents felt school visitation was one of the most effective ways for 

educating themselves and their staff members about middle school concepts. 

Several explained that teachers seem to trust other teachers more than anyone 

else. Therefore, school visitations helped teachers learn about middle school 

practices in an environment which was visual, practical, and comfortable. One 

principal said, "People in other districts can be a good influential. If 1 go 50 miles 

from here, I'm an expert, but around here, I'm just a principal, so I take my 

teachers to other districts and other principals send teachers to my district." 

Many principals felt school visitations were very cost effective. In contrast to 

conventions and expensive speakers, visitations only require transportation 

costs. An added benefit, according to several principals, was the social relations 

which develop during a school visitation. 

In summary, for the purpose of clarity for the reader, the principals' 

responses to the first question were organized according to five broad areas of 

professional growth experiences described in this chapter. Principals conveyed 

effective professional growth activities as those which were tailored to meet 

their own district needs and directly involved the learner. Self-assessment and 

goal setting provided principals with a means for determining appropriate 

activities. They emphasized the importance of talking with others about middle 

school issues. They spoke positively about meetings in which the agenda was 



determined by participants and activities which involved the learner with first- 

hand expeiences. They spoke negatively about activities conducted by direct 

instruction with no interaction of participants. 

Conditions Which lrn~act Professional Growth Opwoitunities 

The second research question of the study was, "What are the primary 

conditions which impact your opportunities to participate in professional 

development activities?" Responses to this question were organized around 

four themes. First, principals explained how others influenced their 

experiences. Second, principals described factors of change, including the 

dynamics of the process, especially as it relates to building personnel. Third, 

principals described the influences of their own leadership role. Finally, 

principals talked about their future professional growth concerns. These 

conditions are summarized in Figure 2. 

Other People 

Principals talked about others who influenced their growth positively and 

negatively. On the positive side, principals related stories about 

superintendents, board members, administrative team members, and family 

members who had been supportive and encouraging. Support from 

superintendents and board members came in the form of monetary 

contributions for professional membership dues, conference expenses, 

resources for the building, technical support, and personal encouragement. 

Administrative teams helped provide motivation and a sense of direction. On the 

other hand, growth was negatively impacted by these same factors. Examples 



were given of cases when board members, superintendents, and administrative 

teams presented obstacles to growth by resisting any change of the status quo. 

The respondents also said that growth was inhibited by taking time to educate 

new members in these groups. " It seems like I just get the board members to 

the point of understanding what we need to do and then we have to start over 

with a new group." 

Figure 2 

Conditions Impacting Opportunities for Professional Growth 
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Superintendents 

Administrative Teams 

Board Members 

Family 

Leadership Role 

Visionary Leadership 

Shared Decision-making 

Team Building 

Personal Beliefs and Attitudes 

Chancre factors 

Dynamics of Change 

New Staff /Involuntary Transfers 

Reorganization of District Grade Levels 

Future Concerns 

Maintaining Effectiveness 

Impact of Societal Changes 

On the positive side, superintendents sewed as role models and 



supportive colleagues. As role models superintendents were active in 

professional organizations, attended conferences, led study groups, and shared 

information about their professional readings. They talked with principals about 

their own development and encouraged principals and teachers to engage in 

professional development activities. "My superintendent is such a good 

educator, we all look to him as a role model. He's always a few steps ahead of 

us. He reads a lot and thinks a lot. It's really good for the other principals and 

my self.'"^ colleagues, superintendents were described as friends, supporters, 

and mentors. A principal in a small district talked about spending time with the 

superintendent playing basketball before school. This setting was 

viewed as a positive, productive time to talk about technical and personal 

concerns. In other districts superintendents assisted with day-to-day concerns. 

Some principals viewed the superintendent as someone to discuss problems 

and help examine difficult issues. "My superintendent is always available to 

help me with issues that need sorting out. Sometimes he just listens. Other 

times he gives me insight." One principal said he didn't know what he would do 

when his superintendent retired. This principal felt the superintendent had 

primary responsibility for his success. This superintendent had provided both 

technical and emotional support. Superintendents also provided positive 

leadership for the district. 

Our superintendent is viewed as a strong leader. He organizes 

plans for district-wide professional development and promotes the 

importance of life-long learning to all stakeholders. Our district is 



recognized for exemplary staff development programs. If we didn't have a 

strong leader, we would have problems because staff development is 

expensive in terms of time and money. 

In some situations superintendents were less supportive. 

Superintendents in a few districts were not supportive of efforts to educate 

principals and staff about middle school practices. According to several 

principals, superintendents who lacked knowledge of effective middle school 

practices impeded progress. In these situations principals spent time discussing 

issues relating to middle school education in order to develop support for 

professional growth activities. An example was given by a principal who worked 

to change a junior high into a middle school. This principal had dedicated a 

substantial amount of time and effort to educate a superintendent about the 

needs of middle school students. After several years and minimal progress, the 

superintendent moved to a new district. When a new superintendent arrived, the 

principal realized he was not familiar with rniddle school concepts and the 

process of educating had to begin again. 

District administrative teams were most often considered a positive 

influence. In some cases, principals relied on administrative teams for their 

personal and technical suppolt. In these roles, team members were principals' 

primay source of professional collaboration. For example, one principal said, "I 

really don't have to go out of our district for help. The administrators help each 

other with technical support. We also provide support for each other when there 

are problems to deal with. We work very well together." in a few cases team 



members were good friends. One principal described a fellow administrator as 

his best friend. This principal worked with the "friend" for many years. Each of 

them had held several different positions in the same district over a period of 

years. This principal felt the friendship positively impact his success and growth. 

District administrative teams were reported as obstacles in two districts. 

In reference to a district administrative team, one principal said, 

We worked well together and things went pretty well for us. As 1 

learned more about the need to change things in the middle school, the 

others got nervous. They were skeptical of the things 1 wanted to do and 

put pressure on me to stay the same. This made it really hard for me to 

promote programs and growth. 

In a similar situation a principal explained how the administrative team focused 

on district concerns without consideration of unique middle school needs. In this 

case the principal felt the high school and elementary school principals were 

content with their programs and practices. In contrast, this principal wanted to 

promote changes that she had learned. As a team, the administrators 

continually reminded this principal that focus should be on general district goals 

rather than the individual needs of the middle school. 

Board members were occasionally seen as supportive through their role 

as a public advocate of positive school change. As active members of 

community organizations and business networks, board members promoted the 

success of middle school programs and provided assistance in programs which 

promote an understanding of middle school practices. In one district the 



principal said the board mernbers were like assistants who were always taking 

advantage of opporturlities to talk about the school and it's achievements. In 

another district a board member prompted the principal's initial investigation of 

middle school practices. This board member had a child in junior high. (S)he 

had read about the success of rniddle schools and spoke to the principal about 

the possibility of investigating what other schools were doing. The principal's 

response was, "Now, ..., I have my hands full already. I have a lot of students 

and teachers to deal with. We have some problems that need to be taken care 

of. We don't need any new ideas. We just need to keep the lid on and get these 

kids to work." The board member persisted by offering to fly the principal to 

other states for on-site visitations. The principal accepted and began to leam 

about middle school practices. This led to the transformation from a junior high 

to a middle school. 

In several instances, however, when principals spoke of board members 

they took on a more negative tone. This negative tone centered around lack of 

understanding of middle school programs and the irr~portance of professional 

growth. Several principals explained difficulties in developing support for 

middle school programs and described how board members resisted allocation 

of time and money needed for professional growth for principals and teachers. 

Consequently, some principals continltaIly worked to educate board members 

about the importance of professions! development needed for teachers to leam 

about effective middle school practices. 

I have had to work so hard to keep board members educated on 



middle school concepts. It seems like every time I feel I am making 

headway, new board members are elected and I have to start all over 

again. Most board members think the middle school should be just like 

the high school. They also believe teachers should know how to teach in 

the middle school when they are hired. So 1 have to convince them that 

most training programs don? focus on middle level education. 

Principals also explained the difficulty of getting time for board members to 

learn about the middle school. Board meetings have long agendas which limit 

the time for education by principals. 

Many of the principals talked about the influence of their family on their 

professional development. In many situations principals felt they would not have 

been able to grow and be successful if they had not had s~~pport and 

encouragement from their spouse and family. Family support was described in 

terns of patience and understanding. In many cases principals felt positive 

growth was influenced by hours of work outside of school which meant time 

away from their families. These hours were used to meet with colleagues, staff 

members, and others. In order to do this they needed a supportive family. 

During an interview one principal said, "It's like today. 1 told my wife I was going 

to be late because I needed to meet with you. 1 wanted to do this because I 

thought it would be valuable for me. My wife was supportive. That has been 

important for me." 

Change Factors 

Principals talked about how staff members dealt with change. The 



dynarrtics of change, according to some, is an ever-present condition which 

must be factored into planning. References to change were interwoven 

throughout all of the interviews. Respondents described problems related to 

change and emphasized the necessity for understanding change as a gradual 

process. 

In order to move your building from a junior high to a middle school 

you have to deal with people and change. In fact, understanding change 

and how it influences people is just as important as teaming the concepts 

related to rrkiddle schools. We talk about making changes in our 

curriculum and everyone seems to agree they need to make adjustments 

so that more students are successful, but everyone seems to think that 

someone else should do the changing. People are really resistant to 

change. These are people who went through school as successful 

students. They were successful in high school and they were successful 

in college. And most have been successful teachers. When you talk with 

them about changing their curriculum or practices, it's like telling them 

they have been wrong all these years. That is very difficult for people. 

Some principals felt understanding the change process was a critical 

factor in facilitating professional development for middle schools. According to 

some respondents, middle level education can't be successful if staff members 

aren't willing to make continual changes. "You never have an ideal situation. 

You are always going through change. And change is really the issue. You 

don" arrive at a middle school. You don't arrive at your learning about middle 



school . . . or anything. It's a continual process." Another principal talked about 

recognition as a middle school which was received from a state organization. 

As this pdncipal went on, s/he talked about concern for the future. "Sure, we 

have been recognized as a good middle school, but we aren't done growing. 

We have to realize that continual change is part of being a good middle school. 

We can't just sit back and stagnate. We have to keep growing." 

The issue of change is especially important to middle schools because 

traditional junior high practices, according to most respondents, are so different 

From effective practices in rrtiddle schools. "Effective educational practices for 

adolescents center around meeting the needs of students. Junior highs 

centered around traditional curriculum. The two are very different." One 

principal said, 

We are in an excellent position to make changes, but we have to 

realize we just arenY there. Most of what we have done just gets us 

ready for change. I will say we have changed when we put the needs of 

students first and the needs of the system second. 'This just isn't 

happening. 

Another said, "Evetyone talks about being student-centered. It gets a lot of lip 

senrice. But do you know anyone who puts the student before the curriculum? 

We just haven't accomplished this. People are too resistant to change. We 

aren't willing to give LIP traditional curriculum and practices." 

Change in personnel was an area cited as an obstacle to growth. As new 

staff members, time was needed with others for the development of positive 



relationships and trust. In addition to the time needed for the establishment of 

personal concerns, new staff members needed time to dialogue about 

educational beliefs and values. Establishment of these elements was explained 

as a pre-requisite to growth as a unit. In large districts principals anticipated 

yearly addition of new staff members and therefore developed strategies for 

orientation of new teachers. " We are growing so rapidly that I have to plan for a 

crop of new teachers each year. In fact, I just met with my new teachers. I 

always plan activities for them, but it's never enough to catch them up." Another 

principal who also was dealing with rapid growth said, "The addition of new 

teachers demands that we form new relationships each year. I have to be 

continually focused on developing shared vision and encouraging 

relationships. No matter how much 1 do, we are never all on the same plane of 

thinking." 

Personnel changes included involuntary transfers from other buildings 

within the district, Involuntary transfers forced high school teachers to teach 

middle school courses. This type of transfer reportedly created tension and 

discontentment among teachers. One principal explained how transfers 

presented obstacles. Slhe said: 

The high school teachers were resistant to the adoption of middle school 

practices. They wanted to teach the same way they had been teaching in 

high school. The middle school staff made them feel like their practices 

were wrong. There were misunderstandings and confusion. For awhile, I 

didn't think the high school teachers would ever get along. After two or 



three years of debating issues and working together, they finally began to 

mesh. I guess some never did adjust. They left the middle school when 

they could get a transfer. The ones that stayed are comfortable now and 

love the middle school. 

Re-organization of grade levels among buildings in the district created a similar 

type of obstacle. Integration of teachers and students from a different grade 

level required re-thinking and shifts in management practices. Principals that 

acquired supervision of additional staff members felt they could not maintain 

personal relationships with their new staff. In addition, compromises were 

sometimes necessary to accommodate the needs of a larger staff or more 

diverse staff. 

Influence of Leadershio Role 

Respondents explained how their personal leadership roles influenced 

professional growth. They described authentic stories related to their 

experiences. Collectively, they served in facilitative leadership roles. As they 

talked about professional growth experiences they described visionary 

leadership, shared decision-making, and team building as leadership skills 

used to promote professional growth. Principals also talked about the influence 

of their own attitude toward professional growth. 

Visianarv leaderstlip 

As principals talked about their professional growth and development, 

they conveyed a sense of urgency related to their role as a leader with vision. 

Visionary leadership was portrayed as a critical element for leading middle 



schools. "Your staff has to have confidence in you. They are always looking to 

you for leadership. If you're going to keep their respect you had better know 

where you are going. You can't do that if you don't know what the leaders in 

middle school are saying.'" 

Principals explained how professional growth activities contributed to 

their role as a visionary leader. Exposure to new ideas through professional 

growth helped principals develop vision in the early years as a principal and 

helped them refine and readjust their vision as their schools reached goals. In 

the first one to three years as a middle school principal, many respondents felt 

they had no vision. 

I worked as a middle school principal two years before i realized that I 

was only a manager. When I joined a professional organization, I began 

to see others with vision and goals. If I wouldn't have gone out of my 

building, I might not have learned how to develop a vision for leading the 

staff. 

Most of the principats felt that creating vision is an ongoing activity. "The 

process of creating vision for the staff is ongoing. You have to be continually 

reading, talking, and leaning about middle school concepts in order to provide 

leadership for growth." 

In several cases visionary leadership was described as a tool for guiding 

implementation of middle school practices. " Our vision helps us know how we 

are doing. Every year we talk about our vision statement and reflect on what 

we're doing. This helps get focused on what we're doing." Principals evlained 



a vadeh! of methods for conveying vision to staff members. Staff meetings, 

distribution of printed literature, and study groups served as preliminary 

measures to goal-setting. "Shared vision is the common factor we have when 

we set goals. It helps me get the staff motivated. When we talk about our vision, 

they get excited about learning ways to make the vision wosk.'"n another 

setting a principal said, "Shared vision keeps us ail going in the same direction. 

When teachers go to workshops and gets excited, they analyze how new 

concepts fit into our vision. It keeps us from going off in different directions.'"n 

this case some staff members became eager to adopt major changes while 

attending without considering the vision. "They were enthusiastic to jump into 

change without considering the total picture. When I stepped in and reminded 

them of our vision they slowed the process down in order to keep the staff 

together. " A principal in a large district said the common vision allowed grade 

level teams to set goals independent of other teams. "Our staff is so large that 

the teams can't all be doing the same thing. However, we see a common vision 

of serving the needs of adolescents and we can fit everything together.'" 

Shared Decision-making 

There was a pervasive feeling that professional growth proceeds most 

effectively when staff members share in the decision-making process. 

Everyone has to be involved. It's not just me. I don't think I'm moving 

ahead unless everyone is with me. It doesn't do me any good to go out 

and learn about great things if my staff doesn't have the same 

infomation. We have to decide together what we are going to do. It's not 



like the old days when principals told staff members what to do and they 

would accept the decision. 

Principals explained how shared decision-making influenced planning 

strategies for their professional growth. "I used to learn about a concept and 

then teach it to my staff members. I finally learned that it was more effective to 

decide as a team what we needed to learn. Now we decide together and bring 

an outside source to the building so we could all have the same experienceaa' 

Others said they initiated study teams to learn new concepts together. Study 

teams provided an opportunity for the principal and staff members to dialogue 

about ideas as they were introduced. "Our study groups work well for me. It 

helps me know how they feel about new ideas. This saves time in the long run. I 

know when we are ready to move on. I also know when an idea is not going to 

be accepted. I don't waste time learning about things that they won't accept.' 

Setting goals for the building was explained as part of the shared 

decision-making process. Several principals involved staff members in an 

annual goal-setting process. In some cases other stakeholders were involved in 

the process. One principal's story conveyed how shared decision-making was 

used for goal-setting. 

Goal setting to me is a cooperative thing with all stakeholders. One of the 

best days of every year is our goal setting session with the staff. We bring 

in student input, parent input. We sit down in a room, shut the doors and 

say, "Okay, we're going to pound out what we felt was good about this 

year, we're going to pound out some goals for our kids and our school for 



next year." Every single employee must bring a goal for next year. . . . 

They have a chance to bring it to the floor, defend it. Immediate feedback. 

Then we get a staff consensus. Is this something we want to pursue? If it 

is, then we pursue it and it's put down as a goal for next year. So not only 

do my goals get incorporated into the building, but staff goals. We can 

give our teachers credit for the ideas. . . . To me that's a part of my growth, 

to just sit and listen to the people share what they can do to make school 

a better place. 

-g 

Team building was described as a strategy for encouraging professional 

growth. Principals emphasized the need to treat all staff members as 

equal members of a building team. The essence of team building concepts was 

captured as one principal described .the experience of being nominated for 

principal of the year. @)he said it was a real honor to receive such recognition, 

however, (s) he had to write a letter to decline the recognition because (s)he felt 

it was not appropriate to take the credit for success. This principal explained that 

the staff was just as important in success and recognition should not be given to 

one person. @)he told the staff that no single person should be singled out as 

more important than any other. 

Joint planning time was described as a strategy for building strong 

teams. Joint planning time was defined as a time for grade level teachers to 

plan together. In most cases this was one period per day. In a few settings two 

periods per day were designated as joint planning time. In larger districts, joint 



planning time for teachers did not include all grade level teachers, but did 

include conlmorl planning time for a group of teachers who were considered to 

be a team. Joint planning time was initiated, in most cases, for the purpose of 

discussing educational strategies for shared students. Over time, the shared 

plar~rling time became an effective means for building unity and support of team 

members. "The teamwork is so important. Before they had joint planning times, 

no one really used others as support. Now the teams are very independent and 

have a good sense of self-efficacy because they make decisions about what 

they are doing." 

The joint planning time became more important for team building over 

time. 

When we started the team planning, we did it two days a week. After a 

short time they were saying, 'We need more time.' We get a lot from 

sharing. The interaction, the reading, and the time together are impor?ant 

for team building. We just don't get enough time in our jobs to sit down 

and be together. 

Principals talked about how teams became supportive of each other. "They 

became very close to each other. Although they still looked to me for leadewhip, 

they discovered how valuable it was to work as a team." 

Beliefs and Attitudes 

Principals' beliefs and attitudes toward professional development and 

learning was described as a condition which influences professional growth. In 

all cases, principals conveyed enthusiasm for professional growth. Many 



reported enthusiasm as a love for learning. One said, "Learning is the best paR 

of my life. I am a full-time learner. It keeps me going. Learning is the key to my 

enthusiasm and success." One principat described commitment to professional 

development as a primary element of job responsibility. 

My job is really just removing roadblocks for people. Knowledge can be 

one of the greatest roadblocks. You hear about paradigms, well, they are 

really just limits of your knowledge. Your paradigm never changes unless 

you learn new things. I'm responsible for doing that. it's a big part of my 

job. 

Principals' attitudes towards problems were presented as a positive motivation 

for growth. Many principals viewed problems as opport~~nities for growth. One 

said, "My assistant gets tired of me saying, 'Here's another opportunity for 

growth.We knows 1 mean I have a problem for him." Another principal 

explained how resistance in the district promoted Iearning. 

The people around me just don't understand the needs of adolescents. 

Parents, school board members, and even other principals didn't seem to 

believe that middle school kids aren't the same as elementary and high 

school kids. I forced myself to be an expert on middle level education so 1 

could argue for the needs of kids. 

Principals repeatedly pointed out the relationship between their attitude 

and the attitude of the staff. In general, principals felt that their attitude set the 

tone for the building. One principal compared building principals to a 

barometer. @)he felt teachers followed the lead of the principal. "When the 



principal is excited, the teachers are excited. When the principal sits back the 

teachers do too.'' Another principal said. "It is imponant to remember that you're 

not an island. You are always working with others. If you pursue growth with a 

positive attitude, it is likely that your staff with follow. If you aren't excited about 

learning new things, you can't expect them to get excited." 

In conjunction with the research questions principals talked about their 

concems for their future professional growth and development. One 

commonality was found among their concerns for the future. This concern was 

centered around maintaining effectiveness on the job. This was expressed by 

approximately 75% of the respondents. Other concerns were unique to one or 

two principals. They are listed in this section. 

Most of the principals interviewed for this study were concerned about 

doing their jobs well. Each of them related experiences about accomplishments 

which they had achieved. At the same time they were concerned about their 

ability to remain successful. In reports of this concern, principals described the 

need for ongoing professional development. One quote which refbected words 

of several principals was, 'I have learned that being effective is something that 

does not have a final product. Instead, you master one thing and then you have 

to go on to another. You have to understand that being a middle school isn't 

something that happens and then you're done. You have to keep moving. It's a 

process not a product.' Another principal explained how ongoing change was 

a concern for influencing the need for continual professional growth. S/he said, 



"The shelf-life of solutions keeps getting shorter and shorter. Just when you 

think things are going well, you discover it's time to change." This principal 

compared ongoing change to teaching. Teaching, according to this report, must 

be different each year to be effective. 

The remainder of concerns were expressed by one or two individuals. 

They included: 

1. Maintaining a high energy level - This concern was in relation to the 

high energy level of students. The principal is actively involved with students. 

@)he questioned whether the same energy level could be maintained over a 

period of years. 

2. Keeping up with changes in technology - 'The principal that expressed 

this concern shared information about the rapid changes associated with 

advancements in technology. (S)he felt it was goirlg to be difficult to maintain 

knowledge and skills related to technology for self, staff, and students. This 

concern included questions about the district's ability to fund the resources 

needed to stay current in the field of technology. 

3. Development of a global perspective - According to one respondent, 

the ability to develop a global perspective in education was a concern. This 

principal explained the importance of education with a global perspective in 

mind. 

4. Maintaining middle school innovations - One principal was concerned 

about the ability to maintain innovations which had been made in middle school 

education. (S)he felt the changes were due to staff enthusiasm and energy 



level. (S)he was concerned about maintaining momentum that had developed 

in the building. (S)he felt staff turnover, and financial support threatened the 

quality of Programs that currently existed in the building. 

5. Dealing with diversity - According to a couple of principals, dealing 

with diversity of the student population was becoming increasingly difficult. One 

principal said, 

My concern is to somehow help us deal with the new population and 

develop a new mindset about the diversity we have to deal with. We used 

to be a homogeneous population. That" not true anymore, but none of 

us want to deal with the diversity. I'm just frustrated with society. I'm afraid 

our staff is getting discouraged. VVe have to find ways to deal with the 

increasing needs of students. 

6. Learning how to manage personal time - The principal that expressed 

this concern explained how demands became increasingly time consuming. 

@)he explained, for example, the impact of training students how to recognize 

and deal with sexual harassment. In this school the training prompted a surge of 

complaints which each took hours of time. This principal also talked about the 

many staff development offerings available for administrators and principals. 

"You know you could spend everyday learning new things. It's difficult to decide 

priorities and manage your time.'" 

7. Learning to be a facilitative leader - Three principals talked about this 

concern. In their reports of this concern, they talked about change in leadership 

and management roles. Each felt authoritarian leadership was no longer 



effective. One said, "What I need mast is to learn the skill of facilitation. Group 

facilitation and empowerment of people is critical to our business. If I am going 

tQ continue as a leader, I know I'm going to have to get better at facilitation." 

8. Maintaining patience - One principal said impatience can get in the 

way of success. This principal explained how personal desire to adopt changes 

could be ove~helming to teachers. (S)he said. 'If I move too quickly, the 

teachers tend to shut down. I have to remember that growing is a gradual 

process. You can't go in and just do it quickly. One thing builds on another and 

sometimes you have to rebuild." 

In summary of the findings from the second research question, four 

factors influencing professional growth were reported. The first factor, Other 

People, explained how superintendents, board members, administrative teams, 

and family influences professional grovrAh of principals. The second factor 

depicted the influence of change on professional growth. As principals 

described the process of growth they explained the negative impact of change. 

According to these reports, nearly all staff members had difficulty dealing with 

change. In addition, principals talked about the problems associated with new 

personnel or personnel who had been involuntarily transferred as a major 

growth obstacle. 

The third area dealt with the role of leadership and how principals felt 

their personal attitude toward growth contributed to the overall professional 

growth of staff. Finally principals' concerns for their future professional growth 

were reported. Principals' concerns were diverse. One commonality was found 



among the principals' reports. This concern was that of maintaining an excellent 

middle school. Each principal felt they had achieved some degree of success. 

Most were concerned about the maintenance of this success. Other concerns 

dealt with updating technology, developing a global perspective, dealing with 

student diversity, learning how to manage time, being a facilitative leader, and 

maintaining patience. 

Other Factors Contributina to Effective Leadershim 

The third research question asked whether there were any other factors 

that the respondents felt contributed to their ability to provide exemplary 

leadersblip in their middle school. The findings from this question are divided 

into five areas. The readers should be aware that these headings were not 

clearly defined during the dialogue of the interviews. They are, instead, patterns 

or themes used to help the reader better understand factors other than 

professional growth activities which respondents felt influence their leadership 

ability. A summary of the findings is given in Figure 3. 

The circumstances surrounding the professional lives of these principals 

are unique. Prior to their first experience with adolescents, only one of the 

principals had desired to serve in the middle school. Depending on the 

individual, their professional training and goals were geared for secondary or 

elementary education. Most believed middle school students would be 

unpleasant to work with and difficult to educate. In each case, however, 

principals developed a sense of commitment to middle level education over 



time. 

Figure 3 

Other Factors Contn'butina to Effective kmdershi~ 

Belief in MS Concepts 
Campaigning for MS 
Preference for Adolescents 

Concern for Staff 
Concern for Students 
Honesty and Sincerity 

Understanding Student Needs 
Understanding of Effective Programming 

Motivation 
Risk Taking 
Enthusiasm 
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Each principal had a slightly different story to tell about the development 

of their commitment to middle level education. Some resisted a move to the 

middle school. One that strongly resisted the idea of working in a middle school 

first served in an elementary school. When (s)he was informed that (s)he would 

have to move to a middle school, the response was, "No, way. 1 would never 

work in a middle school. I've heard horror stories about those kids. I would have 

to be crazy to work there. If you think l'm going to the middle school you're 

wrong. I'm going to get my doctorate and get out of this place." Others were 

more accepting of their move to a middle school, but no more convinced it 

would be a good move. Still others accepted positions in middle schoots 

because it was a means for moving up in the system. For example, one 

principal was working as an associate principal in a high school. @)he wanted 



to remain in the district, but did not want to continue as an associate. A move to 

the middle school was the only option. Another principal elected to serve in a 

middle school because it provided an opportunity to open a new building. This 

principal was charged with the responsibility of everything from overseeing 

constf~ction to hiring new staff. This principal, like others, had little knowledge 

of middle school concepts. 

Principals developed a sense of commitment to middle level education 

through their experiences with this age group. Initially, one principal took a job 

in a junior high in hope of later moving to the high school. As this principal 

worked with adolescents (s)he discovered work with these students to be very 

rewarding. When a high school position became available, the desire to serve 

middle school students was strong. 

By the time 1 had some seniority in the district, I was so taken by the 

enthusiasm of the junior high, I didn't want to go to the high school. In 

fact, I would never have gone into administration if 1 hadn't developed 

such a devotion to the students in the junior high. 

Another principal served both junior and senior high students as a teacher. 

This principal said, 

1 had senior calculus and college prep math. These kids were bright and I 

understood how they thought. 1 also had ninth grade algebra and junior 

high math, and 1 began to understand these kids. Before I went into 

administration, I decided f liked the junior high kids the best. First, I had to 

work as a high school principal, but my goal was to get back to the junior 



high kids. 

Principals' commitment to middle level education was conveyed with 

intensity. In some cases respondents resisted pressure from others to move to a 

high school. One pn'ncipal said he had been repeatedly asked to move to the 

high school. His wife and others couldn't understand why slhe wouldn't want to 

move 'up" to the high school. Two other principals, who had been offered high 

school positions, said a move to the high school would mean a substantial 

raise. They explained that while the financial rewards would be greater, the job 

satisfaction would not be as great as working in the middle school. 

Commitment to middle school programs included a willingness to 

campaign for the needs of the middle school. Several principals explained that 

middle schools are often considered less important than high schools or 

elementary schools." Middle schools are sometimes ignored or under rated. I 

think being a champion for the middle school is a big key of success. In so many 

districts they just give us what is left over. High school cuts staff, they go to the 

middle shool. I want first choice of top people for my building." Another 

principal said, "!n order to be successful with middle school education you have 

to fight for those kids, and I always tell the board, there is no more important 

group of kids in the world. We are their last chance. If we don't provide them 

with success, they don't have a chance." Another principal said, "The middle 

school philosophy has captured the essence of what education has been trying 

to do for years. In time, all levels of education will catch on to the philosophy we 

have." 



The firm connection between principals and middle schools included 

descriptions of unique characteristics of adolescents, and those that choose to 

work in middle schools. The characteristics of adolescents, according to the 

respondents are eminently present, yet discernibly difficult to describe. Many 

principals referred to these peculiarities with humor and affection. "I don't know 

why 1 like the middle school. I just do. I'm crazy and so are they (students). I 

guess I understand them and they understand me." Another said, "I like the 

middle school student. You have to like them to be successful. Middle school is 

different. The teachers are unique. They're energetic. They have a sense of 

humor and a sense of fun. Middle school is the best of ail the grade levels." 

None of the descriptions captured the essence of their message better than one 

who said, 

I started my career as a high school business education teacher 

. . . I worked as a high school associate principal for eleven years . . . I 

didn't and wouldn't hawe chosen to be in a middle school. I never wanted 

to be in a middle school. The kids are strange. They are goofy. They are 

up. The are down. They are so unstable. They are emotional. . . . And 

that's why I choose to be here now. 

Principals explained the importance of middle level education in relation 

to adolescent growth and development. Success in high school, according to 

most respondents, is contingent upon successful experiences in the middle 

schoof. Princjpals described students as impressionable, with fragile self- 

esteem. They explained the importance of promoting a climate which nurtures 



adolescents and allows them to experience success. One principal said. 

I don't like elementary students because you still have to buckle their 

overshoes and wipe their noses. High school students are too rigid. Their 

lives are pretty fixed. But middle school students you can change. You 

can influence them. They wear everything on their sleeves. You have to 

be positive with them and encourage them. 1 wanted to be part of that. 

Another principal said, 

By the time they get to high school, they're pretty well set. When middle 

school teachers and middle school kids know that you're fighting for 

them, they really respond. 1 enjoy doing that. t had no idea how I would 

enjoy this. There is no comparison to my job as a middie school principal 

and my job as a K-12 principal. 

One principal talked about commitment in terms of a vision for middle school. In 

his words, "I want every child to beat down the door to get into this place. Middle 

schools have to be places where studenfts feel safe and successfu!. If they feel 

successful, they won't want to go home for vacation. (S)he pointed out that there 

was a girl in the building at the time of the interview (during a school vacation) 

who had open enrolled from another school. This student came to the building 

during the school break and said she didn't like vacations. She wanted school 

to start again. The principal said, "That's what education is all about. I want all 

students to love school like that girl. 

Intuitive Knowledae 

It would seem logical to assume that principals learn knowledge and 



skills to lead schools through administrative training programs. In contrast, 

several principals referred to their intuitive knowledge as a means of providing 

leadership and making decisions. During an interview the researcher attempted 

to clarify what seemed to be intutive knowledge. The researcher said, "I'm 

trying to separate Your personality from your training. You seem be saying that 

You 'sense' what is going on around you. Can you help me sort out this sense 

from your training?" The response was: 

That's very hard because my sense has always been there. Ever since I 

was in elementary school the teacher would leave me in charge of 

classrooms. I was always the one the teacher would leave on the sub 

plans as the person who coufd help out. When the teacher got called to 

the office, I was always asked to watch the classroom. And, you know, 

sometimes that was a very long time. I think those teachers must have 

been taking coffee breaks. You know, 1 think they took advantage of me. 

But that has always been true. When I went to college I was just waiting 

out the time 1.1ntil I could get out and teach. So I have never known a 

time when I didn't want to teach or didn't know how to teach. 

Principals rerated their sense of intuition in other ways. Four principals 

said they seemed to know what kids needed, but needed suppott to convey 

their beliefs to others. These said professional journals were a good source for 

finding documentation of good teaching strategies. In one case a principal 

explained, "When I want the staff to work on an educational strategy, I skim 

articles to find support for the strategy. I use this information as a tool for 



communicating the need for tho strategy." Another principal searched for 

schools which supported the intuitive belief and then sent teachers to visit the 

scho~ls. This principal said, 'When you see practices that address what you 

know about Your students, it only seems logical to try and bring about those 

practices you know will work." In an effort to understand one of the principals, 

the researcher asked why s/he had adopted a middle school philosophy 

instead of a junior high philosophy. This principal said, 

The middle school philosophy matched my instincts and experiences. 

And it matched kids needs. If we don't use the practices which meet 

these kids needs, we create discipline problems. I guess I like the 

philosophy because it helps me avoid a lot of problems. 

A third principal felt @)he knew about appropriate strategies for teaching middle 

level students long before @)he had any formal training in middle school 

philosophy. When this principal began a study program with one of the few Iowa 

professors specializing in middle school education, (s)he began to match his 

own knowledge of adolescents with that of the professor. (S)he said they didn't 

always agree with each other. 

I used to argue with the professor about what a middle school should be. 

He always said that a junior high was an extension of the high school 

going down and that a middle school was an extension of the elementary 

going up. But I disagreed. I believed middle school was a entity of itself. 

Because in middle school you have a student who thinks and acts like 

tenth grades one day and the next day he's more like a third grader. 



Middle school requires a truly unique type of educational practice. . . . 

Now he (the professor) agrees with me. 

This principal also said, 

Formal training in middle Pevel education was interesting, 

but didn't really teach me much information that I didn't already know. I 

did learn, however, that the original junior highs were created with the 

same belief system as middle schools now have. I guess the originators 

of junior highs had the right ideas, but, as most people in education 

know, something went wrong and junior highs turned into mini-high 

schools. 

Relationships with Others 

Positive relationships with others was expressed as an important 

element of success. Principals talked ab01~t their relationships with students and 

staff. Good relationships were described in terms of showing respect, listening, 

fairness, kindness, teamwork, and honesty. In generat, principals conveyed 

their use of an open door policy with a willingness to make time for the concerns 

of others. 

Principals talked about the importance of developing good relationships 

with students. They explained the necessity of being sincere and honest with 

adolescents. 

You can't put on a front and expect to get by with this age. These kids are 

so perceptive and so sensitive. I think these kids, more than any other 

age, are 'bull detectors'. They know if you are interested in them or if 



you're just putting on a front. 

Another principal expressed similar thoughts. 

You really have to be genuine, or you can't make it in the middle school. 

They (students) know if your genuine, and they respond. It's a great place 

to have a birthday. They all want in on the celebration. And they know 

when You are down, too. Sometimes the students know before your staff 

knows. 

Principals talked about their love of middle school students as a factor. "I 

like the students. The hallways are fun for me. I go out in-between classes just 

to talk to the students and watch them." In another district the principal said, "I 

love them and they know that. It's that old saying, 'I have to know that 

you care, before I care what you know.' I think the kids respond to me because 

they know I sincerely care about them." 

Positive relationships with staff members and among staff members was 

also explained. Honesty and praise were discussed as a means to promote 

good relationships. 

The simple fact is, you have to be very honest and positive with people. 

You have to tell them when they are doing a good job. I tell them that 1 

will beat the drum for them because they are outstanding. If I have a 

concern about their work, 1 don't get abrasive. I'm very straightforward 

and respectful of each individual. 

In discussion of good relationships another principal talked about individual 

style. "I don't really come off as a w a n  person. But I do convey the importance 



of honesty and sincerity. This is important. I like people and they know that." 

One principal talked about the interaction between collegiality and the teacher 

improvement Process. This principal said, Yf  I go in their rooms without a 

S~rnewhat adversarial relation and focus on improving curriculum, my efforts 

are more productive. It's difficult to convince board members of this because 

they are so focused on accountability." 

In addition to emphasizing the importance of their relationships with 

others, principals expressed the process of identifying human relation skills En 

their hiring practices. One principal said she always tetls new staff members 

that they were hired for their personal attributes--flexibility and caring, not 

because they had a 3.5 GPA. (S)he explained that, "A high GPA may show 

responsibility and good work ethic, but it doesn't show anything about 

compassion for children, and I think that's true of administrators. They have to 

have compassion for people to be effective administrators." One principal talked 

about the necessity of hiring a mix of personalities. 'You can't have people that 

are all alike. I look for people that can work well together and still express their 

individuality." Several principals preferred to hire teachers with elementary 

training rather than secondary training. Elementary teachers, according to 

respondents, are more geared to the caring atmosphere of the middle school. In 

one district a principal talked about hiring kindergarten teachers. 

When I came to the junior high, I realized these people were like college 

professors. They just went to class and taught. They didn't get involved 

with students. So I hired a couple of kindergarten teachers. These 



teachers knew how to take care of kids. They ware like mothers to the 

kids. That's what we needed in middle school. 

Although good relationships with others was conveyed as very important, 

principals did not see relationships as paramount to high performance. Good 

relationships were not described as agreement with everyone or everything. 

The following example represents this impression. 

I've been an administrator because I care about people. The staff affect 

or morale is important. But you can't keep persons in schools if they 

aren't functioning and meeting students needs. I say, "You're a 

professional. We will take care of you. You act like a professional, youve 

treated like a professional." That's a key . . . I'm veery concerned about 

them but I would not be considered a warm-fuzzy person. That would not 

be my style. . . . We have always found a way to accommodate staff 

needs. 1 think that's what we're all about. However, I have also fired a 

teacher every year. 

Personal Characteristics 

In general terms the respondents projected a high level of motivation for 

excellent job performance. They told about working long hours to achieve goals 

set by themselves and by their schools. Some said they were motivated by fear 

of not being good at their job or fear of failure. One described motivation in 

terms of nervousness and wanted to be very prepared. One principal said that 

pressure was a motivating factor. 

I've always thrived on pressure my whole life. When I was an athlete they 



gave me the tough spots. I've always thrived on that and I'm one of those 

people who says they do their best work under pressure, I probably 

handle pressure better than a lot of people. So I really work hard. ~t's not 

because people have come in and pointed their finger at me, it's 

because I've wanted to make myself work hard. 

Many of the principals were risk takers. Some of them talked about risk- 

taking as a part of their leadership behavior. For example, one principal said, 

"I'm a risk taker. You can't wait for change to happen. You must create change." 

Another principal said, 

Administration is risk taking. We're talking about it to our teachers all the 

time that we need to get into a change-mode and a risk-taking mode. 

Sometimes it's good to have some pitfalls. Staff members, administration, 

kids, you all have to know how to get knocked down and get up. That's 

okay. 

Risk-taking was also revealed in stories. One principal communicated his 

tolerance for risk-taking in a story about giving up a job and searching for a new 

one. In this story, the principal said he was employed as a middle school 

principal and was content with the position. 

"I was there for 12 years and 1 loved it there. But one night I was listening 

to the board discuss the financial problems of the district. I realized that if 

the administrative staff was reduced, the district would save on 

expsndaures. I decided I would resign and suggest they combine to 

have another principal cover my duties. So I did and then I 



began intemiewing. I was asked to return for a second interview in one 

districts. I had three children in school at the time and knew I must have a 

job to SuPPolt them. However, instead of consenting to the second 

interview, 1 told them I would have to think about it; look around the 

c0mmuniPy; and then let them know if I wanted to continue with the i 

interview process. 

Many of the principals said they love education and love to talk about 

education. After saying, "I feel strongly about this," several times, one principal 

said I could just put that (I feel strongly) in front of everything (s)he said. This 

principal went on to say that (s)he just feels passionate about education 

because it is the backbone of the country. With firm conviction the principal said, 

"Educators are the key to the success of the nation." Another referred to 

her/hirnself as a '"zealotM for education. 

In an attempt to understand the enthusiasm the researcher questioned 

respondents about their apparent excitement. Most could not explain why they 

were so enthusiastic about middle school and education. Some said they just 

enjoy life and middle schooi is part of that. In an attempt to explain, one 

principal said it" just a spark. That principal explained quality should be evident 

in the staff also. In explanation, (s)he told about a conversation with a teacher. 

I said to a young teacher just this week. ' 1  don't know how to explain this 

to you, but I would like to see that spark in you that says you love what 

you're doing. I know its difficult to be a first year teacher, and the 

demands that we put on you. There isn't anything can say to you that is 



a major concern, but what I'm looking for from you is that spark that says 

you enjoy being here everyday with these kids.' 

A principal who had been in a middle school for 14 years conveyed 

warmth for the middle school by saying, "You know when everything has gone 

well. It's kind of golden. . . . And you know you've had a good year because you 

have had a lot of those days. . . . I just feel very positive and very good. I also 

feel sad because I'm getting older and I will have to retire. 

The findings in this section were organized into five broad themes. 'The 
6 

first, Cornrni'tment to Middle School, centered around evidence of principals' 

dedication to middle level education and adolescents. The second theme, 

Intuitive Knowledge, described principals' accounts of decision-making and 

leadership based on what appeared to be their intuition. In the third theme, 

Relationships with Others, principals explained the importance of developing 

and maintaining positive relationships with students and staff and referred to the 

need for being honest and sincere with both of these groups. 

Finally, the fourth theme dealt with principals personal characteristics 

and desire for success. According to the respondents, success is the middle 

school requires the commitment of long hours and the willingness to take risks, 

to tolerate stress and be enthusiastic about education. 



Chapter 5 

DISCUSSION, CONCLUSIONS, IMPLICATIONS, 

AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

This study investigated the professional growth experiences of fifteen 

exemplary middle school principals in Iowa. Three broad research questions 

guided the investigation. They were: (a) What professional growth experiences 

effectively contribute to the development of exemplary middle school 

principals? (b) What are the primary conditions which impact middle school 

principals' opportunities to participate in these activities? (c) Are there factors 

other than the activities described which contribute to a principal's ability to be 

an effective middle school leader? These questions, derived from current 

literature and research regarding professional growth and development of 

school leaders, guided the data collection and analysis process. This chapter 

discusses the findings, offers conclusions, and suggests possible implications. 

The chapter concludes with recommendations for future study. 

Discussion 

For purposes of clarity this discussion is organized around three broad 

areas which correspond to the research questions. They are: (a) Professional 

Grourth Experiences, (b) Conditions Impacting Professional Growth, and (c) 

Other Factors Contributing to Effective Leadership. 

Professional Growth Expen'ences 

The descriptions of professional growth experiences reported by 

exemplary middle school principals have been organized under the 



professional growth headings reviewed in Chapter I!. The first is self- 

assessment and goal setting. The importance of self-assessment and goal 

setting is reported in literature as a tool for planning and directing professional 

growth activities for school leaders (Barth, 1993; Carter & Harris, 1991 ; Lee, 

1 993). Principals in this study reported the use of self-assessment and goal 

setting in their persunal descriptions of professional growth experiences. The 

principals felt self-assessment and goal setting helped them develop planned 

growth activities which increased their job effectiveness. Most commonly, they 

talked about self-assessment and goal setting as an informal process that was 

self-initiated and self-monitored. They most often referred to self-assessment 

and goal setting as a reflective thinking process integrated into their day-to-day 

routines stirnuiated during collaboration with others, reading, attending 

meetings, and other activities. A few principals used a formal written process to 

set goals. 

Principals said they preferred to participate in professional growth 

activities which provided an opportunity for their input. They spoke positively 

about (a) working with experienced administrators, (b) meetings with the 

agenda determined by participants, and (c) self-directed experimentation. They 

spoke negatively about activities conducted by direct instruction with no 

interaction of participants. This corresponds to the research that discourages 

didactic instruction, citing that principals must be involved in shaping their 

experiences in order to provide effective growth (Asayesh, 1993; Blumberg & 

Greenfield, 1980). Principals in the study were somewhat critical of coursework 



and professional meetings that did not provide an opportunity to tailor the 

experience in order $0 be more efficient with the use of their time, 

Acquisition of a knowledge base about middle school concepts and 

practices was PaH of each respondent's professional growth and development. 

Various means for acquiring this knowledge base were described by the 

respondents. Reading was the most frequently cited source for developing 

knowledge. Study groups, university coursework, professional organizations, 

conventions, and other meetings were also reported as sources for acquiring 

new information. Principals talked about acquiring knowledge in both formal 

and informal settings. Informal settings were preferred by most principals 

because of the practical nature of information gained in these settings. They 

also reported informal interaction as a time efficient means of gaining 

information. In contrast, some principals reported formal settings, such as 

~~niversity coursework and conventions, as a effective means to gain exposure 

to new information. The practice of acquiring basic knowledge about the field is 

frequently found in educational researchers' recommendations (Hoyle, 1985; 

Thornson, 1993). Organizations designed to assist educational administrators 

have also actively promoted development of knowledge base through 

publications and workshops (AASA, 1982; NAESP, 1991 ; Thornson, 1 993). 

Respondents referred to collaboration with others as an important source 

for professional growth and development. This practice, sometimes called 

networking, has been reported as a means for 'suppofl, counsel, and 

nufiuranceM (Thorns, 1987, p. 10). Collaboration is not promoted as a complex 



or complicated Process. It is a matter of spending time with other professionals 

(Eflandson. 1994). In this study, principals reported trust and respect for others 

as key factors of effective collaboration. Collaboration with others was referred 

to in nearly all aspects of professional growth. This included telephone calls, 

informal meetings, and formal meetings. The most frequently reported form of 

collaboration was small, informal groups. Technical assistance and emotional 

support were conveyed as important reasons for collaboration with others. This 

reported practice parallels the philosophy practiced by principal centers across 

the nation which use collaboration with others to facilitate learning opportunities 

(Asayes h , 1 993). 

Respondents perceived field-based experiences as valuable to their 

professional growth. Descriptions of field-based experiences included on-the- 

job-training and school visitations. Descriptions of on-the-job training included: 

(a) knowledge and skill acquisition through obsewation, (b) experimentation 

with theory and reality, and (c) discussion with others. Two principals explained 

the benefits of on-the-job training while pursing an administrative degree. 

School visitations were used for principals' own development as well as for 

their staff members. According to research, the desire for field-based learning is 

supported for several reasons. Hatlinger and Greenblatt (1 987) for example, 

believe this desire may be related to less than satisfactory experiences 

associated with theory-based training. Criticism of theory-based programs has 

centered around the gap behveen theory and the application of knowledge and 

skills needed for effective day-to-day performance. Literature advocating field- 



based experiences focus on the need to increase skill competency (Asayesh, 

1993). Avenues for experiencing field-based learning have become common 

practice in principal centers and leadership academies across the nation 

(Greier & Draughon. 1987: Rothberg 8 Pawlas, 1993). Lee (1 993), believes that 

one of the most powerful ways to demonstrate new leadership is to engage the 

participant in a first-hand experience. He builds on the support of research 

which concludes leadership as a contextual skill (Goodlad, 1983; Sergiovanni, 

1992). 

Conditions Which lm~act  Professional Growth Op~ortunities 

The conditions impacting professional growth, as reported by the 

principals in this study, are grouped into three primary areas. They included: (a) 

Influences of Others, (b) Influence of Change, and (c) Leadership. The findings 

under the heading, Influences from Others, centered around circumstances 

within school districts which impacted principals' opportunity to participate in 

professional growth experiences. The respondents told stories of positive 

influences relating to their superintendents, administrative team members, 

board members, and family members. In some cases superintendents served 

as role models and supportive colleagues. Administrative team members also 

served as supportive colleagues. In some situations these two groups were 

considered friends, based on the technical and emotional support provided. 

Principals also reported cases in which superintendents, board 

members, and some administrative team members, were obstacles to growth. In 

these cases principals told about their struggle to work with district leaders 



carrying mindsets which were counter productive to professional development 

efforts. In an interview with Roland Barth, Sparks (1993) described mindsets of 

district leaders which have negative impact on professional development efforts 

of administrators. According to Barth some district leaders believe principals 

should not need professional growth beyond their pre-service training, and, 

consequently, are negative towards expenditures supporting professional 

development. In addition, Barth talked about the impediments resulting 

from the belief that financial resources of the district should go directly to 

programs for the students rather than professional development. 

The second condition impacting professional development was change. 

As principals talked about professional development efforts in their schools they 

described many of the problems cited in research related to the dynamics of 

change (Fullan, 1982; Senge & Lannon-Kim, 1 991 ). The dynamics of change 

which influenced the growth of principals and their staff focused around staff 

members who were not interested in participating in activities related to learning 

new teaching strategies or programs. In general, principals felt resistance to 

change retarded the growth process of the building. As reported in the findings. 

principals felt their own professional growth was closely related to the growth of 

their staff members. 

The third area of influence centered around principals' own leadership 

roles and styles. The respondents described the positive influence of visionary 

leadership, shared decision-making, and team building. Their descriptions of 

strategies emulated leadership characteristics found in literature describing 



dynamics of facilitative leadership (Asayesh, 1993; Barth, 1993). Visionary 

leadership was used as a tool for implementing middle school practices. As 

principals conveyed vision to staff, they became more willing to participate in 

professional growth and change related to implementation of practices. 

Principals felt shared decision-making also contributed positively to the 

professional growth process. When staff members shared in the 

decision-making process, their enthusiasm for professional growth increased. In 

addition, principals spoke about the influence of team building. Team building, 

according to some, provided a means for developing support networks within 

the building. In this way, the risks associated with growth and change became 

less threatening. As team members became supportive of each other, the 

positive impact of professional growth was more evident. 

Other Factors Contributina to Effective Leadership 

In response to the third research question, respondents talked about 

factors other than professional growth experiences which, according to their 

perceptions, contributed to their effectiveness as a leader. Responses in this 

section were grouped according to themes. They were: Commitment to Middle 

Level, Relationships with Others, Intuitive Knowledge, and Personal 

Characteristics. The reader should understand, however, that the delineation of 

areas was formulated by the researcher to provide clarrty for the reader and 

were defined as such by the respondents. 

Some of the findings in this area parallel ideas found in literature and 

research reports relating to leadership style and implementation of middle 



school Practices. Other findings were unique to the respondents in the study. 

The variation of responses somewhat complicated the discussion of Me topic 

area. The influence of leadership styles is difficult to accuarately portray, as 

was noted in the research by Lewis (1993) and others. However, one of the 

connecting links was the respondents' insights regarding leadership styles. In a 

number of instances pimicpals did describe what they saw as a relationship 

between their leadership styles or personal attributes and the success of 

implementing middle school practices. For example, they explained their 

personal commitment to their jobs and to middle schoo1. Commitment, 

according to the respondents, was an important aspect of success when 

describing themselves, principafs talked about 'the importance of being 

enthusiastic, highly motivated, and risk takers. These personal characteristics of 

commitment, enthusiasm, and risk-taking, were characteristics of effective 

leadership styles described in the literature (Lewis, 1993; Sergiovanni, 1992). 

Nearly all of the principals articulated the importance of having good 

relationships with their staff, students, and other contacts. For example, one 

principal said, "I love them (students) and they know that . . . I think the kids 

respond to me because they know I sincerely care about them." In their 

descriptions of good relationships with staff, principals stressed the importance 

of being honest and caring. However, the importance of good relationships with 

staff was conveyed as very important, respondents did not perceive 

relationships with others as paramount to high performance. 

Finally, Intuitive Knowledge was a reoccuring theme respondents 



referred to when they d@scdb@d their ability to effectively use knowledge and 

skills to perfom tasks without training to develop the knowledge or skill used. In 

explanation of this practice, several principals talked about their personal or 

intuitive understanding of educational concepts and explained how they went 

about finding research-based information to validate their beliefs. One principal 

who felt he/she knew a lot about appropriate strategies for teaching middle 

school students before receiving formal training said, "it [formal training) didn't 

really teach me much information that I didn't already know. 1 did learn, 

however, that the original junior highs were created with the same belief 

systems as rniddle schools now have." 

The experiences reported by principals support research by others 

concerning the important connections between leadership styles and personal 

attributes and effective leadership. According to some of the leading 

researchers in school leadership (Bturnberg & Greenfield, 1980; Sergiovanni, 

1984,1992) effective school leadership may have roots in personal attributes of 

the leaders. Studies which focused on the individuality of principals suggest 

that the character of the principal is equally as important as the skills of the 

principal (Blumberg & Greenfield, 1980; De Boise, 1984; Manasse, 1984). In 

fact, Blumberg and Greenfield (1 980) went to the extreme of claiming that 

almost anyone could learn the necessary skills to function as a principals. They 

insisted the character of the person was the determining factor between 

acceptable and excellent principal. In addition, they supported the hypothesis 

that "leadership styles cannot be developed through training1' (Lewis, 1993, p. 



Conclusions 

1) Collaboration with others b a strategy contributing to 

effective professional growth and development experiences for middle 

schoot principals. 

As principals reported professional growth experiences, they repeatedly 

emphasized the importance of collaboration. The respondents stressed the 

importance of talking with others to decrease their feelings of isolation, increase 

their technical knowledge, and develop shared vision within their schools. 

2) The context of individual settings, the dynamics of change, and 

personal characteristics are factors that influence the effectiveness of 

school leaders. 

In addition to professional growth experiences, principals described the 

interaction between external conditions and their personal leadership qualities 

as these related to their success. Respondents in this study perceived their 

personal leadership roles, styles, and characteristics as factors which are 

important to their overall effectiveness. It is interesting to note that the 

leadership qualities and personal characteristics described by the respondents 

are very similar to the descriptions offered by the nominators as criteria for 

determining exemplary principals (see Appendix A). 

Imolieations 

As I considered the importance of the conclusions to the study, I saw 

several implications. First, I believe it is important for in-service providers to 



consider the significance of providing time for principals time for principals to 

talk writh each other about new Concepts and ideas. According to the findings of 

this study, as well as other studies, (Asayesh, 1993; Barth, 1 993) discussion 

time provides an opporlunity for individuals to make connections between the 

new ideas and their own knowledge base. Making connections between new 

ideas and an existing knowledge allows theory-based infomation to become 

more relevant to principals' lives. Consequently, the new information is more 

likely to be used in the work setting. In-service providers might consider 

accomplishing this task by dividing available time into two segments. One 

segment could be used for the introduction of new ideas or concepts and the 

other segment for processing the information with others. 

In-services providers may also want to consider the importance of the 

learner being involved in the instructional planning process. This could be done 

in several ways. For example, in-sewice providers could do an oral survey with 

their audience to determine needs prior to beginning an instructional 

presentation. The learners, then, could give the presenter feedback regarding 

their prior knowledge of a given topic. In this way, learner input, becomes 

similar to the use of a pre-test which educators use to avoid redundancy of 

information in a setting where learners have a range of differing needs. The 

instructor, then, may elect to group the participants into sections according to 

need. In this scenario one group may be working with printed information while 

another group is involved in direct instruction. A third group might be ready for 

another activity such as writing an action plan. These options provide a wide 



range of sewices to diverse learning grol,ps. 

The second implication is directed to district leaders in a position to 

influence participation in professional growth activities of principals. I believe 

these people may assist principals in the process of implementing middle 

school practices by supporting professional growth efforts. If, in fact, 

superintendents and/or board members understand the process of professional 

growth, and have realistic expectations for principals who participate in such 

activities, the process of implementing change may be expedited. For example, 

if district leaders are supportive of professional growth experiences, principals 

are more likely to take the risks necessary to improve educational instruction. 

Leaders should be aware .that this may include professional growth in informal 

settings. Small group meetings and study groups, for example, are reported as 

effective means of professional growth. On the other hand, if superintendents 

and/or board members infer that a principal who participates in growth activities 

is incompetent, principals may feel inhibited about participation in professional 

growth experiences (Barth, 1 993). 

The final implication is important for individuals responsible for hiring 

middle school principals. From my perspective these individuals should 

consider the leadership styles and personal characteristics of prospective 

candidates. Effective middle school principals are those who truly enjoy 

working with adolescents. The principals in this study were very satisfied with 

the middle school setting and enthusiastically promoted the concepts. They 

spoke of middle school students and teachers. This is an 



interesting finding, because, as stated earlier only one set out to work as a 

middle school principal. The respondents were extremely friendly and 

enthusiastic ~ ~ I Q I J ~  their jobs. In addition, they were flexible and willing to 

acc0rTImodate the researcher in any way possible. The intensity of their 

personalities may be important in consideration of leadership of middle schools. 

While I feel it is important for individuals responsible for hiring middle 

school principals to consider their leadership style and personal characteristics, 

I also recognize the difficulties associated with evaluating these areas. I agree 

with DeBoise (1984) who said, "'research needs to clarify how different styles 

and personalities interact with specific contexts to produce desirable or 

undesirable consequences"(p. 19). Although there may be difficulties 

associated with evaluating leadership styles and characteristics, there is 

evidence indicating that principats who have excellent personal relation skills 

and are deeply concerned about others may be more effective in middle 

schools than those who have other outstanding attributes. There are multiple 

measures of these areas including personal interviews and standardized 

intstnrments. A variety of measurement strategies could be useful for individuals 

responsible for hiring middle school principals. 

Recommendations 

1. This study focuseci on a homogenous group of principals considered 

to be exemplary by their peesr. Study of a more diverse group could provide 

additional insight into this topic. 

2, A study of the relationship between a principal's on-the-job 



effectiveness and the nature of that principal's collaboration with others may 

yield important information. Based on the fact that principals perceive 

themselves as isolated and need emotional and technical support, the impact of 

collaboration with others should be further investigated as an important 

professional growth and development. 

3. The relationship between leadership styles and success as a middle 

school leader needs further investigation. An analysis of the leadership styles of 

exemplary middle school principals could be done with a commercial tool 

designed to measure leadership styles. This, in turn, might provide helpful 

information to professionals considering a career in middle school 

administration, and those who are involved in the hiring process. 
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Appendixes 



Appendix A Criteria for Nominations 

Criteria 
Offered 

Frequency 
of Response 

Understands middie school concepts 5 

Understands developmental characteristics of adolescents 4 

Child-centered (doing what's right for kids) 4 

Understands the change process 3 

Leadership at local or state level 

Goal-oriented 

Growth oriented 

Professionally minded 

Visionary 

Ability to accept ambiguity 

Good climate In their buildings 

Confronts teachers who are not performing at expected level 

Conscientious 

Attends a lot of professional meetings 



Appendix B Interview Protocol 

Question One - What professional growth experiences have 
effectively contributed to the development of your knowledge and 
skills needed to implement middle school practices? 

Probes: 
a) Tell me about your involvement with ....( name common experience 

which has not been described, e.g. university coursework, 
professional organizations, professional reading) . 

b) How did you become aware of the differences behhreen middle 
schools and junior high? 

c) Can you think of any dher professional growth experiences you have 
had related to your job? 

d) What has been most significant about ...( name experience given by 
respondent, e.g., collaboration, involvement with professional 
organization) ? 

e) What do you like best about your experience with ..... ? 
f) Tell me about your relationship with some of the people with whom 

you collaborate. 

Question Two - What are the primary conditions which impact your 
opportunities to participate in professional development activities? 

Probes: 
a) There are many principals who are not as active in professional 

growth as you seem to be. What has helped you become so active? 
b) Have you felt any barriers or obstacles in your quest to grow? 
c) Are there any other conditions you feel have affected your 

professional growth? 

Question Three - Are there other factors that you feel contribute to 
your ability to provide exemplary leadership in your middle school? 

Probes: 
a) Can you think of any other concerns related toyour professional 

growth? 
b) Could you like to talk about any other experiences related to your 

professional growth or your experiences as a middle school leader? 
c) What concemsdto you have related to the future of your professional 

growth? 

* The interview questions actually used during the interview process may differ in wording. The 
questions listed above reflect the intent of the interview process. 



Appendix C Interviewee Consent Form 

Name 

School District 

Number of years as principal 

Number of years in this position 

Date 

This interview will be tape recorded. A written text will be made for the 

purpose of my dissertation and it may be reviewed by my dissertation 

committee. The information gathered during this interview is for the purpose of 

furlhering our understanding of professional growth and development of middle 

school principals. The contents of the final dissertation will be made public, 

however, yoilr identity will not be revealed. 

Your signature indicates you understand the purpose and process of the 

study and give your permission to use the information from this interview for the 

purpose of my dissertation and any other publication that may result from this 

project. 

Principal Date 




